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THEATER AS A CULTURAL INSTITUTION

Background. In 2023-2024, Ukraine, particularly Kyiv, has witnessed a theatrical renaissance amid the ongoing full-
scale war. Theaters have become vital psychological and cultural spaces, attracting new audiences and hosting productions by
European directors. However, significant challenges persist, including the loss of actors due to mobilization, and deteriorating
theater infrastructure. Moreover, while theater attendance is rising in key cultural hubs, accessibility and engagement remain
uneven across the country.

Objective: This study examines the genesis, functions, and mission of theater as a cultural institution and analyzes its role in
the contemporary and challenging Ukrainian context.

Methods. Employing an interdisciplinary approach, this study uses the following methods: a literature review-analyzing
scholarly works in theater studies, cultural studies, and communication research to define theater's role as a socio-cultural
institution; and content analysis—examining social media reviews and publications to assess regional disparities in theater
attendance and infrastructural conditions.

Results. The research confirms that Ukrainian theater meets all three key criteria of a cultural institution. Theater
operates as a regulatory system of values, norms, and artistic standards, shaping social consciousness and preserving national
identity, particularly during wartime. Theater functions as a stable form of social behavior, fostering communication, audience
engagement, and psychological resilience. Theater serves as a specialized organization that produces, preserves, and promotes
cultural heritage while adapting to contemporary challenges. The study highlights the evolving role of theaters beyond
entertainment, as they engage in social activism, education, and therapeutic support.

Conclusions. Theater in Ukraine remains a crucial socio-cultural phenomenon that reflects and influences social
norms, values, and collective resilience. However, disparities in regional engagement, infrastructural challenges, and the need
for adaptive strategies in the digital era present ongoing concerns. The future of theaters as cultural institutions depends on their

ability to balance artistic integrity with social responsibility, especially in the face of war-related disruptions.
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Background

Ukraine, and especially Kyiv, has experienced a
theatrical renaissance in 2023—-2024. In the 2024 theatrical
review for Dzerkalo Tyzhnia, theater critic Yuliya
Samborska (2024) notes that despite the war, theaters
have become a kind of "psychologist" for society, providing
an opportunity to escape reality. The popularity of theatrical
performances has grown, new audiences have emerged,
and productions by European directors have been staged.
Despite significant losses within the theater community—
many actors have been mobilized, and some have died at
the front—theater troupes have adapted to new conditions,
changed their repertoires, and brought in new actors.
Volunteer activities have remained an important part of
theatrical life, with many artists organizing fundraising
initiatives to support the military and humanitarian needs
(Samborska, 2024).

However, unfortunately, this so-called "theatrical
renaissance" is not observed in all theaters across the
country. Qutside cultural hubs like Kyiv, Odesa, and Lviv,
people are not attending performances as actively. Social
media contains numerous comments about how tickets for
shows in Kyiv are nearly impossible to find, whereas in
regional centers, even on premiere days, good seats remain
available. For instance, this Facebook post highlights a
well-received performance at the Olha Kobylianska
Chernivtsi Academic Regional Ukrainian Music and Drama
Theater, yet with a sparsely attended audience
(https://lwww.facebook.com/share/p/1BNSfUpKsH/).

Another issue is the deteriorating condition of theater
buildings, such as the Maria Zankovetska National Drama
Theater in Lviv or the Dnipro Academic Drama and Comedy
Theater "Dramikom", among many others across Ukraine.

Nevertheless, in the general context, theater attendance
in Ukraine has been steadily increasing in 2023-2024. On
the website of the Ivan Franko National Academic Drama
Theater, tickets—despite the introduction of mandatory
authentication through the Diia app-sell out within the first
10-15 minutes (Kyshynevskyi, 2024). This underscores the
relevance of theater as a cultural institution.

Objective: to explore theater as a cultural institution by
outlining its genesis, functions, and mission both in general
and specifically within the current socio-cultural and
political context of Ukraine.

Literature Review. Theater as a cultural institution is the
subject of numerous studies that analyze its social,
aesthetic, and communicative functions. The historical
development of theater, its impact on society, and its
transformations in response to contemporary challenges
are explored in the works of both foreign and Ukrainian
researchers. O. G. Brockett and F. G. Hildy (2014), in their
seminal work History of the Theatre, emphasize that
performative elements are an integral part of any society.
The concept of a cultural institution, to which the theater
belongs, is examined in the research of I. Maslikova
(2020). Sheeba Azhar and Syed Abid Ali (2015) highlight
that theater reflects social and economic conditions,
interacts with the community, fulfils educational and
entertainment functions, and serves as a tool for social
critique. Ukrainian researcher T. Kremeshna (2021)
analyzes the therapeutic effect of theater. The concept of
theater as a communicative space is explored in the
studies of V. Panasyuk and K. Yudova-Romanova (2023).
Erving Goffman's (1959) theory of "dramaturgy" compares
social life to theater, where each individual plays a specific
role. Contemporary research on theater in Ukraine
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demonstrates its evolution in the context of wartime.
0. Klekovkin (2012) provides a comprehensive analysis of
the term "theater" and its functions.

Methods

The research is based on an interdisciplinary approach
that combines: 1) analysis of scholarly literature -
examining works in theater studies, cultural sociology, and
communication research to define the role of theater as a
socio-cultural institution; 2) content analysis — examining
social media reviews and publications about theatrical life
in different regions of Ukraine to identify disparities in the
development of the theater sector, among other aspects.

Results

O. G. Brockett and F. G. Hildy (2014) begin their
History of the Theatre by outlining the idea that
performative elements — whether dramatic, theatrical, or
symbolic — are an integral part of any society, regardless of
its level of development. These elements manifest not only
in the ritual dances of ancient tribes but also in
contemporary election campaigns, celebrations, sporting
events, religious ceremonies, and even children's games.
However, most people do not perceive such moments as
"theater", even though they are filled with spectacle,
dialogue, and dramatic conflict. This is why it is important
to distinguish between theater as an art form and
entertainment, and theatricality, which naturally emerges in
various spheres of life (Brockett & Hildy, 2014, p. 15).

At the same time, celebrations, sports events, and
religious ceremonies, when they acquire an organized
character, transform into cultural institutions. As
I. Maslikova notes: "Cultural institutions should be
understood in three aspects. First, in the normative-
regulatory aspect, a cultural institution is a set of values,
rules, principles, and norms that determine, define, and
regulate socio-cultural activities in their various forms.
Second, in the behavioral-procedural aspect, cultural
institutions represent a stable type of social behavior that is
realized in socio-cultural activities and is expressed
through specific behavioral models, institutional roles, and
forms of collective interaction. Third, in the activity-
organizational aspect, cultural institutions are specialized
organizations—structured associations of people within
which cultural goods are produced, accumulated,
preserved, presented, and promoted to meet the cultural
needs of citizens" (Maslikova, 2020, p. 11).

Thus, we analyze theater as a cultural institution
according to these three aspects:

1) as a set of values, rules, principles, and norms that
determine, define, and regulate socio-cultural activities in
their various forms.

2) as a stable type of social behavior, expressed in
socio-cultural activities through specific behavioral models,
institutional roles, and forms of collective interaction.

3) as specialized organizations or establishments,
structured associations of people that produce,
accumulate, preserve, present, and promote cultural goods
to meet the cultural needs of citizens.

In 2021, a theater seminar was held in Sopot as part of
the Twelfth Between.Pomiedzy Festival, where the issue of
theater as a social institution in the contemporary
European space was discussed. Theater professionals
from the United Kingdom, Germany, the Czech Republic,
and Poland examined contemporary transformations in
theater. Participants emphasized that theaters are no
longer limited to art alone; they now engage in social
activism, education, and public dialogue. Increasingly, they
function as communication centers, organizing workshops,
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educational initiatives, and audience engagement
programs, particularly for marginalized groups. Topics
discussed included the impact of the pandemic on theaters,
which forced them to rethink ways of communicating with
audiences and the format of dramatic works; the role of
dramaturgy in the transformation of theater amid the
ongoing crisis; and the rethinking of theater as a means of
social integration, particularly through projects like the
Listen Local initiative at the Royal Court Theatre, which
involves local communities in creating their own
performances. Another key discussion was about the
mission of theater: should it serve as a tool for social
change or remain a purely artistic platform? Some critics,
such as Michael Raab, warned that theater could turn into
a mechanism for moralization and social integration, losing
its artistic essence. The seminar highlighted that changes
in theater are not a matter of choice but a historical
necessity reflecting broader cultural and social
transformations. One of the biggest challenges for theater
institutions today is finding a balance between artistic self-
expression and social responsibility, which will continue to
shape the future of theater. Among the most thought-
provoking ideas was the notion that the mission of theater
is not merely to convey a message for a passive audience
to receive and interpret but to stimulate active viewer
response and integrate these reactions into the artistic and
production system (Lachman, 2021).

Indian scholars Sheeba Azhar and Syed Abid Ali argue
that drama and theatrical performances today function as a
social force. They state that theater reflects social and
economic conditions, as playwrights cannot ignore their
audiences — given that theater serves as a platform for
conveying social, economic, or spiritual ideas. Theater
interacts with the community both internally—as a creative
collective of actors, directors, and technical staff — and
externally — as a platform for engaging with audiences and
society. At the same time, theater can serve as both an
educational and entertainment tool and a medium for
raising important social issues. Theater practitioners
cannot ignore audience expectations. According to
scholars, if theater only presents familiar themes, it does
not contribute to audience development, while if it stages
entirely incomprehensible performances, it risks losing its
audience. Theater thus balances between preserving
traditions and exploring new forms of communication with
viewers. Today, traditional three-act dramaturgy is giving
way to fragmented, montage techniques that better fit the
contemporary media landscape. Theater is shifting away
from the rational analysis of characters and focusing more
on emotional expression. It reflects the social relations of
its time and becomes an art form of social interaction.
Economic difficulties have pushed theaters to seek funding
from government institutions, altering their mission: they
now must justify their social value. Theater does not exist
separately from social processes but instead mirrors social
movements and issues. Drama evokes emotions, provokes
thought, entertains, challenges, disturbs, and releases
energy. For Indian scholars, theater is not just an artistic
practice but a powerful social mechanism that shapes
public consciousness and reflects reality, influencing
values and moral principles in those who engage with it
(Azhar, & Ali, 2015).

Ukrainian researcher T. Kremeshna (2021) analyzes
the social role of theater and its therapeutic effects. She
writes that Aristotle's theory of catharsis provided an
understanding of art, particularly theater, as a medium with
the ability to purify and transform human consciousness,
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shifting moral orientations. Theater has always fulfilled a
social function, influencing mass consciousness through
artistic imagery and shaping social behavior. From ancient
rituals to the modern stage, theater has served as a
unifying force that fosters social cohesion and collective
values. According to Kremeshna, modern sociology views
theater as a system of socially significant actions that
impact societal processes, education, and communication
(Kremeshna, 2021, p. 102).

The researcher outlines
functions of theater:

= Cathartic — cleansing from negative emotions.

= Regulatory — relieving nervous tension and modeling
a positive psycho-emotional state.

= Communicative-reflective — developing interpersonal
interaction skills and fostering appropriate social behavior
(Kremeshna, 2021, p. 103).

Ukrainian scholars V. Panasyuk and K. Yudova-
Romanova (2023) also support the idea that theater is a
unique form of communication. In their article, they echo
their Indian colleagues, arguing that theater is not merely a
stage, actors, and scenery but a complex socio-cultural
process in which playwrights, directors, actors, and
audiences interact. Renowned Ukrainian director and actor
Les Kurbas, as early as 1925, emphasized three essential
components of theater: ideology, the artistic work itself, and
the audience. Contemporary researchers agree that
theater is a living system of communication that is activated
the moment the curtain rises. French philosopher Roland
Barthes compared it to a "cybernetic machine", creating a
multi-layered process of transmission and reception. Every
element of a performance influences the audience,
provoking emotions, thoughts, and reflections (Panasyuk &
Yudova-Romanova, 2023, p. 36).

Ukrainian researcher N. Korniyenko describes theater
as an indicator of societal transformations. It not only
reflects reality but also integrates into public life, becoming
part of politics, culture, and even everyday existence. This
explains the phenomenon of the "theatricalization of
society", where different spheres of life take on a
performative character (Dutchak et al., 2010, p. 202).

American sociologist Erving Goffman, in his theory of
"dramaturgy”, compares social life to theater, where every
person is an "actor" playing a specific social role. In his
book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, he argues
that people consciously control their behavior to create a
certain impression on others. Theater helps harmonize
society and shape high moral ideals. Its role is particularly
significant in the education of children and youth, as it
fosters live communication skills in the digital age
(Goffman, 1959).

The Main
T. Kremeshna):

= Cognitive — transmitting social experience across
generations and cultures.

= Entertaining — creating a vivid
incorporating music, scenery, and acting.

= Communicative — serving as a space for social
interaction.

= Playful — allowing audiences to immerse themselves
in the world of the performance and detach from reality.

= Socializing - shaping individuals through the
cultural codes of society (Kremeshna, 2021, p. 104).

T. Kremeshna briefly outlines the history of theater in
relation to its social role: in Antiquity, the dramaturgy of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides (the fathers of
theatrical art) promoted ideas of personal freedom and

several art-therapeutic

Functions of Theater (according to

spectacle,

patriotism; in the Middle Ages, mystery plays had a
religious character, while morality plays propagated ethical
norms; during the Renaissance, the works of Shakespeare
and Moliére reflected social norms and behaviors; in the
Age of Enlightenment, dramatists such as Diderot and
Voltaire used theater to spread progressive ideas; in
Classicism, the works of Corneille and Racine emphasized
high moral ideals; in Ukrainian theater, Mykola Gogol
called theater a pulpit from which society could be taught,
while Mykhailo Hrushevsky saw it as a powerful tool for
social cohesion and psychotherapy; Ivan Franko, Borys
Hrinchenko, Mykola Voronyi, and others emphasized
theater's moral and patriotic potential; today, according to
Kremeshna, theater remains a powerful instrument of
influence on society, maintaining its aesthetic, social, and
educational functions. Due to its visual and symbolic
nature, theater shapes values, moral orientations, and
aesthetic tastes (Kremeshna, 2012, p. 104-105).

0. Klekovkin, in his dictionary of key theatrical terms
THEATRICA: Lexicon, describes theater as more than just
a stage, actors, or a performance venue. It is a
multidimensional concept that includes audience space,
artistic processes, cultural phenomena, and a social
institution. The word "theater" originates from the Greek
Theatron, meaning "a place for viewing spectacles". In
different cultures, the concept took on unique forms, from
ancient tragedies to the theater of the absurd. With
language and societal evolution, theater became not only
an art form but also a metaphor for various aspects of life —
from military actions (theater of war) to scientific research
spaces (anatomical theater). In the 6th century BCE,
theater emerged as part of religious rituals and later
evolved into an independent art form. Greek performances
had deep philosophical foundations, as the word Theatron
is related to Theoria (theory), highlighting the connection
between intellectual inquiry and theatrical art. Ancient
audiences not only sought entertainment but also gained
knowledge through symbolic actions performed by actors.
Throughout history, theater has played different roles: from
a political propaganda tool in Ancient Rome to an
educational platform in the Renaissance and Classicism.
During the Enlightenment, it became a means of cultural
education. In the 19th—20th centuries, it became a platform
for social critique and experimentation. With the rise of
mass culture, the term "theater" expanded to include
various forms, from dramatic and physical theater to
shadow and interactive theater. Contemporary theater
continues to evolve, responding to social and technological
challenges. It extends beyond the stage, integrates into the
digital space, and engages audiences in interactive
experiences. Today, theater is not just entertainment — it
shapes social values, provokes discussion, and reflects
global transformations. From classical productions to
interactive performances, theater remains a tool for
communication, self-expression, and social dialogue. Thus,
theater is not just a performance — it is a living, dynamic
system that evolves alongside society, shaping cultural
space and public consciousness (Klekovkin, 2012, p. 468-474).

Modern theater is a multidimensional phenomenon that
extends beyond the stage and actively responds to social
changes. It competes with digital technologies, adapts to
new communication formats, and retains its role as a tool
for understanding reality. However, such a trajectory
carries the risks of chasing trends, superficiality, and
catering to an undiscerning audience — and if theater loses
its depth of meaning, it risks becoming just another
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entertainment product in a world of endless spectacles
(Panasyuk, & Yudova-Romanova, 2023, p. 44-45).

Theater is not just an art form but also a powerful socio-
cultural phenomenon that regulates social processes,
conveys values, and contributes to societal harmony. Its
historical evolution demonstrates that theater has always
reflected social processes, influenced the formation of
social norms, and remained a key instrument of education,
socialization, and communication.

Discussion and conclusions

Analyzing contemporary theater in Ukraine through the
lens of the three key criteria of a cultural institution described
by |. Maslikova, the following conclusions can be drawn:

= Theater is a regulatory system of values, rules, and
norms. Theater undeniably fulfills this function. It not only
reflects social processes but also shapes societal norms
and values through dramatic art. During the war, Ukrainian
theaters have become psychological centers, helping
society cope with crises, supporting morale, and reflecting
contemporary events. Theatrical productions serve as
platforms for social critique, communication between
different social groups, and the preservation of cultural
traditions and national identity. At the same time, theaters
adhere to ethical norms and artistic standards, reinforcing
their role in regulating the socio-cultural sphere. For
example, the play Conversations in Tusculum at the Kyiv
Theater on Podil, directed by American playwright and
director Richard Nelson. Caesar wins the Battle of Munda
against an army led by Pompey's son. Brutus and Cassius,
former allies of the Emperor, receive a pardon instead of
the death penalty. The conspirators gather in Tusculum, a
place near Rome, to discuss what their lives should be like
after their defeat. This captivating work explores power and
the abuse of power in Ancient Rome, with striking
relevance to our own time. Conversations in Tusculum
reinterprets the tense interactions between Brutus,
Cassius, and Cicero that led to the assassination of Julius
Caesar — the leader they were once willing to die for, but
ultimately became disillusioned with.

= Theater is a stable type of social behavior.
Theatrical art is deeply integrated into social interaction,
with clearly defined behavioral models: the interaction
between actors and audiences; the rituals of theatrical
performance; and the formation of social roles through
dramatic imagery. Despite challenges, productions
continue, exemplified by the staging of The Witch of
Konotop at the Ivan Franko Theater in early 2023. This
play, rooted in Ukrainian literature, has seen sold-out
performances, underscoring theater's enduring place in
societal behavior.

= Theater is a specialized organization that produces,
preserves, and promotes cultural goods. Ukrainian theaters
function as cultural institutions that produce and distribute
artistic content. Despite wartime challenges, theater groups
adapt by adjusting their repertoires, attracting new actors,
supporting charitable initiatives, and staging performances
for internally displaced persons and the military.
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Infrastructure challenges, such as the deteriorating
condition of theater buildings in some regions, pose
difficulties. However, overall, the theater continues to
operate as a cultural institution, not only fulfilling artistic
needs but also actively influencing socio-political
processes. Notably, the Mariupol Drama Theater, despite
being destroyed in March 2022, saw its former members
create Mariupol Drama, a docu-theater piece recounting
their siege experiences. This production has been
performed internationally, ensuring the preservation and
promotion of Ukrainian cultural narratives.

Theater in Ukraine fully meets all three criteria of a
cultural institution. It serves as a regulator of social norms
and values, a form of social interaction, and an organized
structure that produces and preserves cultural heritage.
Challenges such as war, economic instability, and
competition with digital media require theaters to develop
new approaches and to adapt to changing realities. However,
the preservation of the theater's cultural mission and its role
as a powerful social instrument affirms its importance as an
essential component of societal development.
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KviBcbkui HalioHanbHUI yHiBepcuTeT imeHi Tapaca LLleByeHka, KuiB, YkpaiHa

TEATP AK KYNbTYPHUWU IHCTUTYT

BcTyn. Y 2023-2024 pokax YkpaiHa, 3okpema Kuie, nepexusae meampanbHuUli peHecaHc, He3gaxaro4u Ha giliHy. Teampu cmanu saxnusum
KyJIbmypHUM NPOCMopoM, npueabooyu Hosy ayoumopiro ma npuliMaroyu NocmaHoeKku espornelicbKux pexucepie. BoOHoYac € 3Ha4Hi 8 UK/UKU,
30KpemMa empama akmopie 4Yepe3 mMobinizayiro, HepieHoMipHa eidgidysaHicmb MiX eelUKUMU MicmamMu ma pe2ioHaslbHUMU UeHmpaMu, a makox
nozipweHHs1 cmaHy meampanbHoi iHgppacmpykmypu. [Monpu 3pocmaHHs eidsidyeaHocmi meampie y K/I0YO8UX Ky/lbMmypHUX ocepedkax,
docmynHicmb ma 3any4eHHs1 ayoumopii 3anuwaromscsi HepieHOMIPHUMU 0 8cill KpaiHi.

Mema docnidxeHHs: [JocnidxeHHs po3ansdae meamp sIK KynbmypHuli iHcmumym, aHanisyroqu io2o reqesy, ¢yHKuii ma miciro 8 kKoHmekcmi
Cy4acHUX COUiOKYIbMYPHUX i MOSIiMuUYHUX UKIIUKI8 8 YKpaiHi.

MeToaun. BukopucmaHo MixdAucyunniHapHul nioxio, ujo ekoyae: o210 simepamypu — aHasi3 HayKoeux fnpayb 3 meampo3Haecmea,
Kynbmyposoz2ii ma KoMyHikayiliHux AocnidxeHb Onsi euU3Ha4YeHHs1 PoJli meampy SIK COUiOKYNbmypHO20 iHCmMumymy; KOHMeHm-aHamnia —
docrnidxeHHs1 8i02yKie y couianbHUX Mmepexax i nyb6nikauyili Ans ouiHku pezioHanbHux eiOMiHHocmel y esidsidyeaHocmi meampie ma cmaHy
iHbpacmpykmypu.

PesynbTatu. [focnioxenHs nidmeepdxye, wo yKpaiHCbKuli meamp idnogidae MPbLOM KIIOYOBUM KPUMEPISM KyJibmypHO20
iHcmumymy. Teamp 8uKoHye pe2ynsimopHy ¢yHKUilo, d¢opmyrodu cycninbHy ceidomicmb, 36epicaroyu HayioHanbHy iGeHmu4Hicms i
dompumMyroHuch XyOoXHiX cmaHdapmis, ocobnueo y 80eHHul Yac. Teamp € cmabinbHoro ¢hopMoro coyianbHOi NosediHKU, CrpUsIOYU KOMYHIKauyil,
3any4eHHro aydumopii ma ncuxosio2iyHiii cmilikocmi. Teamp eucmynae sik cneyianizoeaHa opaaHisayisi, o cmeopiroe, 36epizac ma nonynsipusye
KynbmypHy cnaduwjuHy, adanmyro4ucb 00 cyyacHUX eukinukise. [JocnidxeHHs1 niOkpecsoe, wo cyyacHi meampu euxo0simb 3a MeXi po3eakaslbHoi
pyHKUiT, 3alimaroyuck coyiasibHO aKmueHicmio, 0Cceimoro ma rncuxosio2i4Ho NiGMPUMKOHo.

BucHoBku. Teamp e YkpaiHi 3anuwaemscsi aXX/1UUM COYiOKyIbMYyPHUM ¢heHOMeHOM, Wo sidobpaxkae ma ensueae Ha cycninbHi Hopmu,
yiHHocmi Ui konekmueHy cmilikicmb. BoOHoYyac HepieHOMIpHe 3asy4yeHHs1 pezioHie, npobnemu iHgppacmpykmypu ma Heob6xiOHicmb adanmauii o
yughpoeoi enoxu 3anuwaromscsi akmyasbHUMU 8UKIUKamu. Y Mipy moeao sik meampu donarome Hacioku eiliHu, ixHs 30amHicmb 6anaHcyeamu
MiX MUcmeubKor caMobymHicmro ma couianbHoR 8idnoegidanbHicmio susHadyamume ixHI Nodanbuy pPosib sIK KyJbmypHUX iHcmumymie.

Knio4yoBi cnoBa. meamp, Kynbmypa, KynbmypHuL“l iHcmumym, meampaJsibHe Mmucmeymeo, KyJibmypHa nonimuka, ecmemuka.
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