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Abstract 
One thing that has eaten deep into the fabric of our society is wickedness and it 

has manifested in like chalk and cheese ways, affecting the integrity of the society. 

All of these malevolencies are perpetrated by members of the society in form of 

rape, child abuse, child labour, child trafficking, etc. Child labour over the decades 

has been a trending phenomenon in our society. Scarcity has indeed motivated 

and led most parents into discarding morality, shame and social order in the 

society, as such, they forget their responsibilities as parents and guidance and have 

reversed the table, thus, moving the children to cater for their homes through 

painfully forced child-labour. This practice has brought about great perilous pains 

of varying degrees to the society of which Nigeria is a paradigm as has been 

carefully captured in Elaigwu Ameh’s Sweet Taste of Shame and Henry Bell-Gam’s 

Erebie. To this end, this paper explicates in clear terms and illustrations why 

children do not have other options other than forced into early toiling, the 

consequences of this peril upon our society, the grounds of child labour, the 

dormant policies by successive government that lack full implementation. 

Varieties of child labour and the reflection of corrections in the society through the 

dramatist’s lashing pen. This paper adopts Lewis’ “Culture of poverty theory” and 

Stouffer’s “Relative deprivation theory”. This paper concludes that the 

government of the day, parents, institutions and the public should oblige in the 

best manner in eradicating this unbeneficial evil. 
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Introduction 

It was Bernard Shaw who in his curious demeanour summarises the craft of the 

playwrights and thus maintaines that: 

 

Life as it occurs is senseless... for it is the business of the playwright to pick 

out the significant incidents from the chaos of daily happenings, and 

arrange them so that their relation to one another becomes significant thus 

changing us from bewildered spectators of a monstrous confussion to men 

intelligently conscious of the world and its destinies. This is the highest 

function that man can perform, the greatest work he can set himself to; 

and this is why  (the playwrights) take their majestic and pontifical rank 

which seems so strangely above all the pretensions of mere strolling actors 

and theatrical authors (directors) (Qtd in Azunwo Eziwho Emenike, p.9-

10). 

 

Recounting from the antediluvian, to the contemporary times of human existence, the 

dramatists have played very pivotal roles in ridding the society of its ills and anomalies, 

hence, chatting the way forward. From the greatest Greek poets like Aeschylus, Sophocles, 

Euripides and Aristophanes, to the world of William Shakespeare, Bernard Shaw down to 

the African world, dramatists like Wole Soyinka, Ngugi Wa Thiong’O Femi Osofison, Ola 

Rotimi, J.P. Clark, Zulu Sofola, Bode Sowande, Tess Onwueme, Elechi Amadi, Henry Bell-

Gam, Esiaba Irobi, Julie Okoh, Ahmed Yerima, Alex Asigbo, Elaigwu Ameh, Obari Gomba, 

etc have continuously advocated for a better and improved society. In reflecting 

corrections and rebuilding the Greek society into an egalitarian society, one of the greatest 

classical Greek playwrights- Aristophanes (comic), advocated for the return of one of the 

greatest Greek poets, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, this Johnson Efiong explains 

thus: 

 

Without mincing words, it is the playwright that chronicles the course of 

history. Without him, the past will be buried in oblivion. Can you imagine 

how theatre history of today, the Greek theatre, would have been without 

the imprints left for posterity by Sophocles in Oedipus Rex, Aeschylus in 

The seven Against Thebes, and Euripides in The Bacchae. Wait a minute, we 

have been told that Thespis was the first lone actor. He could not have 

been an actor if Aeschylus did not provide him the scenario to play on. 

Worse still, left for Thespis’ acting alone, generations of Theatre students 

and scholars, would not have known the NATURE which characterized 

the Greek theatre. The playwright lends this understanding rather 
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uniquely and gives the world the structure with which ideas, 

philosophies, morality and other nuances, typical of every age are 

phrased. (Qtd in Azunwo Eziwho Emenike, p.7) 

 

The dramatists have not stopped in reshaping the society and making it a better place for 

all to inhabit, he points the way to go and the ones to avoid, hence the title, “The dramatist 

as a social reformer:  a critical interpretation of Elaigwu Ameh’s Sweet Taste of Shame and 

Henry Bell-Gam’s Erebie” which is a search for the eradication of child labour. 

 

By a way of gambit, abuse has been with humans and cannot be swiftly dissociated form 

its existence. This of course propels Myles Munroe to admonish that “when the essence of 

a thing is unknown, abuse is inevitable.” This menace cuts across countries of the world 

ranging from the very developed countries to the so-called third world countries. The 

education, health and even the upbringing of children are heavily endangered especially 

in Nigeria by the new wave of the societal ills. In this day and age, some children have 

become the breadwinners in most Nigerian homes, yet they are allowed to be 

malnourished by those they struggle to carter for. In most cases, these children are exposed 

and severally allowed to suffer various dehumanisations in their bit at providing for the 

needs of their own homes, while their parents or the so-called caregivers lavish the 

outcome of these efforts which in most cases have led to the death of some of these 

children. Devoid of appropriate reward system, the society has also seen these children as 

adults in its eyes upshot to their tireless endeavours at assisting their parents and 

caregivers in building their homes like most adults would do in order to meet up with the 

socio-economic and cultural expectations without considering keenly the effects on them 

and the society at large. In trying to secure the future of the children in the society, the 

trending negativity manifestations must to be spilled out of the society to ensure that the 

children’s health, social wellbeing, physical, mental, moral and intellectual capacities are 

allowed to develop accordingly. For this cause, the relentlessness of the problem may 

swiftly transport the mind to ask a fundamental question which is “what has the society 

collectively done about this slipshod situation? Unfortunately, not enough has been done 

to ensure its dearth or decline. Such likely response explains the prevalence of the problem 

and as such requires a quick response. 

 

Although the United Nations and other bodies have constantly raised genuine and 

unadulterated concerns on the outlandish scene and vista of children under school age in 

the big cities, as well as rural communities nowadays, hawking of food on the streets, 

herding animals, tanning and drying raw leather products, fetching water for commercial 

purposes, washing dishes at restaurants, serving as domestic hands, selling wares at 
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kiosks, collecting firewood for business, harvesting crops in family farms or commercial 

plantations, amongst other activities is still on the upsurge. The harsh poverty rate in the 

land can easily claim this responsibility where child labour has the key foundation in 

income generation to families; this act has become detrimental to the child’s psychology, 

hence should become a sense of worry to the society that is daily dreaming of becoming 

the world leader. Nwokoro in his conjecture submits that the phenomenon of Child Labour 

is arguably the tallest of social challenges as it impacts directly on school enrolment, 

attendance, completion rates as well as health rest, leisure and the general psychological 

disposition of children. From the foregoing therefore, one can submit that the nuisance or 

peril of child labour has become multifarious dilemma that needs sincerity to tackle.  

 

This paper will dissect the idea of child labour from the holistic angle and will however 

attempt proffering solutions to the circumstances. It will expose the risk of child labour in 

Nigeria by x-raying Henry Bell Gam’s Erebie and Elaigwu Ameh’s Sweet Taste of Shame, the 

task and the impact dramatist play through their pens in the fight against child labour and 

shall offer useful suggestions on how this evil that has bedevilled our nation can be 

drastically curtailed or completely discourage the practice in Nigeria.  

 

This research shall attempt at answering the following questions: Are children still the 

future of tomorrow? What does the future holds for children who are always in involved 

in one form of child labour or another? To allow the children take their proper place in the 

society, then there are jobs yet undone that must be done and these jobs when they are 

done will enhance children’s well being by drawing attention to their predicament. To this 

end, this paper is an attempt at improving the well being of children because its attitude 

will stir institutions, the government and even the general public to the favour of children 

by discouraging the existence and growth of one of their greatest threat known as child 

abuse. By so doing, child labour and its attendant effects will be reduced to a barest 

minimum. To this end, the society will be a larger beneficiary because if children are given 

the best in all ramifications it is expected that they will equally deliver the best to the 

society. 

 

Conceptual Review/ Theoretical framework 

Over the years, child labour has been seen as any work or task undertaken by a child below 

the age of 18 with a view of getting rewards that come in form of money or the likes which 

many ways deny the child good health, education, nutrition, childhood and other 

important necessities of life. It becomes conspicuous as child abuse when those under 

consideration are children under the age of 18 which in many ways seen is below adult, 

minors and working age. Child labour over the years has compelled an unfathomable 
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number of Nigerian children out of their comfort zones into the trepidation Nigerian 

labour market. This concept has spate children with numerous infirmities including 

illiteracy, in the intervening time; it has been fought from all lenses both internationally 

and in the vicinity. It is therefore not surprising that the United Nations, International 

Labour Organisation (ILO), United Nations Children Emergency Fund (UNICEF), 

International Program on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), to have taken stance 

against child labour. Nigerian streets and major highways of recent have been littered with 

children of all ages, hustling for survive while many have met their death in the process of 

begging for alms, hawking, whereas others engage in familial services during school, siesta 

and sacred hours. Azunwo Eziwho Emenike, and Sopuruchi Omaga hold that “it is 

estimated around 15 to 20 million the actual amount of child labourers in Nigeria is still 

uncertain, meanwhile the reasons for its prevalence is a galactic and plural idea” (p.77).  

The United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (CRC) was not wrong when it 

submitted that child labour is work that is likely to be hazardous, or interfere with the 

child’s education; or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, or spiritual 

development (CRC 1989, Art, 32). (Qtd. in Nwokoro, p.13) 

 

This protracted hazard of child labour puts children under various forms and shades 

which are significantly under the economic umbrella. The ILO’s convention provides that: 

 

Child labourers would refer to children younger than 12 who are 

economically active; children 12 years old engaged in more that light 

work; and all children engage in the worse forms of child labours in which 

they are enslaved, forcibly, recruited, prostituted, trafficked, forced into 

legal activities or exposed to hazards. (p.13) 

 

The inspiration drawn from the above mentioned is that those children engage in these 

labours so that some kinds of rewards can come their way, even if most times they are 

compelled to do so against their will. Child labourers generally are not only products of 

the hard-up, despondent and wretched of the earth, but they are also the product of 

extreme poverty permeating the sub-Saharan. This premise will lead us to the theoretical 

bases of child labour. 

 

This research draws its inspiration from Oscar Lewis’ “Culture of poverty theory” and 

Stouffer’s “Relative deprivation theory” From the inauguration of this study, children with 

their parents usually engage in work-related activities which were mostly domestic and 

family establishments. Such processes were seen as standard; being part of the child's 
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socialization progression, but at present, all that have evolved. This evolution in cultural 

mind-set was carefully captured by Fyfe thus:  

 

Child labour was once common and considered morally acceptable 

 in many industrializing societies. Attitudes about work and 

childhood have undergone a great transformation since the late 18th 

century however, in many countries; the notion that children should work 

has been rejected. Within the developing world where child labour often 

remains prevalent, such attitudes about childhood and child labour often 

still persists. (Qtd. in Azunwo Eziwho Emenike and Sopuruchi Omaga, 

p.79) 

 

Ordinarily, brood from the high and mighty have never been seen in child labour in order 

to make all ends meet. Their privilege position can never allow them labour in this manner. 

Whereas this is true, the kids from extremely poor background are not just denied of these 

essentials- education, good parental care and other childhood privileges but also undergo 

greatest bedlam in their efforts for self survival. Edem however provides that “Most times 

they suffer from mental related sickness such as; stigmatization from the press and public, 

feelings of disheartenment, stress and irritability, personality disorders and anti-social 

behaviour, and alienation and isolation from their family” (p.152). On the other hand, 

Arends-kuenning upholds this position as he observes that: 

 

It also has a significant negative effect upon the level of education, school 

attendance, grades, literacy, leisure time, and overall human capital 

formation of the child worker. (Qtd. in Edem, p.152) 

 

Lewis proposed the culture of poverty theory which submits that the values of people 

experiencing poverty plays pivotal role in upholding their poverty-stricken condition, 

sustaining a circle of poverty across generations. This explains why poverty subsists in 

spite of numerous anti-poverty programmes showing off world over. Accordingly, Lewis 

provides that "The subculture [of the poor] develops mechanisms that tend to perpetuate 

it, especially because of what happens to the world-view, aspirations, and character of the 

children who grow up in it" (p.199). The later fights to leave "the poor" as justifiable 

subjects whose lives were distorted by paucity. This provides an uncomplicated theory of 

“generational fluidity” since a child who is born and breed in a deprived household 

remains so and even transfer it to his kids. This he explains from his field work experience 

among the urban poor in Mexico and Puerto Rico and contends thus: 
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The people in the culture of poverty have a strong feeling of marginality, 

of helplessness, of dependency, of not belonging. They are like aliens in 

their own country, convinced that the existing institutions do not serve 

their interests and needs. Along with this feeling of powerlessness is a 

widespread feeling of inferiority, of personal unworthiness. This is true of 

the slum dwellers of Mexico City, who do not constitute a distinct ethnic 

or racial group and do not suffer from racial discrimination. In the United 

States the culture of poverty that exists in the black community has the 

additional disadvantage of perceived racial discrimination. (p.204) 

 

The “culture of poverty” theory operates on the level of individual, the parents, care givers 

and guardians who experience the above feelings suffer from weak ego structures, lack 

impulse control and show little ability to defer gratification, have a sense of resignation, 

fatalism and an unstable family structure. (p.206) The Relative Deprivation theory is 

ascribed to the sociologist known as Samuel Stouffer, who developed the approach while 

studying social psychology during World War II, Pettigrew submits. Townsend explains 

that: 

 

Relative deprivation is the lack of resources to sustain the diet, lifestyle, 

activities and amenities that an individual or group are accustomed to or 

that are widely encouraged or approved in the society to which they 

belong. (p.1) 

 

This type of personality is deprived and undergoes neglect which Graham and Martins 

clear further that: 

 

Physical neglect can be defined as failure to provide the necessity of life 

for a child. The lack medical care, adequate nourishment, appropriate 

clothing, supervision and adequate housing are all factors that constitute 

neglect. Where to draw a line between neglect and a low, but adequate 

standard of care is more difficult. It may be that social workers and health 

visitors who are overexposed to deprived families become more accepting 

of lower standards. (p.9) 

 

Synopsis of Sweet Taste of Shame and Erebie 

The play Sweet Taste of Shame centres around a 16 years old girl who falls prey to a defiling 

and uncontrollable man named Monday. Monday who happens to be her father rapes her 

four times and gets her pregnant. This abominable reality leads Ene to seek for help in the 
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hands of a more dangerous character (Doctor). Meeting with Ene, Doctor takes advantage 

of the situation by luring her deceitfully to his baby factory. In her innocent state, Ene is 

taken to the baby factory but shortly gets to understand the real truth behind the 

establishment. On her discovery, she is disenchanted and unready to pin her fate to the 

bondage of remaining in the baby factory. Hence, in a staggering manner she convinces 

the other girls and they revolt and attempt an escape. Their failed escape collides with 

Sargent Monday’s confusion about his supposed twin children in the same undercover 

establishment. Here, everything is uncovered, Doctor and his wife Cash Madam are 

brought to book. 

 

In a related development, the play Erebie exposes the quest for economic survival in a harsh 

economic society and the length parents go in securing the stability of the family. Mrs. 

Igbani explores different ways for survival in an economic hardship to the detriment of 

her only child Erebie, as she advises her daughter to imitate her friends- Nkechi and Ngozi 

to sell fruits to meet up the family and her school demands. In the course of her hawking 

she meets her untimely and tragic end when she fell into the hands of a yob- Ofege who 

deals on human parts. Ofege in pretence to buy all the fruits of Erebie, tricked her to his 

house and begins his strangulation on the poor innocent fruit seller before the intervention 

of her friends and Augustine, Ofege’s friend, who also tried to stop him from killing the 

girl. In the process Chief Nnakwe enters to collect the part but they were apprehended by 

the police on patrol on the street because of the noise created. Erebie was taken to the 

hospital where she was confirmed dead by strangulation and the perpetrators were made 

to face the law and incurred punishments. 

 

Child Abuse in Sweet Taste of Shame and Erebie 

The forms of child abuse to many Nigerian parents are still unknown, so they are ignorant 

of when they carry out the act on their children. However, this is prone to the fact that the 

economic construe, social and political rung or stratification has placed some families in a 

quagmire that they result to delve into ways to better and sustain the family. A typical 

example is the case of Mrs. Igbani in the eponymous play Erebie. 

 

Mrs. Igbani happens to be that woman in a typical Nigerian system that wants the best for 

her child but the economic construe has deprived her of that total function and 

responsibility, and her undying zeal to function in that capacity pushes her unconsciously 

to committing the act of child abuse, but this time a form of child abuse called ‘child 

labour’. Notwithstanding, a particular form of abuse has the propensity to propel others 

or foster other forms of abuses. This is very much evident in the play Erebie, in the case of 

the character Erebie, she was convinced by her mother Mrs. Igbani to go hawking with her 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

The Dramatist as a Social Reformer:  a Critical Interpretation of Elaigwu Ameh’s Sweet Taste of Shame          515 

friends to assist the mother in the up keep of the family, and just like every typical Nigerian 

child would, she wholeheartedly obliged to assist the mother. But this is not suppose to 

be, is a fundamental denial of her fundamental right to right standard of living. 

Furthermore, in a dialogue between the mother and child, it becomes obvious that the 

young child needed that standard of living and an upgrade of life, this made her to 

confront the mother and she was later convinced to sell fruits in the name of survival 

strategy. 

 

MRS: IGBANI: I do not under-rate the capabilities of a young sweet and 

charming girl like you. I am trying my best for you, but can’t you 

contribute to the efforts of your mother? (Bell-Gam Henry Leopard, p.16) 

 

From the above statement, we can see that something is not right. Their motive and the 

reason are at a cross road, they do not meet. The phrase “capabilities of a young sweet and 

charming girl like you” has already built our mind to the intent of Mrs. Igbani seeing Erebie 

as having the ability to attract people to herself during her hawking business. However, 

sweet and charming connotes to the attraction of her male counterparts. Psychological, 

Mrs. Igbani has programmed the mind of her innocent child to be opened to any form of 

attraction and of course this led to the death of the child. But before the death of the child, 

it was clear that Erebie knew what she was about to suffer but the will and zeal to help a 

mother and to have a better family overwhelmed her sense of thought. This is very visible 

in their dialogue; 

 

MRS. IGBANI: (Low voice) Sit down my daughter. Let us agree on 

something... can’t you see your friends, Nkechi and Ngozi? They don’t 

lazy about after school. I want you to do same. Sell fruits and assist your 

mother. 

EREBIE: Oh! Is that what you mean? Ngozi and Nkechi hawk fruits after 

school. They hardly find time to do their homework. Is that what you, my 

mother, want me to do? 

MRS. IGBANI: You just have to, if I must provide all your needs. Other 

girls are doing it to assist their parents, why can’t you? 

EREBIE: Mother, but that is child abuse... 

MRS. IGBANI: Don’t mind those poor wretched teachers. Do they 

understand what survival strategy means? I am your mother, I know 

better and I can tell a daughter what is good for her, do you understand? 

EREBIE: (Reflects) I understand you mother. Selling of fruits for survival 

strategy. I shall do it. (p.17-18)   
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The quest for survival has a strong force that motivates any Nigerian parent to go to any 

level just to meet up the family demands and needs. For the character Erebie, the act of 

hawking is child abuse while for Mrs. Igbani hawking is a method of her survival strategy. 

For instance, Erebie recalled the academic situations of her friends in her words “Ngozi 

and Nkechi hawk fruits after school. They hardly find time to do their homework”. (p.17) 

From this statement we see that the singular act of hawking has already deprived their 

fundamental human rights to right standard of living and education as they lack quality 

time to face their studies. Still in the act of hawking the child is tantamount to facing sexual 

harassment as in the case of Erebie, which might or always come in the form of forceful 

sex (rape), murder of which sometimes are for ritual purposes as defaced by Erebie in the 

course of her hawking fruits. Although the attempt to kill her and dismember her body for 

ritual purposes failed as Ofege the hooligan was caught, it not stop the fact that Erebie later 

died in the hospital. Now this is the bigger one, just the singular act of hawking has ended 

the life of the poor innocent girl. This emphatically means that no form of abuse exist on 

its own, it must definitely lead to other forms of abuses, as this is also seen in the play 

where Ofege had tricked Erebie to follow him to his house, in the name of wanting to buy 

all her fruits, and he attempted to hold her, her relentless resistance propelled him to using 

force on her which later led to her death. 

 

EREBIE: (Resting) Don’t touch me. Is this the fruit you want to buy? Please 

if you are not buying again let me go. (As she bends down to carry her tray of 

fruits, Ofege grips her very tight, throws her down and begins to strangulate her. 

A shout and high screaming alerts Augustine who rushes to the parlour and grips 

Ofege to stop him from strangulating Erebie. Same sound and cry attract Ngozi 

and Nkechi who force themselves into the parlour, finds Ofege in a hot grips of 

Augustine and Nkechi raise alarm) (p.25-26) 

 

From the foregoing, it is crystal clear that one form of abuse can emanate to different forms. 

Erebie was asked to sell fruits to assist the mother, no doubt this can be seen as a medium 

of a child helping and fulfilling her obligation to the mother as a good child will, but 

notwithstanding, it is a form of child abuse called child labour irrespective of the 

perspective it coming from because parents owe their children the right to good standard 

of living and also other obligations.  From the sexual harassment of Ofege to Erebie, it 

migrated to an attempted murder as Ofege grips very strong by the neck. Though there 

was a timely intervention but it did not stop Erebie from dying before her unconscious 

body was taken to the general hospital where she was confirmed dead and an autopsy 

proved she died of strangulation. 
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The play Erebie as used the law to implement punishment to offenders, and even parents. 

This means that there should be serious measures taken without compromise as these 

issues deals on human life. In the play we can the zeal of the law enforcement agencies, 

the police and their quest in bringing justice which they succeeded. This can be seen in 

their dialogue; 

 

EKPENYONG: This is above us, the Commissioner wants the case 

charged to court and we shall collectively do just that! A king who decides 

to eat with vagabonds will enjoy the reward of that association... (Stands 

up) And let me warn you. If I see any fowl play on this matter you will be 

held responsible. 

NTUGIDEM: (See me-o) I don’t have any interest –o. I am only reporting 

the intensions of that vagabond who calls himself a chief.  

EKPENYONG: Well, let it end there. Such heinous criminals must not go 

unpunished no matter the offer. Do you understand me? 

NTUGIDEM: I do sir, absolutely and with conscience. (p.47-48)  

 

This dialogue however was made after the release of the offenders, but because of the need 

for justice to prevail, there is a re-arrest. This is why the play passes as a social prophet and 

catalyst proposing a way forward and society should be in the state of crime. There should 

be erected structures to bring about justice and it will only take sincere people to do just 

that. In as much as there is punishment for outside offenders, parents should not go 

unpunished as they the first perpetrators of the act. This is why the play placed emphasis 

on the prosecution and punishment of the parents of the children especially the deceased, 

Erebie. We can see this in the lines of the Judge; 

 

JUSTICE TRAPAM: Lest I forget, further add that the mother of the 

deceased and those of Nkechi and Ngozi should be charged and arraigned 

before me for trial for having abused the child rights act which among 

other things forbids parents from deploying their wards for hawking 

thereby exposing children to societal dangers. Meanwhile they should 

remain in prison custody till arraigned. (p.104) 

 

However, the case may be, child abuse is a serious social vice that must not strive in society, 

and this is why the dramatists have always used the play as a pen of catalyst for social 

change in order to create stability in the society. Finally, no offender was left untouched or 

unpunished; this implies that if society should imbibe these measure and actions, there 

will be a paradigm shift in the area of child abuse and any other form of social vices. 
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Child abuse differs and varies thereby taking different forms in the life of children. And 

sometimes if not properly handled it will emanate to other social vice that will become a 

threat to the stability and development of the society. Sometimes the post-traumatic effect 

is deadly, as adult victims of child abuse tends to portray the act mated on them at their 

tender ages, while others are as a result of loss of esteem seeks to delve into crime and 

other vices tantamount to the destruction of a peaceful society. However, child abuse in 

Sweet Taste of Shame is that of sexual abuse (rape), human trafficking, teenage pregnancy, 

baby factory. Child abuse in the play is first and foremost envisaged as Ene goes through 

the psychological overturn of being raped by own father, who violated her on four 

consecutive times which finally got her pregnant at a tender age. As a result of this rape, 

she lost trust and confidence in herself, her esteem and pride left her, as she resorted to 

seeking ways to regain herself. This act of regaining led her to their family doctor whom 

unknowingly to them is involved in baby factory business. In her discussion with the 

family doctor, we could see and feel her destabilisation and her psychological disposition 

in her word; 

 

ENE: Three months? That’s means it’s the fourth rape that made me 

pregnant. (Sobbing) If only daddy had stopped after he violated me the 

third time... If only he did... I wouldn’t be pregnant now. 

DOCTOR: Look to the future, my dear. Look to the future. 

ENE: Oh! Where did I go wrong? What should I have done that I didn’t 

do! I was in the bathroom when he came in, shut the door and pulled me 

to his chest. I pushed him off me, but he came back. This time, stronger. I 

pushed again, but he remained stuck on me. The harder I pushed him 

away, the harder he went into me. I gave up. Maybe that’s where i went 

wrong. 

DOCTOR: You didn’t go wrong. Daddy was just being a beast. 

ENE: (Crying) Maybe... maybe I should have locked the bathroom door 

and left the key in the hole. There’s no way he would have come in. Or 

would he have waited for me to come out? Like the other times, he didn’t 

attack in the bathroom... once in the kitchen when I was washing dishes; 

another in the parlour when we were seeing a movie together; and the 

third, in my bedroom when i was fast asleep. (p.9-10) 

 

From the above, she recounted the scenarios of her rape experiences with the father; this is 

one major form of child abuse that comes with a devastating effect on the child and 

sometimes leads to a psycho-traumatic effect and other post traumatic effect as an adult. 

This is so especially in cases when a child is being violated by someone she trust, a role 
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model, and it is even worse when the offender is a parents because there is an undying 

hatred for the parents and the kind. A child like Ene will grow up to hate men, to wish she 

never had a father and will never be in any form of relationship with men or even marry. 

And when it gets to the extreme they engage in other forms of social vices like drug, 

alcoholism, and even lesbianism. This is so because the child is abuse by someone she calls 

father, who is suppose to protect her and give her the maximum security she need but 

rather turns out to be her offender on different occasions. When this happens just like in 

the play, the child tends to lose self esteem and confidence because she is robbed of her 

pride and painted with the robe of stigmatisation.  This form of child abuse has a 

psychological effect on the child even to a post-traumatic effect levels.  

 

However, it is pertinent for parents to know their role in the life of their children, especially 

the mother. They should understand and create a relationship with their children 

especially the girl child so as to educate them on sensitive issues like sex and also create 

euphoria where the child feels safe and free to relate and communicate their every problem 

to the mother. This is to avoid any form of harm on the child and even in case there is any, 

the child can relate to the mother for proper treatment to be done adequately. In the play, 

Udoro realise the gravity of her negligence on the child only to late after she has seen the 

problem created, but initially it could have been avoid or prevented. 

 

ENE: Can I confide in you, mom? (Puts hand around UDORO’s neck.) 

UDORO: (Stops knitting) You know you can. Anything you want me to 

keep to myself, I will. 

ENE: It’s about what you suspected this morni8ng. 

UDORO: Are you pregnant? 

ENE: The doctor said I am. Our family doctor. 

 UDORO: Tell me you’re joking. 

ENE: That’s what the doctor said. 

UDORO: Oh my little girl. Come here. (Pulls ENE to her chest and wraps her 

in her warm embrace.) I should have been there for you more... I should have 

taught you about sex... and boys... and your body. Oh No! Your father will 

kill me if he finds out. He’ll rant and rant about how I’ve failed as a 

mother... (p.12) 

 

From the above, we can see that the role of mothers in the life of their daughters is 

enormous. Most cases of sexual abuse are as a result of mothers not giving their daughters 

the right orientation and education on sexual related issues. This is also a major problem 

with our Nigerian parents, that even when the child wants to know all of these, the mother 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

The Dramatist as a Social Reformer:  a Critical Interpretation of Elaigwu Ameh’s Sweet Taste of Shame          520 

either shun the child, shout at the child or even beat the child, that the child is spoilt and 

that the child is not suppose to know that at the moment. Therefore they deny the child 

knowledge of sex and other related issues which at the end the child is naive, ignorant and 

eventually falls victim of sexual abuse. Mother should know that they owe it a 

responsibility to educate their daughters to protect them from the harm of sexual abuse or 

any other forms of abuses, because this has a major negative effect on the child. 

 

In the case of teenage pregnancy, the child is force to get responsible and act like an adult 

hen she is still a child, this affects her mind and growth as she loses all her youthful 

processes of growth and maturity. In the case of Ene in the play, her abuse was coming 

from the father, which implies that the mother ought to be the protector now and defence 

of the poor innocent girl, but instead she turns out to become the complication and 

compounded the problems of the poor girl, this action left her with no choice but to run to 

the doctor to be in the baby factory house. However, this is one form of abuse leading to 

several others; firstly, from the neglect of the mother to being raped by the father, and to 

be using used as a baby making machine in the hands of a wicked family doctor. 

 

UDORO: (Standing, holding ENE’s hands.) So who is responsible? 

ENE: Daddy! It’s day... 

UDORO: (Letting go of ENE’s hands.) I can’t believe you. 

ENE: I can’t believe myself either, but mom... it’s the truth. 

UDORO: You’re a liar. Go away! 

ENE: (Stunned) I’m a liar? For the telling the truth? God have mercy! 

UDORO: God have mercy on you! Little prostitute! If you don’t know who 

impregnated you, go think fast and hard. Or your father’s whip will do 

that for you.  

ENE: (Kneels before UDORO.) Believe me! Please, believe me. Daddy did 

it. No one has ever smelled the fragrance of my womanhood. (p.13-14) 

 

Neglect is one form of abuse that affects the psychological and emotional state of children 

especially girls as there are lots of things they need to know from their parents which when 

deprived they tend to fall victims to several forms of abuses like molestation, harassment, 

rape and etc. In the case of Ene in the play, the neglect she got from her supposed mother 

led her to rape, human trafficking, baby factory of teenage girl. If the mother had listened 

to her plight and had tackled the issue by confronting the husband, the father of the child, 

there would have been some sense of belonging for the child as she will feel a little assured 

of having someone to run to, and someone to talk to and confide in. But in a situation 

where she gets none of that defence at her innocence, she develops serious hatred and 
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learns to trust no one but herself. This is one of the major effects of sexual abuse as stated 

by the doctor; 

 

CASH MADAM: She seems to be an angry child. Very rebellious. What 

do you think? 

DOCTOR: You’re right. Incest does something to people that turns them 

into beats like their violator. Victims feel the worst has happened to them 

and fear nothing else. Having been betrayed by someone closest to them, 

they trust no one but themselves. (p.41) 

 

This becomes the state of Ene even in the baby factory house, as she has become totally 

rebellious, disobedience and stubborn, and this was a once simple, meek and humble child. 

Her present situation has forced her into untimely adulthood and other traits, she fear for 

the past to continue and now feels she can only trust herself and no one else. If a father 

whom she trust, whom she rely for protection can ripe her of protection and violate her, 

then she has no other option than to rely on her inner strength and totally lose trust in 

anyone than herself. Although the effect of child abuse is devastating to the child, child 

sexual abuses happens to be  like the crux of it all especially when it is as a result of neglect 

and from a father, it is very traumatic and can lead the child into an aggressive, violent 

and restive individual just like a wounded lion. This is because her soul and life has been 

pierced and her heart ripped apart. She feels she has lost everything and the only way to 

gain her pride, esteem and self worth is through aggression and other forms of violent acts. 

This is why child sex education is paramount, child neglect and other forms abuses are 

nullified. Sex education as minor or insignificant as people may see it, or attached some 

religious fanaticism to it, is very important and delicate in the life of children as it has the 

propensity of saving them future harm and danger, parents should therefore imbibe such 

practices. This importance can be seen in the play during the discussion of the girls in the 

baby factory room: 

 

SECOND GIRL: See... I’m not trying to attack anybody here... but I believe 

this business is also flourishing because of the taboo against proper sex 

education for teenagers at home, in school and in places of worship. (p.38) 

 

From the above, it is evident that most cases today in our present society is due to child 

neglect of mother not properly educating their children on sexual related issues and this 

makes the child helpless and confuse when confronted with related situations and because 

they have no idea of what to do, they innocently fall victim of the act. Also, as stated earlier 

in this article, one form of child abuse leads to other forms, this is why parents should be 
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mindful and very careful of how they relate to their children, the kind of tasks and duty 

they assign to their children, especially hawking in the street. This is very dangerous 

because they child becomes vulnerable to any danger and abuse for this point. This is seen 

in the play as narrated by one of the girls in the baby factory room; 

 

FIRST GIRL: ...I suffered triple tragedy. First, I was kidnapped on my way 

to the market. Second, the kidnappers, five of them, took turns to rape me 

after I challenged their authority. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the third 

tragedy occurred... I got sold to this baby factory where I gave birth 

through CS to a baby whose father I will never know and whose 

whereabouts I don’t know now. (p.33) 

 

Notwithstanding, on the long run it is evident that baby factory is prevailing in the society 

and teenage girl have been forced to go through the scorching and excruciating pain of 

several violation to meet up the demands of the costumers of their tyrannical owners of 

such factories. Teenage are subjected and regimented to just object of sex and reproduction 

for the personal interest of their owners and masters. This invariably means that human 

trafficking and slavery still strive in the society and all effort should be geared towards 

stopping the menace.  

 

The quest for survival has a strong force that motivates any Nigerian parent to go to any 

level in order to meet the family demands and needs. For the character of Erebie, the act of 

hawking is child abuse while for Mrs. Igbani hawking is a method of her survival strategy. 

It is the child’s own contribution to the family without having in mind that the act of 

hawking is a form of child abuse in itself and also have the ability of fostering other forms 

of abuses. For instance, Erebie recalled the academic situations of her friends in her words 

“Ngozi and Nkechi hawk fruits after school. They hardly find time to do their homework”. 

(p.17) From this statement we see that the singular act of hawking has already deprived 

their fundamental human rights to right standard of living and education as they lack 

quality time to face their studies. Still in the act of hawking the child is tantamount to facing 

sexual harassment as in the case of Erebie, which might or always come in the form of 

forceful sex (rape), murder of which sometimes are for ritual purposes as defaced by Erebie 

in the course of her hawking fruits. Although the attempt to kill her and dismember her 

body for ritual purposes failed as Ofege the hooligan was caught, it not stop the fact that 

Erebie later died in the hospital. Now this is the bigger one, just the singular act of hawking 

has ended the life of the poor innocent girl. This emphatically means that no form of abuse 

exist on its own, it must definitely lead to other forms of abuses, as this is also seen in the 

play where Ofege had tricked Erebie to follow him to his house, in the name of wanting to 
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buy all her fruits, and he attempted to hold her, her relentless resistance propelled him to 

using force on her which later led to her death. 

 

EREBIE: (Resting) Don’t touch me. Is this the fruit you want to buy? Please 

if you are not buying again let me go. (As she bends down to carry her tray of 

fruits, Ofege grips her very tight, throws her down and begins to strangulate her. 

A shout and high screaming alerts Augustine who rushes to the parlour and grips 

Ofege to stop him from strangulating Erebie. Same sound and cry attract Ngozi 

and Nkechi who force themselves into the parlour, finds Ofege in a hot grips of 

Augustine and Nkechi raise alarm) (p.25-26) 

 

From the foregoing therefore, it is crystal that one form of abuse can emanate to different 

forms. Erebie was asked to sell fruits to assist the mother, no doubt this can be seen as a 

medium of a child helping and fulfilling her obligation to the mother as a good child will, 

but notwithstanding, it is a form of child abuse called child labour irrespective of the 

perspective it coming from because parents owe their children the right to good standard 

of living and also other obligations.  From the sexual harassment of Ofege to Erebie, it 

migrated to an attempted murder as Ofege grips very strong by the neck. Though there 

was a timely intervention but it did not stop Erebie from dying before her unconscious 

body was taken to the general hospital where she was confirmed dead and an autopsy 

proved she died of strangulation. 

 

No doubt the dramatist’s pen has captured the economic instability and other problems 

encountered by families, but that is not enough reason for parents to violate the right of 

their children by giving them strenuous tasks such a s hawking or any other form of trade 

that is too much for the child in the name of wanting the child to assist the family. This is 

why stringent measures are needed to be taken against parents that engage in sending 

their children to the street for hawking or any child labour task. Apparently, there is need 

to salvage the situation and a need for a paradigm shift. Seminars, campaign rallies will be 

timely, apt and very significant to be made on every street from the slums, to the hills of 

the mighty in championing and preaching against child labour and other forms of abuses. 

There should be a standing order and punishment from the law against carriers of such 

act, be it parents, caregivers, or an adult as envisaged in the play. 

 

Conclusion 

Children are the leaders of tomorrow and so the future may suffer if our supposed leaders 

are in their childhood deprived of essential constituents to make up good individuals and 

countrymen to take up the future and move it to a greater height. This is an impending 
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issue and so government and reliable stake holders should create more awareness, 

solutions and alternatives to the practice, and establish stiff penalties for those who may 

insist on defaulting. In addition, the researcher is appealing to the general public to desist 

from this ill practice and join hands with the government as critical stakeholders in tackling 

it. Just like what the World Health Organisation (WHO), United Nations Children 

Emergency Funds (UNICEF), United Nations (UN) and other organisations are doing 

today, more should follow suit to see that issues like this be extinguished completely from 

the society of man. Playwrights and dramatist have also done greatly to have been able to 

fish out hidden realities facing children in Nigeria today as they UN-preferentially engage 

in child labour practice. Bell-Gam, Ameh and others who deemed it fit to address this 

bordering issue through their dramatic art, more of this should be encouraged as they act 

as awareness strategy to facing this problem. It is on a closing note that the paper observes 

that the needs of children must be considered first above all priorities. It is essential that 

children and youth be sound and well prepared in body and mind for the task of 

tomorrow. Their child hood, education and other related privileges should not be traded 

for anything else. This task is a concern for all; government, organisations, institutions, the 

general public etc. In unison we can make our society a better place for all. The bane of 

child abuse is therefore enormous, that is why the playwright slices many problems 

children go through in the society, thereby strongly donating the by-products of his pen in 

correcting the society. If no action is taken, these children will grow to constitute nuisance 

in t he society. Therefore the government and other human right activists are expected to 

rise to their responsibility to put to an end this issue of child abuse. The police should take 

it up on themselves to trace these baby factories and bring to justice offenders. Children 

are the heritage of the lord and the fruit of the womb is the reward, in the same vein 

children are the leaders of tomorrow, this connotes that if we have well cared for and 

trained children we will also have a sound and stable society but in a case where we have 

more issues of dysfunctional children, the society bears the consequences. Children should 

be loved, cared for, and treated with all Godly and human feelings to have a sustainable 

and well developed society. 
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