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Theatre as a Mirror of Humanity: Understanding Shakespearean Drama and

Its Educational Power

Abstract:

This article explores the educational and philosophical dimensions of Shakespearean drama,
emphasizing its role in shaping critical thinking, empathy, and cultural awareness. It examines the
theatre as a dynamic, interactive system with didactic, therapeutic, and spiritual functions.
Drawing on Renaissance cosmology and the Great Chain of Being, the study highlights how

Shakespeare's tragedies reflect human freedom, moral conflict, and universal order.
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What Is Drama? An Introduction to Shakespearean Theatre

Drama is a unique literary and performative genre that offers a structured yet fluid representation
of reality. It has the power to materialize abstract experiences while simultaneously deconstructing
them. This dual function allows audiences to engage in both emotional resonance and intellectual

reflection.

Among the many forms of drama, Shakespearean theatre holds a place of particular importance.
Written during the English Renaissance, the works of William Shakespeare have endured across
centuries due to their rich exploration of universal themes, multifaceted characters, and
philosophical depth. His plays examine issues of power, morality, identity, and human nature in

ways that continue to speak to modern audiences.

Shakespeare does not offer a single, consistent worldview. Instead, each character represents a
personal philosophy, shaped by temperament and circumstance. However, underpinning much of
Shakespeare’s work is a common Renaissance understanding of the universe, often referred to as
the "Great Chain of Being." This cosmological model, derived from classical philosophers such as
Plato and Aristotle and later adapted by medieval Christian thinkers, posited a hierarchical
structure of all existence, from inanimate matter to the divine. At the base of this chain were stones,

defined by the simple property of existence. Above them were plants, which possess both existence



Annals of “Constantin Brancusi” University of Targu Jiu, Education Sciences Series, ISSN 1844-
7031, No. 1/2025

and the ability to grow. Animals, in turn, add the capacity for sensation. Humans occupy a central
place in this hierarchy, as they combine existence, growth, sensation, and reason. Above them
stand angels, defined by pure rationality, and at the top is God, representing pure actuality and

perfection'.

Human beings, thus, serve as the link between the physical and spiritual realms—a notion
expressed by the Latin phrase nexus naturae vinculum. This dual nature compels individuals to
strive for balance: they must transcend base instincts through the application of reason in order to
maintain harmony within themselves and with the universe. When this balance is disrupted—when

passion overrides reason—disorder and tragedy ensue.

The microcosm of the human body reflects the macrocosmic harmony of the universe. According
to the humoral theory popular during Shakespeare’s time, the human temperament was shaped by
four bodily fluids or "humours": blood, choler, melancholy, and phlegm. Each humour was
associated with one of the four cosmic elements and seasons: blood with air and spring (hot and
moist), choler with fire and summer (hot and dry), melancholy with earth and autumn (cold and
dry), and phlegm with water and winter (cold and moist). Emotional and psychological balance

was achieved only when these humours were in equilibrium?.

The Stage as a Living System — Theatre and Its Functions

Theatre operates as a dynamic, open system of communication, where interaction is paramount.
The performative experience involves not only the relationships between actors but also those
between actors and the audience, as well as among the audience members themselves. This

network of relationships is mediated through a blend of verbal and non-verbal signs.

Verbal signs include spoken elements such as dialogues, where characters exchange messages;
monologues, where one character speaks uninterrupted before others; soliloquies, where characters
reveal their inner thoughts, often directly to the audience; and asides, where characters speak to
the audience without being "heard" by other characters on stage?®. These are complemented by non-

verbal signs that include elements like set design, costumes, lighting, sound effects, music,
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gestures, facial expressions, and stage directions (paratext and metatext). Together, these elements
enable what is called the fransposition of the text—the interpretive process by which a written
script becomes a staged performance. This process ensures that each production of a play remains

unique and culturally relevant.

The theatre fulfills multiple functions within society:

Firstly, it serves a didactic function, informing, instructing, and educating the audience. Secondly,
it performs a hermeneutic role, exploring human potential and uncovering deeper ontological
truths—a process Martin Heidegger referred to as disclosing the "Being towards possibilities".
Thirdly, the theatre embodies the carnivalesque principle, as described by Mikhail Bakhtin. By
presenting deviant characters, comic mistakes, and social inversions, theatre breaks societal norms
only to ultimately reaffirm them. This encourages catharsis, leading to rebirth and renewal, and a

reintegration of individuals into their communities.

Furthermore, theatre helps to develop archetypes and mythical models, reinforcing shared
cultural narratives. It creates forms of collective life and mutual understanding, fostering social
cohesion. Theatre also has a therapeutic function, providing psychological relief and helping
people confront personal and collective anxieties. It stimulates imagination, allowing audiences
to envision alternatives to their current reality, and facilitates spiritual exploration, providing

time for both meditation and enjoyment.

In educational settings, these functions make drama a highly effective pedagogical tool. It
cultivates empathy, enhances critical thinking, and nurtures creativity—all while offering an

immersive experience that merges emotional engagement with cognitive insight.

Shakespearean Tragedy — A Journey Through Choice and Consequence

Shakespeare’s tragedies are defined not just by the deaths of central characters but by the
psychological and moral journeys that precede them. These plays focus on the concept of
individual agency: the ability of a person to make choices and the consequences that follow. In

Shakespeare’s worldview, freedom arises not from limitless possibility but from the responsibility
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of choosing. Until a character makes a decision, they are suspended in potential. Once a choice is

made, however, they must confront the often-irreversible outcomes®.

This tension between choice and fate gives Shakespearean tragedy its profound psychological
depth. Characters such as Hamlet, Macbeth, and Othello are torn between conflicting duties,
desires, and identities. Their downfalls are not simply imposed by external forces but are deeply

rooted in their internal struggles and moral failings.

The function of tragedy, therefore, extends beyond historical documentation or entertainment. It
becomes a vehicle for cognitive, psychological, metaphysical, and even theological inquiry. While
some plays include comic scenes to entertain the audience, their ultimate purpose lies in the
exploration of existential questions: What is the nature of justice? What constitutes betrayal? How

does ambition corrupt? What is the role of destiny?

In the tragic worldview, death is not presented as redemptive or peaceful. It is a negative force—
disruptive, painful, and sometimes meaningless. However, beyond this suffering lies a
reaffirmation of moral and cosmic order. Since many of Shakespeare’s tragedies are set in a pre-
Christian, pagan world, the restoration of equilibrium is essential. Evil may temporarily dominate,

but it must eventually be punished so that harmony can be restored®.

In conclusion, Shakespearean drama—through its thematic richness, philosophical inquiry, and
emotional complexity—remains a powerful educational resource. It not only develops students’
analytical and creative skills but also challenges them to reflect on their place within the world.
By teaching Shakespeare, educators invite learners to become both spectators and participants in

the grand theatre of human experience.
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