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Abstract 
Female trafficking and objectification constitute serious challenges to 

women’s quest for socio-economic transformation in Africa today. 

Although the various national governments in the continent, 

humanitarian organisations and human rights groups, religious leaders, 

and especially women academics and writers have worked assiduously 

towards taming these monsters, the problems have ironically continued 

to rise to greater proportions.  This study, therefore, recommends that 

literature can be fruitfully used to raise more awareness on, and indeed 

eradicate female trafficking and objectification in Africa. In particular, it 

uses Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s muckraking novel, Trafficked (2006) to 

highlight the nature of the problems and proffer solutions to them as well. 
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Introduction     

Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo is a famous contemporary Nigerian female writer 

who dexterously deploys her works (novels, short stories and plays) to 

highlight and attack social vices in Africa, especially as they affect the 

wellbeing of women.  Olu Obafemi has, therefore, rightly described her as 

“indisputably, one of the significant voices in Nigerian literature and a 

leading Nigerian female writer” (27).  She writes mainly about issues 

concerning African women, hence some critics perceive her as a staunch 

feminist, although she prefers the sobriquet of a “snail-sense womanist”.  

According to her “Snail-sense wonanism”, her own version of African 

feminism, encourages harmonious co-operation with men.  As she 

articulates it: 

 

This theory derives from the habit of snails which most 

African women adopt in their relationship with men.  Women 

here often adopt a conciliatory or co-operative attitude 

towards their men.  This is akin to what the snail does with 

the environment in which it moves and exists.  The snail 

crawls over boulders, rocks, thorns and rough terrains 

smoothly and efficiently with a lubricated tongue which is not 

damaged or destroyed by these harsh objects… This is what 

women often do to survive in Africa’s harsh patriarchal 

culture…. (29) 

 

Her postulations above clearly contrast with those of radical feminists, who 

according to Charles Nnolim, encourage separation and violence (251). 

 

As N.F. Onwuka and H.C. Okoye have observed, “her (Ezeigbo’s) major 

pre-occupation is on women, their participation in the development of their 
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communities, the numerous challenges facing them, their resilence, and 

unwavering commitment to the improvement of women” (our parenthesis 

138). However, as Ezeigbo revealed in a recent interview with Olu Obafemi; 

she also writes about other societal issues (“Interview” 28).  According to 

her: “I write about women because I am a woman and have experienced 

life as a woman… I write about men, too (“Interview” 28).   

 

One indisputable fact about Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo, though, is that she 

is a highly socio-politically conscious writer, for in work after work, she re-

creates some of the major issues in contemporary Nigeria, nay Africa, such 

as the high wave of corruption, bad governance, military dictatorship, the 

need for the empowerment of women, illegal transnational migration, 

human trafficking and forced prostitution, among many others.  In short, 

she seems to agree with Achebe’s famous view that no serious-minded 

African writer should indulge in the pastime of art for art’s sake while 

things metaphorically fall apart in his/her society (78).   Ezeigbo virtually 

re-echoes that conviction when she asserts strongly that:    

 

As writers, we cannot shy away from writing about politics.  

The writer is a sensitive point in his or her society and writer 

is a sensitive point in his or her society and must guide the 

people back to what Ayi Kwei Armah called “The Way” in his 

novels, The Healers and Two Thousand Seasons. (“Interview” 

33)  

 

 To her, therefore, literature is a powerful tool for social mobilisation and 

reformation. 

 

In the light of all these, therefore, this essay seeks to use insights from 

feminist and sociological theories to study Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s 

novel, Trafficked (2008) which recreates the twin social problems of female 

trafficking and objectification in Africa. The essay has three parts, with the 
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first dealing with the conceptual review, the second with the theoretical 

framework, and the third with the critical analysis of Trafficked.  The major 

aim of the study is to demonstrate how Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo captured 

and condemned these social cankerworms affecting women in most African 

countries today.  It is hoped that the study will raise more awareness on the 

urgent need to eradicate these problems. In order to achieve this aim, this 

study will adopt the qualitative research method.  Accordingly, it will be 

analytical and library-based with the data and conclusion drawn from the 

primary text (Trafficked) and some relevant secondary materials: essays, 

literary interviews and internet sources whenever and wherever necessary. 

 

Conceptual Review  

To begin with, it is necessary to clearly define the key terms: female 

trafficking and female objectification in order to show the exact sense in 

which they will be used in this study.  First, female trafficking basically 

refers to the movement of women for sex labour.  The “U.S Catholic Sisters 

Against Human Trafficking” define it as “sex trafficking”, a form of human 

trafficking “in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud or 

coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act is under 18 

years of age” (bakhitaininitive.com.n.p).  They add that it “specifically 

targets vulnerable women and girls” and that while “some victims are 

abducted; others are runaways or are lured out of poverty or sold by their 

destitute families”, while yet many others “are desperate for acceptance, 

good jobs or a better life” (bakhitaininitiative.com n.p). 

 

Female objectification, on the other hand, refers to the abuse or 

dehumanisation of women whether physically, psychologically, 

economically or sexually.  The “US Catholic Sisters Against Human 

Trafficking” quote Phyllis B. Frank as having defined women’s 

objectification (in her paper “Objectification of Women”) as:  
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Portrayals of women in ways and contexts which suggest that 

women are objects to be looked at ogled or even touched, or 

used, anonymous things or commodities perhaps to be 

purchased, perhaps taken –and once tired of, even discarded, 

often to be replaced by a newer, younger edition, certainly not 

treated as full human beings with equal rights and needs. 

(bakhitaininitiative.com.n.p)   

 

With the above in mind, therefore, this study will now attempt to 

demonstrate that Akachi Adimora- Ezeigbo’s Trafficked is socially relevant, 

for it successfully captures the horrors of female trafficking and 

objectification, the twin monsters currently ravaging the lives of many 

women in Africa.  In particular, the study will argue that the novel can be 

fruitfully used in raising awareness on the horrors of these anti-women 

social problems.  But before doing that, it is necessary to briefly discuss the 

theories to be applied in this essay.  

 

An Overview of the Tenets of Feminist and Sociological Approaches to 

Literature. 

Let us begin with the feminist approach. Meanwhile, it is necessary to note 

that so much has been written on the theoretical thrust of feminism and its 

critical positions that a rehash of most of them might not be necessary here.  

Hooks has, for instance, posited that “feminism is a movement to end 

sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (qtd. in koussouhou, Akogbefo 

and Allagbe 314).  Koussouhou et al further quote Hook as claiming that 

“the utmost aim of feminism is to stand up against male-dominance and 

power as well as free the womenfolk from all forms of societal ills 

buttressed by patriarchy or systematic institutionalized sexism both in 

literature and society”.  (qtd in koussouhou, Akogbefo and Allagbe 314).  

 

According to Molara Ogundipe, the term feminism is derived from the 

Latin root ‘femina’ which means women” (547).  It began in Europe in the 
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Eighteenth Century through the works of Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin 

(Vindication of the Rights of Women 1792) and has spread to the other parts of 

the globe through the concerted efforts by women activists and writers.  As 

one critic has noted in a recent essay, the feminist wind blew into Africa in 

the twentieth century through the seminal works by Flora Nwapa who 

wrote Efuru, the first feminist novel in Africa, in 1966. (Ukagu 173).  Since 

then, African female writers, theorists and critics, notably Nawal El 

Saadawi, Molara Ogundipe, Chikwenye Ogunyemi, Helen Chukwuma, 

Ama Ata Aidoo, Akachi Ezeigbo, Zaynab Alkali, Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie, among many others, have helped to steady the feminist ship in 

African Literature.  Today, there are scattered variants of feminism in 

African Literature, such as Radical Feminism, Femalism, Motherism, 

Womanism/Accommodationism, Gynism, Stiwanism, Negofeminism, 

Liberal Feminism etc, though their primary aims are to free women from 

patriarchal bondage and to destroy the negative stereotypes of women in 

literature (Opara 57). 

 

As for Sociological Criticism, its main tenet is that literature enjoys a close 

relationship with society.  Its advocates strongly believe that literature is a 

social document, and that the author being a product of the society, 

consciously or unconsciously, uses his/her works to dramatise some of the 

major issues in society.  In this regard, Wellek and Women opine that,   

 

Literature is a social institution, using as its medium 

language, a social creation (and that) such traditional literary 

devices as symbolism and metre are social in their very 

nature.  They are conventions and norms which could have 

arisen only in society. (94) 

 

According to Wilbur Scott, exponents of sociological criticism strongly 

believe that “arts relation to society are vitally important, and that the 

investigation of these relationships may organize and deepen one’s 
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aesthetic response to a work of art” (123).  He explains that the primary aim 

of sociological critics is to “understand the social milieu and the extent to 

which and manner in which the artist responds to it’’ (123). 

 

The feminist and sociological theoretical approaches which have been 

chosen for this study are, therefore, deemed appropriate because while the 

former will enable us to examine the main issues of female trafficking and 

female objectification recreated in Trafficked, the latter will help us to 

highlight their social relevance to contemporary Africans. 

 

Female Trafficking and Objectification in Trafficked.  

Akachi Adimora –Ezeigbo’s Trafficked (2008) is a realistic novel that 

dramatises the horrors of female trafficking and female objectification from 

the African perspective.  On this note, therefore, the novel has so much 

social relevance to its contemporary African readers because it uses the 

muckraking technique to unravel the nature of female trafficking and 

female objectification, two major problems currently ravaging many 

African women. In particular, the novel reveals some of the factors that 

manure and fertilise the problems and also suggests how to eradicate them. 

 

As Ladele has rightly noted, 

 

Trafficked… traverses several geo-physical spaces in which 

several sub-plots are loosely connected with the main 

narration of Nneoma, the protagonist’s life story.  One of the 

locations in which her story vacillates is Ihite-Agu, a small 

village in Enugu State of Nigeria which is Nneoma’s natal 

home… Rural Ihite-Agu is juxtaposed with the metropolises 

of Rome and London where Nneoma and her colleagues are 

trafficked into sex trade. (138) 
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The story in the novel begins from the middle where Nneoma and her 

fifteen co-deported Nigerian girls just arrived at the Murtala Mohammed 

International Airport, Lagos, from London where they had been earlier 

arrested as illegal immigrants.  The narrative lens then focuses on Nneoma, 

whom, we are told, ran out of Nigeria six years earlier in order to escape 

her father’s plan to force her into a marriage with  Ofomata, “the Ozonkwu-

elect”, (“Palm oil king”) for her father’s own selfish ends, as well as to 

escape the harsh economic conditions in Nigeria. Ezeigbo, therefore, 

implies that patriarchy and bad leadership in contemporary African 

countries greatly contribute to female trafficking and objectification in the 

continent.   

 

Unfortunately, however, she runs into a human trafficking cartel led by 

Madam Dollar, which tricks her into being trafficked to Italy for forced 

prostitution.  After a stint in Rome, Madam Dollar sells her off to Baron, a 

brutal British half-caste pimp who further subjects her to series of sexual 

exploitations.  Nneoma receives some respite when she escapes from 

Baron’s trap, only for her to be arrested and deported by British security 

personnel. 

 

The rest of the story occurred in Lagos Nigeria, where Nneoma and her co-

deported ladies underwent some rehabilitation at the Oasis Youths Centre 

for skills Development.  The novel, however, ends on a positive note as 

Nneoma overcomes all her trials and tribulations, learns some 

entrepreneurial skills and gains admission into a university where she is re-

united with her former friend, Ofomata. 

 

The over-arching themes in the novel, as earlier hinted, are female 

trafficking and female objectification.  The former can be gleaned from the 

title (“trafficked’’), which adumbrates the major story in the novel, while 

the latter clearly evinces in the excruciating ordeals of the two major female 

characters in the novel, Nneoma and Efe, both of whom were trafficked to 
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Europe and subjected to sexual exploitation.  Not surprisingly, both of them 

were born into very poor families in highly patriarchal societies which 

made them seek for greener pastures at all costs in Europe. 

 

Efe, one of the deported girls, unveils her economic travails to Nneoma in 

a conversation thus:    

 

I was born in Benin where my parents had lived all their lives.  

I assume they still live there if they are alive….  My family 

was poor; it was a struggle to put our meals on the table.  Only 

my elder sister and I went to college.  My three brothers 

dropped out before they finished primary 

school….(Trafficked 96) 

 

With this state of abject poverty, she could, therefore, not resist the 

temptation when she heard of an advertisement for jobs in Europe.  But, 

unfortunately, rather than land into the Eldorado that she dreamed of, she 

ironically ended up in a brothel in Italy where she was forced into 

prostitution.  As she tells Nneoma: “It was terrible, I was sold to a woman 

called Madam Gold, a Nigerian.  She was vicious.  She used us shamelessly, 

made us walk the streets every night” (Trafficked 99).  Thereafter, Madam 

Gold sold Efe to a pimp, a white man, after exploiting her for four years.  

Efe slaved for her “new owner” for two years before escaping to Verona 

where she teamed up with other prostitutes for her personal survival via 

prostitution, before her eventual arrest and deportation to Nigeria 

(Trafficked 100). 

 

Nneoma’s own economic woes are not that different from Efe’s, except that 

her own escape was further fuelled by her quest to escape from forced 

marriage . She had also been tricked into travelling to Rome for the 

purpose of economic empowerment.  She, however, later realised that she 
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had been illegally trafficked and had become the property of Madam 

Dollar. As Nneoma tells Efe:  

 

Nothing comes between her (Madam Dollar) and money.  She 

owns us and the man, whom we learnt to call Captain, is her 

body guard.  She keeps us prisoner in her flat.  Life is hell in 

Rome; we are always walking the night, selling sex to Italian 

men and foreigners. I hate Madam Dollar…. (Trafficked 129)  

 

There are clear echoes of female sexual objectification in Trafficked –as can 

be glanced from Nneoma’s account above.  Furthermore, Nneoma, tells us, 

that she was often assaulted by Captain because she was stubborn and 

brought the least amount of money home: 

  

I sometimes refuse to cooperate with the customers, 

especially when they demand positions I find despicable or 

when they refuse to use a condom or make one of the other 

nasty demands…  When I am difficult, the men beat me and 

throw me out of their cars or kick me out of wherever they 

have taken me-sometimes a car park or a field or public 

garden.  When this happens, I go home with little or no 

money.  Madam raves at me, and Captain beats me up, but he 

makes sure he does not disfigure me, for this will mean loss 

of revenue for Madam Dollar…. (Trafficked 129)  

 

Her travails even increased when she was sold off to Baron in London.  

Nneoma gives us a hint of her objectification in the hands of Baron: 

 

Baron sends the other girls to brothels and keeps me in his 

flat.  Instead of putting me on the street, he brings men to the 

flat.  Baron is a sadist.  He rapes and beats me.  I refuse when 

customers demand oral or anal sex and I insist that they use 
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condoms and I’m sometimes assaulted for this.  Baron locks 

me up in the flat, and does not allow me go out except when 

he takes me with him. (Trafficked 132)  

 

Indeed, the trafficked female characters in Trafficked are highly objectified: 

they are physically bruised, psychologically traumatised and sexually 

violated.  But in spite of all these, Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo imbued them 

with the moral strength to withstand the storm and emerge victorious in 

the end.  This is made possible in the novel through female bonding.  In the 

Oasis Youth Centre for Skill Development, for instance, Nneoma and Efe 

were inspired by the highly dignified women that addressed them on the 

need for them to be positively transformed after being rescued from the net 

of sex traffickers abroad.  These women of high moral excellence include 

Mrs Ije Ejekam, the Chairperson of the Non-Governmental Organisation 

(Oasis Youth Centre for Skill Development), Mrs  Ebiere Hart, Matron in 

charge of the day-to-day running of the centre,  Mrs Vicky Lar, a Director, 

and Mrs Nike Oderinde, the Managing Director.  

 

Their Humanitarian Organisation is,  according to them, “dedicated to 

empowering young women… who have taken a wrong step in life but are 

willing and determined to  change direction”  (Trafficked 51).  Apart from 

teaching the girls under rehabilitation trades like tailoring, hairdressing, 

catering and pottery, these women also pay them monthly stipends for their 

personal upkeep.  All these have profound positive influences on the girls.  

Nneoma, for instance, admits that she is greatly impressed with the high 

level of education these women had attained, and above all, their simplicity 

and humility which contrast with the pride and flamboyance exhibited by 

most middle class women in Nigeria (Trafficked 52).  The author successfully 

creates a contrast between these women of excellence and those that 

dehumanise fellow women like Madam Gold and Madam Dollar. 
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In all, Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s Traffiked is an aesthetically-pleasant and 

very socially-relevant novel in which she successfully beams light on the 

vexed issues of women’s trafficking and objectification in contemporary 

Africa.  She traces some of the causes of these problems to the patriarchal 

system which encourages the dehumanisation of women, fake approach to 

religion (symbolised in the novel by Prophet Elias Nduru who sexually 

exploits women and physically assaults them mercilessly, bad governance, 

and especially poverty and unemployment.  The novel, therefore, 

successfully wages a serious war against women’s trafficking and their 

sexual exploitation perpetrated by money-mongers in Africa and their 

foreign collaborators.  

 

Conclusion 

This essay has striven to demonstrate that Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s 

Trafficked is a socially -relevant novel in which the author has successfully 

raised some awareness on female trafficking and objectification in Africa.  

She has achieved this aim through the transnational storyline which focuses 

on Nneoma, a young Nigerian lady, who is tricked into travelling to Europe 

ostensibly in order to get a lucrative job, only for her to end up being forced 

into prostitution in Italy.  Worse still, she is re-sold to a brutal pimp, Baron, 

who exploits her both economically and sexually, as well as severally 

assaults her physically.  Then she flees from Baron, but runs into the waiting 

hands of British security operatives who deport her and fifteen other girls 

to Nigeria. 

 

The rest of the highly convoluted story deals with their successful 

rehabilitation at the Oasis Youth Centre for Skills Development courtesy of 

a non-governmental organisation run by some humanitarian women.  The 

story ends on a positive note, for eventually Nneoma learns a trade, gains 

admission into university and re-unites with her childhood friend, 

Ofomata, who is now her co-student at the University of Lagos, Nigeria.  
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Trafficked is, therefore, a bildungsroman, a novel of growth, through which 

we see how Nneoma, the central character, grows from naivety to maturity.  

The novel is indeed very didactic, for it has the capacity to teach many 

African youths that all that glitters is not gold, hence they should be 

circumspect in rushing out to Europe, America and Asia in chase of the 

proverbial greener pastures.  Among others, the novel urges women, in 

particular, to always reach out to their fellow women who need their help, 

instead of further exploiting them as Madam Dollar and Madam Gold did 

to Nneoma and Efe. Furthermore, it is presented in the mode of roman a clef, 

for it realistically captures some current issues in Nigeria and uses real 

names of places, such as Enugu, Lagos, London and Rome as well as exact 

names of persons such as Governor Lucky Igbinedion of Edo State and his 

wife, Eki Igbinedion and Mrs. Atiku Abubakar etc. (Trafficked  22 ). 

 

In conclusion, Trafficked is a socially-relevant novel that is beautifully and 

realistically presented.  It lays bare the ferocity with which female 

trafficking and objectification traumatise their female victims. The novel 

makes a strong case for concerted efforts to be made towards the 

eradication of these social cankerworms.    
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