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Abstract 
Human trafficking is common in Nigeria. Discourses refer to forms of trafficking 

(sex trafficking and labor) as economic activities motivated by economic and 

political problems. Therefore, efforts at preventing human trafficking at both 

national and international levels focus on improving socio- economic and political 

factors that motivate migration. Although, several works show a connection 

between religious commitment, motivation and socio-economic activities, religion 

in human trafficking is often presented as a tool that merely maintains loyalty to a 

group by psychological coercing trafficked persons to remain in a trafficked 

condition. Thus, the function of religion in combating human trafficking crime is 

limited to reactive roles such as, restoration, rehabilitation and provision (shelter). 

In the view of this work, religion needs to be proactively engaged in the fight 

against human trafficking. Therefore, the work broadens an understanding of the 

role of religion in migration to include, the influence of religious teachings on 

attitudes and factors that motivate migration. A socio-ethical approach that 

utilizes Max Weber’s theory on the impact of religious rationality in socio-

economic development illustrates how religious commitment can influence 

decision making and impact on socio-economic activities using the Nigerian 

migration situation. The methodology is descriptive and theoretical. In exploring 

the role of religious teachings on poverty and wealth in human trafficking this 

work aims at sensitizing religious leaders, policy and decision makers on the need 

to proactively engage religion in the fight against illegal migration.  
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Introduction 

Biblical history covering the days of the Israelites in Egypt teaches that no matter how 

hardworking, affluent or dedicated a sojourner is in a place outside his country, he would 
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always remain a stranger and a settler to the original land owners. However, report 

estimates that, over 214 million people are living outside their countries of birth (Tasneem, 

2012). The 2016 IPSOS MORDI polling data covering 16,000 people in 22 countries, shows 

that a substantial proportion of respondents are uncomfortable with current level of 

immigrants in their country. In Turkey 85% of the respondents with 65% in Italy and South 

Africa agreed with the proposition that there were too many immigrants in their country. 

Almost half of the respondents agreed that immigration was causing their country to 

change in ways they do not like (Helen Dempstar and Karen Hargrave, 2017).    

 

Human trafficking is illegal. It involves the use of traffickers in gaining entrance into 

another country. Out of eleven countries designated as topmost countries of origin for 

human trafficking -Belarus, the Republic of Moldavia, the Russia Federation, Ukraine, 

Albania, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Romania, China, Thailand and Nigeria, only one, Nigeria is 

in Africa (Forster, 2013). Literature reveals that an extreme poverty situation, lack of 

opportunities and high unemployment rate are causes of human trafficking in Nigeria 

(Agbu 2003, Olagbegi, 2006). Thus, efforts at curbing the illegal migration of people have 

been centered on social and economic reforms leaving out religious reformation. Yet, there 

are indications that religion plays a crucial role in the trade of exporting human beings for 

sexual exploitation or forced labor in countries outside Nigeria (Olagbegi, 2006). Literature 

on human trafficking in Nigeria shows that victims of human traffickers depend on 

religious leaders to pray for them to succeed before embarking on the journey (Olagbegi, 

2006). Austine Cline (2008) observed that “the expectations of the laity pose what maybe, 

the most fundamental problem of religious leadership.” In human trafficking, the act of 

praying for migrants to succeed legitimizes and make sacred, a dehumanizing and 

unlawful trade in human beings which is condemned as slavery because it is exploitative. 

Religious leaders on the other hand, argue that by their calling, they have a responsibility 

to pray for their followers to succeed in their endeavors in life. Grzymala-Busse (2013) 

observed that religions are probably the largest unit to which individuals claim loyalty. 

World Values Survey in Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and 

Turkey between 2000 and 2002 show that about 58 percent of those who hold religion “very 

important” in their lives have a “great deal” of confidence in religious leaders. De Jong 

(2009) argue that, given the prominent place of religious leaders in tradition and societies, 

they are well positioned to significantly contribute to change of attitude. 

 

This work is not burdened by the task of inquiring into the moral rightness or otherwise 

of the act of praying for intending migrants in human trafficking but instead, seeks to 

illustrate how religious teachings on poverty and wealth intersect with factors that 

motivate migration in Nigeria. It intends to broaden understanding on the role of religion 
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in human trafficking beyond, the assumption that it is used solely for maintaining the 

relationship between the trafficked and trafficker. Thus, it would    

1. explore Christian teachings on poverty and wealth,  

2. examine the effects on behavior, attitudes and society,  

3.  highlight the implications for migration.   

  

Human trafficking 

Human trafficking and trafficking in persons are umbrella words covering various forms 

of trafficking such as, sex trafficking and forced labour. The United Nations Protocol to 

Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children 

(2000), requires that three elements must be met in order for the action to be considered 

trafficked persons under the Act. Thus, Human trafficking is defined as,  

 

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons 

by means of threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, abduction, of 

fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or position of power or of 

vulnerability or the giving 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 labour 

or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal 

of organs 

 

Sex trafficking is the severe form of human trafficking. The Trafficking Victims Protection 

Act defines it as “Trafficking in which commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud or 

coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 years of 

age.” Recently, the requirement of force, fraud or coercion has been expanded to include, 

non- physical forms such as psychological coercion (Sangalis, 2011).  

 

Different types of trafficking include, commercial sex act, slavery, involuntary servitude, 

peonage and debt bondage (OVCTTAC). The crime of human trafficking involves a 

trafficker using force, fraud, or coercion to make an individual perform labour or engage 

in commercial sex. Human trafficking involves severe violence against victims and host 

other crimes that include gang activity, drug operations, property crimes, organised 
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criminal operations, and other violations of law at State, Federal and International levels 

(OVCTTAC). 

 

Human Trafficking and Illegal Migration  

Trafficking, smuggling and migration are separate but inter-related issues. Human 

trafficking involves movement of people for the purposes of exploiting their labor on a 

long term basis. Smuggling on the other hand, involves movement of people for the 

purposes of transporting them across borders and boundaries for a fixed amount. The 

smuggler unlike the trafficker is paid upfront and ends his services once the trafficked 

person gets to his/her destination. Both trafficking and smuggling in persons sometimes 

involve transporting victims into designated countries without proper documentation. 

 

 According to Report, 60 percent of street prostitutes in Italy are women and girls from 

Nigeria, mainly trafficked for sexual exploitation (Global Monitoring Report on the State 

of Action against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children, Nigeria, 2007). In London, 

over 80 percent of the young people that the NGO Africans Unite Against Child Abuse 

(Africa) work with as victims of trafficking are of Nigerian origin (Global Monitoring 

Report, 2007). Report states that women and girls- primarily from Benin City in Edo State 

subjected to forced prostitution are trafficked mainly in Italy but as well in Spain, Scotland, 

the Netherlands, Germany, Turkey, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Sweden, 

Switzerland, Norway, Ireland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Greece and Russia 

(International Movement Against All Forms of Discrimination and Racism, 2015).  

 

Theology of Poverty 

Generally, Christians’ views on wealth are based on scripturally teachings that have been 

designated as, the theology of poverty and prosperity theology. Theology of poverty 

constructs wealth as riches in spirituality while stressing on money and material pursuit 

as the root of all evil. It regards the pursuit of money or the acquisition of material things 

as “the worship of money or worldly things that amounts to idolatry and admonishes it 

followers to be contented with working to make heaven because, “no one can serve two 

masters; for either he will take the one and love the other, or else, he will be loyal to one 

and despise the other noting that, one cannot serve God and mammon (Matthew 6:24). It 

also, encourages believers not to lay up treasures for themselves on earth where moth and 

rust doth corrupt, and where thieves breakthrough and steal but they should lay up for 

themselves, treasures in heaven where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt and where 

thieves do not breakthrough nor steal (Philippians 4:11,12). In this teaching, poverty is 

projected as virtuous and godly. Followers are therefore, encouraged is live a simplistic 
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life devoid of extravagance or glamour. In its view, “it is easier for the camel to pass 

through the eye of a needle than for the rich to enter the kingdom of God”. 

 

The theology of poverty is commonly ascribed to evangelical churches where abstinence 

from worldly possessions or ‘worldliness’ is vigorously pursued by members. Evangelicals 

are conservatives who stress, conversion or “rebirth” through a personal encounter with 

Jesus Christ; witnessing the faith or evangelize Christians and non-Christians alike; the 

Bible as directly inspired by God. They teach that in order to make heaven, worldly 

pleasures and activities should be discarded for a life of Godliness and holiness. Thus, a 

Christian claim to be “born-again” denoted a changed life style and complete commitment 

to the Christian faith or ways of living. Therefore, contentment comes not from acquired 

possessions but doing the will of God. Onlookers on the other hand, felt the born again 

syndrome was extreme and among the Yoruba people of Nigeria, Christians with such 

tendency were referred to as, “eni to gba were mo esin.”  

 

Prosperity Theology 

In the 1980s a new religious teaching was introduced by Benson Idahosa popularly known 

as the father of modern Pentecostalism in Nigeria. This teaching contrasts with the 

theology of poverty because it buttresses wealth as blessing from God. Prosperity gospel 

as it is widely known, challenges the conservative “old time religion” which projects 

wealth as evil and a simple living as proper for a child of God. It teaches that God wants 

believers to be physically wealthy and healthy. It also calls on believers to exercise faith by 

calling into their lives, the gifts of wealth and good health. Biblical passages used to 

support prosperity gospel include, Philippians 4:19 that states: my God shall supply all 

your needs according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus; 3 John 2, “beloved I wish above 

all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth.”  Psalms 

35:27, “God takes pleasure in your prosperity because he is magnified in it” and Malachi 

3:10, “bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in mine house and 

prove me now herewith, saith the lord of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of 

heaven and pour you out a blessing; that there shall not be room enough to receive it”. 

 

Prosperity theology changed the ways of preaching, teaching, dressing and attitude of the 

holy -ghost filled believer who was taught to live out God’s glory through a dominating 

faith that conquers afflictions arising from poverty, demonic attack, or disease. According 

to Umoh (2013), prosperity gospel capitalizes on the law of faith-“ask and you shall 

receive” and the Law of Divine reciprocity-“give and it shall be given back to you.” This 

encourages instant gratification and gives an impression of wealth as the ultimate purpose 

of life and living. It is argued that, prosperity theology does not develop in Christians a 
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strong spiritual will as such, believers could be easily swayed by worldly and material 

things.   

 

Prosperity leaders have also been accused of discouraging believers from a simple way of 

living in their teachings and through their flamboyant style of living. It is held that 

teachings on prosperity give the impression that to be poor is sinful and wealth signifies 

Gods favor thereby, making wealth an identity of a child of God. Resenting poverty and 

the simple ways of living, lead to disloyalty to a country that cannot provide the basic 

necessities of life. Disloyalty springs from resentment, spilling forth, corruption, bad 

citizenry and migration. 

 

Religion, Corruption and Migration   

The 70’s was a period of charismatic evangelical churches and missions in Nigeria and also 

the period of oil boom. At this time, it was trendy for Christians to claim “born again” and 

Holy Ghost filled” while condemning materialism. In their view, a spirit filled, child of 

God should not participate in politics because it is “dirty” and meant for “corrupt people”. 

Hence the running of a nation and the fate of the people were left in the hands of those 

considered as “ungodly, unholy and without the fear of God” who gained the mandate to 

lead the people because no bible-believing, God-fearing and spirit-filled person showed 

interest in national leadership. Thus, corruption was institutionalized and ungodly men 

looted the national treasury and amass wealth meant for the people. Before long, the nation 

was thrown into crisis and life was difficult for both the godly and ungodly. The activities 

of “people without conscience and fear of God” was blamed for the economic downfall 

experienced in Nigeria. 

 

After the discovery of oil in the 70s, there was optimism of economic growth. Nigerians 

were satisfied with staying in the country to work and enjoy the windfall of oil money and 

the thought of traveling out in search of greener pastures was not appealing because the 

exchange rate at this period was relatively stable and at par with other foreign currencies. 

From mid-80 till now, there are indications of a wide disparity between the exchange rate 

of Nigeria currency and other foreign currencies. As a result, the purchasing power of the 

Nigerian currency became too weak among competing currencies of other countries. 

Political and social analysts are of the view, that the failure of Nigerian leaders to reposition 

the country for development and growth after 60 years of independence left a lot of 

Nigerians with the erroneous belief that Nigeria is a failed nation. Leaders attitude to 

issues of national interest and concern, give the impression that only looters and dishonest 

people survive in Nigeria. Therefore, traveling out is interpreted as the only way by which, 

hard work and honest living can be rewarded.  
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The Problem of Poverty and Prosperity in the Nigerian Migration Crisis 

 Although the movement of people from Nigeria into developed countries started with a 

search for the Golden Fleece– the desire to acquire education which usually, was not with 

a motive to settle back to working there. But in recent times, there is an increased tendency 

to travel out in search for greener pastures – success or gains, with a motive to settle and 

raise families in the land of sojourn. According to Guest (2005) “Trafficking prostitutes 

began in the late 1980s, when Italy was importing immigrants laborer’s to feed a booming 

informal economy. Nigerian women began traveling to the central Italian region of 

Campania to pick tomatoes”. Agbu (2003) observed that the Nigerian economy was 

distressed in the mid-80s and the structural adjustment program (SAP) was introduced by 

Babangida administration. Thus, the period was characterized by economic hardship, 

suffering, helplessness, disillusionment, starvation and death. A lot of families could not 

afford to eat three square meals a day. The bread winners, who were also heads of their 

families, were laid off their jobs and with no opportunity for youth employment. For the 

spiraling cost of living, Nigerians resorted to all kinds of vices including human trafficking 

to survive. Parents and husbands encouraged their children, wards and wives to migrate 

for various reasons linked to poverty. Some thought the child will have a better life outside 

Nigeria; others needed the child to send money home while some saw it as one less mouth 

to feed. In time, those who got to Europe began to send money home which was used for 

various reasons including, payment of school fees for siblings, improve families standard 

of living, developmental projects such as building houses and establishing businesses 

which afforded job opportunities to others. Then people began to seek the services of 

traffickers, paid registration fees, provided collaterals and signed agreements to get 

traffickers to assist them get out of Nigeria (SEEDS, 2005) gradually, forms of human 

trafficking (sex trafficking and forced labor) became accepted as means for earning a 

livelihood.  

 

The belief that God gives success and breakthrough to faith exercising Christians, propel 

ambitious Christians to take risks. It also makes it difficult to dissuade intending migrants 

from embarking on risky journeys across the Sahara or Mediterranean Sea to get to Europe. 

Such Christians have a strong belief that their case will be different and that they will not 

die like others before them because God will protect and guide them to their breakthrough, 

and in time, they will come rejoicing before the congregation to testify to the goodness of 

God.  

 

Every adherent of religion believes that by depending on God, they can obtain favor and 

success in life’s endeavors. Religious leaders stand in the gap between God and religious 

followers. As such, their function in society includes, meeting the need of their followers 
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and supporting them in the pursuit for a better life through prayers. In human trafficking 

literature, there are indications that, some Pentecostal and spiritual churches offer prayers 

for intending migrants to succeed in their desire to travel out in pursuit of a better life 

(Olabisi, 2006). Intending migrants seek prayers to overcome barriers placed on obtaining 

visa by the immigration office and against travelling risk encountered en route the Sahara 

desert or the Mediterranean Sea. They hope that in seeking the “face of God” through 

prayers and fasting, their plight will be different from that of others who were denied visa 

entries or died on the way to Europe. Religious leaders on the other hand, claim that as 

shepherds and spiritual leaders, they have a duty to pray for their followers in their 

struggles to succeed in life. Most times, religious leaders believe that in praying and giving 

hope of success to these intending migrants, they provide succor in hard times, a sense of 

belonging or further a philosophy of self-help.  

 

The desire to earn foreign currencies and be reckoned with as successful is also hinged on 

the desire to migrate. 

 

Conclusion  

In the Hebrew Bible, sacrifice always involves transformation in such a way that, 

something is destroyed for the sake of another. Thus, the prophets in Old Testament times 

transformed the Israelites legacy of slavery, suffering and hate into a source of proud 

collective identity, divine discontent and hope for a better future (Aberbach, 2006). They 

recognized and taught salvation from captivity, suffering and slavery as a collective 

commitment to a national rediscovery of purpose and nation building. Through teachings, 

the love of the country was put in the hearts of the people and virtues of self-denial and 

sacrifice were encouraged,  

 

It is expected that, with a large number of people that are inclined towards religiosity in 

Nigeria and churches widely spread across the nation and international countries, 

religious teachings would influence a considerable number of Nigerians to bring on 

changes in attitude towards rebuilding the national economy. But instead, religious 

leaders reduplicate the life style of politicians by living flamboyant lifestyles. They 

encourage individual material success as witnessing to God working through them. 

However, individual successes impact only a small portion of the populace which is, 

insufficient in addressing the root causes of the national problem. Emphasis on salvation 

as personal or the promotion of individual successes, cannot create the consciousness 

needed for inculcating a sense of collective responsibility towards rebuilding and 

development because, it encourages a detachment from national concerns with its 

individualistic  tendency that allow “national rot” to strive. It is the “rot in the system” that 
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creates a feeling of hopelessness in the future of the country and belief that “nothing works 

in Nigeria” which form the basis for migrating. 

 

The individualistic approach to teaching wealth and poverty edifies the religious leader 

but gives rise to religious harlotry. It creates a situation wherein believers move from one 

church to another in search of solution to their problem and seeking for individual 

breakthroughs. Since messages and teachings are designed and personalized to address 

individual problems, hence, religious leaders have the opportunity of exploiting 

individual’s problems and weaknesses. Until religious leaders in Nigeria understand the 

church as a sign and instrument of salvation of mankind and work towards preventing 

national disasters by addressing deficiencies at national level, the aim  of fostering growth 

and development will remain a mirage and  religion will continue to be regarded as 

irrelevant in societies because its impact is felt, only by a few. 
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