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The intricate connections of traditions, cultural practices, and gender-based violence in Edo 

State, Nigeria to trafficking for sexual exploitation.  

 

Odinakaonye Lagi 

 

ABSTRACT: 

This paper reviews relevant and available literatures on human trafficking for sexual 

exploitation within Nigeria, specifically in Edo State. It situates the historical context of the 

exploitation of women's bodies, the norms, practices, and customs that influence Gender based 

violence (GBV) and trafficking in order to identify the links between them. It also covers laws and 

protection mechanisms available to trafficked women, the role of the families of victims and 

native doctors in the trafficking process as well as how prostitution is perceived in the society. 

This article uses primary and secondary sources to establish the intricate connections between 

issues around subjugation of Edo women and trafficking for sexual exploitation.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The crime of human trafficking worldwide is called by different names, such as people 

trafficking, trafficking in persons, sex trade, runs, hustling, traffickers and slaveholders, young 

women on the move, male-on-female sexual assault, anti-trafficking and anti-smuggling 

interventions, all these names representing forms of trafficking in humans. Human trafficking 

regardless of the name it is called refers to a form of modern-day slavery involving the illegal 

transport of individuals by force or deception for the purpose of labor, sexual exploitation, or 

activities in which others benefit financially. 

Human trafficking is an act which violates human dignity and trafficking of women for 

sexual exploitation contributes to objectification and commodification of women’s bodies in a 

degrading manner. According to Nigeria's former president, Olusegun Obasanjo, all over the 

world our women are seen hawking themselves as commodities to the highest bidders1, This 

                                                           
1 Linus Akor, (2011). Trafficking of women in Nigeria: causes, consequences and the way forward. Cornivus Journal 
of Sociology and Social Policy. Vol 2, 89–110 



2 
 

narrative without deconstruction of all contextual issues paints a negative picture about Nigerian 

women in Europe. 

Human trafficking networks have become sophisticated syndicates with different 

strategies for procurement including payment of bride price and use of false promises to lure 

victims capitalizing on the victims’ desperate desire to travel and seek improved livelihood. The 

reality after successful procurement and arrival in Europe is slavery, abuse, death threats of 

family members, and use of voodooist magical powers to compel the victims to work as 

prostitutes and sex slaves.  

Although much work has been done around human trafficking, there is sparse data 

especially about the trafficking of women. This is mostly because of the secretive and hush-hush 

nature of the trade. This article uses primary and secondary sources to establish the intricate 

connections between issues around subjugation of Edo women and trafficking for sexual 

exploitation. 

 

II. HISTORICAL CONTEXT/BACKGROUND OF THE EXPLOITATION OF WOMEN'S BODY 

In Nigeria, the objectification and explicit exploitation of women's bodies can be traced back 

to the slave trade era and the colonial period. According to Akor, “The history of human 

trafficking, including that of the trafficking of women, cannot be completely divorced from the 

phenomenon of slavery”.2 Human trafficking and slavery have similar characteristics which are 

the acquisition and transportation of persons across local, national, and international borders for 

servitude.  

Slavery gained more momentum in the 15th century and mid19th century during the 

transatlantic trade that had Africans shipped across the Atlantic as slaves. According to Caren, 

the European narrative and perception of Africans as hyper-sexualized, sub-human beings 

backed with pseud-do scientific experiments ensured that slaves were sexualized as animals 

through the institutionalized system of chattel slavery.3 Slave women seen to have good 

                                                           
2 Linus Akor, (2011). Trafficking of women in Nigeria: causes, consequences and the way forward. Cornivus Journal 
of Sociology and Social Policy. Vol 2, 89–110 
3 Holmes, Caren M. (2016). The Colonial Roots of the Racial Fetishization of Black Women. Black & Gold: Vol. 2. 4- 5. 
available at: https://openworks.wooster.edu/blackandgold/vol2/iss1/2 
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reproductive capability were commonly referred to as “breeders,” and to expand their estate, 

female slaves would be forced into sexual relations with male slaves who were similarly selected 

for reproductive efficiency in order to produce strong, hardworking offspring for the economic 

gain of their masters. Slave trade laid the foundation for trafficking for sexual exploitation. 

Although slavery ended about 1808 nearly 200 years ago, a contemporary form of slavery, 

that of trafficking in women and girls for exploitative sexual and commercial labor in Europe and 

America from third world countries, particularly Africa, has been on the upward swing in recent 

years.4 Edo state in Nigeria ( a country in west Africa) is one of the states that has gained notoriety 

for human trafficking, particularly for sexual exploitation.5 Writers say several socio-political, 

cultural and poverty related issues may have accounted for the phenomenon of the trafficking of 

women in Nigeria.6 

Edo state is one of the locations where slavery existed and thrived during the slave trade era 

in Nigeria. Modern day Edo state is in southern Nigeria, which was carved out of the former mid-

western state (1963-1976). Its capital is Benin city, and there are about five (5) major ethnic 

groups in Edo state – Bini (Edo), Afemai, Esan, Owan and Akoko-Edo. The Bini people are the 

largest ethnic group in Edo state, they occupy seven (7) out of the eighteen (18) Local 

Government Areas in the state. Other minority communities that exist within the state are Ijaw, 

Itsekiri, Igbira etc. 

 

III. CULTURAL LINKS BETWEEN ECONOMIC AND GENDER BASED VIOLENCE 

Gender based violence refers to harmful acts directed at an individual based on their gender, it 

is rooted in gender inequality, the abuse of power and harmful norms.7  

In indigenous patriarchal societies such as Benin, women often suffer economic and gender-

based violence in the hands of the male patriarchs. A woman economic access is subject to the 

                                                           
4 Linus Akor, (2011). Trafficking of women in Nigeria: causes, consequences and the way forward. Cornivus Journal 
of Sociology and Social Policy. Vol 2, 89–110 
5 Tim S Braimah, (2013). Sex trafficking in Edo state Nigeria: causes and solutions. Global Journal of Human Social 
Science Sociology & Culture. Vol 13(3)1. 
6 ibid 
7 UNHCR. Gender Based Violence. https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html last accessed 3rd 
Nov 2020 
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directives of her husband or family head. The culture also permits the punishment of a woman 

by her husband which in most circumstances involves physical assault resulting in the infliction 

of wounds on the woman. Female genital mutilation is another harmful traditional practice 

within Edo state that constitutes gender-based violence. A close look will reveal that indeed some 

harmful norms are responsible for encouraging gender- based violence. 

a). Women’s rights to inheritance 

According to a study conducted by Ebhomienlen (2020)8 the girl child within the 

traditional Esan community in Edo state, is denied the rights of inheriting her deceased father’s 

estate. This assertion is support by Imhonde and Izibili (2003) cited in Ebhomienlen “the female 

child (of the deceased) is…not given the status of a child as it is with the men folk” (p. 11) and 

Okojie (1960) cited in Ebhomienlen “it is a basic Ishan law and custom that when a man dies his 

property and all he possessed were inherited by his children – the first son…” (p. 11).  

Ebhomienlen cements this by concluding the girl child is seen as an inheritable entity and 

deprived of being the heir or deprived of the right to inherit the father’s property just by being a 

female. The study also finds that in a situation “where the deceased is married to two or more 

wives, the first son must ensure that the first sons of the junior wife or wives (Ukhuede, ie. 

figuratively every door, meaning every first son of each of the wives) are given their portions in 

order of seniority” (p.11).  

b). Girl child/ female Orphans inheritance rights 

It is reported that all the tribes in Edo state are patriarchal and patrilineal, the sons 

(especially the first sons) enjoy a pre-eminent position in succession matters9. The lack of position 

of female children is emphasized throughout in Esan Native Law and Custom and expressed in 

the Esan Idiom: “Okhuo ile Agada bhe uku” (A woman never inherits the sword!) or “Ei bie 

omokhuo he ole irogbe” literarily meaning you do not have a daughter and name her the family 

keeper! - She would marry and leave not only the family but the village, a wasted asset.  

                                                           
8 Thomas Oseyi Ebhomienlen (2020). Widowhood in Esanland. IOSR Journal Of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-
JHSS). 25(5), 1, 06-17. Available at www.iosrjournal 
9 Paul O. Itua (2011). Succession under Benin customary law in Nigeria:Igiogbe matters arising. Journal of Law and 
Conflict Resolution Vol. 3(7), pp. 117-129. Available online at http://www.academicjournals.org/JLCR 
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The Esan culture do not see the woman as family keeper, rather as a burden on the family 

to be disconnected by marriage, as quickly as possible. In Esan law and custom, where the system 

of Arebhoa (female right of inheritance) is unfavored, the family property is guarded against its 

possible passing into the hands of daughters. In laws of inheritance therefore, the woman had 

no place, in fact, she is one of the inheritable properties.  

c). Inheritance rights of widows 

It has been consistently noted by various authors and as common cultural knowledge that 

widows in Bini culture are not allowed to inherit the estate of their deceased husband, rather 

they are a part of the estate to be inherited.10 It is interesting to know that nowhere in Southern 

Nigeria does the customary law give a widow the right to inherit, or share in, the intestate estate 

of her husband. Widowhood inheritance called “Uhami” is rather recognized by Bini Culture, this 

a process that involves the eldest son (in most cases) of the deceased inheriting his father’s wives 

to the exclusion of his mother. While this culture now has negative impact and connotations, it 

was a protective measure designed `to ensure that the widow and children of the deceased are 

not left uncared-for. 

d). Social and cultural status of a widow amongst the Esan tribe of Edo state 

Esan is one of the ethnic groups in Edo state; occupying Edo Central Senatorial District of 

Nigeria. It is made up of five (5) Local Government Areas with Ekpoma, Irrua, Uromi, Ubiaja and 

Igueben as Headquarters of each of the Local Government Areas. In Esan language, “death is 

called “Uwu” (a noun) and it means death itself. According to Airoboman and Osagie (2016) and 

Omokhodion (2012) cited in Ebhomienlen, in the Esan culture, “death is not a complete cessation 

of life but the transition into a spirit world according to” and “among the rites of passage a person 

has to observe on earth are birth, puberty, marriage and burial” (p. 7)11. Ceremonies 

accompanying these rites have different specific mandates peculiar to the Esan culture including 

the institution of widowhood rites.  

                                                           
10 Hon Justice P O. Isibo: Women’s rights  and status  under Edo native law and customs–  myths and realities. 
Paper presentation. Available at http://edojudiciary.gov.ng/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Women-Rights-And-
Status-Under-Edo-Native-Law-And-Custom-Myths-And-Realities.pdf  
11 Thomas Oseyi Ebhomienlen (2020). Widowhood in Esanland. IOSR Journal Of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-
JHSS). 25(5), 1, 06-17. Available at www.iosrjournal 
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In Esan tradition, a widow is generally called Oron is a term attributed to a woman whose 

husband has died. This status is maintained for as long as the woman remains unmarried. The 

meaning of widowhood among the Esan people is largely dependent on the socio-cultural 

practices of the people. The Esan traditional society is basically patriarchal and so the rites and 

practices of widowhood are controlled by the male folk.12  

In an article by Thomas Oseyi E13 where accounts of some widows interviewed were reported, 

Victoria, a Christian widow gave an account based on her personal experience of widowhood 

rites and status amongst the Esan tribe of Edo state. According to the report, after the death of 

her husband commencing from the day the corpse arrived from the morgue, she was made to 

pass through some rites which included eating hot roasted yam hurriedly, being locked up in a 

room with a fireplace set up in the middle emitting smoke for a period of seven days. Thereafter 

the second phase of rites began where she marked her hands, feet as well as her forehead with 

charcoal and was given a plant called Iyimwin to always hold visibly. After 3 months she was 

asked to sleep with any man of her choice within the family or alternatively provide a live goat to 

her late husband’s younger ones. Victoria’s testimony was corroborated by Edeawe and 

Elimimian indicating that this is the usual practice amongst the Esan people. 

According to the study, the essence of such rites is to prove the woman’s innocence and 

establish that she is not responsible for her husband’s death. Irrespective of the reason, this kind 

of practices are humiliating and can be termed as inhumane treatments. Acts like this degrade 

and expose the woman to various forms of abuse, further worsening the subordinate status of 

women in Edo culture. The fact that widows are precluded from inheriting their deceased 

husband’s estate in Benin culture creates economic challenges that deepen poverty and 

increases risk of vulnerability. These practices still exist today despite the presence of laws and 

treaties advocating for equal treatment for all genders.14 Contrary to a movement towards 

                                                           
12 Ogbenbe, A. (2012). Widowhood Rites and its implications on widows in Esanland: A Philosophical Theological 
Exposition in Esan People: Our Culture, Our Faith. Uhiele, Ekpoma. The Shepherd Publications. Vol.1. 181- 238. 
13 Thomas Oseyi Ebhomienlen, (2020). Widowhood in Esanland. IOSR Journal of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-
JHSS) Vol 25 (5)1 Available at www.iosrjournals.org 
14 Ibid. 
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gender equality, a widower in Benin culture is expected to mourn his wife for a period not 

exceeding 7 days. 

  

IV. APPLICABLE LAWS PROHIBITING GENDER BASED VIOLENCE (GBV) IN EDO STATE. 

Gender based violence (GBV) comes in different forms such as physical, sexual, emotional, 

and socio-economic violence. This may take various forms as well such as intimate partner 

violence, female genital mutilation etc. There are regional, international and national laws in 

place against GBV but for the purpose of this section, national laws applicable in Edo state would 

be anazlyed.  

a). The constitution 

The constitution is the foundation for guiding the country on the pathway for rule of law. 

Section 42 and 34 of the Nigerian constitution guarantees the freedom from discrimination and 

right to the dignity of the human person, respectively.  Gender based violence as the name 

implies is violence based on one’s gender which equally connotes discrimination on the basis of 

gender. The right to dignity and freedom from discrimination are enforceable in any Nigerian 

court of competent jurisdiction. 

b). The criminal code:  

The criminal code is applicable in the southern part of Nigeria and it contains provisions 

criminalizing the offence of sexual harassment and other forms of violence. Under the Criminal 

Code it is an offence to procure women and girls for prostitution in or outside Nigeria (section 

223(2)) and slave dealing is an offence in Section 369. However, the Criminal Code penalties for 

offences that constitute human trafficking is somewhat surprisingly lenient. The penalties range 

from fines and imprisonment of two to seven years. The criminal code provisions on sexual 

harassment can be found in Section 351 to 361 of the Act. 

c). Sexual Harassment in Tertiary Institutions law  

This is a new Law enacted in 2020 and prohibits sexual harassment of students by 

educators in tertiary educational institutions. It is a federal law prohibiting sexual violence but 

limited in scope as it is only applicable within tertiary institutions. Sec. 8 of the law prescribes a 

penalty of up to 5 years imprisonment but not less than 2 years without an option of fine for 
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anyone who is found guilty and convicted of the offence of sexual harassment. This law is yet to 

be tested, there is hope that it will offer protection to women in tertiary institutions from gender-

based violence and discrimination facilitated by sexual harassment.  

d). Edo State Law Against Human Trafficking 

The Law to amend some of the provisions of the Criminal Code Cap 48 Laws of Bendel 

State 1976 as applicable to Edo State, 2000 (the Edo State Law) was passed by the Edo State 

House of Assembly in 2000 to amend the existing Criminal Code to specifically refer to the offence 

of human trafficking. Although the Edo State Law extended the reach of the law to criminalize 

accomplices such as family members, religious leaders and anyone who facilitates the trafficking 

of women and children, it criminalizes prostitution as well, creating the possibility that individuals 

who have been trafficked and subjected to commercial sexual exploitation may be liable to 

prosecution, even if their exploitation occurs outside Nigeria. The sections of the State Criminal 

Code that this law has amended are 222a, 223, and 225a. 

The law addresses trafficking indirectly and does not specifically cover situations where 

children and young women are trafficked abroad for the purpose of other forms of exploitation 

besides sexual exploitation. The Edo State Taskforce Against Human Trafficking (ETAHT)15 was set 

up on the 15th of August 2017, by the Edo State Governor, Mr Godwin Obaseki as a response to 

the high rate of Human Trafficking and irregular migration in the State. Edo State Taskforce 

Against Human Trafficking (ETAHT) was set up by the Edo State Government to stem the trend 

of human trafficking and irregular migration in the state and eliminate the associated stigma. As 

at the time of this article, the taskforce reports 107 cases received since it was set up, out of 

which 16 cases were charged to court with 31 suspects involved and currently awaiting 

conviction, 6 transferred to various agencies, 21 unaccounted for, 34 under investigation, 10 

without evidence and 4 cases are ready for arraignment in court. Data indicates that 50% of 

60,000 trafficked Nigerians through Libya originated from Edo State but the ETAHT data and 

website indicates that while it has received only 107 reports of traffickers only 16 were charged 

to court with only 4 ready for arraignment. No case has been concluded or convicted.  

e). National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Person (NAPTIP) ACT 

                                                           
15 Edo State Taskforce Against Human Trafficking (ETAHT). https://etaht.org/ 
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The Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Enforcement and Administration Act 2003 created 

The National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP) on 14th of July 2003. 

NAPTIP is charged with the responsibility of preventing human trafficking, prosecuting traffickers, 

investigating cases of trafficking, rehabilitating victims and other responsibilities stated in the 

Act. In 2015, because of the new trends in the crime of trafficking in persons and the need to 

further strengthen the institutional framework, the Act was repealed and the Trafficking in 

Persons (Prohibition), Enforcement and Administration Act, 2015 was enacted, Part 4 of the Act 

contains provisions on offences and their penalties.16 

f). The Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act:  

In 2015 the Nigerian National Assembly enacted into law the Violence Against Person 

Prohibition Act (VAPP). This Act was enacted to eliminate violence in private and public life, 

prohibit all forms of violence against persons and to provide maximum protection and effective 

remedies for victims and punishment of offenders and for related matters. However, this law did 

not fall within the exclusive list of the Nigerian constitution that empowers the National Assembly 

to enact federal laws, therefore each State within the federation must enact its own law or 

domesticate the national law. 

The Edo State Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) law was enacted on February 12 

2019 as part of a wave of Nigerian States domestication of the National Violence Against Persons 

Prohibition Act. A law so far enacted in 23 States of the Federation. Just like the National law, the 

Edo State VAP Law introduced innovations and proactive sections which if fully implemented will 

contribute to eliminating all forms of violence, especially against women. The key phrase is, if 

implemented, and if State make the process for justice less expensive, bureaucratic and rigorous 

then the pathway to elimination of violence and its contribution to vulnerabilities faced by Edo 

women as victims of human trafficking will be clearer and closer to achievement. Some of the 

novel provisions of the law are:  

                                                           
16 Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition), Enforcement and Administration Act (2015). 
https://www.naptip.gov.ng/about-naptip-2/ 
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● Part 1(1) which broadens the scope of rape beyond what was previously captured within 

the criminal code and include anal penetration, mouth penetration and gender-neutral 

victims.  

● Part 6(1) prohibition of circumcision or gentile mutilation of the girl child or woman.   

● Part9(1) forceful eviction from home, a violence that speaks to economic deprivation and 

inhumane treatment suffered by some many women. 

● Part 10(1) deprivation of a person’s liberty as often observed in traditional rituals and use 

of home imprisonment in some domestic violence situations. 

● Part 12 (1) forced financial dependence or economic abuse as can be seen in situations 

where women have to give up daily income or face violence.  

● Part 15(1) subjection of a widow to harmful traditional practices.  

● Part 17(1) on stalking.  

● Part 18(1) on intimidation. 

● Part 20 (1) on harmful traditional practices.  

It must be noted that Edo State VAP Law is new and has not been tested proactively, it has 

not dealt with the socio-economic issues that impede access to justice. Gender-based violence 

continues to increase, and prosecuting perpetrators is still an insurmountable task. According to 

a 2018 report of the Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey (NDHS), more than half of Nigerian 

women (55%) who have experienced physical or sexual violence have never sought help to stop 

the violence.17 It should also be noted that practitioners and advocates in the field continue to 

maintain that the VAPP laws have not attracted arrests and any considerable prosecution. In fact, 

some have alluded to the fact that not a single arrest has been brought for female genital 

mutilation five years after the first law was enacted18.  

The Edo State VAP law has significant legislative drafting errors that makes it currently 

difficult to implement, necessitating the Edo State government to issues a statement on its 

                                                           
17 Nigeria - Demographic and Health Survey (2018). National Population Commission (NPC) Report 
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3540#:~:text=The%20information%20collected%20through%
20the,Goals%20(SDGs)%20for%20Nigeria. 
18 Angela Onwuzoo (May 28, 2020). Five years after VAPP Act, FGM perpetrators still walk free. Punch Nigeria 
Newspaper. https://healthwise.punchng.com/five-years-after-vapp-act-fgm-perpetrators-still-walk-free-advocate/ 
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intention to amend the law according to Commissioner of Social Development and Gender Issues, 

Maria Omozele Edeko at a press conference in commemoration of 16 Days of Activism Against 

Gender-based Violence, in Benin City, Edo State. She said the implementation of the VAP law in 

the state had suffered some setback due to some errors and called for collective action to make 

it enforceable.19 

The key flaws of the law include Part II (27) that grants court jurisdiction to only High Court 

of the Federal Capital Territory Abuja. This could be due to erroneous use of ‘copy and paste’ 

syndrome of the drafters. In addition, Part IV (44) grants the National Agency for the Prohibition 

of Trafficking in Persons the mandate to administer the Act. This also apparently copied from the 

National law. This is problematic because Edo VAP is a state law and the State ought to make 

resources available to implement as well as have oversight over its implementation. As it stands, 

victims cannot institute cases or seek protection order under this law more than one year after 

it was enacted.  

Access to justice services for victims is also crucial for the implementation of this law. There 

are several issues impeding access to justice such as court jurisdiction. It should be noted that 

even if the law granted the State High Court jurisdiction, victims would need support of legal 

representation to seek protection order and to ensure prosecution of cases. The law in Part III 

recognized the need for registration of service providers to be overseen by an appropriate 

government ministry, nevertheless, no ministry has been delegated to commence this process. 

In addition, the dependency on police to investigate and prosecute cases at the High court 

demands that police establish robust special victims’ unit that can deal with gender specific 

vulnerabilities. It is generally observed that women especially are blamed for rape and 

cultural/traditional underpinnings makes it problematic for women to seek assistance for 

domestic violence with the Police. These obstacles to access to justice highlights how imperative 

it is to offer a protection layer for victim and to operationalize the mandate of service providers. 

A key point to note is that these service providers are private organizations with no recourse to 

government funding. Therefore, while inclusion of service providers is novel, it is still not a 

                                                           
19 VINCENT NWANMA (Nov 26, 2019). Edo proposes amendment to Violence Against Persons law. Business Day 
Newspaper. https://businessday.ng/top-stories/article/edo-proposes-amendment-to-violence-against-persons-
law/ 
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guarantee for protection and access to justice for victims. The Legal Aid Council of Nigeria with 

two offices in Edo could have been placed to offer some level of support, but the law establishing 

the Council only offers legal aid to defenders in criminal cases and mediation in certain civil cases. 

The Legal Aid Council is a Federal institution, and the law falls outside the scope of services they 

can provide and even if the opposite was the case, the Council are consistently understaffed and 

under resourced with only 2-3 personnel per State.  

Critical analysis of the Edo VAP law and its parent VAPP Law reveals the non-recognition of 

power issues within the society and how power structures effect women. These critiques have 

been highlighted by several civil society organizations and advocates in the field. Onyemelukwe 

(2016) points out how the gender-neutral language disempowers women and the legislation 

neglects of UN recommendation that that violence against women is a form of discrimination, a 

manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men and women, and a violation 

of women’s human rights20. The legislation provisions can be manipulated and used against 

women trying to escape or flee violent relationship. For example, Part 16(1) may subject a woman 

to 3 years imprisonment for child abandonment. This means that children can be used as hostage 

to enact obedience, force enforce sex-trafficking or exploitation of a woman.  

The Edo VAP law limitations makes it a colourful and ideological document rather than a law 

with the requisite ammunition to tackle violence against persons and especially violence against 

women in Edo State. For this law to be effective, it must deal with socio-economic issues that 

hinder access to justice for victims, it must deal with dependency on Police for prosecution of 

cases. The law should empower the State Attorney general and ministry of justice to prosecute 

or engaged private lawyers through fiat to ensure prosecution of cases. However, it must be 

noted that the key resources should be State investment in the resources needed to investigate, 

secure evidence, protect the complainants and secure diligent prosecution. All elements 

currently lacking. 

 

V. THE PHENOMENA OF TRAFFICKING FOR THE PURPOSE OF SEXUAL EXPLOITATION 

                                                           
20 Onyemelukwe, Cheluchi. (2016). Legislating on Violence Against Women: A Critical Analysis of Nigeria's Recent 
Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) Act, 2015. DePaul Journal of Women, Gender and the Law. 5(1), 56. 
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Article 3 of the UNTP defines human trafficking as the recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, 

of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 

the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control 

over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, 

the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor 

or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organ. According 

to the 2012 Trafficking in Persons Report on Nigeria, the country remains a source, transit, and 

destination country for women and children subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking. 

Trafficking for the purpose of Sexual exploitation is the most prevalent form of trafficking within 

the south south region of Nigeria. Women are trafficked for sexual exploitation both internally 

and across national borders21. From the middle of the 1980s, Nigerian women were trafficked to 

Italy to work as sex workers and shared the market with women from Eastern Europe. According 

to the Danish Immigration Service fact finding mission on human trafficking to two States (Lagos 

and Edo State) and the Federal Capital Territory of Nigeria Abuja, the majority of “female victims 

of trafficking are from Benin-City”.22 Similarly, the United States Department of State, in its 2012 

Trafficking Report on Nigeria, stated that Nigerian women forced into prostitution in Italy were 

primarily from Edo State.23 According to Aronowitz (2001) the International Organization for 

Migration indicates that Edo State is a source of human trafficking with endemic local 

government areas to include: Oredo, Ikpoba–okha, Ovia North East, Uhunmwonde, Egor, 

Orhionmwon, Esan North East, Esan Central, Etsako West, and Ovia South West.24 Additionally, 

Aronowitz states that “approximately 95 per cent of Trafficked Nigerian women to Italy come 

from Edo State”.25 

                                                           
21 Olaniyi, Rasheed O. (2011) "Global Sex Trade and Women Trafficking in Nigeria," Journal of Global Initiatives: 
Policy, Pedagogy, Perspective: Vol. 6 (1) 6. Available at: https://digitalcommons.kennesaw.edu/jgi/vol6/iss1/6 
22Danish Immigration Service, (2008). Protection of victims of trafficking in Nigeria. available at: 
https://www.refworld.org/docid/485f6b882.html  
23 United States Department of State, 2012 Trafficking in Persons Report - Nigeria, 19 June 2012 
24 Danish Immigration Service (2009), Cooperation with the National Agency for the Prohibition of Traffic in Persons 
and other related matters (NAPTIP), available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/49fff56e2.html] 
25 Alexis Aronowitz, (2001). Smuggling and Trafficking in Human Beings: the phenomenon, the markets that drive it 
and the organizations that promote it. European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research. Vol 9. 183 
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Studies from several reports show that the victims often go through a process which 

includes, firstly, being procured by a Nigerian madam (the person in charge of procurement in 

Nigeria), thereafter they pay a visit to the voodooist (juju priests) to take oaths of secrecy. The 

victims after swearing the oath of secrecy and allegiance now begin their journey to their 

destination country. To get to their destination the victims are often made to pass through illegal 

routes and sometimes may even procure fake international passports. 

On arrival, trafficked women and sometimes teenage girls work in Europe as prostitutes 

and surrender their income to traffickers holding them in bondage. The victims would have to 

pay off their debts to their masters before gaining their freedom. The debts often claimed to be 

owed are usually large sums of money that might have the victim working for a couple of years 

and sleeping with countless men to pay debts incurred. 

For many families, having a daughter going to Europe represents the only escape route from 

poverty. Many of the trafficked women are the eldest child or eldest daughter and are made to 

feel a heavy responsibility for taking care of the family. As awareness of trafficking in Nigeria 

increases, trafficker now targets rural areas where women and girls have less access to 

information, usually poorer and more susceptible to religious rituals.26  The embedded fear of 

the police and deportation, and the shame of facing their families back home keep the victims of 

sex trafficking in fearful.27 

a). The role of the families of trafficked women 

Due to false wealth/income narrative associated with European sex trafficking, cultural 

normalization of travel to Europe for prostitution, illiteracy, poverty, gender-based 

discrimination, economic discrimination, traditional practices that have promoted and  sustain 

gender-based violence, and lack of access to justice, parents and daughters out of desperation 

to change economic circumstances have been  forced to consort with traffickers.28 The families 

of some trafficked victims from Edo State are willing participants in procurement of daughters or 

                                                           
26 IOM (2006) Human Trafficking from Nigeria to Europe. Press Release-https://www.iom.int/news/human-
trafficking-nigeria-europe 
27 Olaniyi, Rasheed O. (2011). Global Sex Trade and Women Trafficking in Nigeria. Journal of Global Initiatives: Policy, 
Pedagogy, Perspective: Vol. 6(1), 6. Available at: http://digitalcommons.kennesaw.edu/jgi/vol6/iss1/ 
28 Clementina O. Osezua (2016). Gender issues in human trafficking in Edo state Nigeria. African Sociological Review. 
Vol 20(1) 
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relatives for traffickers, although some of the parents and families have knowledge of the 

activities of their daughters, which is prostitution abroad, they lack an understanding of the risk 

involved in sex trafficking. In some families, the family head decides who gets trafficked and 

negotiate with traffickers and syndicates on behalf of those to be trafficked.29 

Poverty and sociocultural power dynamics fuel sex trafficking and exploitation of Edo 

women population. The voluntary participation in sex trafficking by some families is one of the 

key factors for the difficulty in curbing sex trafficking in Edo State. Parents and relatives readily 

give their daughters to traffickers or put pressure on them to go abroad with the hope that they 

can lift the family out of poverty through prostitution. Accordingly, this shows the expectation 

from parents and family members for girls and women to take care of their household. As a result 

of this pressure and other frustrating conditions, women and girls assume conditions in Europe 

would present better opportunities. 

b) The roles of traditional native doctors in trafficking 

Traditional native doctors, juju priests or “ohen” (Benin word for priest) are one of the 

agents used by the traffickers in their trafficking network. Although the advent of Islam and 

Christianity has eroded certain aspects of the African traditional religion, and there is a very 

strong inclination by the majority of Edos towards Islam and Christianity, there is still a strong 

hold and belief in some aspects of its traditional practices.  

Juju, also known as black magic is greatly feared by most Nigerians, and the Edos, because of its 

believed consequences. Due to the fear of Juju, Juju practitioners employ it as a medium to instill 

fear into their victims.30 Several studies, conducted mostly in Benin City, have reported how Juju 

has played a major role in aiding traffickers to make their victims loyal to them. Adams (2011) 

explains how sex traffickers use Juju ritual as a means of control over their victims. An example 

of such a ritual is giving a box containing the trafficked person’s body parts such as fingernails or 

pubic hair, along with underwear and photographs to a traditional Nigerian (Juju) priest and 

forcing the victim to repeat statements such as “if I don’t pay I will go crazy or I will be 

                                                           
29 F. Attoh (2016). Chattels of Their Families: Trafficking of Young Women As Gender Violence. The Nigerian Journal 
of Business and Social Sciences. Vol 9(1). 52-66. 
30 Ibid pg 11 
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killed”.31This ritual is a pact which instils fear in a victim’s mind that, if broken, the victim would 

come under a curse which could have an effect on her and her family, and in this way is used as 

a means of bondage by traffickers. 

According to a report published by IFRA Nigeria32, victims interviewed affirmed that 

before a trafficked victim begins her journey: the woman must first undergo specific juju rites, in 

which the woman’s pubic hair, nails, and menstrual blood are collected and placed before a 

traditional shrine. During the ritual, the woman is made to swear an oath to repay her debt, never 

to report to the police, and never to discuss the nature of her trip with anyone. 

It is this spiritual bondage that make it almost impossible for trafficked victims of Edo 

State to escape. This spiritual bondage or the practice of Juju has proved to play a major role in 

the difficulty of curbing sex trafficking in Edo State. For instance, when victims of sex trafficking 

are rescued, they are often scared about revealing details of their traffickers because of the oath 

they have taken. For instance, when NAPTIP was prosecuting Sarah Okoyain in 2004, who was 

eventually given a 12-month sentence for sex trafficking, none of the victims showed up to testify 

against her in court.33 

It is evident the cultural belief system plays a major role in the difficulty of curbing sex 

trafficking in Edo State. The practice and belief in Juju not only give sex traffickers an advantage 

over their victims, but it is also the most important ingredient that allows human trafficking to 

thrive. This is because, without the performance of Juju or oath-taking by victims of sex 

trafficking, the identities of traffickers would easily be given to the police or agencies responsible 

for combating human trafficking. 

 

c). The role of traditional leaders: the curse of the Oba and its effects on human trafficking 

The Oba of Benin, Oba Ewuare 11weighed in to support the fight against trafficking by 

placing a curse on juju practitioners who aid traffickers and keep body parts and personal objects 

                                                           
31 Cherish Adams(2011). Re-trafficked victims: How a Human Rights Approach can stop the cycle of re-victimization 
of sex trafficking victims. Georgia Washington International Law Review 43. 220 
32 IFRA-NIGERIA (2019). Sustenance of sex trafficking in Edo state: the combined effect of oath taking, transnational 
silence and migration imaginaries on trafficked women in Edo state. IFRA-Nigeria working papers series, N°56 
33 Ibid p.11 
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of the victims in their shrine. To do this, the Oba invoked the deity by digging up Juju that had 

not been exposed to sunlight for 800 years and stated that the gods of Benin will destroy those 

involved in trafficking and the priests administering the oath of secrecy34. This act of the Oba was 

a laudable one as reports on the curse showed that traffickers started finding it difficult to recoup 

their merchandise abroad.35 However, it has been reported that traffickers have now moved to 

other parts of Nigeria such as Ondo State to use native doctors outside the leadership of the Oba 

to administer such oath.  

d). How is prostitution and internal trafficking perceived in the society? 

In Edo State, particularly in Benin City, prostitution in Europe has been normalized by portraying 

prostitution as glamorous and legal avenue to earn foreign currency.36  It is contrasted with the 

fact that prostitution in Nigeria, including Edo State, is a criminal offence in Nigeria fraught with 

violent and other forms of exploitation by both society and security agencies. There are reports 

of rape and sexual assault by security agencies when prostitutes and even non-prostitutes are 

arrested. Women at clubs are often rounded up and arrested, asked to pay exorbitant bail fees 

or raped37.  

 

 

 

                                                           
34 Simon Ebegbulem (March 10, 2018) Vanguard Newspaper. https://www.vanguardngr.com/2018/03/gods-will-
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35 Ibid 
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