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Abstract:  This paper is a semiotic analysis of Traffickers (2021) by 

Chukwuma Anyanwu, dissecting the symbolic representation of 

human commodification and socio-economic exploitation within 

the context of the Niger Delta struggle. It argues that the 

performance of trafficking is not limited but reflects a wider 

system of structural neglect, environmental collapse, and 

economic betrayal built in the postcolonial Niger Delta. 

Anchored on Semiotic Theory, this study interrogates names, 

language, rituals, spaces, and bodily dramatization as 

ideological signifiers of abandonment, resistance, and moral 

crisis. The findings reveal that trafficking is mythologized 

through euphemisms like “connection” and “opportunity,” 

while gendered bodies are commodified through visual and 

ritual codes. Cultural symbols; such as oaths, silence, and 

costumes; are weaponized to enforce control. However, the play 

also dramatizes resistance through symbolic ruptures like 

fainting, subversive speech, and betrayal. Traffickers eventually 

exposes how exploitation is ideologically sustained and how 
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semiotic disruption becomes a form of reclaiming agency in a 

region plagued by socio-economic despair. 

Keywords: Semiotics, Human Commodification, Regional 

Exploitation, Traffickers, Niger Delta 

 

Introduction 

The Niger Delta region of Nigeria presents a striking paradox. Notwithstanding 

its large contribution to national wealth through oil production, it is plagued by 

poverty, massive youth unemployment, insecurity, and environmental decay. The 

region has become a theatre of both physical and symbolic violence, where the 

body, the land, and the future are consistently commodified in a neoliberal 

economy which privileges profit over people. In the light of this, Traffickers (2021) 

by Chukwuma Anyanwu is a fertile dramatic lens into this reality. Through the 

artistic blend of humour, satire, ritual, and stark realism, the play dramatises the 

desperation born of socio-economic abandonment and how it transforms human 

beings, particularly the fictional youth, into tradable commodities. 

This study adopts semiotic approach to examine Anyanwu’s  Traffickersas a 

textual enactment which reflects the lived experiences of the Niger Delta. By 

drawing on foundational semiotic theories by Ferdinand de Saussure and Roland 

Barthes, along with contemporary scholarships from Hodge and Kress’s theory of 

social semiotics, the paper investigates the sign systems deployed in the play; 

such as bodies, visas, ritual oaths, interviews, and everyday speech, and how they 

portray allegorical ideological meanings. These signs are not mere artistic devices; 

they represent the invisible structures which normalise human commodification 

in Traffickers where structural violence is the order of the day.  

Barthes (1972) posits that signs always serve to naturalise ideologies, thereby 

turning socially constructed realities into seemingly normal facts. In Anyanwu’s 

Traffickers, this process is clearly illustrated in scenes where job seekers are 

instructed to strip for so-called modelling interviews or take ritual oaths of 

secrecy to secure employment abroad. These gestures, dialogues, and silences 

serve not just as dramatic elements, but as signifiers of betrayal, manipulation, 

and systemic of failure. As a result, from these semiotic cues, Anyanwu’s 

Traffickers critiques the forces which transform human beings into merchandise 

and migration into a trap. 
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The Niger Delta struggle has frequently been examined through the perspectives 

of environmental degradation, political economy, and resistance literature (Watts, 

2004; Ifowodo, 2005; Ojaide, 2013). While these perspectives remain useful, this 

paper redirects attention to the symbolic structures that both reflect and 

emphasise these material conditions. It posits that Anyanwu’s Traffickers 

constructs a battle over meaning, in which characters must pass through survive 

the coded systems of exploitation surrounding them. The symbols employed in 

the play draw from familiar realities in the Niger Delta: the allure of foreign jobs, 

the illusion of prosperity, the manipulation of communal trust, and the quiet 

complicity of state institutions. In a broader term, these signs collectively 

represent the dilemma facing countless Nigerian youths, caught between 

hopelessness at home and dangers abroad. 

Significantly, the aim of this paper is threefold. First, it seeks to examine the 

commodification of the human person in Traffickers through performance, gesture, 

and dialogue. Also, it connects these representations to the broader socio-political 

context of the Niger Delta, particularly its culture of abandonment and economic 

betrayal. Lastly, it demonstrates how a semiotic reading of drama, an artistic 

work, exposes the hidden structures of power, exploitation, and survival that 

define a society in crisis. 

However, the methodological approach adopted is a close reading of the dramatic 

text, with emphasis on sign systems embedded in language, character movement, 

spatial design, and symbolic props. The analysis is supported by interdisciplinary 

perspectives from postcolonial studies, performance theory, and critical 

development discourse, which collectively frame the Niger Delta’s struggle as not 

only material but also symbolic. Scholars like Nixon (2011) describe the violence 

experienced in regions like the Niger Delta as a form of “slow violence”, 

capturing the usual invisible and cumulative effects of state failure, 

environmental collapse, and systemic poverty. Anyanwu’s Traffickers visualises 

this slow violence through carefully choreographed performances of exploitation, 

showing how even efforts to escape are often absorbed back into the same system. 

Theoretical Framework  

This study adopts a semiotic framework rooted in the theories of Charles Sanders 

Peirce, Umberto Eco, and the multimodal discourse approach of Kress and van 

Leeuwen. These perspectives is the tools to interpret Traffickers as a symbolic 
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system where names, gestures, silences, costumes, and rituals convey layered 

ideological meanings. 

First, Peirce’s model of the sign, which includes icons, indexes, and symbols, is 

useful for interpreting the non-verbal elements of the play. For instance, bodily 

posture, ritual gestures, and physical spaces function not just as theatrical devices 

but as signs that point to deeper systems of power and control. 

On the hand, Eco emphasizes that ideology is embedded in the structures of 

language and communication. His view that even silence or common expressions 

can carry ideological weight supports this study’s reading of silence, euphemism, 

and ritual as coded mechanisms of domination and resistance. 

However, Kress and van Leeuwen’s theory of multimodal discourse expands this 

framework by explaining how meaning is constructed through the interplay of 

various modes: spoken language, visual elements, spatial organization, and 

bodily movement. In the play, interviews, oaths, dress codes, and choreographed 

performances are read as multimodal texts that structure power and submission. 

This study also uses the concept of semiotic domains to organize its analysis. A 

domain refers to a thematic field where signs operate systematically. In 

Traffickers, domains such as naming, bodily display, space, and gendered 

interaction serve as platforms for negotiating meaning and enforcing ideology. 

Equally important is the concept of rupture. A rupture occurs when the expected 

order of signs is broken, exposing the ideological structure beneath. Gift’s 

fainting, Joy’s questioning, and Afro’s betrayal are treated as semiotic ruptures 

that resist the trafficking narrative and destabilize the dominant code of control. 

Through this theoretical lens, the study interprets Traffickers as more than a story 

about trafficking. It is a symbolic drama where exploitation is constructed 

through signs and challenged through the disruption of meaning. 

Review of Related Literature  

Over the past two decades, scholars of African literature have increasingly given 

attention to the intersection of economic violence, symbolic representation, and 

social crisis, particularly in relation to the Niger Delta and the commodification of 

human life. Much of the scholarship has focused on poetry, realist fiction, and 
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protest literature; while relatively little attention has been paid to symbolic 

interpretations of drama, especially through a semiotic perspective. 

Niger Delta literature, as a component of Nigerian literature, has over the years 

carved out a distinct identity rooted in the peculiar socio-political and 

environmental challenges of the oil-rich but underdeveloped region. From the 

early oral traditions to contemporary fiction, poetry, and drama, the literature of 

the Niger Delta presents a powerful and often painful chronicle of the people’s 

experiences, aspirations, and resistance. This body of writing is defined not just 

by its regional setting but by its thematic preoccupations with environmental 

degradation, political marginalization, identity crises, gender struggles, and the 

persistence of postcolonial legacies. Ojaide (2015) defines Niger Delta literature as 

works by both indigenes and outsiders that explore the experiences, culture, 

environment, and struggles of the region’s people.  

Rooted in the socio-political and ecological realities of the Niger Delta, this 

literature gained prominence after the 1995 execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa, which 

spotlighted the region’s environmental and human rights crises. Ojaide 

emphasizes its strong sense of place, noting that writers respond to 

environmental degradation caused by oil exploitation through themes of activism 

and resistance. He frames this body of work within bioregional and ecocritical 

perspectives, highlighting how authors such as Ifowodo, Okpewho, and Agary 

portray dispossession, ecological contamination, and the erosion of traditional 

life. On the other hand, as Davies (2023) asserts, these themes reflect the dynamic 

and evolving realities of the Niger Delta, positioning its literature as a vital voice 

in Nigerian and African literary discourse. 

One of the most prominent thematic currents in Niger Delta literature is 

environmental degradation, a reality deeply tied to decades of oil exploration and 

the attendant ecological disasters. Writers such as Ken Saro-Wiwa and Tanure 

Ojaide have used literature as a form of environmental activism. Saro-Wiwa’s 

Sozaboy: A Novel in Rotten English (1985) does not only narrate the consequences of 

war on a naive soldier but also highlights the environmental costs of oil 

exploitation. Similarly, Ojaide’s The Activist (1991) dramatizes the struggle of a 

young man against oil companies whose operations leave the land polluted and 

communities impoverished. The narrative commitment to environmental 

concerns has attracted critical attention. For example, Anyokwu (2015), through 

an ecocritical lens, argues that Ojaide’s poetry captures the destructive impact of 
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oil multinationals and calls for environmental justice and ecological 

consciousness. 

Closely tied to ecological concerns is the literary engagement with social injustice 

and human rights violations, particularly in the face of political corruption and 

state neglect. Niger Delta writers often confront the failures of successive 

Nigerian governments in addressing the plight of the region’s people. Saro-

Wiwa’s A Month and a Day: A Detention Diary (1995) is a deeply personal yet 

politically charged documentation of his incarceration, capturing the state's 

repression of dissenting voices and its complicity in multinational exploitation. 

Similarly, Habila’s Oil on Water (2010) portrays the dangers faced by journalists 

and environmental activists as they navigate a terrain of militarization, 

kidnapping, and oil politics. These works collectively expose the human cost of 

Nigeria’s petro-economy and serve as testimonies of resistance and survival. 

Equally prominent in Niger Delta literature is the theme of identity and 

belonging, often explored through the lens of cultural conflict and displacement. 

The Niger Delta is an ethnically diverse region with communities such as the 

Ijaw, Ogoni, Urhobo, and Itsekiri, each possessing unique cultural heritages. 

Gabriel Okara, one of the pioneering voices from the region, draws from Ijaw oral 

traditions to reflect on these questions in works like The Voice (1964) and The 

Fisherman’s Invocation (1978). Okara’s use of indigenous symbolism and syntax 

reclaims a voice for Niger Delta identity within the larger Nigerian postcolonial 

context. Oyebade (2010) notes that Okara’s poetic fusion of oral tradition and 

modern literary technique constructs a powerful meditation on cultural loss and 

spiritual reclamation. The identity question is further explored by Isidore 

Okpewho in The Last Duty (1976), where ethnic loyalty and national allegiance 

collide in the character’s moral dilemma. 

Emerging voices in Niger Delta literature have also introduced gender and 

sexuality as critical themes, challenging the traditional male-dominated narratives 

of resistance and suffering. Azuah’s Edible Bones (2011) is a compelling portrayal 

of a queer woman navigating life in a society hostile to non-normative identities. 

Similarly, Yeibo’s Of Waters and the Wild (2017) addresses the aspirations and 

marginalization of women, portraying their struggles within patriarchal and 

exploitative systems. Feminist critiques, as reflected in Ankumah’s (2013) analysis 

of African women’s narratives, emphasize how writers like Azuah and Unigwe 

use literature to challenge gender norms and empower female subjectivities. 
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These explorations align with global feminist discourses while remaining 

grounded in the local realities of the Niger Delta. 

Another notable strand in the literature is the concern with postcolonial resistance 

and identity politics. The legacy of colonial rule, and the continued economic 

neocolonialism facilitated by multinational oil companies, is a recurring motif in 

works from the region. Saro-Wiwa’s political writings, particularly On a Darkling 

Plain (1989), as well as his activism with the Movement for the Survival of the 

Ogoni People (MOSOP), articulate a postcolonial critique of internal colonization 

by the Nigerian state. Okoye’s (2013) study of Saro-Wiwa’s Sozaboy reveals how 

language itself becomes a tool of resistance, with the use of “rotten English” 

serving to subvert colonial linguistic dominance and assert a unique Niger Delta 

voice. Cultural studies scholars like Akindes (2002) further argue that writers 

employ spatial representation in literature to challenge dominant narratives and 

reclaim ownership of indigenous spaces. 

The theme of youth restiveness and violence is also gaining prominence, 

reflecting the region’s contemporary crisis of unemployment, militancy, and 

disillusionment. Many young people in the Niger Delta caught between poverty 

and the allure of resource control struggles, become symbols of a generation 

failed by leadership. This frustration is vividly captured in narratives like Oil on 

Water, where the chaos of kidnappings, oil theft, and military crackdowns forms a 

grim backdrop to the region’s complex political economy. 

Critics and scholars have increasingly deployed diverse theoretical frameworks to 

engage with Niger Delta literature. Postcolonial theory remains foundational, 

particularly in interrogating power dynamics and colonial legacies. Ecocriticism 

offers tools for analyzing environmental themes, while feminist theory 

illuminates the gendered dimensions of marginalization. Trauma theory, as used 

by Azodo (2012) in her reading of Njoku’s The Forest Dames, brings attention to 

the psychological scars left by violence and displacement. Meanwhile, 

globalization theory, as employed by Oritsejafor (2010), explains the tension 

between local identities and global economic forces, especially in the poetry of 

Tanure Ojaide. These frameworks underscore the interdisciplinarity and 

relevance of Niger Delta literature within and beyond literary studies. 

Another compelling literary intervention on the Niger Delta crisis is The OilLamp 

(2005) by Ogaga Ifowodo, a poetic collection which recollects the desolation 
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caused by oil exploitation and state neglect. Building upon Bhabha’s idea of 

unhomeliness, scholars such as Max (2021) interpret the collection as projecting a 

postcolonial condition in which indigenous people are estranged from their 

environment as a result of neocolonial influences and environmental degradation. 

This unhomeliness, as defined by Bressler (2011), leads to the psychological and 

material displacement of people within their own homeland. 

In The Oil Lamp, Ifowodo presents this sense of estrangement most vividly in Part 

5, “Cesspit of the Niger Area,” and Part 6, “The Agonist.” In Part 5 (p. 60), he 

portrays the absence of basic healthcare services in rural Niger Delta 

communities, depicting how residents embarks on long and risky journeys to 

urban centers for medical attention. The inclusion of indigenous spiritual symbols 

like Mami Wata also depicts how survival is sought by cultural rituals in the 

absence of state infrastructure. 

In Part 6 (pp. 66–68), Ifowodo memorialises Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni Eight, 

highlighting their execution as a national trauma. These sections of the collection 

resonate strongly with themes of slow violence (Nixon, 2011), complicity, and 

symbolic erasure. Through poetic structure and repetition, Ifowodo constructs a 

semiotic field of guilt, betrayal, and buried history that continues to define the 

lived experiences of the Niger Delta people. 

On the other hand, Caminero-Santangelo (2014) further situates Ifowodo’s 

collection in line with the tradition of environmental justice literature, arguing 

that his poetry seeks to reshape public consciousness by depicting the Niger Delta 

not only as a zone of extraction but as a space of memory, resistance, and political 

urgency. Furthermore, Max (2021) adds that The Oil Lamp revitalises Ken Saro-

Wiwa’s literary legacy by providing a symbolic counter-narrative to the state-

sponsored myths of progress. 

Although The Oil Lamp is a work of poetry, the symbolic registers it engages, such 

as; ritual, abandonment, silence, and memory overlap significantly with the 

semiotic themes explored in Chukwuma Anyanwu’s Traffickers. This paper 

builds upon Ifowodo’s intervention by extending the symbolic reading of Niger 

Delta literature into the realm of contemporary Nigerian drama, thereby 

addressing a gap in the scholarship where the semiotics of human 

commodification in dramatic texts remain largely unexplored. 
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Outside of literary criticism, Montgomery (2017), an anthropologist at Wayne 

State University, presents a detailed account of modern trafficking across Africa, 

with a particular focus on Nigeria. He argues that over 800,000 Nigerians are 

currently trapped in systems of forced labour and sexual exploitation, many of 

whom were deceived into leaving the country with promises of better lives. 

Montgomery attributes the increasing crisis to the relationship of neoliberal 

policies, poverty, and global inequality. He explains that while traditional slavery 

was based on ownership, modern trafficking thrives on illegality and 

disposability. His observations align with symbolic interpretations found in 

literature where trafficked individuals are often portrayed not just as victims but 

as representations of powerlessness, silence, and commodified identities. 

Equally, Lipede (2007) discusses the role of weak borders, ineffective legal 

systems, and patriarchal structures in enabling trafficking within and beyond 

Nigeria. He emphasizes that the issue cannot be reduced to poverty alone, as 

cultural myths and collective aspirations for success abroad often motivate 

communities to participate in the trade (pp. 18–20). This is corroborated by a 

report from the United States Department of State (2011), which acknowledges 

Nigeria’s compliance with global anti-trafficking treaties but criticizes the failure 

of enforcement. A report by the News Agency of Nigeria (2007) reveals that entire 

communities in Edo State sometimes participate in or overlook trafficking, driven 

by the myth of wealth from overseas migration. These findings provide a 

necessary backdrop for literary studies that interpret the body, silence, and ritual 

oaths as metaphors for commodification and systemic abandonment. 

To understand how literature encodes these realities, semiotics provides a 

valuable analytical framework. Originating from the foundational works of 

Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, semiotics is concerned with 

how signs convey meaning in context. Saussure’s model explains the sign as 

composed of a signifier and a signified, while Peirce’s triadic model includes the 

representamen, the object, and the interpretant (Saussure, 1968, p. 66; Peirce, 

1958). Later theorists such as Umberto Eco and Roland Barthes expanded these 

models by examining how signs function in literature, media, and culture, often 

carrying ideological and political significance. 

Aniemeka (2017) applies this framework to J. P. Clark’s poem Abiku, interpreting 

the cyclical return of the spirit child as a symbol of Nigeria’s political instability. 

He explains that the repetition in the poem mirrors the country’s cycle of failed 
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leadership and military coups. Using Saussurean and Peircean approaches 

alongside Fashina’s macro-code theory, he decodes cultural symbols such as 

bamboo fences, thatched huts, and seasonal imagery as representations of 

poverty, national fragility, and the longing for stability (pp. 3–6). Aniemeka also 

draws attention to the poem’s use of incantatory repetition as a phonosemantic 

device that intensifies the symbolic tension (p. 7). 

Chemis, Sang, and Kipkorir (2020) contribute to this discourse through their 

semiotic analysis of rituals among the Nandi people in Kenya. Using Peirce’s 

categories of icon, index, and symbol, they examine how social events such as 

weddings and funerals incorporate signs that communicate unity, transition, and 

belonging. Ritual elements like butter, calabashes, and fire are shown to operate 

as culturally embedded signs with multiple layers of meaning (pp. 120–123). 

These observations align with how African literature uses physical objects and 

ritual acts to symbolize deeper ideological or communal messages. 

A similar strategy is employed by Al-Qadi (2024) in his semiotic reading of the 

Swahili play Malimwengu Ulimwenguni. He interprets the plot of marital 

betrayal as a coded representation of the Uganda-Tanzania war. Through the use 

of names, biblical references, and proverbs, the play constructs a symbolic parallel 

between personal infidelity and political treachery (pp. 4–7). For instance, the 

character Amina, whose name usually denotes faithfulness, becomes an emblem 

of betrayal. The twin girls adopted and later exploited by their grandparents are 

interpreted as metaphors for vulnerable African states manipulated by stronger 

political actors. 

Taken together, these studies show that African literature; particularly from the 

Niger Delta; functions as a dynamic semiotic field where trauma, exploitation, 

and resistance are not merely narrated but encoded in signs. The human body, 

oaths, silences, and spaces become symbolic vehicles through which literature 

critiques societal decay and imagines the possibility of renewal. In a play like 

Traffickers, the body is not simply a passive victim but a site of inscription, marked 

by cultural codes, historical scars, and ideological tension. Through semiotic 

analysis, such texts reveal how exploitation is mythologized and how resistance is 

staged through symbolic rupture. Niger Delta literature, in this context, emerges 

as a powerful medium; rooted in oral traditions and evolving through 

contemporary drama, fiction, and poetry: to confront environmental degradation, 

social injustice, identity crises, and gendered marginalization. It is both archive 
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and protest, mapping the pain of a region while offering narrative strategies for 

survival, healing, and transformation. 

Domains of Exploitation: Naming, Language, and the Niger Delta Condition in 

Anyanwu’s Traffickers 

The semiotic structure of Anyanwu’s Traffickers is built upon a dynamic interplay 

of verbal, visual, and performative signs that encode layers of social meaning. 

From character names to gestures, costume to spatial setting, the play constructs a 

symbolic language through which the ideology of commodification, deception, 

and resistance is dramatised. In alignment with the topic, this paper examines six 

primary semiotic domains: naming and identity, linguistic codes, bodily signs and 

costumes, spatial semiotics, ideological myths of migration and connection, and 

gendered sign systems. 

First, names in Traffickers serve not merely as character labels but as ideological 

signifiers that reflect personality, purpose, or paradox. For instance, the name 

“Ultimate Madam” signifies not only a woman in charge but one who holds 

supreme authority within the trafficking syndicate. Her title, laden with capitalist 

and patriarchal overtones, positions her as both an object and agent of 

commodification. In her own words: 

Life is full of opportunities...My clients across the globe need able-

bodied young men and women... (p. 14), she naturalizes 

exploitation by framing it as opportunity. In the context of the 

Niger Delta, such reframing resonates with a familiar rhetoric 

where suffering is masked by the promise of oil wealth, and 

inequality is dressed up as entrepreneurial hustle. The irony is 

profound: in a region whose resources sustain the national 

economy, its youth are still traded under the banner of 

opportunity. 

Similarly, “Madam Legit”, a partner in crime, carries a performative 

contradiction; her name asserts legitimacy while her actions betray illegality. 

These ironic names function as what Roland Barthes calls second-order signs, 

where the literal is subverted by the connotative (Barthes, 1972). They portray the 

Niger Delta’s socio-political terrain, where corruption often masquerades as 

governance and illegality is legitimized through performance. On the other hand, 

the male character “Konnected” is another striking example of ideological 
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naming. His name signifies access, gate-keeping, and systemic privilege. As he 

chants his slogan: “Stay connected to the right one, stay connected to get what 

you want” (p. 14), his name becomes a brand that sells hope in a context where 

actual structures for employment are non-existent.” In the Niger Delta, where oil 

companies have created exclusionary economic enclaves and local content laws 

often benefit the few, “connection” becomes a currency. Konnected’s speech acts 

as a mythic narrative that legitimizes illegality through euphemism, aligning with 

Barthes’ theory of mythologized speech. The very idea of connection; divorced 

from merit, mirrors how access to oil wealth is determined not by communal 

equity but by nepotism, political links, or deceit. 

Even more symbolically loaded are names like “Belief,” “Gift,” and “Mr. 

Godknows,” which contrast the moral integrity of the family with the deceptive 

seduction of traffickers. Godknows’ warning: “We cannot because there is famine 

in the land accept the devil’s invitation to dinner” invokes religious and ethical 

discourses to contest the allure of quick wealth (p. 4). Within the Niger Delta 

narrative, this famine is not metaphorical. It is a lived paradox; a region abundant 

in oil yet starved of infrastructure, healthcare, and opportunities. Godknows’ 

invocation is thus not just moral counsel; it is a desperate plea for ethical 

resistance in a region conditioned by abandonment and betrayed by promises of 

development. 

Progressively, language in Traffickers vacillates between English and Nigerian 

Pidgin, allowing for the coding of hierarchy, persuasion, and manipulation. 

Pidgin, often used by the traffickers, gives them accessibility and populist appeal. 

For example, the declaration by Ultimate Madam:“Person nor deydey one place 

make opportunity waka come meet am” (p. 1)is encoded in popular proverb 

structure, disguising manipulation as folk wisdom. This aligns with Barthes’ 

theory that proverbs and familiar speech can be appropriated into myth to serve 

dominant ideologies. In the Niger Delta, where oral tradition remains a vital 

mode of expression, such linguistic manipulations resonate powerfully. They 

mimic the language of politicians and profiteers who co-opt local idioms to cloak 

systemic exploitation. 

On the other hand, Standard English is employed more often in the moral 

household of the Godknows family and by undercover agents, signaling 

rationality, order, and law. This diglossic variation becomes a semiotic cue that 

marks ethical alignment, reinforcing Umberto Eco’s position that “language is a 
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signifying system saturated with ideological tension” (Eco, 1976, p. 36). In the 

regional context, the contrast between Pidgin and formal English reflects the 

tension between survivalist logic and idealistic morality; two languages vying for 

control of a region's future. 

Thus, through names and language, Traffickers dramatizes the ideological 

battleground of the Niger Delta, where exploitation is masked by myth, and hope 

is commodified through signs. The symbolic weight of these linguistic and 

nominal choices not only reveals personal manipulation but exposes a collective 

condition shaped by history, greed, and unfulfilled promises. 

Body and Space as Ideological Texts 

Bodily semiotics and costuming in Traffickers play a central role in dramatizing 

commodification. The strip tease scenes during the “interviews” reduce characters 

like Gift and Rose to body parts for inspection. Gift recalls:“It was a strip tease!...I 

was asked to strip naked to my pants all because of a job” (p. 16).In this moment, 

the body serves both as a commodity and a signifier of economic value, stripped 

of agency and transformed into a spectacle of desirability. This reflects Kress and 

van Leeuwen’s (2006) assertion that bodily appearance, like other visual signs, 

plays a vital role in meaning-making within multimodal texts. In the neoliberal 

economy of Traffickers, the body becomes a readable text; inspected, judged, and 

ultimately traded. 

However, the play does not merely present the body as passive. Gift’s act of 

fainting becomes a potent semiotic interruption. More than a dramatic collapse, 

her fall is a refusal to participate in the ideological ritual of objectification. This 

aligns with Eco’s notion of the sign as event; a rupture in the expected symbolic 

sequence that disrupts the semiotic machinery of power (Eco, 1976). Her silence 

and withdrawal signify resistance in a system where speech is often scripted by 

dominance. 

From a Niger Delta perspective, this moment takes on broader socio-political 

meaning. Gift's fainting enacts the collective fatigue of a region persistently 

exploited; first by colonial extractivism, then by postcolonial neglect, and now by 

neoliberal illusions. Her body becomes a site of protest against a structure that has 

historically mined not just oil, but lives, dreams, and futures. In this context, 

resistance is not just personal; it is regional and intergenerational. 
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Equally significant is the symbolic use of space throughout the play. The village 

square (p. 1), traditionally a site for communal bonding, is recontextualized as a 

recruitment zone; signalling the corruption of cultural spaces by economic 

desperation. This transformation mirrors how spaces in the Niger Delta once 

devoted to kinship and collective memory are now infiltrated by survivalist 

opportunism and economic predation. 

In contrast, the shrine of Egede (p. 42) introduces a powerful spiritual binary. 

Once a locus of ancestral authority and moral clarity, it is now reduced to an 

apparatus of fear. Egede’s cryptic pronouncement:“The house rat is frolicking 

with the bush rat” (p. 42), operates as a semiotic riddle, unsettling normative 

hierarchies and signalling moral collapse. From a Peircean lens, this functions as 

an indexical sign; not pointing to a character but indicating systemic betrayal and 

the blurring of once-clear moral boundaries. 

Significant to say, within the Niger Delta context, the desecration of the shrine is 

especially tragic. It symbolizes how even sacred traditions have been 

commodified in the face of economic decay. The oil boom, instead of delivering 

prosperity, has polluted both land and values, leading to the erosion of 

indigenous institutions. Spirituality, like the body, becomes a tool of 

manipulation; a distortion of cultural heritage under the pressure of survival. 

Moreso, the interview compound (p. 13) further emphasised these power 

dynamics. It serves as a liminal space where youth, seeking escape, are 

transitioned from innocence to exploitation. Here, architecture itself becomes a 

semiotic instrument of control. Characters are made to queue, inspected one after 

another, reduced to metrics of worth. As Barthes suggests, spatial arrangements 

can encode ideology, dictating who moves, who waits, who speaks, and who is 

silenced. The compound becomes a symbolic checkpoint; an artificial border 

where the journey of commodification is legitimized. 

In all, Traffickers uses both body and space to construct a dynamic semiotic 

grammar of power, betrayal, and resistance. By grounding these symbols within 

the lived realities of the Niger Delta; ecological devastation, cultural dislocation, 

and economic desperation; the play reveals how deeply structural violence can 

inscribe itself on the most intimate surfaces: the body, the home, and the sacred. 
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Power, Gendered Rituals and Semiotic Resistance in the Niger Delta  

One of the most ideologically loaded signs in the play is the concept of 

“connection.” “Get connected,” repeated frequently by Konnected and others, 

serve as a floating signifier, a term so empty it can absorb any promise. While it 

ostensibly refers to employment or access, its repeated use masks its actual 

reference to trafficking and slavery. As Rose laments: “To think one can get a job 

as easy as that… I’m still dreaming”, the illusion begins to unravel (p. 25). This 

ideological repackaging of trafficking as opportunity is what Barthes describes as 

the falsely innocent speech of myth, a rhetorical maneuver that naturalizes the 

unnatural (Barthes, 1972). In this context, Eco’s observation that ideology is often 

hidden in the very codes of signification becomes critical: “To speak ideologically 

is to use the system of signs without revealing their conventionality” (Eco, 1976, 

p. 138). 

Suffice to say it, gender operates as a central semiotic axis in Traffickers, where 

the human body, especially the female body, is coded, consumed, and contested. 

The play dramatises gender not merely through dialogue or characterization, but 

through symbolic performances of labour, sexuality, and silence. Building on 

feminist semiotic perspective and critical discourse analysis, we shall examine 

how the female and male bodies are differently inscribed with meaning in the 

trafficking economy, and how these inscriptions reflect broader systems of 

patriarchal commodification and resistance. 

In Traffickers, the female body is persistently marked as a site of consumption, 

often reduced to spectacle under the pretext of recruitment. During the interview 

scene, characters such as Gift, Rose, and Joy are subjected to performative 

objectification. Gift’s recollection is strikingly illustrative: “It was a strip tease!... I 

was asked to strip naked to my pants all because of a job” (p. 16). Here, the female 

body becomes the visual text through which desirability, docility, and economic 

value are assessed. This form of inspection echoes what Mulvey (1975) termed the 

“male gaze,” where women are positioned primarily as objects to be looked at, 

their value tied to visual pleasure. 

Even more telling is the fact that such objectification is rationalized as a 

precondition for economic empowerment. Madam Legit declares 

unapologetically: “You girls should not be shy…you’re going abroad to work in 

fashion houses” (p. 15).The metaphor of fashion, linked to beauty, exposure, and 



DELSU Journal of  
NIGER DELTA STUDIES   Volume 1, Number, 1 (June) 2025 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

53 
 

commercial display, serves here as a euphemism, a mythic code that conceals 

sexual exploitation beneath a discourse of glamour and opportunity. According to 

Barthes (1972), such myths operate ideologically by naturalizing social 

contradictions. What is essentially coercive is reframed as liberatory. 

Moreover, the semiotics of attire plays a central role. The girls are asked to “dress 

smart,” “look sexy,” and “smile with confidence” (p. 14), an aesthetic script that 

transforms them into commodities for foreign clients. Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006) emphasize that clothing and bodily postures are not neutral; they function 

as visual signs that communicate values and invite interpretations. In this context, 

the attire becomes a uniform of subjugation, a mask of choice concealing the 

absence of consent. 

While the female body is sexualized, the male body is commodified in different 

but equally symbolic terms. Characters such as Afro, Koolie, and Blackie are 

described as “gigolos,” “muscle-men,” or “bodyguards”, categories that 

emphasize physicality over personality. Madam Legit announces: “Some of the 

girls will work in salons; some of the boys will be bodyguards. If you are strong 

and handsome, there is a place for you” (p. 16). Here, masculinity is reduced to 

physical strength and aesthetic appeal, stressing a commodified masculinity that 

is transactional rather than autonomous. 

Also, Konnected’s instruction to the boys to “stand straight… puff your chest… 

act like stars” (p. 14) reflects how performative masculinity is also constructed as 

a spectacle. Unlike the female characters, however, the boys are offered roles with 

a veneer of dominance (e.g., bouncer, protector), though they remain equally 

disposable. This symbolic inversion creates a hierarchy of commodification that 

appears to favour men, but ultimately foreground systemic objectification for 

both genders. 

Beyond physical signs, the play also uses speech and silence as gendered semiotic 

tools. Female characters such as Gift and Belief often alternate between vocal 

protest and strategic silence. Gift’s public fainting, for instance, is a bodily refusal, 

a disruption of the “interview” ritual. Her collapse, though silent, is louder than 

any spoken dissent. As Eco (1976) notes, silence can be a form of semiotic 

resistance when it interrupts expected codes of behaviour. Gift’s action is not a 

withdrawal but a counter-sign, an embodied rejection of objectification. 
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Similarly, Joy disrupts the myth of opportunity by voicing her trauma. She 

asks:“If this is modelling, why do I feel used?” (p. 25), thereby puncturing the 

euphemistic narrative sustained by the traffickers. Her rhetorical question is not 

just a cry for clarity but a semiotic subversion; it shifts the interpretant from trust 

to suspicion, forcing the audience to re-evaluate what had been naturalized. 

Meanwhile, Godknows, the moral father figure, represents patriarchal speech 

rooted in protection and spiritual authority. His repeated admonitions: “Beware 

of fast roads; they lead to dark ends” (p. 3), invoke biblical and proverbial 

registers, coding his masculinity as wisdom and restraint. Yet his role is limited to 

warning, not intervention; signifying the limits of traditional authority in 

confronting contemporary social evils. 

One of the most gendered aspects of the play is the ritual of oath-taking, which is 

particularly targeted at the girls. Madam Legit reminds them: Once you swear, 

there is no going back. The spirits will deal with betrayal (p. 18). The use of 

traditional religion here operates as a symbolic tool of control. As Barthes (1972) 

argues the use of sacred language and ritual in capitalist structures often 

functions to legitimize exploitation, converting socio-economic coercion into 

divine decree. The oath becomes a performative speech act in the Austinian sense 

where its utterance enacts a binding force. However, for the traffickers, it also 

operates as an ideological sign: it transforms free agents into bound subjects, not 

through physical chains, but through psychological fear. The fear is gendered, 

drawing on patriarchal expectations of female fidelity and spiritual vulnerability. 

In Traffickers, power is not simply exerted through brute force; rather, it is 

symbolically encoded through rituals, language, surveillance, and silence. The 

traffickers construct an ideological world in which deception appears as 

opportunity, control is veiled as protection, and resistance must either be hidden 

or symbolically encoded. 

Central to the traffickers’ strategy is the fabrication of the myth of opportunity. As 

Barthes (1972) explains, myths are ideological constructions that naturalize 

historical contingencies. They convert culturally and economically situated 

narratives into taken-for-granted truths. In Traffickers, the traffickers perpetuate 

the myth that travelling abroad equals success. Ultimate Madam insists: “I’m 

offering them opportunity. That’s the word. Opportunity!” (p. 2), repeating the 

term until it loses its literal meaning and gains a mythical aura. This myth is 
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further supported by performative acts, such as the use of branded language, 

rehearsed interviews, and symbolic rewards like “golden tickets” (p. 14). These 

tokens resemble what Eco (1976) calls “sign-functions”, objects or utterances that 

imply a broader ideological value. The golden ticket, in this context, becomes a 

false symbol of economic escape, concealing the transactional horror that lies 

beneath. 

Importantly, the strength of the traffickers lies in their ability to reframe coercion 

as consent. As Konnected boasts:“Na hustle we dey do. You get mouth, you fit 

chop life” (p. 10), this streetwise idiom masks systemic exploitation as smart 

survivalism. The play thus critiques not only traffickers but also the cultural logic 

that glamorizes fast wealth. 

Progressively, surveillance is another major sign system in the play. The interview 

process is not simply a recruitment exercise but a disciplinary ritual. Characters 

are told to “stand straight,” “smile,” “turn around,” and “pose” (p. 14), 

instructions that echo Foucault’s (1977) notion of disciplinary power, in which the 

body is trained and watched into conformity. These acts also resonate with 

Peirce’s idea of indexical signs, where gestures point toward a larger system of 

control. 

The shrine of Egede, presided over by the spiritualist who conducts oaths, 

represents yet another layer of ideological power. The use of indigenous religion, 

seen in chants like: “He who eats and turns against the hand that feeds shall not 

see the moon” (p. 19), introduces fear and obedience. Barthes’ theory of 

mythologized speech is evident here; cultural symbols such as ancestral curses 

and spiritual sanctions are co-opted into capitalist exploitation, rendering the 

victims doubly; both economically and spiritually. 

Importantly, these rituals also serve as multimodal texts, combining spoken 

incantations, body movements, and objects (e.g., chalk, goat blood, kola nuts), 

which reinforce the binding nature of the oath. Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) 

multimodal theory helps us read these elements as parts of a broader ideological 

sign system. 

While the traffickers appear united, the play exposes internal fissures that 

undermine the myth of syndicate solidarity. Characters like Afro, Koolie, and 

Blackie are not merely enforcers but unstable subordinates. Afro complains 

bitterly: “I’m doing all the dirty work while the madams fly abroad. Where’s the 
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fairness?” (p. 30).His dissatisfaction disrupts the appearance of cohesion, 

revealing that power is unevenly distributed even within exploitative networks. 

This intra-group discontent becomes a subtle form of resistance, albeit one 

marked by betrayal rather than justice. Afro’s eventual decision to leak 

information to the authorities: “Let the whole thing crash. Let the world know” 

(p. 44), serves as a semiotic rupture, a moment when the sign-system of control 

collapses under the weight of its own contradictions. In Eco’s terms, this is the 

point where the system’s internal logic can no longer sustain itself and the sign's 

ideological function is exposed. 

The most potent form of resistance in Traffickers is not physical revolt, but 

subversive semiotic disruption. Characters like Belief, Gift, and Joy do not simply 

oppose trafficking with moral declarations but with coded defiance. Belief’s 

name, as previously established, is itself a sign of hope and persistence. Her 

refusal to yield, and her appeal to her father’s teachings:“I remember what Daddy 

always said: quick roads lead to quick graves” (p. 17), serve as ideological 

counter-signs that reject the traffickers’ narrative. 

Gift’s sudden fainting is not merely a dramatic collapse; it is a coded rejection of 

commodification. Through Eco’s (1976, p.48) semiotic lens, her body interrupts 

the ritual of objectification, transforming silence into resistance. Her act replaces 

expected speech and compliance with a performative disavowal of the myth that 

binds her; a semiotic rupture within the trafficking economy. 

Gift’s fainting episode and subsequent withdrawal from the interview is a 

powerful form of embodied resistance. Though she says little afterward, her 

silence reverberates through the play as a rupture in the trafficking machinery. In 

line with Eco’s observation that “even silence can be a sign, when it replaces 

expected speech” (Eco, 1976, p. 48), Gift’s collapse functions as a counter-sign to 

the commodification of her body. But more significantly, when situated within 

the Niger Delta context, her action becomes a symbolic protest against the 

regional structures of abandonment. The Niger Delta, long plagued by systemic 

underdevelopment, oil-induced poverty, and youth marginalisation, produces 

conditions where desperation is normalized. Gift’s resistance, therefore, is not just 

personal; it is generational. It expresses a collective exhaustion in a region where 

silence has been ritualised by failed promises, ecological ruin, and political 

betrayal. Her body becomes a semiotic battlefield, enacting a refusal to be traded, 
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to be silenced, or to perform obedience for a system that offers nothing but 

illusion. 

Moreover, the final collapse of the syndicate is marked not by revolution but by 

exposure. The authorities, tipped off by a disillusioned insider, descend upon the 

traffickers’ compound. The scene is devoid of fanfare but charged with symbolic 

meaning, the end of the myth, the deconstruction of power through the very tools 

it sought to suppress. As Barthes might frame it, the myth has been denaturalized. 

Findings and Discussion 

The play Traffickers by Chukwuma Anyanwu reveals a detailed symbolic 

structure where language, space, gesture, and bodily performance are not just 

theatrical elements but ideological expressions. These sign systems converge to 

portray a society where economic hardship, gender vulnerability, and moral 

erosion intersect to fuel the trafficking enterprise. The Niger Delta context lends 

further resonance to this structure, thereby exposing how structural neglect and 

economic frustration are repackaged as migration dreams and survival narratives. 

Worthy of note, the use of ironic names such as “Ultimate Madam” and 

“Konnected” serve as ideological signifier which emphasise how deception and 

commodification are normalise. Their speech, rituals, and recruitment strategies 

present trafficking not as coercion but as a legitimate pathway to success. This 

mirrors the lived realities in many Niger Delta communities, where persistent 

underdevelopment, unemployment, and oil-induced ecological degradation have 

made migration seem like the only viable future for many youths. 

More so, language is also core to the performance of exploitation in the play. The 

traffickers code their manipulation in Pidgin English, which enables them to 

appear relatable and trustworthy. Phrases like “get connected” or “you go 

hammer” subtly mask the dangers of their schemes, while exploiting the popular 

language of street survival. However, voices of morality in the play, such as 

Godknows, speak in formal English, to signal authority and restraint. This 

linguistic shift helps differentiate between moral and exploitative ideologies; 

while depicting how power is often exercised through language choices. 

Furthermore, the use of costumes and the deployment of body movements in the 

play also portray symbolic meanings. Female characters like Gift, Joy, and Rose 

are presented as physical texts, thus; stripped, appraised, and trained in postures 
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that show availability. Their bodies become commodities long before they cross 

any border. The ritualistic interviews, the queues, the commands to smile or 

undress, work to dehumanize them while maintaining a façade of formality. The 

Niger Delta’s gendered experience of economic collapse; where women are 

simultaneously burdened with survival and robbed of agency, is portrayed in the 

play. 

Another significant symbolic role in the play is the space. Traditional and 

communal settings like the village square are recontextualised as recruitment 

grounds. On the other hand, the shrine, once a sacred space, becomes a site of 

coercion, where rituals and oaths are used not to preserve identity but to instil 

fear and ensure silence. This inversion of space aligns with what has happened in 

the Niger Delta, where sacred land and ancestral waters have been polluted by oil 

politics, and once-communal spaces now symbolises betrayal and displacement. 

Perhaps the most critical finding is the ideological work done by the myth of 

“opportunity.” The traffickers constantly invoke the idea of a better life abroad, 

giving “golden tickets” and painting fantasies of success. The myth is so 

persistent and culturally coded that even victims begin to internalise it. It takes 

moments of collapse like Gift’s fainting or Joy’s sudden outburst, to break this 

illusion. These acts of resistance, though small, are symbolically powerful. They 

represent the human refusal to be consumed, and they challenge the very myths 

on which trafficking depends. 

However, what the play Traffickers successfully stages is not just the movement of 

bodies across borders; rather, the movement of meaning through society, how 

dreams are converted into dangers, how survival is sold as salvation, and how 

silence is ritualised as consent. Consequently, when read through the perspective 

of Niger Delta, Anyanwu’s Traffickers becomes not only a critique of trafficking 

but a portrayal of a region where neglect has been normalised and escape, even 

dangerous escape, has become a form of hope. 

Conclusion 

Chukwuma Anyanwu’s Traffickers is not a play about distant or isolated events. It 

is a reflection of realities that daily unfold in the Niger Delta and beyond, where 

lives are weighed, priced, and trafficked under the illusion of opportunity. 

Through its multiple semiotic structures, the play draws attention to the systems 

that make such trafficking possible; not only individual greed or moral failure but 
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an extended structure of systemic violence, gendered oppression, and economic 

deception. 

Significant to say, the names of characters, their gestures, the spaces they occupy, 

and the language they speak all carry symbolic meanings. These are not mere 

artistic choices but coded messages which depict how human lives are reduced to 

signs of worth in a decayed commodified world. The village square becomes a 

recruitment station. The shrine becomes a theatre of fear. Speech becomes a 

weapon of seduction and betrayal. The human body becomes both the product 

and the advertisement. 

Within this symbolic world, the Niger Delta experience adds urgency. 

Communities already devastated by oil exploitation are now caught in a second 

cycle of exploitation; this time from the global economy of trafficking. The 

region’s youth, desperate for escape, are trapped between local collapse and 

foreign illusion. Their hardship is not accidental but patterned a product of 

historical abandonment and ineptitude leadership.  In other words, the traffickers 

in the play are not just villains; they are symptoms of a society that has failed to 

protect its most vulnerable. 

However, within this bleakness, the play also presents a language of resistance. 

The fainting of Gift, the silence of Belief, the moral voice of Mr. Godknows, and 

even Afro’s internal dissent are all signs of rupture; a moment when the ideology 

begins to unveil. These performances may not lead to full emancipation, but they 

challenge the codes, disturb the order, and open the possibility of re-signifying 

the terms of survival. 

To sum up, Anyanwu’s Traffickers is more than an artistic work on human 

trafficking. It is a symbolic record of a society in which survival has become a 

costly burden, identity is reduced to market value, and hope is often scripted as 

betrayal. This paper contends that the play stands as a potent cultural document 

that which the unspoken crisis in the Niger Delta and powerfully dramatises the 

semiotic dimensions of human commodification in a world defined by economic 

desperation and moral decline. 
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