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Abstract 
The study explicitly and succinctly investigated cultural diplomacy of Benin and 

her immediate neighbors in pre-colonial epochs. Experts of History and 

International Relations in their publications has attempted to explain the 

importance of culture as a fundamental tool for smooth and effective inter-group 

relations in pre-colonial eras. Culture played a major role between Benin and her 

immediate neighbors, this perhaps was one of the reasons, and there was peaceful 

co-existence between the people of Benin and her neighbors. Cultural activities 

were reflected in the area of commerce, sports, marriages, burial ceremonies and 

signing of treaties. However, in contemporary periods, the reverse is the case, the 

study therefore interrogated the reasons for the deviation from these cultural 

relationships shared between Benin, in Nigeria and her neighbours . The study 

raised three research questions as follows: First, were is there any forms of cultural 

diplomacy between Benin and her immediate neighbors in pre-colonial epochs? 

Second, how was cultural diplomacy practiced and preserved in pre-colonial 

periods? Third, were there any form of successes or challenges recorded as a result 

of cultural affinity between the people of Benin and her neighbors in their relations 

with one another and if there were challenges, how were these challenges 

resolved? The major discovery of the study coherently revealed that Benin and her 

neighbors enjoyed smooth and cordial relationships as a result of cultural 

affinities. The investigation provided some recommendations as follows (1) 

Scholars or experts in Benin history should provide more details on the role of 

Benin and her immediate neighbors in pre-colonial era (2) Scholars, especially 

historians should provide current and well-versed documentations on the role of 

Benin cultural diplomacy and milestones recorded by Benin and her neighbors in 

pre-colonial eras.  
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Introduction 

The history of Benin is replete with several accomplishments made by the kings and 

warriors of Benin Kingdom in pre-colonial era. However the giant strides were manifested 

in the area of   political and economic development of the kingdom in pre-colonial era. 

Egharevba (1968) provided a captivating and detailed account of Benin kingdom in his 

celebrated work on Benin history. Aisien (2012) also revealed that there existed dynamic 

and cordial relationships between Benin and her neighbours especially in the area of trade 

relations. 

 

However, Ryder (1969) asserted that cultural diplomacy was a major catalyst that 

snowballed Benin into an enviable position among her peers.  Johnson (2001), one of the 

earliest writers of Yoruba history he provided an interesting account of Yoruba mythos in 

his correspondence of Yoruba history. He presented an impressive accounts of the 

evolution of the Yoruba people and also a vivid account of their relationship in pre-colonial 

epochs. Nevertheless, information provided are insufficient when trying to explain 

cultural diplomacy between Benin and her neighbours. Benin was noted to have interfaced 

with Oyo Empire, the Igbo lands and their high chiefs, the people of Ondo, Ijesha,Ekiti, 

Ijaw, Itsekiri among others . 

 

The importance of traditional institution to Nigeria Public Administration and democratic 

governance has become the object of debate in recent times. This is in relation to its very 

vital role and the relevance to nation building, national development and the possibility 

or otherwise of its integration into the modern political system in Nigeria. It is correct that 

all human institutions are dynamic, thus the expectation that all political and traditional 

institutions both the orthodox and traditional need to develop in line with the 

developmental stages of the society at each given point in time (Uhunmwuangho and 

Urhoghide, 2013). 

 

It is true that before the advent of colonial rule, traditional rulers were both the political, 

cultural, economic and social administrators and lords of their various domains. It is 

equally true that the status of traditional rulers changed downwards with the advent of 

colonial rule as their sovereign authority was usurped by the colonialist who imposed their 

hegemony on the traditional rulers. Thus, the traditional institution became stooges of the 

colonialist. The development was meant to enable the colonialist perfect their exploitation 

and political domination of the colonial territory of Nigeria (Uhunmwuangho and 

Urhoghide, 2013).  
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Benin and her neighbours shared and were noted to have shared some forms of 

relationships in the area of commerce , the major products traded with other neighbours 

were pepper, ivory, salts, red oil etc. these products brought huge economic progress to 

the people of Benin especially in the era of Oba Ewuare the first. Oba Ewuare was said to 

have constructed the present day Akpapava Street, he also renamed the land Edo, and he 

was also the first Oba to come in contact with the Europeans. He encouraged a lot of 

innovations in Benin such as the carving of Ivory and other wood works. Cultural events 

such as the Igue festival brought honour and dignity to the people of Benin. Benin 

monarchs used coconut and cola to pray to their ancestors during the festive period which 

was usually done prior to a New Year, although visitors were prohibited from seeing the 

Oba, however after the festive periods, neighboring communities flooded the Oba palace 

with numerous gifts as a sign of loyalty and allegiance to the throne. In the history of Benin 

Kingdom, Oba Esigie also practiced cultural diplomacy and brought great innovations to 

the land of Benin, Oba Esigie created the school of astrology (Iwoki) and could speak the 

Portuguese language. His mother queen Idia was the famous warrior who became more 

popular when her face was adopted as FESTAC symbol. The cultural ties of Benin 

extended to places like Onitsha (Ryder, 1969).  

 

Furthermore respects for culture and tradition also surfaced in Benin history in times of 

marriages and burial ceremonies, this perhaps is rooted in the common beliefs shared by 

people who  shared cultural beliefs and these beliefs were reflected in the stories passed 

from parents to their children.. Benin was noted to have sent delegations (Benin High 

Chief) to quell the conflicts that existed among neighboring communities. Again respect 

for culture played a key role as the leaders of these clans and communities paid allegiance 

to the Benin throne and monarch. Since it was not possible for the people of Benin to 

manufacture and the same time buy their own products, they depended on their 

immediate neighbours to purchase their products. The money realized from the sales of 

these products were used in the development of the kingdom. (Aisien, 2006). Some of the 

products traded by the people of Benin was agricultural products which was their main 

source of livelihood. Cultural ties played a dominant role in ensuring effective and cordial 

relationships. ( Obasogie, 2018) 

 

Problems 

Culture plays an important role in the lives of people living in the communities or nations. 

Cultural norms, values and traditions to a large extent are the bedrock of every good 

society. However, scholars of Benin history as well as other scholars in history and 

international relations focus on economic and political development as the yardstick for 

her development without reference to her cultural achievements in pre-colonial periods. 
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When it comes to discourses of cultural diplomacy, it is indeed a rarity to come across any 

material on cultural diplomacy that attempt to explain the concept in its totality. The 

preponderant narrative has been that cultural diplomacy is a Western affair. However, the 

fact of history regarding cultural diplomacy is not alien to Benin and her immediate 

neighbours in pre-colonial periods.  This study therefore evaluates cultural diplomacy as 

an effective tool of communication and trade relations between Benin and her neighbours 

in pre-colonial epochs (Igbafe, 1979) 

 

Objectives  

The specific objectives are: 

1. To examine the importance of cultural diplomacy in pre-colonial Benin Kingdom. 

2. To evaluate if there was economic, political as well as cultural diplomacy between 

Benin and her neighbours in pre-colonial epoch. 

3. To investigate causes of conflicts and how diplomacy was used to resolve these 

conflicts. 

 

Hypotheses 

In order to achieve the above objectives, the following research hypotheses were 

formulated:  

1. There is no relationship between Benin cultural diplomacy and pre-colonial 

Kingdom. 

2. There is no relationship between economic activities and cultural diplomacy in 

Benin Kingdom. 

3. There is no relationship between cause of conflicts and how diplomacy was 

resolved in Benin Kingdom. 

 

Theoretical Exposition 

The particular theory that can sufficiently act as guide for the analysis of issues in this 

paper   is group theory.  The group theory framework is perhaps the most ambitious 

methodology in the study of social sciences. The most distinctive characteristic of the 

group theory to the conduct of political and democratic analysis is the theoretical 

assumption which sees society, the political process and the entire political process as 

nothing but a gigantic network of interacting groups.  The exponents and principle 

promoters of the group theory are of the view that every society includes within it a large 

number of groups which remain engaged in perpetual struggle for power and domination 

over each other.  For instance, to them politics could be understood only in terms of 

interactions between various groups.  They tried to establish the group rather than the 

individual or the society as the basic unit of analysis in the study of politics. The first 

explicit and systematic development of the group theory as it relates to analytic study of 
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political systems was provided by A.F. Bentley in his book “The process of Government” 

which was published in 1908. 

  

However, the work of Bentley was given boost nearly half a century later when David 

Truman advanced it further in his book governmental process, the analytical impact of 

group theory in 1951.  Other scholars of this theory are Robert Darl, John Starte Mill among 

others.  Bentley was interested in de-emphasizing the institutions and re-emphasizing 

processes.  He conceived the group as a mass of activity and not a collection of individuals.  

Accordingly, he defined a group as a certain portion of men of society taken not as a 

physical mass out-off from other masses of men, but as a mass of who participates in its 

form like in many other group activities (Ojo, 1989).  

  

In a nutshell, this framework is associated with this work because of the characteristic 

nature of the groups and people that make up the polity under study.  For example, the 

nature of perpetual struggle for power and admonition over each other by major social 

groups.    

 

Methodology  

This paper adopted a descriptive survey method.  The survey was based on selected States 

in Nigeria that comprise the immediate neighbours of cultural diplomacy. The States are 

Anambra, Bayelsa, Edo, Delta, Kogi, Lagos Ondo and Oyo.   The scope of the study is 

therefore restricted to years 1999 to 2020. The population of the study consist of 250 base 

on two categories (Nigerians and Non-Nigerians)  members of staff Public Service (See 

Table One Below).  Out of this number, one hundred and seventy of them met our criteria 

and therefore form our sample size as can be seen in table one below:   

 

TABLE 1: POPULATION OF STUDY 

S/No 

 

States Category of 

Respondents 

No. of Returned 

Questionnaires 

No. of Not 

Returned/Invalid 

Questionnaires 

Total No. of 

Sampled 

Respondents 

1. Anambra  Nigerian        16        6       

       31 Non-Nigerian          5        4 

2. Bayelsa Nigerian        17        8  

       31 Non-Nigerian         4        2 

3. Edo Nigerian        18        7  

       32 Non-Nigerian          4        3 

4. Delta Nigerian         15         7  

       31 Non-Nigerian           6         3 

5. Kogi Nigerian         17          6       
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 Non-Nigerian           5          4        32 

6. 

 

Lagos Nigerian         17          8  

       31 Non-Nigerian           4          2 

7. Oyo Nigerian         18          7  

       31 Non-Nigerian          4          3 

8. 

 

Ondo Nigerian         16          6       

       31 Non-Nigerian           5          4 

TOTAL  Nigerian        170         80      250 

  Non-Nigerian    

Source: Field Survey 2021. 

 

Both Primary and Secondary sources of data were explored in trying to generate data for 

this study  The specific information required for the study was An Appraisal of Cultural 

Diplomacy of Benin ad Her Immediate Neighbours in Pre-Colonial Era. The questionnaire 

formed the main instrument used in generating primary data, while documented 

information on prints that are relevant to this study, constituted the secondary source of 

generating data. To compliment the information received through the questionnaire, 

respondents were also interviewed.    As the research is based on attitude and opinions, 

the statistical tools employed in analyzing responses include, tables and simple 

percentages.  All the one hundred and seventy copies of the questionnaire distributed to 

the respondents studied were duly completed and returned in a useable form.  The 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for the data analysis. 

 

Data Analysis 

Of all the one hundred and seventy respondents, eighty (47%) of them are married; fifty 

(29%) are single while twenty one (13%) are divorced and the remaining nineteen (11%) 

are either widow or widowers.  Thirty (18%) of them are within the age bracket of 18 – 25, 

Fifty (29%) are between the age bracket of 26-35; while eighty (47%) are within the age 

bracket of 36-45 and the remaining forty six years and above are ten (6%).  

 

TABLE 2: Hypothesis 1 

There is no relationship between Benin cultural diplomacy and pre-colonial Kingdom. 

Responses No. of Respondents Percentage 

Yes 110 65 

No 60 35 

Total 170 100 

Source: Statistical Analysis 
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Table 2 shows that 110 (65%) of the total respondents agreed that there is strong and cordial 

relationship amongst Benin and her  close neighbours which have more attractive 

influence on the influx of neighbours that enjoy the hospitalities of the people. 

 

Therefore, the hypothesis one which states that there is no relationship between Benin 

cultural diplomacy and pre-colonial Kingdom is accepted. 

 

TABLE 3:   Hypothesis 2  

There is no relationship between economic activities and cultural diplomacy in Benin 

Kingdom. 

     Responses      No. of Respondents       Percentage 

Yes           105            62 

No            65            38 

Total           170           100 

Source: Statistical Analysis 

 

Table 3 shows that 105 (62%) of the respondents agreed that there is correlation between 

economic activities and cultural diplomacy in Benin Kingdom in Nigeria which led to 

strong economic activities of the people and conversely led to developmental strides of 

masses in the people, while 65 (38%) were not satisfied or disagreed. 

 

TABLE 4: Hypothesis 3   

There is no relationship between cause of conflicts and how diplomacy was resolved in 

Benin Kingdom. 

     Responses No. of Respondents Percentage 

Yes 120 71 

No  50 29 

Total 170 100 

Source: Statistical Analysis 

 

Table 4 shows that 120 (71%) of the respondents agreed that causes of conflicts were 

resolved amicably from the source of the matter which make cultural diplomacy to strive 

and enhance the progress and development of the Kingdom which has contributed  

substantially lack of dividends of democracy to the citizenry while 50 (29%) disagreed with 

the opinion.  

 

Therefore, the hypothesis which states that there is no significant relationship between 

cause of conflicts and how diplomacy was resolved in Benin Kingdom is accepted.  
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Findings Based On Hypotheses  

Based on the analysis of the hypotheses, all the research hypotheses were positive which 

implies that (Hr) 1-3 were accepted.   

 

More so, the study revealed that that Cultural activities of Benin Immediate Neighbours 

strive tremendously and have more relevance and impacted positively on the neighbours 

and enhance friendliness in the Kingdom.  

1. Furthermore, this paper have highlighted several challenges and solutions as per 

the findings in the hypothesis carried out in the research.  However, again, it was 

found that  going by the positive cultural diplomacy amongst Benin Kingdom and 

her Immediate Neighbours. Aside the great economic development that led to 

jumbo earnings of citizens of the neighbouring communities and/or the States.   

2. It was revealed according Human Rights Activist, late Chima Ubani, who once 

reflected on the roles of traditional rulers and chiefs in public administration and 

local government system, postulated that they were the stabilizers and 

cornerstones of the governance and administration of their villages, towns, cities, 

kingdoms and districts. He added that in Yoruba-land, they relied on their chiefs, 

community elders and family heads for easy administration and dissemination of 

information. In Igbo and Ibiobioland, village democracy and public 

administration was promoted with clan councils, village councils and village 

assemblies exercising legislative, executive and judicial powers. Secret society and 

religious leaders complemented their roles in native and public administration 

(Oladesu, 2013) 

3. It was also revealed according in the findings that granted that trade by batter 

were  common in those day, there were no room for scarcity of economic 

commodities where neighbours can easily lend their to your breakfast, lunch or 

dinner (Uhunmwuangho Urhoghide, 2013). 

4. It was further revealed that in administrating the affairs of their respective 

domains, other traditional rulers contribute effectively in both local and national 

issues that bother on Nigeria and even international affairs. There are several 

traditional rulers in Nigeria (Ewokor, 2007).  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The Benin Kingdom under the administrations of various Obas had cordial relationships 

with other towns and villages; starting from the era of Oba Ewaure to the time of Oba 

Ovonramwan Nogbaisi, the Kingdom had pleasant and cordial relationships with her 

immediate neighbours. Some of these tribes were the Igbo, Yoruba, Itsekiri, Ekiti, Esan, 

Urohobo and Ijaw. These tribes had diverse relationships with the Benin Kingdom and 

these relationships were cordial. 
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In pre-colonial periods, the Oba who was the custodian of culture and tradition often used 

diplomatic methods such as negotiation to resolve the disputes, but some tribes that were 

obstinate were often punished by the Oba of Benin with the aid of his warriors and military 

personnel. The Oba owned it as a duty to send delegates to conquer the offenders in order 

to exercise his dominion and take over the helms of affairs. This was how Benin was able 

to take over and preside over the affairs of several territories in her relationship with her 

neighbors (Obasogie, 2018). 

    

Based on the findings of the investigation, the following recommendations has become 

useful to the study. 

1.  Cultural diplomacy should be encouraged in trade relations between Benin 

(Nigeria) and other Africa countries in contemporary times 

2.  Benin under the auspices of Nigeria Government should attempt to support 

Government programs with the use of cultural diplomacy. 

3.  Scholars of Benin history should capture the progress recorded in Benin history as 

a result of cultural diplomacy. 
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