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Abstract: Indigenous conflict resolution mechanisms in Africa have historically relied on culturally embedded performative 

communication systems. Among the Aniocha people of Delta State, the Ukpukpe drum has been central in mediating disputes, 

while the Yoruba Talking Drum has played a similar role among the Yoruba communities of southwestern Nigeria. This paper 

investigates the interplay of performance, musical symbolism, and diplomacy in these indigenous contexts. Using an ethnographic 

approach, field observations, and literature synthesis, the study demonstrates that drumming operates as a performative language 

capable of conveying social norms, facilitating negotiation, and restoring communal harmony. Findings reveal that the Ukpukpe 

and Yoruba drums not only communicate messages but also reinforce cultural identity, social cohesion, and moral authority. This 

study contributes to the understanding of performative communication in African diplomacy and highlights the importance of 

preserving indigenous knowledge systems in contemporary conflict resolution. 

Keywords: Ukpukpe, Yoruba Talking Drum, performative communication, indigenous diplomacy, conflict resolution, African 

music. 

 

Introduction 

Conflict, in its myriad forms, is an enduring feature of human 

society. While modern legal and political systems often dominate 

conflict resolution discourse, African communities have 

historically relied on indigenous mechanisms rooted in culture, 

performance, and symbolic communication. Among such 

mechanisms, drumming occupies a central place as a performative 

medium that conveys messages, regulates social behavior, and 

mediates disputes. In particular, the Ukpukpe drum of the Aniocha 

people and the Yoruba talking drum have been used as instruments 

of diplomacy, negotiation, and social cohesion. These drums 

operate not merely as musical instruments but as sophisticated 

semiotic systems, capable of transmitting nuanced messages and 

moral directives across space and social hierarchies (Eze, 

Molokwu, et al., 2025, Edewor 45–57; Anyira (5). 

The Ukpukpe drum, indigenous to the Aniocha communities of 

Delta State, is traditionally employed during inter-village conflicts, 

coronations, and communal rituals. Its communicative power relies 

on patterned rhythms, tonal modulations, and performative 

conventions, which participants decode through shared cultural 

knowledge. Similarly, the Yoruba talking drum, celebrated across 

southwestern Nigeria, is renowned for its ability to imitate 

linguistic tones, thereby encoding messages intelligible to listeners 

versed in the language and cultural context (Anyira (25); Essi, 

Iconic Symbols(7). These drumming practices exemplify the 

intersection of performance, communication, and diplomacy, 

highlighting the role of indigenous knowledge systems in 

governance and social regulation. 

Existing scholarship underscores the dual function of drumming as 

both artistic performance and socio-political instrument. Edewor 

(20) highlights the narrative and mnemonic functions of drumming 

within African oral traditions, arguing that the drum serves as both 

a storyteller and moral educator. Similarly, Anyira and Essi's 

emphasizes the sociological essence of music and dance in 

communal rituals, illustrating how performance embodies cultural 

identity and reinforces social norms(5,7). In this context, drums 

operate not merely as entertainment but as tools of influence and 

negotiation, shaping conflict outcomes without recourse to 

coercion. 

Despite its historical significance, the practice of drum-mediated 

diplomacy faces multiple challenges. Modernization, urbanization, 

Western-style legal systems, and religious transformation have 

reduced the prominence of drums in conflict management (Anyira 

20). Nevertheless, scholars such as Anyira and Essi argues that 

these instruments retain cultural authority and offer potential for 

contemporary adaptation (8). Integrating drum-based 

communication into modern conflict resolution strategies can 

bridge traditional knowledge and contemporary governance, 

fostering a hybrid model of diplomacy that respects cultural 

heritage while addressing current social realities. 

This study, therefore, seeks to investigate the performative and 

communicative dimensions of the Ukpukpe and Yoruba talking 

drums, exploring their role in indigenous diplomacy and conflict 
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resolution. Specifically, it examines the semiotic features of 

drumming, the socio-political contexts in which drum diplomacy 

operates, and the prospects for revitalizing drum-based conflict 

management in modern African societies. By integrating 

theoretical insights from Symbolic Interactionism and Non-verbal 

Communication Theory, the research highlights how drums 

function as embodied symbols, capable of transmitting complex 

social meanings and mediating disputes in culturally resonant 

ways. 

Objectives of the Study are to: 

1. examine the performative features of Ukpukpe and Yoruba 

talking drums in conflict resolution. 

2. analyze the socio-political contexts of drum-based diplomacy in 

Aniocha and Yoruba communities. 

2. assess the challenges and prospects of revitalizing indigenous 

drumming practices for contemporary conflict management. 

To integrate scholarly perspectives, including Essi’s analyses of 

music, dance, and cultural identity, into the understanding of 

performative diplomacy. 

Literature Review 

Culture, Communication, and Conflict Resolution 

Culture is not merely a backdrop for human interaction; it actively 

shapes communication, identity, and conflict resolution strategies. 

According to Hall (1976), “culture is communication and 

communication is culture,” highlighting the inseparability of social 

norms and symbolic exchanges. This perspective has been 

furthered by Croucher (2020), who emphasizes that culture is 

dynamic, evolving in response to social, political, and economic 

shifts. In African societies, traditional forms of communication, 

particularly drumming and performative expression, serve as both 

artistic and functional mediums for conveying information, 

maintaining social cohesion, and resolving conflicts (Nketia 6; 

Edewor 45). 

Drums, in particular, occupy a central place in indigenous African 

diplomacy. They encode complex messages through rhythm, pitch, 

and tempo, allowing communication over distances and between 

diverse social actors (Carrington 12; Euba 20). The Ukpukpe drum 

of the Aniocha people and the Yoruba talking drum (Gángan or 

Dùndún) exemplify this dual function of music as both art and 

diplomacy. Anyira and Essi’s research extends this understanding, 

highlighting how performative practices like drumming, dance, and 

ritualized music function as sociological tools, particularly in 

conflict mediation and communal negotiation ( 

Drumming as a Diplomatic Medium 

In West African societies, drums serve not only as musical 

instruments but as non-verbal diplomatic tools. The Yoruba talking 

drum, for example, reproduces the tonal patterns of spoken 

language, enabling it to deliver messages ranging from political 

decrees to reconciliatory statements (Omojola 5; Olaniyan 17). 

Similarly, the Ukpukpe drum communicates announcements, 

warnings, and ceremonial signals, structuring communal 

interactions while reinforcing social norms (Obasi 25).Anyira and 

Essi’s study on the Ogbo dance of Ahaba community illustrates 

how performative communication whether through music, dance, 

or ritual reinforces cultural identity while subtly guiding social 

conduct, including mechanisms of conflict resolution (10). 

Incorporating these performative practices into conflict resolution 

aligns with the African palaver system, where elders and 

community leaders mediate disputes through ritualized dialogue. 

Drumming amplifies these rituals, offering both symbolic authority 

and practical communication channels. For example, a rhythmic 

pattern may signal the commencement of reconciliation 

discussions, while variations in tempo communicate urgency or 

call for reflection (Adewumi & Eze 45–63). Anyira and Essi's 

similarly demonstrates how symbolic actions in performative texts 

mirror real-world social negotiations, reinforcing the interplay 

between cultural expression and societal order(5). 

Symbolism, Non-Verbal Communication, and Oral Tradition 

African diplomatic mechanisms rely heavily on symbolism and 

non-verbal cues. Beyond mere sound, drums encode moral and 

spiritual messages that guide community behavior (Andersen 20; 

Finnegan 20). Proverbs, storytelling, and praise poetry complement 

drumming, providing layered meaning and reinforcing communal 

values. Anyira and Essi’s examination of burial music in 

Umunikem highlights how performative acts convey social norms 

and ethical codes, mediating tensions within the community even 

in highly emotional context (45–68). 

This symbolic and performative dimension is evident in the 

Yoruba oríkì tradition, where the talking drum’s tonal patterns 

echo praise poetry and genealogical memory. Through such 

communication, conflict parties are reminded of shared heritage, 

obligations, and communal responsibility (Ajayi 15; Bamidele 9). 

Likewise, the Ukpukpe drum signals ancestral presence and moral 

authority, invoking respect and encouraging compliance with 

negotiated resolutions (Edewor 50; Anyira and Essi, 99). 

Performative Practices and Modern Relevance 

While globalization, urbanization, and Western legal systems have 

diminished the prominence of indigenous drumming as a conflict 

resolution tool, recent scholarship underscores its ongoing 

relevance. Studies suggest that culturally grounded communication 

strategies offer accessibility, contextual resonance, and restorative 

justice advantages that formal legal systems often lack (Nwankpa 

87–105; Pal 44–62, (Eze, & Molokwu, 2025). Anyira and Essi 

emphasizes in Nudity versus Morality in “Women of Hope” Dance 

Performance how performance arts—including drumming and 

dance serve as vehicles for societal reflection, moral persuasion, 

and communal negotiation, demonstrating continuity between 

artistic expression and functional social governance (5). 

Furthermore, integrating performative practices into educational 

curricula, community development programs, and cultural 

institutions enhances awareness of traditional knowledge while 

offering innovative tools for contemporary conflict management 

(Popoola 44–62; (Molokwu, Uchime,  et al. 1-12) Anyira and Essi, 

4). By recognizing the intrinsic connection between rhythm, 

narrative, and social order, policymakers and cultural advocates 

can leverage these instruments for peacebuilding, reconciliation, 

and civic engagement. 

Finally, the literature underscores the interwoven nature of culture, 

performance, and diplomacy in African societies. Drumming and 

associated performative practices are not only repositories of 

aesthetic value but functional instruments in conflict resolution. 

Integrating Anyira and Essi’s works with traditional scholarship 

expands our understanding, illustrating how music, dance, and 

symbolic communication collectively uphold societal norms, 
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mediate disputes, and sustain communal cohesion. This review 

establishes a theoretical and empirical foundation for examining 

the Ukpukpe and Yoruba talking drums as performative channels 

of indigenous diplomacy. 

Materials and Methods 

Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design, grounded in 

ethnographic inquiry and performative analysis. Qualitative 

approaches are ideal for examining indigenous communication 

systems, as they prioritize context, meaning-making, and lived 

experiences (Creswell 45). By observing and analyzing the 

Ukpukpe drumming of the Aniocha people and the Yoruba talking 

drum, the study captures the nuances of performative 

communication and indigenous diplomacy. The research design 

aligns with methodological approach in studying cultural 

performances, where contextual observation and textual analysis 

are combined to reveal social and symbolic functions (Anyira and 

Essi's (7). 

The study was conducted in two primary locations: 

Umunikem and surrounding Aniocha communities, where 

Ukpukpe drumming is central to communal conflict resolution 

ceremonies. 

Yoruba-speaking towns in southwestern Nigeria, where the talking 

drum serves both celebratory and diplomatic functions. 

These locations were selected due to their strong preservation of 

traditional performance practices and the presence of elders and 

drummers actively involved in dispute resolution. Anyira and 

Essi’s fieldwork on the Ogbo dance and burial music similarly 

emphasizes the importance of selecting communities where 

performance practices are still actively embedded in social 

governance ( 9). 

Population and Sampling 

The population comprises: 

Traditional leaders and elders, who mediate conflicts and interpret 

drum signals. 

Drummers and performers, responsible for executing the Ukpukpe 

and Yoruba talking drum sequences. 

Community members, who are recipients of performative 

communication and participants in reconciliation rituals. 

A purposive sampling technique was adopted to select participants 

most knowledgeable about the drumming practices and their role in 

conflict resolution (Patton 169). The sample included 15 elders, 12 

drummers, and 25 community members, ensuring representation of 

both performers and audience perspectives. This research 

underscores a similar approach, selecting key informants for dance 

and music studies to capture nuanced cultural knowledge (Anyira 

and Essi,7). 

Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected through three complementary methods: 

Participant Observation 

Field visits were conducted during community dispute resolution 

events and ceremonial gatherings. 

The researcher observed drum sequences, performance gestures, 

and audience responses, documenting how rhythm and tonal 

variation conveyed messages. 

Observational notes were supplemented with video recordings, 

allowing detailed post-event analysis (Edewor 50–52). 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with elders, drummers, and community 

participants. 

Questions explored perceptions of drumming as a communicative 

and diplomatic tool, its moral authority, and its effectiveness in 

mediating conflicts (Obasi 25; Anyira and Essi, 45–68). 

Interviews were audio-recorded with participants' consent and 

transcribed verbatim. 

Documentary Analysis 

Historical texts, local archival records, and published studies on the 

Ukpukpe and Yoruba talking drum were analyzed. 

Anyira and Essi provided insights into symbolic and sociological 

dimensions of performance, guiding interpretive analysis of 

observed rituals (2). 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed a thematic approach, focusing on recurrent 

patterns, symbolic codes, and performative conventions. The 

process involved: 

Transcription and coding of interviews to identify recurring themes 

related to conflict resolution, communication, and community 

norms. 

Analysis of observational data, where drum patterns, gestures, and 

audience interactions were linked to communicative intent. 

Integration of documentary sources, including Anyira and Essi’s 

studies, to triangulate findings and ensure interpretive rigor 

(Anyira and Essi, 4) 

Themes were categorized into: 

Symbolic communication, reflecting moral, ethical, and social 

messages embedded in drum performance. 

Conflict mediation strategies, illustrating how drum patterns and 

performative cues facilitated reconciliation. 

Cultural continuity and adaptation, exploring how modern 

influences have shaped traditional practices without eroding their 

functional relevance. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the host institution, and 

participants’ consent was sought prior to data collection. Cultural 

sensitivity was maintained, particularly regarding sacred drumming 

rituals and communal disputes. Anonymity was ensured for 

participants, especially in sensitive conflict-related discussions. 

This aligns with best practices in ethnographic research and with 

the protocols followed by Anyira and Essi in field-based cultural 

studies ( 2). 

Reliability and Validity 

The study ensured reliability and validity through triangulation of 

observation, interviews, and documentary sources. Cross-checking 
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observed practices with elder interpretations and existing literature 

minimized researcher bias (Lincoln & Guba 112). Incorporating 

Anyira and Essi’s publications alongside local observations 

strengthened validity, providing culturally grounded interpretive 

frameworks ( 3). 

Analysis and Discussion 

Ukpukpe Drumming as a Performative Medium 

The Ukpukpe drum is not merely a musical instrument; it functions 

as a complex semiotic system in conflict resolution among the 

Aniocha communities. Observations and interviews revealed that 

specific drum patterns signal stages in mediation, such as 

invocation of ancestral authority, summoning of disputing parties, 

and conveyance of moral guidance (Edewor 48). The performative 

nature of the drum amplifies both the moral weight and emotional 

resonance of the mediation process, demonstrating the fusion of 

sound and social authority (Anyira and Essi, 50). 

Participants consistently described Ukpukpe drumming as a 

language in itself, with tonal variations communicating not only 

messages of reconciliation but also social sanctions. Essi’s study 

on iconic symbols in performance resonates here, emphasizing 

how cultural artifacts encode social meanings comprehensible to 

insiders (Essi, Iconic Symbols in Femi Osofisan’s Once Upon Four 

Robbers). The drumming sequences, often accompanied by song 

and ritual movement, act as a performative script, guiding both the 

disputants and the community through a morally sanctioned 

resolution pathway. 

Yoruba Talking Drum and Indigenous Diplomacy 

Among Yoruba communities, the talking drum serves as both a 

linguistic and performative instrument in indigenous diplomacy. 

Unlike the Ukpukpe, which is embedded primarily in conflict 

mediation rituals, the Yoruba talking drum functions across 

multiple social arenas: it conveys announcements, negotiates 

disputes, and enforces communal norms (Edewor 51). Interview 

data revealed that drummers often encode nuanced messages, 

including warnings, praise, or requests for reconciliation, through 

modulated pitch and rhythm. 

Anyira and Essi’s research on war dances and cultural identities 

provides a comparable framework, demonstrating how 

performative acts communicate complex social meanings, 

reinforce hierarchical structures, and maintain collective memory 

(4). In Yoruba diplomacy, the talking drum mediates conflicts by 

orchestrating audience attention and framing discourse, thereby 

influencing perception and encouraging voluntary compliance with 

communal norms. 

Symbolism and Sociological Functions 

Both drumming traditions exhibit rich symbolic layers, where 

rhythm, timbre, and performance context encode ethical, social, 

and spiritual messages. Ukpukpe drumming, for instance, often 

references ancestral spirits and communal moral codes, signaling 

that conflict resolution is not merely a human endeavor but a 

cosmologically sanctioned process (Obasi 30; Anyira and Essi, 53). 

Similarly, the Yoruba talking drum employs proverbial and poetic 

allusions, reinforcing societal values while addressing the 

disputants indirectly, allowing for face-saving and consensual 

resolution. 

Anyira and Essi’s work on morality and nudity in dance 

performance underscores the broader principle: performative acts 

serve as social regulators, where aesthetic expression intertwines 

with ethical instruction (80–85). Drumming, therefore, becomes a 

vehicle for the codification of social norms, preserving collective 

memory and reinforcing hierarchical structures. 

Conflict Resolution and Audience Participation 

A key finding is the interactive nature of drumming in conflict 

resolution. Unlike conventional legal procedures, which are largely 

textual and adjudicative, Ukpukpe and Yoruba drumming actively 

engage the community. Elders and mediators interpret drum 

messages, while audience members respond with verbal 

affirmations, gestures, or ritualized silence. This dynamic 

interaction fosters social cohesion and creates a sense of shared 

responsibility for resolution (Edewor 53). 

Anyira and Essi’s analyses of burial music and war dances 

highlight a similar interactive principle, where audience 

engagement is central to the efficacy of performance as a 

sociocultural tool (2). In both contexts, participation extends the 

authority of the performance beyond the individual drummers, 

embedding it in collective consciousness. 

Mediatory Strategies Encoded in Rythm 

Specific rhythmic patterns function as mediatory strategies. For 

example, a slow, repetitive beat often signals reflection and moral 

contemplation, whereas a fast, accentuated rhythm may indicate 

urgency or admonition. Drummers modulate tempo and pitch to 

invoke empathy, assert moral authority, or reinforce communal 

values (Edewor 55). 

Anyira and Essi's work on symbolic representation in Osofisan’s 

plays illustrates a comparable mechanism: rhythmic and visual 

cues convey moral imperatives and social critiques (7). Similarly, 

in conflict resolution, drum patterns serve as nonverbal 

instructions, guiding both parties toward reconciliation without 

direct verbal confrontation. 

Cultural Continuity and Adaptation 

Despite pressures from modernization, both drumming traditions 

remain resilient, adapting while preserving core meanings. For 

instance, younger generations incorporate contemporary 

instruments alongside traditional drums, yet ritual protocols and 

tonal codes remain intact (Anyira and Essi,. 9; Molokwu & 

Uchime, 156-179) 

This adaptive capacity underscores the drums’ role as living 

cultural institutions, capable of negotiating continuity and change 

while sustaining moral and diplomatic functions. 

Anyira and Essi’s research on performance and cultural identity 

supports this observation, showing that dance and music traditions 

negotiate modernity while maintaining symbolic integration (2). 

The drums thus function as both historical record and active agent 

in community governance. 

Comparative Insights: Ukpukpe vs. Yoruba Talking Drum 

A comparative analysis reveals both commonalities and 

distinctions. Both traditions: 

Encode social messages through performative means. 

Mediate conflict while engaging the community. 
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Reinforce ethical and moral codes. 

However, distinctions emerge in structural and functional nuances: 

Ukpukpe drumming emphasizes ancestral invocation and moral 

sanction, embedding conflict resolution in cosmological authority. 

Yoruba talking drum emphasizes linguistic versatility, allowing 

negotiators to address multiple audiences and contexts through 

nuanced tonal messages (Edewor 56). 

Integrating Anyira and Essi’s studies further clarifies these 

distinctions: while Ukpukpe drumming shares performative 

principles with African war dances, Yoruba talking drum practices 

align with performative communication in theatre and ritual, where 

audience interpretation is critical (Anyira and Essi, 6). 

Conclusion 

This study has explored the intricate relationship between 

performative communication and indigenous diplomacy in conflict 

resolution, with a focus on Ukpukpe drumming among the Aniocha 

and the Yoruba talking drum. Through ethnographic observations, 

interviews, and comparative analysis, it is evident that both 

traditions operate as complex semiotic systems, where rhythm, 

pitch, and performance context encode social, moral, and 

cosmological meanings (Edewor 45–57). 

Ukpukpe drumming functions primarily as a ritualized mediator, 

invoking ancestral authority and moral oversight to guide 

disputants toward reconciliation. The Yoruba talking drum, by 

contrast, exhibits linguistic versatility, enabling negotiators to 

convey nuanced messages across different social contexts. Both 

practices exemplify how African musical instruments are 

performative agents of social regulation, not merely aesthetic 

objects (Anyira and Essi, 5). 

Importantly, the study confirms that these drumming traditions are 

interactive, participatory, and contextually adaptive. They facilitate 

communal engagement, provide a platform for moral instruction, 

and reinforce collective memory. Essi’s insights into the symbolic 

and sociologically the roles of music and performance in African 

communities reinforce this conclusion, highlighting that 

performative arts whether in theatre, dance, or ritual—function as 

instruments of cultural continuity and identity construction (Essi, 

Iconic Symbols ...4) 

Moreover, this study demonstrates that indigenous conflict 

resolution mechanisms are holistic and culturally embedded, 

combining aesthetic, ethical, and social dimensions. Unlike 

formalized legal processes, which may be impersonal and 

adversarial, drumming-centered mediation fosters empathy, 

voluntary compliance, and social cohesion, ensuring that 

resolutions are both morally legitimate and socially sustainable 

(Edewor 52–56). 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, several practical and scholarly 

recommendations emerge: 

Integration into Conflict Management Training , Government 

agencies, NGOs, and community development organizations 

should incorporate indigenous performance practices such as 

Ukpukpe drumming and Yoruba talking drum in conflict 

management and peacebuilding programs. Training modules can 

emphasize the semiotic literacy of rhythm and tone, enabling 

mediators to use culturally resonant methods alongside 

conventional approaches. 

Documentation and Archival Preservation 

To safeguard these performative traditions against cultural erosion, 

communities and scholars should document drumming practices, 

rhythms, and associated ritual protocols. Ethnomusicological 

recordings, notations, and annotated transcriptions can serve as 

educational resources and cultural archives (Anyira and Essi, 60). 

Cross-Cultural Comparative Studies 

Researchers should pursue comparative studies of indigenous 

communication instruments across African societies, examining 

how performance, morality, and diplomacy intersect. Essi’s 

analyses of theatrical symbolism, and ritualized performance can 

provide a framework for investigating common semiotic and 

ethical principles in diverse cultural settings (Essi; Iconic Symbols 

in Femi Osofisan’s Once Upon Four Robbers, 6). 

Incorporation into Educational Curricula 

African studies, theatre arts, and conflict resolution programs at 

tertiary institutions should include modules on performative 

diplomacy, integrating both theory and practice. Such curricula can 

emphasize audience participation, moral symbolism, and ritualized 

mediation, equipping students with practical skills rooted in 

indigenous epistemology ( Edewor)  

Promotion of Community Engagement  

Communities should be encouraged to actively participate in 

drumming-based mediation, ensuring that resolutions are socially 

grounded. Performance-centered practices, as highlighted by 

Anyira and Essi, reinforce communal solidarity and ethical 

accountability, making them effective tools for sustainable peace 

(85–90). 

Policy Recognition 

Policymakers should recognize indigenous performative practices 

as legitimate conflict resolution mechanisms. Legislation and local 

governance frameworks can integrate cultural diplomacy, allowing 

communities to formally incorporate traditional drumming into 

dispute settlement procedures. This approach legitimizes 

indigenous knowledge while ensuring alignment with modern legal 

and ethical standards. 

Finally,Performative communication in indigenous diplomacy 

represents a sophisticated intersection of culture, ethics, and social 

governance. Ukpukpe drumming and Yoruba talking drum 

traditions are not merely artistic expressions but culturally 

sanctioned mechanisms of social regulation, capable of mediating 

conflict, reinforcing moral codes, and fostering communal 

cohesion. 

The integration of Anyira and Essi’s scholarly contributions 

highlights that African performance, whether in theatre, dance, or 

music, is inherently symbolic, participatory, and morally educative. 

By recognizing and incorporating these practices into academic, 

social, and policy frameworks, scholars, practitioners, and 

policymakers can harness indigenous wisdom for contemporary 

conflict resolution, ensuring cultural continuity and promoting 

sustainable peace across African societies. 
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