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Abstract 

This essay examined the concept of tragedy through the views of classical Greek writers, Elizabethan 
writers, Nigerian contemporary writers, and other renowned contemporary writers. The examination 
adopted a comparative and historicist approach. William Shakespeare’s definition of tragedy, which is 
rooted in the Aristotelean concept of tragedy, provided the main thesis for the essay. In other words, 
the basic assumption in the work is that the definition of tragedy from Aristotle’s Poetics cannot suffice 
in different contexts and climes. This is part of the counter-argument that has been conveyed through 
the plays of some of the Nigerian writers in the essay. Thus, the essay argued that the definition of 
tragedy from an etymological perspective would be considered arbitrary as it fails to encompass the 
values of non-western sensibilities. The essay also questioned the universalization of Shakespearean 
concept of tragedy since it has failed to consider its implication to other cultures. This is a conse-
quence of Euro-western supremacist ideology. 

Keywords: Tragedy, Nobility, Perspectives, Shakespearean concept. 

Introduction: Shakespeare and his contemporaries  

The historiography of the Elizabethan tragedy is significant in the study of drama as a result of the re-
markable creative energy of playwrights of the time (mid-sixteenth century – early seventeenth cen-
tury). This branch of literary discourse now stands out interestingly in contemporary popular estima-
tion. As if to extend the classical concept of tragedy, the tragic plays of this era tend to share similar 
characteristics such as their religious origin in which the Greek playwrights drew from religious prac-
tices like the Dionysus festival (Ejiofor, 2007, p. 5) and the Elizabethans drew from Christian stories of 
church liturgy, notably the quem quaeritis troupe. Some of these playwrights include Christopher Mar-
lowe, John Marston, Thomas Heywood, Thomas Dekker and John Webster. Of great interest is the 
fact that the general works of William Shakespeare, in the eyes of many critics today, have surpassed 
that of his immediate past playwrights and contemporaries, achieving a worldwide repute. The Tragi-
cal History of Dr Faustus and The Jew of Malta, Marlowe’s works, in a unique sense, are vivid illustra-
tions of characters who attempt to leap above human challenges. Other tragedies like Tamburlaine the 
Great and Edward II, became for Marlowe the beginning of a phase of chronicle plays that explored 
the fatal actions of kings. These works have shared peculiar characteristics with Shakespeare's crea-
tive pattern, such that they equally appear in poetic forms. 

John Webster's ingenuity as a playwright did manifest through The Duchess of Malfi and The White 
Devil – his tragedies. These plays have depicted a world of extravagant passions, intrigue and ex-
treme violence. Despite their melodramatic themes, they are artistically resourceful in terms of their 
level of poetic dialogue and attempt to probe human psyche. On the whole, Elizabethan tragedy and 
comedy alike could be said to have reached the point of flowering in Shakespeare's works as he is 
credited with ten tragic plays: Julius Caesar, Titus Andronicus, Antony and Cleopatra, Timon of Ath-
ens, Coriolanus, King Lear, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth and Hamlet. Within his fifty-two years 
of existence (1564-1616), Shakespeare was “noted to be the only playwright of his era who was also 
an actor and a sharer in its most successful theatrical company” (Taylor, 2004, p.293). He contributed 
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 immensely to the English vocabulary as much as one thousand seven hundred words. He published 
38 plays, 154 sonnets, and 2 narrative poems. His poetic works appear more in the fashion of iambic 
pentameter. For creative writers who attempt to go through the difficulty of this style of writing, they are 
in a position to understand better the level of achievement he recorded with those number of publica-
tions. His application of the rhythm of iambic pentameter helps one to understand series of stressed 
and unstressed words in his poetic work. As a result, some of his plays and sonnets do have ten sylla-
bles in each line. For his plays, these lines are mostly unrhymed. He adopts the blank verse for much 
of the dialogue between his characters and, in some cases, uses the rhyming couplet in order to poeti-
cize drama, as exemplified in Macbeth:  

 

Hear it not Duncan; for it is a knell 
That summons thee to heaven or to hell (Act II, Scene I, p. 3). 
 

He was equally devoted to the style of punctuation at the end of his earlier poetic lines which is meant 
to strengthen their rhythm. Among other literary devices, he adopts soliloquy to reveal the depth and 
pattern of human thought. Analytically, this style helps readers to understand man’s premeditated ac-
tions; how these actions come about and what drives the thoughts that accompany them. He equally 
uses other literary devices such as personifications, metaphors, hyperbole, simile, onomatopoeia, par-
ody, evocative imagery and suspense to embellish his works. It seems, amongst these devices, he 
took great interest in the use of a pun. His works reveal the measure of his fondness for playing with 
words. While he crafted a unique way of using words, he equally pays much attention to characterisa-
tion. Rather than use much of implausible characters, he creates real people in their natural state of 
dispositions; good or bad. Such creative disposition to explore humans in their natural behavioural ten-
dency gives credence to Ngugi’s notion that literature is about, “living men, actual men and women 
and children, breathing, eating, crying, laughing, creating, dying, growing men in history of which they 
are its products and makers” (1981, p.72). The portrayal of these living men, dying men, crying men or 
pained men, as the case may be, constitutes the composition of all of Shakespeare’s tragic plays. It is 
a disposition that rests mainly on the writer’s skillfulness of characterisation technique such as is ably 
exemplified in Hamlet.  

The example of Hamlet  

On the one hand, as Hamlet is expected by his society to practically demonstrate the responsibility im-
bued in nobility, since he is of royal background, Shakespeare, on the other hand, attempts to reveal 
his real temperaments behind the façade of social status. In other words, his temperamental disposi-
tion is eventually exposed, as the true incident of his father’s death hits him. In this context, Shake-
speare’s creation of Hamlet is perhaps to question the societal construction of social classification 
where one class is expected to be peopled with well-behaved and noble personalities while the other 
class is characterised with common and ignoble characters. In this regard, Shakespeare ensures that 
Hamlet attracts a lot of attention from critics due to some of his ignoble attitude. Such intriguing nature 
is as a result of his several levels of consciousness, manifesting in different dimensions through his 
swinging moods from vengeance to empathy. As his unstable temperament eventually prepares him 
for tragedy, so also his rational mind ponders on life and nature. This rational aspect of Hamlet is syn-
onymous to what Sessions (1971) describes as “the ideal of a contemplative hero” (p. 8).  

At one instance, Hamlet contemplated what the Queen, his mother said to him: "Thou know'st tis com-
mon, all that lives must die/Passing through nature to eternity" (Act I, Scene II, p. 380). In another in-
stance, he is enraged and saddened by the action of his mother who marries Claudius, his uncle. 
Hamlet sees this act as treachery from his mother Gertrude, for it happened within a month of his own 
father’s death. This scene, therefore, helps to prepare Shakespeare’s audience to be anxious of what 
lies ahead. It is this same unstable mind and dual personality that plays out in his relationship with 
Ophelia. At one point, he is presented as sending love letters to Ophelia as a mark of his love for her, 
and then in subsequent scenes, he treats her with cruelty, hence the following outburst: 

 

I have heard of your paintings well enough 
God hath given you one face, 
and you make yourselves another: you jig, 
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 you amble, and you lisp, 
you nick-name God's creatures, an make your wantonness your ignorance. (Act III, Scene I, p. 
389) 
 

The above examples provide room for critics to question the display of what should have been a noble 
behaviour such that is expected from the likes of Hamlet’s royal personality. In other words, Hamlet’s 
actions to his female companions are not just condescending but they actually deprecate every trace 
of nobility in him. This manifests as a duality in his personality where he hates Ophelia one moment 
and the next moment he longs to engage in a deeper level of intimacy with her which may be termed 
sensuous. He is to be held responsible for his denigrating actions against Ophelia since his wildness 
cannot be attributed to senile dementia. In his self- destruction, while he is yet coherent and brilliant, 
he is fueled by rage and thoughts of Gertrude's betrayal. Ophelia becomes his emotional outlet for the 
hostility that he must keep as a secret from the king. Then he says: 

 

I loved Ophelia: forty thousand brothers 
Could not, with all their quantity of love, 
Make up my sum. (Act V, Scene I, p. 400) 

 

The combined grieves from the death of his father and Ophelia, a woman he loves, pushes him 
deeper into melancholia and awakens an alertness in him of the meaning of death, which he describes 
thus: 

To die; to sleep, 
No more, and by a sleep to say we end 
The heart-ache, and the thousand natural shocks 
That flesh is heir to; 'tis a consummation 
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep; (Act III, Scene I, p.389) 
 

In another instance, the ghost of his father demands that he seeks revenge. It is this demand that 
pushes him to the fringes of madness and to the point of hara-kiri, a suicidal act carried out for the 
sake of honour. The more he contemplates of his plan, the more confused and unsure he becomes as 
prompted by both "heaven and hell" (Act II, Scene II, p. 388). Apparently, the ghost has placed Hamlet 
in a dilemma by asking him to carry out a murder. In his confusion, which manifests as a Freudian slip, 
he reveals his hatred against Claudius, his uncle for his treachery. He would have been at peace, at 
least after a while of mourning his father, but he is set on a cause of vengeance, prompted to do so by 
the ghost. By this uncertainty, he exposes himself as a contemplative individual. But his tragic flaw 
was the lack of courage and defiance against fear, a vital component associated with nobility. He is 
rather too reflective and pensive throughout the play and therefore delays the moment of revenge as 
much as he could.  

Nevertheless, his perpetual introspection finally helps him overcome his great anxiety. This phase be-
gins in Act V when he returns from exile. Here, one sees a different Hamlet that is calm, rational, and 
more indifferent to the fear of death. He has come to the realization that fate is ultimately controlling 
man’s life, thus: 

 

Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting, 
That would not let me sleep: methought I lay 
Worse than the mutines in the bilboes. Rashly, 
And prais'd be rashness for it, let us know, 
Our indiscretion sometime serves us well 
When our deep plots do pall, and that should learn us 
There's a divinity that shapes our ends, 
Rough-hew them how we will. (Act V, Scene II, p. 400) 
 

Hamlet is ready to confront the sublime truth; that to avenge his father's death he must commit the 
very same act for which he seeks revenge "since no man knows aught of what he leaves, what is't to 
leave betimes? Let be." (Act V, Scene II, p. 401). He stands out as a tragic character because of his 
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 humanity to seek out the cause of justice in spite of how fraught with death, intrigue, scheming the 
journey was. When he does finally die, it is this quality that ennobled him in the heart of many.  

Trends in Aristotelean/Shakespearean Tragedy and the Ni-
gerian models 

Such stereotypical example of the Shakespearean tragedy of noble orientation has triggered much de-
bate in the history of tragic drama. One can trace the beginning of this debate to the classical philoso-
phers in Greece. Tragic drama may appear as a heroic tragedy where the protagonist assumes a 
larger-than-life role in his struggle between his love and country. It may also appear as a domestic 
tragedy where the hero or protagonist deals with a serious subject while middle-class characters are 
portrayed in their own social environment. Then again is the romantic tragedy which attempts to un-
ravel the conflict that exist between the ideal nature and the realistic nature. Here, the experiences of 
protagonists of wandering stature whose anguish are caused by their obstinate imperfections are ex-
posed.  

The current form is the modern tragedy which reflects modern realities in varieties of artistry and hu-
man perspectives, questioning the phenomena of life without any specific procedure. Plato, in his Re-
public, criticized the enactment of tragedy with the view that it stimulated superfluous feelings at the 
detriment of the individual’s virtues. Contrary to this opinion, Aristotle who was once Plato’s student 
refused the banishment of tragic plays or the dramatic imitations of tragic events in his Poetics. His 
reason is that they offer meaning and opportunity for the emotional purge of members of the audience. 
Aristotle advocates a tragic drama with great moral significance whereby the language, character, 
theme, plot, song and the scene should become techniques that will reinforce the action. The specta-
tors or audience may be forced to sympathise with the protagonist’s final agony and tragic end so as 
to result in their emotional release and purification which Aristotle refers to as catharsis.  

Aristotle recommended the tragic unity of the place of the dramatic event, the time and the action. By 
implication, it amounts to the fact that the whole actions in a tragedy would take place in a single set-
ting such as a house or market square, and then will have to conclude the actions at a given time 
frame. The play is expected to portray the downfall of the hero or prominent character who struggles 
against fate. For as much as such character is expected to materialise victorious in the final battle 
against the opposing negative forces, his fall will have to actually occur due to the design of his fate by 
the gods. It is significant to state therefore that the classical Greek tragedy became a model that influ-
enced the Elizabethan playwrights as it explores the life of a hero or heroine who experiences a rever-
sal of fortune set in motion by the gods as a result of hubris – excessive pride, ambition or weakness 
that leads to the fall of the hero. The totality of all the aspects of its plot will be driven by the tendency 
to evoke pity and fright amongst the audience which will eventually lead to catharsis, for the soul-puri-
fication of the individual.  

More so, the Roman drama equally contributed partly in the influence of Elizabethan tragedy. The 
scenes of violence in the latter can be traced to the plays of Lucius Annaeus Seneca. Seneca is popu-
lar as a result his bloody plays. His tragic model presents the popular tragedy revenge that character-
ises some of Shakespeare’s works. The earlier revivification of the Senecan revenge drama has been 
traced to Thomas Kyd's Spanish Tragedy in 1592, Marlowe's The Jew of Malta, Webster's The Duch-
ess of Malfi, before it got to the turn of Shakespeare's enigmatic revenge tragedy, Hamlet.  

However, the Shakespearean tragedy, unlike classical Greek tragedy, involves the use of sub-plots. It 
makes space for comic relief that is developed as sub-plots which are absent in Greek tragedy. The 
Shakespearean tragedy will tend to present a major character that is of a noble birth. These primary 
characters are of high status by class like King Lear and Hamlet or by military ranks like Othello and 
Macbeth. It gets the spectators emotionally engaged as the protagonist’s internal imperfection, weak-
ness or flaw (of his own making) exposes his tragic end. His downfall becomes his own doing, and he 
is no longer, in the case of classical tragedy, the helpless victim of fate. The title characters (charac-
ters whose names are used to form the titles of the play) along with many other characters in Shake-
speare's tragedies die as part of the story as can be found in Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet and Julius 
Caesar.  
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 Shakespearean tragedy, in its structural pattern, usually works on a five-part structure, corresponding 
to the five acts. The Part One is the exposition, in which he outlines the situation, introduces the pri-
mary characters, and begins the action. The Part Two takes the function of the development of the is-
sues in the play, continues the action and introduces complications. The Part Three presents the crisis 
and brings everything to the open. In this part, a change of direction occurs or, the understanding of 
the plot is advanced. Part Four includes further developments leading inevitably to Part Five in which 
the final crisis of action or revelation and resolution are clarified. 

Some of Soyinka’s works also appear to sustain the classical Greek and Shakespearean model of 
tragedy. One of such plays is Death and the King’s Horseman (1975). Emenyi (2004) describes it as a 
historical play which recaptures an incident in ancient Oyo City in the 1940s (p. 358). In order to sus-
tain this model, the attempt to deploy selected major characters at the top of a social hierarchy, along-
side the investigation of a tragic flaw as will appeal to an English audience, is imitated. Soyinka ends 
up with a hybridized play after borrowing from Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre in order to illuminate the 
areas of his dramaturgy, which his Yoruba culture does not have sufficient theatrical techniques for. 
Ogunbiyi (1981) confirms this when he states in this respect that the “traditional Yoruba theatre knows 
its limitations (that is, in the technical sense of lightning effect, stage prop, etc.)” (p. 348). Yet the 
question that could emerge from this whole imitational attempt is if such mimicry as exemplified by 
Soyinka has the capacity to attribute a universal acceptance to the concept of tragedy. 

More so, considering the association of tragedy, if one goes by the Greek origin, with a “song of a 
goat,” the illogicality in the definition appears to be quite preposterous, as the relationship between the 
word and its meaning seems arbitrary. For Nwabueze (2011), neither the goat skin worn by the per-
formers of tragic plays, or the goat which is given to the best writer of the tragic play or the sacrifice of 
a goat during ludic events give any clue to what tragedy is. This becomes the first dilemma the term 
generates - that of etymology which associates the meaning of tragedy with “a goat song” because of 
its Greek origin, “tragos” (goat), and “oide” (song) (Nwabueze, p. 66). On this note, Aristotle avers in a 
translated version of his Poetics, published in 1996, that tragedy is,  

An imitation of an action that is admirable [serious], complete and possesses magnitude 
[greatness]; in language made pleasurable, each of its species, separate in different parts, 
performed by actors through mimesis, not through narration or diegesis; and effecting through 
pity and fear the purification of such imitation [catharsis] (p. 9). 

Against the Nigerian cultural backgrounds, whether the above definition accommodates (if it must) the 
tragic example of Clark’s (1961) exemplification in Song of a Goat from an Ijaw worldview or if it fits 
into the rationale behind Olunde’s willingness to submit his life for sacrifice in order to perform the rit-
ual of death necessary for the king’s horseman in Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman, remains 
a matter to be considered. Clark’s first drama, Song of a Goat, which is a one-act play with four 
scenes completely reflects the Ijaw traditional sensibilities. It shares the tradition of blood ritualism with 
the classical Greek tragedy and includes a masseur whose words provide an epitaph on the disaster 
that finally emerges even as he acts as the choral leader. Zifa, the main character, tragically ends in 
the sea while his wife, Ebiere’s fate, hangs with miscarriage. All of these are as a result of Tonye’s il-
licit affairs with Ebiere who (Tonye) subsequently hangs himself. A similar fate, though of a different 
dimension, befalls Elisin Oba in Death and the King’s Horseman who originally fails to perform a rite of 
death passage assigned to his traditional post. The argument is that some critics may choose to disa-
vow the Elisin’s final death as an improper traditional process in the Yoruba cultural context due to cir-
cumstances he allowed to prevail upon him. Others may applaud Olunde’s courageous willingness 
and eventual ritual performance, ultimately fulfilling the will of the people to salvage them from societal 
catastrophe. It equally reminds one of a similar biblical ritual performed by Christ as one finds in King 
James Version: Matthew chapter 27, p. 924). 

The sacrificial actions of these two personages are regarded as a heroic tragedy since each is geared 
towards the redemption of the society. Their actions are elevated above the physical realm, therefore 
cannot be logically and appropriately adjudged through a secular perception. Critics who may not un-
derstand such ritualistic process are likely to see Olunde’s action as nothing but mere suicide. So also, 
the defiance of Okonkwo in Achebe’s (1958) Things Fall Apart, who protests the colonialist’s defile-
ment of his community by taking his own life. Could these creative works, which may depart in some 
respect from the classical mode of interpretation, fail to qualify as tragedy in a contemporary Nigerian 
tragedy? Modern critics are bound therefore to have an array of critical perspectives that differ from 
the Aristotelean and Shakespearean concept of tragedy. To this end, Soyinka (2010), in African litera-
ture: an anthology of criticism and theory attempts to create a balance, thus: 
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 The persistent search for the meaning of tragedy, for a redefinition in terms of cultural or pri-
vate experience, is, at least, man’s recognition of certain areas of depth-experience which are 
not satisfactorily explained by general aesthetic theories (p. 364). 

Critical perceptions of writers 

Tragedy as a theory and formal pattern evolved over time and manifested in sublime forms which are 
most times enthralling and controversial. Nwahunanya (2012) stresses that tragedy as a genre enjoys 
huge enthusiasm among scholars, which manifests as robust polemics, and critical commentary.  This 
aspect of scholarship has appealed more to scholars because of how it is able to give insight into the 
human psyche as well as the nature and motivation of human actions. Arthur Miller’s perspective has 
helped in triggering further controversy about the concept under the dramatic orthodoxy of classical 
Greece as expounded by Aristotle. From writers like Aristotle to Boal, Miller, Joseph Wood Krutch, 
Clark and Soyinka, it is important to note that their notion varies. In Theatre of the Oppressed (1979), 
Boal advocates a Marxist perspective. For Krutch (1962), he questions Aristotle’s view that it is the im-
itation of noble actions. His argument is that  

though it is some twenty-five hundred years since the dictum was uttered, there is only one 
respect in which we are inclined to modify it. To us, imitation seems a rather naive word to ap-
ply to that process by which observation is turned into art. The implication of Krutch’s asser-
tion is that the concept of nobility is relative and almost an illusion, thus, “no one knows what 
nobility is … even if it exists (p. 132). 

Just as Boal (1979) has looked at tragedy through a Marxist lens, and Krutch seeks a re-evaluation of 
the concept, so also has Miller explored it as a concept that can equally examine the sensibilities of 
the common people. He makes his position clear in Death of a Salesman (Miller, 2005) where the 
playwright paints a picture of tragedy on a canvas devoid of aristocracy thereby deviating from the 
idea of the tragic hero of noble birth to that of low birth. For him, (in his introductory essay to the play, 
Death of a Salesman, an excerpt from “Tragedy and the common Man”) “the common man is as apt a 
subject for tragedy in the highest sense as kings were” (Miller 2005, p. vii). This view is a blunt contra-
diction with the Aristotelean concept of tragedy which insists that the tragic hero must of necessity be 
of noble birth. Miller (2005), in Death of a Sales Man equally opposes the notion of a negative conno-
tation to the phenomenon of tragedy. For him, the substance of tragedy is the indestructible will of 
man to achieve his humanity (p. xi).   

Femi Osofisan’s No More the Wasted Breed (1982), which is actually a reply to Soyinka’s The Strong 
Breed (1973), provides one the opportunity to explore further the implication of other viewpoints. In his 
perception, he combines Marxist ideology with a branch of Yoruba myth as a tool for deconstructing 
the cultural practices that annihilate the downtrodden in the society. Adeniyi (2009) concludes that 
“Osofisan uses traditional materials such as history, myth, ritual, magic and religion from the subver-
sive materialist perspective to make them serve his own egalitarian purpose” (p. 152). By egalitarian 
purpose, Adeniyi refers to Osofisan’s effort to create a just society that is not stratified socio-economi-
cally and politically. In other words, it is tragic to have gods like Elusu, the goddess of vengeance, bru-
tality and fury, who display defiance and arrogance against humanity. Such gods, unlike Olokun, por-
tends danger and has the tendency to create different shapes of tragedies against humanity.  

Dasylva (2009) critically points out that Osofisan’s perspective to the Yoruba myth of a ritual carrier is 
but a defeatist and ignorant effort of unnecessary ‘scapegoatism’. In other words, man has placed 
himself at a disadvantageous position before the gods who exploit this privilege to their own benefit. 
By this portrayal, Osofisan takes a rebellious stand against the gods. According to Dasylva (2009: 
271), “Osofisan seems to reject the concept of scapegoatism with its universal appeal.” In other words, 
Osofisan does not subscribe to the global phenomenon of individual heroism where mankind is por-
trayed as gaining salvation and life from the sacrificial decisions (heroic deeds) of heroes. 

This perspective is in contrast with Soyinka’s position as is portrayed in The Strong Breed through 
Eman, in The Road through the professor, and, in Death and the King’s Horseman through Olunde. It 
is apparent from Soyinka’s consistency with such Yoruba culture of sacrificing the “strong breed” (he-
roes) for the purgation of communal sins, that he subscribes to such form of tragedy akin to the classi-
cal Greek model as a framework for exploring the depth of human existence. Despite the fact that a 
critic like Osayomi (2010, p. 651) believes that “Soyinka is essentially of the theatre of the absurd pre-
cisely because his works present man in a metaphysical quandary in his search for a meaning of his 
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 existence”, it still holds that Soyinka uses this apparatus to interrogate the universal quest for a mes-
siah who will redeem humans from different forms of catastrophic incidents. This is what Jones (1983) 
in his evaluation of The Strong Breed explains, that Eman “represents a moral force which transcends 
social boundaries. He is the broad humanity which the world both needs and rejects at the same time 
while individuals and individual societies relentlessly pursue their particular concerns” (p. 65). 

Conclusion 

For Abrams (2005), the discussion of tragedy should not start and end with the classic analysis of 
tragedy in Aristotle’s Poetics (p. 331). One could, therefore, add that part of the challenges of the Aris-
totelean tragedy is that it has not been able to understand and accommodate the cultural values and 
general sensibilities of other societies like that of the African societies. It becomes problematic to de-
fine tragedy on the grounds of etymology. Moreover, there is also the need to reconsider the elitist ap-
propriation of tragedy and the masculinist lining of the Aristotelean definition which explains that the 
tragic hero must be a male of noble birth. Aristotle in Poetics (1996, p.24) had earlier made the argu-
ment against the inclusion of females, portraying them as unfit for the role of tragic hero. His definition 
appropriates tragedy as a phenomenon peculiar only to the aristocrats and the male, while the minors 
(people of lower class, children, and women) are excluded. This postulation may find it difficult to se-
cure a universal space in a fast moving and dynamic period as that of the 21st century. 

         Another problematic angle is the idea that tragedy can only be achieved through performance or 
mimesis which could actually deprive the prose genre the prospect of assuming a tragic posture in 
theme or quality. One understands that the novelistic branch of literature had not developed in the 
days of Aristotle, hence he did not recognise it as a genre in his Poetics. It further raises questions of 
the acceptability of classical rules in respect of tragedy in a typical modern setting. There is also the 
angle of elevated language which is presented as a primary form of constructing tragedy and the 
physiotherapeutic purpose (Catharsis) of tragedy. All of these aspects are not likely to be suitable for 
modern tragedy due to the substantial transformation of drama against the background of human civili-
zation, different cultural sensibilities, scientific transformation and modern theatres in existence. It suf-
fices that the definition of Aristotle’s tragedy may not have the general acceptability to be appropriated 
as an ideal framework for a typical Nigerian tragic drama. That Soyinka, in a sense, has propounded a 
new concept of tragedy that emanates from the Yoruba tradition, becomes a turning point for other 
playwrights and dramatists. It suggests that every society or individual could define its own pattern of 
the dramatic framework that will enable it to probe into its own peculiar catastrophes. For if no one vol-
unteers to die for the good of humanity, social calamities would likely attain a holocaust proportion. 
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