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Getting Them Young: Child Labour in Ikot
Ekpene from a Historical Perspective

Ufom Umoren Ekpe-Otu

Introduction

Much has been written about child labour from various parts of the wotld, so, it is
not a new area of study. However, despite the proliferation of scholatly and non-
scholarly work on the subject, the phenomenon still remains to be fully grasped, a
clear indication of its complexity. The estimates of child labour remain a contested
terrain induced in the main from definitional fuzziness. There still remains a lack of
theoretical consensus on the question, who are the child labourers? Child labour has
been vatiously defined in terms of occupational types and age, with the Internatio-
nal Labour Otrganisation’s (ILO) prescription often taken as a working criterion.
ILO Convention No. 138 (1973) pegs the minimum age of employment at 15 years
for different countries or the minimum age of completion of compulsory education.
In recognition of the variation across different societies, this is lowered in cases of
light wotk to 13 years for developed countries and 12 years for developing nations.
In the case of hazardous work deemed harmful to the safety, health and morals of
children, the legal age is unilaterally fixed at 18 years.

The premise for the evolution of child rights, upon which the ILO% prescrip-
tions are fixed, has come in for considerable criticism, especially from Third World
scholars. It has been derided as the standardization of western notions of childhood
and has contributed to the attempt to distinguish between child work and child
labour. The 1999 Convention No. 182, on the abolition of the worst aspects of
child labour, is indicative of a greater awareness of the complexity and variation of
child labour in different cultural contexts. In spite of these attempts by the interna-
tional agencies, the study of child labour continues to be fraught with problems and
contradictions. This is visible in unanswered questions relating to beneficiaries of
child labour, and the call for a re-evaluation of the role of the child as a consumer
of economic value.
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The commonly acknowledged conclusion that child labour is contextual
necessitates an analytical framework detiving from specific contexts and existent
politico-economic and socio-cultural milieus. There is need for a perspective of
child labour that draws its basic premise from the social construction of child labour
in the country. The notion of children working is not perceived as an anathema in
Nigerian society, but is regarded as a natural and legitimate practice entrenched in
the local custom and tradition. At the same time, cultural practices could, and do
indeed, facilitate the exploitation of children in the labour market. For instance, the
practice of fostering has been utilized in the trafficking of children into forced
labour. The cultural toleration of children working therefore plays an important
part in any analysis of child labour issues in the country.

This study takes, as its point of departure, the historical interrogation of children
in the labour process during the colonial era. It is posited here that the complex
social and economic relations occasioned by colonial imperialism effected a systematic
exploitation of children’s labour powert. It is not intended here to deny the existence
of child labour in pre-colonial Nigeria. There are many instances in the rural arcas
where recalcitrant children were sold as slaves, as would be shown in the study. This
notwithstanding, there is the need to interrogate the societal perception of such
practices in pre-colonial Nigeria. Is it a question of a wrongful and alien deconstruction
of the African child by the West? Selling undesirable children to slavery was not seen
as the perpetration of child labour, but rather as a way of correcting societal ills.
The practice of fostering may have led to undue hardship for certain children but,
by and large, kinship ties, the communal ownership of children, which underpinned
fostering, inhibited exploitation of children. The point being made here is that despite
the existence of certain practices now termed child labour, traditional practices
were inimical to its institutionalization, until the imposition of colonial rule.

In examining child labour in Ikot Ekpene, a town in south-eastern Nigeria, this
study raises several questions. What fed child labour in lkot Ekpene? How has
societal perception of child labour evolved from the colonial to the contemporary
period? In what ways has the utilization of children’s labour power changed from a
benign act to one of systematic exploitation and how have global economic changes
impacted on this? How does the issue of child labour in Ikot Ekpene and Nigeria in
general fit into the dominant paradigms of childhood?

This study, as mentioned, will focus on Ikot Ekpene in the south-eastern part of
Nigeria. It is one of the major cities in Akwa Ibom State, located at the southern tip
of the country. The major ethnic groups are the Igbo and Ibibio. According to the
1998 National Human Development Report, the proportion of urban-dwellers in
Akwa Ibom State was 12 per cent. Here, child labour is pervasive; indeed, it is a
major source for child domestics in the country.

In line with the historical approach used in this study, child labour is situated
within the context of time and space. The study traces the dynamics of child labour
from the colonial period to contemporary times. An examination of the role of
tradition and culture in the exploitation of the labour process of children in the
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region is also undertaken. The study evaluates the notion of child labour within
existent childhood paradigms vis-a-vis work and the labour process in Nigeria. It is
intended here to give a close and critical analysis of child labouring activities. There
is a need to stand apart from the sensationalism and emotions of child labour issues
and interrogate history for a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon.
Such gaps in the study of child labour in Nigeria and in particular the Cross River
Basin is the driving force behind this research. The peculiarities of child labour
needs to be analyzed to ascertain relevant policy intervention.

The data on child labour has often been misleading, owing to what Lieten (2002)
calls the ‘mixing of apples, oranges, and bananas’. This is the lumping together of all
categories of out-of-school children as well as school children working patt-time as
child labourers. This, Lieten points out, inhibits the attempt to uncover determinants
of child labour and likely solutions. Not only does it befuddle scholatly work, but
also such a neat division of children at work or at school belies the reality of
children’s lives in most countries of the developing wotld, including Nigeria. It con-
notes the false construction of a childhood without work.

In Ikot Ekpene, there are working children who attend part-time schooling or
are engaged in learning a trade. A lot of street vendors engage in hawking after
school hours. At the same time, not all out-of-school children are employed in the
labour market, for some engage in houschold activities such as looking after siblings
and helping in domestic chores.

Deriving from the recognition of the contextuality of child labour, there has
been the delineation between the work of children and child labour, which implies
the banning of the latter. This, however, has not cleared the fog surrounding the
phenomenon. It leads to the question, when does child work become child labour? It
is the subject of heated debate among scholats.

Mishra (2000) reiterates that the distinction is more artificial than real, more of
a degree than of kind, and should therefore be disregarded. Lange (2000), following
this line of argument, states that the socialization work of children is a smokescreen,
which belies the children’s working condition and their economic role. In a similar
vein, Nieuwenhuys (2000) kicks against the notion of familial control as inhibiting
the exploitation of children’s labour power. Basing his argument on studies conducted
in a village in Kerala, India, largely dependent on the manufacture of coir yarn with
manually operated wheels and fishing in country crafts, Nieuwenhuys questions the
ability of kinship relations to protect children from excessive drudgery and provide
a harmonious environment in which to grow. While the universal applicability of
these arguments is debatable, it does point to the hazardous nature of certain activities
of children deemed acceptable under the tag of child work. Work in the household
often runs into multiple tasks stretching over long periods of time, especially in rural
areas.

The literature on child labour is suffused with efforts to uncover its causal fac-
tors and proffer solutions to its control/elimination. The commonly advanced
determinants are poverty and education. In spite of the identification of the poverty
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of the household in many case studies (Oloko 1992, Mishra 2000, Chander 2004),
it is also acknowledged that poverty is not the only reason for child labour, and in
some cases its impact is minimal. Indeed, there are countries with similar levels of
gross domestic product pet capita (PPP) that differ in their incidence of child la-
bour (World Bank 2000). Kerala in India is an example of a poor region with a low
level of child labour (Lietan 2002). However, Kerala’s case also helps to support the
claim of a correlation between literacy and reduction in child labour. In Affica,
according to a 1993 survey, the incidence of child labour in various countries indicates
no systematic link with the level of poverty (Findings 2001). Zambia, with a lower
GDP than Cote d’Ivoire, recorded a lower rate of child labour. Likewise the inci-
dence of child labour was greater in Ghana than Nigeria despite its higher GDP. In
a recent UNICEF publication, Cote d’Ivoire, regarded as a comparatively prosperous
and stable economy in West Africa, still continues to draw public ire because of its
growing rate of child labour, fed primarily by plantation agriculture (UNICEF 2002).

As with poverty, the link between child labour and levels of literacy is not tenable
in all situations. In societies whete the educational system is dysfunctional, many
parents can and do view child labour as a preferred option. Unlike the Kerala case,
where high literacy mitigates against child labour, Akwa Ibom State, despite being
regarded as an educationally advantaged state in Nigeria, has a high incidence of child
labout. Poverty here acts as a significant variable as well as tradition and culture.

What the above shows is that determinants of child labour are varied across and
within countries. As Lietan points out, there is the need for a strict categorization of
deprived children, which will help to yield answers to the questions raised earlier. It
is posited here that the different causal factors identified in case studies — poverty,
poot educational system, adult underemployment, tradition and culture — should not
be taken as ‘either/ot” groupings into which they can be neatly divided but rather as
‘more ot less’ dimensions along which child labour can be more propetly understood.
Greater attention needs also to be paid to pull factors that give rise to child labour.
This is often disregarded or paid scant attention to in the literature. As a pull factor,
the economic benefits detivable play a leading role in creating a demand for child
labour. The institutional framework existent in a society also impacts greatly on child
labout, and could help to explain the paradox of disparate levels of child labour in
countries with similar GDP per capita (PPP).

The paucity of a scholarly documentation of the labour process of children
from a historical perspective in Ikot Ekpene, and Nigeria in general, inhibits a nuanced
understanding of the phenomenon for an efficient and realistic intervention. In
contrast to the vast scholatly work carried out on child labour in Asia and the West,
in Nigeria, the literature is far less developed and cohesive. It is often analyzed as
part of the discourse on the informal sector (Fapohunda et al., 1978). The studies
that exist have largely been catried out by sociologists, who tend to focus on the
broad area of child abuse, with the children portrayed as victims (Vinolia and Fubara
1986). Nonetheless, with the growing awareness of the hazardous nature of child
labout, especially in such activities as child prostitution, there is a growing literature
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on the subject, mostly sponsored by international agencies, in particular United Nations.
Notably among these studies are those carried out by Oloko (1986, 1990, 1997).

Although studies on child labour on specific issues remain inadequate, the literature
on the Nigerian colonial context provides data on the activities of children as well as
insight into the socio-cultural and politico-economic scenario that gave tise to child
labour (Nadel 1961; Callaway 1965; Uchendu 1965; Basden 1966; Rodney 1972;
Latham 1973; Tliffe 1987).

This is a qualitative study conducted with a focus on Ikot Ekpene. As a historical
study, use is made of documented sources such as books, journals, newspapers and
magazines. Government records such as labour statistics, as well as publications by
non-governmental organizations, are used. In historical documents relating to the
colonial period, the economic activities of children in the region are available, and
this proved invaluable. The perusal of archival materials gave insights as to how
labour was measured and by whom, and to what extent colonial economic politics
impacted on child labour.

In addition, structured questionnaires were also administered in the field as well
as the use of an interview schedule. Integrating the use of secondary sources, archival
matetials and structured questionnaires enables a confirmation and corroboration
of results.

Child Labour in Ikot Ekpene

The Statistical Information and Monitoring Programme on Child Labour Survey
(SIMPOC) of 2002 estimates the number of economically active children in Nige-
ria to be about 15 million, and almost half of this figure are females. Six million of
these were categorized as child labourers on the basis of their not attending school.
Two million children were exposed to over 15 hours of work daily, with 51 per cent
of them female. In spite of the excessive working hours 56.4 per cent of them were
found to be attending school (FOS/ILO/SIMPOC 2002). These figures should be
treated with caution. It seems far-fetched for children working over 15 hours daily
to have the time to attend school even if it was part-time. Nonetheless the findings
do give an indication of the economically active children in Nigeria. A Wotld Bank
Report shows a decline in the number of children under the age of 14 years that
were working: the ratio to the population age 10-14 was 30.8 per cent in 1970, 29.2
per cent in 1980, 27.6 per cent in 1990, and 23.5 per cent in 2001. Despite the
decline, these figures still demonstrate a high incidence of child labour when one
considers that a larger percentage of Nigeria’s population is below 15 years.

In Ikot Ekpene, children’s work is deeply entrenched in local custom and regarded
as a natural and legitimate practice. Children in this society and most African societies
have always worked as part of their socialization process, assuming adult roles through
emulation. This induction process takes place within the parenting circle, underpinned
by the communal ownership of the Nigerian child. Children are introduced to work
at an eatly age. A gitl child by the age of four is already assisting her mother in childcare
and houschold chores. The boys learn to work alongside their father. Labour is
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defined along gender roles, and the girl’s labour time tends to be more adjustable
than the boys. While the boys have a more clearly defined role, which can be definite,
as in helping to clear the farm, the gitl’s labour power is deeply controlled by hetr
mother and is less restricted. This dependency of the women over the gitl child’s
labour could and indeed does become exploitative.

The communal ownership of the child ensutes that he/she is moved between
family members and kin freely. During this time, the child’s labour is also utilized.
For instance, they are commonly sent to their grandparents for a certain period to
help out in domestic chores and also be trained in moral and traditional obligations.
The farming season provides a good time for this, when the children can assist in
farm work. During the harvest, the relatives show their appreciation by presenting
the child and his/her family with the bounties of the harvest. Where it can be
afforded, the child is also given a token at the end of the stay. Children, mostly girls,
are also sent to stay with their relatives as babysitters. Running through all these
tasks is the cohesive force of family ties. It has been argued in the literature that
child labour becomes exploitative outside familial control. This proposition has been
challenged in recent studies. The transmission and acquisition of knowledge within
familial settings is not always harmonious, for the familial relationship is based on
paternalism, which may act as a framework for the exploitation of the very young
when the family is engaged in the production of marketable produce (Nieuwenhuys
2001). Despite this, it is generally agreed that familial relations are non-monetized,
based rather on kinship bonds (Meillassoux 2000).

The Colonial Factor

The colonial period, on the other hand, facilitated demogtaphic and socio-economic
changes that proved critical to the commoditization of child labour. The major
impulse in colonial Nigeria for economic growth was (and continues to be) the
foreign trade sector. Foreign investment in the country was directed towards extrac-
tive industries and cash crops. The imperial colonial flow of capital led to unequal
accumulation. It stimulated a division of labour whereby industrialization and economic
diversification were rooted in the imperial centres while it effected a reliance on raw
materials in Nigeria and thus a vulnerability to market price fluctuations.
Production for the market became a major activity and gradually rendered the
peasant farmer dependent on sales for his livelihood. The major export commodities
were palm products and other goods like cocoa, groundnuts and rubber. In spite of
the relative diversification of the agrarian sector, these products were still raw materials
and hence subject to market fluctuations. The peasant farmer was not left unaffected.
The deteriorating terms of trade flowing from this encouraged a pricing policy that
saw less real income through the marketing boards. To maintain a good profit, the
trading companies formed ‘pools’ and fixed prices to be paid to the local farmer. In
1929, prices of palm products were drastically reduced by UAC in the face of rising
costs of imported goods. In 1924, oil palm was sold at 14/- per gallon. This went
down to 7/-in 1928 and 1/2d in 1929 (Rodney, 1972). At the same time, the cost
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of living was rising owing to increased charges for imported goods. For instance, a
yard of khaki, which sold for 3/- in pre-war years, went up to 16/-, and a bundle of
sheet from 30/- to 100/- (Latham 1973). The emergence of cash crop farmers
solely dependent on sales for their livelihood, and the wage-carner, separated from
the land, made the people vulnerable to market fluctuations.

The introduction of the system of direct taxation in southern Nigeria extended
the money economy to all corners of the society. It created an increasing participation
in wage employment as a means of obtaining money income. Cash was needed for
several reasons: for instance, taxes were paid in money, and European goods, the taste
for which the local people had come to acquire, were bought with European currency.

Rising economic instability and accompanying household insecurity was
accentuated by the widening gab between urban and rural centres as well as between
regions with or without strategic relevance to the colonial economy. Colonialism, the
growth of the cash economy and integration of the domestic economy into the
market economy, the attendant development of towns and increase in the urbanized
population led to growth in the informal sector. Separated from the land, newly
urbanized households constituted a pool of human capital that was subject to the
fluctuating labour market. A situation then arose whereby domestic work progressively
slipped into tougher forms of exploitation that tended to remove children from
their family milieu, from the lands and life paths of childhood and on to the labour
market. Industrialization and urbanization encouraged the growing numbers of
domestic servants, especially in the late colonial period. Jane L. Parpart (1990) alludes
to the women’s party in 1944 in Lagos lobbying for more female employment and
better conditions for domestic servants and girl hawkers.

Another outcome of colonial policy was prostitution, as a commoditization of
sexual services. The period from the late 1930s to the early 1940s marked the
beginning of a surge of rural immigration to Lagos. This was a tesponse to the
massive influx of Europeans as well as Africans, soldiers, sailors and administrators
to the wartime city. According to government reports, ‘their spending power [sic|
caused the rapid development of facilities for drinking, dancing, and other less
responsible social amenities’.! An important feature of this process was the vast
number of young girls who streamed out of the rural areas, in the Cross River
Basin and other parts of Nigeria, for prostitution in Lagos. As asserted, ‘these girls
mostly about the ages of twelve years, are not Yorubas, but appear to be mainly
Tbos, Efiks, and Sobos’? Most were trafficked to Lagos by relatives or friends of
the family, under the pretext of getting the girl employment in the city. At other
times, the gitls were taken under the auspices of marriage with the dowry paid by
the procurer, who in most cases was a retired prostitute.

On atrival in Lagos, the gitl was gradually introduced into prostitution. Virgins
fetched very high prices, but this gradually diminished as the gitl aged, and venereal
disease took its toil. It became a vicious circle as the girl over time might take up as
a madam who also recruited fresh girls from the rural areas into the trade. Prostitu-
tion perpetuated child stealing in Ikot Ekpene on several levels. In Ogoja province
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of Upper Cross River, located to the north-west of Ikot Ekpene, prostitution in the
colonial era had become a social menace, drawing the attention of the colonial
government. The effect of this was a depletion of the population as a result of
decline in birth rate. This situation was utilized by individuals who procured children
from the thickly populated areas of Bende, Ikot Ekpene, Okigwe and Afikpo divi-
sions for sale.” In many cases, retired prostitutes sponsored cases of child stealing,
and some of them, rendered infertile by diseases, acquired children through this
means. More prevalent, however, were cases of children bought and trafficked to
the Gold Coast for prostitution. In a letter to the District Officer, Obubra division,
the members of the Egbisim Improvement Union of the Agwaguna town stated:

They (the prostitutes) ... marry Ibo, Ibibio, and other tribe in the [south] eastern
provinces. After doing so, they will send these so-called wives to the Gold Coast and
other places for hatloting and thus inctrease the population of hatlots.*

In Ikot Ekpene, Etok Akpan was and still is a red light district whose reputation
transcended the province. The road served as a centre for prostitutes, with bars and
nightclubs lining the street. Indeed, it became so notorious that in the surrounding
villages a promiscuous girl was usually taunted as being more fit to reside at
EtokAkpan.’

Presently, the atea has been overtaken by private homes and some small busi-
ness enterprises, which dot the streets, though vestiges of the old trade still remain.
One can still see houses occupied by prostitutes. One such is a couple of single
rooms clustered together in the Etokeren road, a spillover from Etokakpan, which
it joins. The cluster of rooms now houses the older prostitutes past their prime,
whose bargaining power as well as choice has been greatly reduced with age. The
proximity of the road to the motor-park ensures that men of all types, drunks,
dropouts and young boys number among their clients.

In the colonial era, a large number of young gitls and women emigrated from
the rural areas to lkot Ekpene, lured by the bright lights. More importantly, Ikot
Ekpene boasted of the presence of missionaries, and establishments symbolizing
the colonial presence — native court, warrant chiefs, government offices and factories.
The stringent execution of traditional practices was therefore diluted. For instance,
the missionaries tried to abolish the killing of twins, and often rehabilitated mothers
of such children in their centres. It was no wonder that women with twin children
fled to Ikot Ekpene to escape the wrath of the gods. In the same vein, women
caught in extramarital liaisons also made for Ikot Ekpene. For these people such
acts as those undertaken by the missionaries, as well as the presence of a large
number of ‘strangers’ in Ikot Ekpene, encouraged the perception of the place as a
‘no man’s land’, and therefore liberal in its governing rules.

The colonialization process, as has been seen above, triggered off the
institutionalization of child labour in Ikot Ekpene and set into motion certain fac-
tors that removed children’s work from familial control and to the streets and industrial
settings. Precipitated thus, child labour was reinforced by such socio-cultural factors
as the social structure and nuptial and fertility patterns.
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The patriarchal structure of social relations in the traditional Ikot Ekpene, as in
many African societies, bred male domination and engendered the exploitation of
women through denial of status. There existed gender disparity in access to economic
opportunities, and women’s economic activities were often undervalued because of
the low monetary compensation they attracted comparatively. Colonialism, the
integration into the market economy, the demographic imbalance arising out of
sustained male immigration for employment and evasion of tax, created a large
number of female-headed houscholds and necessitated the utilization of child la-
bour as a survival tactic.

The proliferation of child labour in Ikot Ekpene was further influenced by
nuptial and fertility patterns. In the traditional society, numerous progeny is perceived
as a blessing from God. Childlessness or limited fertility is an object of reproach.
Indeed, there is a generally intense cultural emphasis on fertility. From field surveys,
low-income earners have been observed to be less responsive to efforts to limit the
size of their families. The economy of the peasant household simply requires a large
number of unpaid workers and helpers to satisfy the demands of the markets and
survive the expanding capitalism. Parents value their children not merely as objects
of emotional satisfaction but because they represent real economic assets. The
practice of polygamy heightened this problem.

Also prevalent was the practice of early marriage and child bearing, with its social
and demographic consequences. With reference to the data from the 1990 Nigerian
Demographic and Health Survey (NDHS), the median age of marriage for Nigetia
as a whole was 17 years, for adolescent and young adults aged 15-24 years. In the
urban area the age was 17 years, and 15 years in the rural areas.® In the colonial period,
these figures were much lower, especially for the female population, at about 12 years
(Isiugo-Abanike 1977). Eatly marriage increased population growth by shortening
the time span between generations, thereby increasing the total number of children
born in a given span. The large number of adolescents meant an increased dependency
ratio and an intensification of the struggle for employment opportunities. The situa-
tion was especially aggravated in rural areas, with the low level of infrastructure.
Peasant houscholds were forced to rely more and more on the labour power of their
children. The struggle for employment opportunities ignited a rural/urban migra-
tion and an escalation of entries into the informal sector. Emigration to an urban
environment creates new demands, which leads to mote spending; In the process of
coping with these financial constraints, several options are considered. Income earners
seek to augment their earnings through a second job, usually in the informal sector.
Alternatively, the women and children are gradually pushed on to the labour market.

Contemporary Manifestations of Child Labour in Ikot Ekpene

Child labour is a phenomenon that is multifaceted, not always legal and difficult to
measure. This renders it problematic to check the direction in which it is growing,
Nonetheless, in Ikot Ekpene, field study has revealed discernible changes in activities
of child labourers. This is most evident in female-dominated forms of employment.
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Over the years there has been a tremendous demand for young girls as domestic
servants, within and outside Ikot Ekpene. Indeed, as noted eatlier, Akwa Ibom is a
source of domestic servants for the country as a whole. This has created a market
opportunity and led to the emergence of organized networks whose economic activities
are geared towards exploiting this market. These syndicates send out agents into the
rural areas to lure and when necessary forcefully abduct young girls. They capitalize
on the children’s need for cash to maximize the economic exploitation of their
labour power. Domestic work is an indication of the multifaceted use of labour. It
entails long working hours, up to 15-17 hours daily, performing a range of services.
Interviews conducted showed that the children until very recently earned between
N300 and N500. In the last couple of years the cost of procuring a domestic
servant has escalated to N1,000 or more, and in cases where the children are to go
to big cities like Port Harcourt, Lagos and Abuja, fees could be as high as N3,000. In
most cases, the money is not paid to the child but appropriated by the parents.
Remuneration is not always in cash. Frequently, employers are expected to ‘settle’
the domestic servants after a certain number of years as agreed upon by the parents
ot guardians and the employer.

Domestic work is a classic example of the exploitation of the traditional practice
of fostering. The employers are regarded as guardians and mentors equipped to
imbue their domestics with social skills and empower them to be better placed in
society. It should be pointed out that the working conditions of these domestic
servants are not always perceived as harmful by the children themselves, some of
who see placement in city homes as an escape route from the excessive drudgery of
work and poverty in their own homes. This is the case of families in Ikot Ekpene
who have migrated to the farming settlements in Akpabuyo in Calabat. The hard toil
of farm work bears heavily on the children who are subjected to long working
hours with inadequate feeding. This buttresses the postulation by Nieuwenhuys of
kinship ties being incapable of protecting children from exploitation (Nicuwenhuys
2000). It could be, as Seabrook notes, that the impact of child labour on a child is
determined by his/her sensibilities (Seabrook 2001).

An important feature of child domestics is their invisibility. Until recent times
engendered by the furore raised in international circles on child labour, young girls
working as maids in private homes went about unnoticed and their activities accepted
as normal. Maggie Black (1995) calls this ‘attitudinal invisibility’, noting that in many
Third World environments child labourers on the street only attract attention insofar
as they are causing a public nuisance. The ‘work’ culture also affect people’s attitude
towards domestic servants. The maid’s work is viewed as the continuation of her
training for a better life in the future. These attitudes are reinforced by positive
representations of ex-domestic servants — a large number in Ikot Ekpene — who
have come to attain some status and are now employers of domestic servants. A
number of the civil servants and traders fall into this group.

The ideology of kinship/friendship is the ploy in the mobilization of child la-
bour. The medium of entry into the labour market gives the children a false sense
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of security, with the broker as a surrogate parent. It is usual to heat phrases like ‘we
are doing this for your own good’ ot ‘you have to suffer today to enjoy tomorrow’.
This paternalistic concept in the labour process masks the exploitation of children.

In Ikot Ekpene and the surroundings area, the traffic continues to grow in children
lured to other African countties like Gabon and Mali for domestic work. Journalistic
repotts attest to the increasing number of gitls being trafficked to European countries
for prostitution. For instance, the Sunday Champion of 18 July 1999 reported the
interception of a slave boat by the Akwa Ibom state police off the fishing settlement
of Ibeno. It was ferrying 33 children to Gabon for ‘slave labour’. The girls’ ages
ranged from 9 to 16, and about 23 of them were Nigerians, mostly from the eastern
part of the country. In another media report, in the Sunday Vangnard of 15 July
2001, Akwa Ibom, Imo, Abia and Rivers States were pinpointed as targets of child
trafficking syndicates. Akwa Ibom was said to be the largest supplier in Nigeria.
Common routes used by the traffickers were detailed as follows: children from
Nigeria and Benin taken through Cameroon to Gabon, and children from Benin
taken through Nigeria or Togo to Gabon, Burkina Faso and Cameroon. The north-
west and south-west of Cameroon supplied children to be trafficked to Nigeria. In
Nigeria, Calabar was a transit port for children en-route to Gabon/Cameroon as
well as children entering Nigeria from Cameroon.” Accotding to the repott, in 1996,
4,000 children were trafficked from Cross River State to vatrious parts of Nigetia
and beyond.

Globalization and the development of labour market segmentation have resulted
in an expansion of the informal sector and the demand for unskilled labour including
that of children. In this new wave of globalization, fuelled by technological innova-
tions, there has been an accelerated global transfer of capital, labour information
and knowledge (Mittelman 1996). The inability of the free market to induce an
equitable sharing of the benefits of globalization has effected an increase in the
number of children assuming social and economic responsibilities. In Nigeria, given
the lacklustre performance of the economy and inadequacy of the state to provide
for its citizens, there are increasingly greater numbers of children without work
experience. To survive in a non-welfarist state, the people try to carve a life for
themselves and in the process get locked squarely in the informal sector. One can
therefore say that in most of Africa, south of the Sahara, the informal sector is
steadily becoming formal.

Child labour in Ikot Ekpene manifests primatily in the service sector — with
children as domestic servants, street vendors, beggars, shop attendants. An impot-
tant feature of child labour is its multifaceted nature. It is not confined to a single
activity, thus an apprentice could also be called upon to perform domestic duties for
his/her boss. Likewise the street vendor in the quest for her own income
unaccountable to her mistress could easily be lured into prostitution. The globalization
of consumer culture, with its proliferation of images and commodities, and its
promise of happiness through the possession of products, only heightens this
possibility.
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Regardless of this, the modern informalization of work promoted by globalization
could, as contended by Liebel (2004), symptomize a means whereby people can
actualize their ideas and ambitions in the space open to them. It also affords them
the opportunity to negotiate for the recognition of this space by the state. The case
of Latin America readily comes to mind in this instance where children are getting
organized and demanding fair treatment by the state. The ability of children to
grapple positively with globalization depends also to a large extent on institutional
arrangements existent in a particular country. In Nigeria, where the macro-economic
policies, institutional and structural strategies fail to provide an enabling environment
for growth, the question of child labour and policies for its eradication becomes
very important and in need of careful examination devoid of sensationalism.

The issue of child laboutr can be brought home more cleatly by the question,
who is the Nigerian child? This brings to fore the issue of the sociology of work in
Nigeria, which is still highly complex because of the complexity of the labour process.
Adulthood can be described as a time one of responsibility, of control. On the other
hand, childhood is not necessarily a time of dependency. Issues on child labour
mostly fail to capture the transition from childhood to youth to adulthood. One
cannot talk of the sociology of work without an analysis of the above. Looking at
the apprentice tradition, for instance, a large number of the participants are children
over the age of 18 years, or one should say youths. The pervasive poverty in the
country ensures that the transition to adulthood is delayed and in some cases perma-
nent. Hence you have a 22-year-old boy still dependent on his family, trying to
develop alternative means of survival as an apprentice.

The discourse on child labour shows that the dominant paradigm is determined
by western perspectives, in particular modelled on the children of middle-class western
societies It is a concept that projects an innocent, work-free and protected childhood
(White 1994; Nieuwenhuys 2000; Liebel 2004). This model creates contradictions
between global conceptions and lived experiences of childhood (Sarr 2000).

The peculiarities of child labour in Africa rebel against Eurocentric constructs.
The notion of an innocent, work-free, protected childhood neglects the interaction
of the child with society. Recruitment of children into the labour market poses
questions in the sphere of culture. Nonetheless, the above is not a vindication of
child labour, but rather an attempt to demonstrate the fact that childhood is socially
constructed, and thus any examination of the phenomenon has to take into
consideration the cultural context. Cultural Nigeria is a given, therefore the situation
of the child in Nigeria should be perceived likewise. The definition of the working
child in Nigeria should be redefined, and should not be determined by western
notions of childhood.

32 08/05/2009, 18:26



‘ Chap 3.pmd

Ekpe-Otu: Getting Them Young: Child Labour in Tkot Ekpene from a Historical Perspective 33

Notes

1. Obubdist 4/1/71 D. O. Obubra Division to Resident, Ogoja Province, ‘Prostitutes in

Obubra Division’, despatch, 22 December 1937.
. Ibid.

3. OB: 197/84 D.O. Obubra Division to Resident, Ogoja Province, ‘Slave Dealing and
Child Stealing’, despatch, 14 April 1944.

4. Letter from the Egbism Quarter, Agwagwune Town to D.O. Obubra Division, 3 April
1948, despatch, 24 April 1948.

5. Regina Akpan Umoren, Ikot Ekpene, 2/01/2005.

6. Chief Dan Essien, Etor Ikot, Afanga, 13/06/99.

7. Calabar is the state capital of present-day Cross River State, bordering Akwa Ibom State
to the west. Prior to 1983, the latter was merged with the former. Consequently within
the country members of both states are usually identified as ‘Calabar people’. This close
relationship also accounted for the sustained movements across both states. Presently
there are a large number of people from Ikot Ekpene who have migrated to Akpabuyo
to engage in the cultivation of crops like cassava.
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