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Urban Space Hawking: Perils of Female Child
Abuse and Social Implications in a Developing City

IGNATIUS ENO UDUK,* Ph.D and ROSEMARY D. EBONG, ** Ph.D

Abstract | . |
Sequel to the spiraling inflation in Nigeria, child labour has increased

‘tremendously. In most Nigerian urban centres, children could be seen hawking

menacingly. This study examines the hazards of hawking (a form of child
abuse) on the female children. Two hundred and forty-seven female hawkers
are interviewed. Analysis of the structured interview reveals that large family
size, economic crunch, orphanage and single parentage are the constraints
that lead to hawking. Problems associated with hawking are identified as
obscenity, rape, accidents, early pregnancy and street fights. Social implica-
tions identified include stress, moral laxity, sexually transmitted diseases, and -
criminalitv. All these pangs on the female children population are perilous to
the dignity of womanhood. The family support programme (FSP) should

consider chzld bubc an issue of primary focus.

Introduction

It is universally acknowledged that a child is a joy to the family. There is
hardly any culture in whlch children do not occupy a special position. The
importance of children in African tradition is not equaled by wealth. A
family unit without children mav well be said to be moribund. It is therefore
an ironic cultural contradiction that despite the preeminence of the child
the status of the female child is a cause for gra lve concern in most cultures
Before the advenr of colenial “adventurers™ in Nigeria, our pre- colo*uai
-1 y'was ciwpl_ knit. Every member of the communitv was his brother’s

socis
lecper In that experience, there was good neighboufliness and the task of
Caring and properiy bringing up a child was not only thar ot the parents,
bur of the whole communitv. Consequently, a parent couid not maltreat or

frepartment of Fhysteat and Health Education, Unwersity of Uvo, Uye.
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neglect a. child without retribution from the lmmedlate commumty The
kind of abuses children are exposed to these days were rare. It is a matter
of regret that the erstwhile sense of communality of the African was one of the
casualities of western “civilization”. It is a dud legacy for the African heritage.

Today, Nigeria stands in a world of turbulent social transformation,.
characterized by menacing materialism. The situation became exacerbated
following the global economic recession and the dwindling crude oil
fortunes of Nigeria in the 1980s. The Nigerian nation was ill-prepared for
thee social upheavals. Consequently, the nation confronted a range of social
problems: retrenchment of workers, unemployment, poverty and poor
conditions of service. The degradation challenged the Nigerian family
tremendously. Alternative approaches were sought to-stem the pangs. The
exploitation of.minors came into focus when child labour started.

The Nigerian constitution insists that all the citizens, children inclusive,
have the right to the dignity of the human person; that no person shall be
subjected to any form of forced or degrading labour (FGN, 1992). This
investigation is a survey to provide information on female child hawking.
Child hawking is an aspect of child abuse that has assumed a frightening
proportion in Nigetia today. In the urban and semi-urban cities, these
itinerant marketers could be seen on every street with their wares.

In a shattering revelation, Osunfisan (1998) reports that globally, a
staggering 250 million children mostly in developing countries engage in
child labour. In Africa, .he estimates that 24 million children are econo-
mically active with millions - of them in Nigeria. “Child labour” covers
children under the age of 15 years engaged in work or employment with
the aim of earning a livelihood for themselves and/or their families, a
definition adopted by the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and International Labour Organization (ILO),
(Osofisan. 1098) - :

In the view of Durough (1986). underdevelopment’in Nigeria has made
the provision of social welfare services like caucqtion. healthcare, water
supply and energy not oniv madeb\ate, but expensive, thereby prompting
parents to reco*t to child labour and e*-:Li,i:at.c“ xoi (1989) remarks
that street hawking is encouraged because i is convenisnt for those who

a the traffic or 1= the moior Dmk\ This means

purchase their needs whils in the rrafic
hat sc long as there are patronizers. there will be haw 5\93:'._. I'ne purpose of
P
.

1S study 1s te find dut the ractors respoensibie for hawking, problems
. L LR

re "' v-

TN

asseciated with hawiung and'social im,,..w.w 1

Research Design .-
FPrimary research is considered necessarv beca\_se adequate data for the
present study are not available. A cross- -sectional survey design is chosen.
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The primary purpose is to capture aspects’of the female hawker’s trade-off
experience {tom the primary source.

Choice of Research Setting

The actual research setting is as it were “in-situ”. The subjects are active
participants in hawking and the researchers “faked" patronage to boost’
their confidence and ‘cooperation thus making interactions more generally
cordial and the subjects receptive. Expertise is put in to carefully effect and
sustain empathy, which according to Glassier and Starves (1974) is a

disarming feedback mechanism:.

Population and Sampling v
Female hawkers in Uyo capital city constitute the population of the study.
The hawkers operate in pairs and clusters. In the circumstance, to avoid
suspicion, each child hawker found willing to cooperate is interviewed.
There are 247 subjects with calculated average age of 12.5 years.

Research Instrument and Data Collection Procedure

Dara are obtained from the primary source (female child hawkers), using
a structured interview. designed by the researchers. The questions (25

items) cover demographics: age, parentaze, factors and perils associated
with, tcenage female child hawkers (economic hardstip. orpharnage,
pregniancy, accidents). The responses are recorded 1o audio-sensitive mini
voice recorder. There is no information to betray the identity of the respon-
dents. . -

On rthe social implications of hawking. views from some “opinion -

leaders™ — guidance counsellors, clergy, school principals, sccial workers
and psychologists — are obrained and collated. -

E -

Results
Threc broad areas are examined. First, the factors responsible for hawking.
Second, the problems asscciated vith hawking. Third. rhe social implica-

- Y T ~ T o Lo i Fooma ~ Sty ,ie R R T I e Nl el T -
rions of hawking. The three-dimensions are evaivaied doseramnively gl

cpresentec graphically.
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P'he results show thar rive facrors ars responsibly roF female ol d hawlkine,
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aascenaing orddr they are: 5 boost family income (11%4) ~single parent-
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vcod (13799, orphanage (1¥:5). large tamily size (27°3%) and
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- Fig. 1:  Factors responsible for hawking

?——_- Economic Hardship 74 30 :

F . 1
hoh '
} /\ ) fh— Large Family 67 27

,D/ ~ .
. r»————— Orghanage 47 19
- ] .

1‘ \ e - l
} {f {[ !} ' Sirqgie Parertage 32 13
\

1 1 .
) ! / ! ZRESLAR Samdy 2 11
. : AT
s 2427 100

Problems of Hawking

mpe Rt S P - raca —
i D e “*ﬁslcrﬂs assoctated with hawking are presented in Fiz. 2. The
@

edes C e } L
mest recurring “occupational” . hazards are: | .*-.'e--advan-:sf (21%:),
gizzr‘i:enwen: (18%). pregnanc: ,15’?"? }, avortion (1.3%) and accidents (10%).
Other vices identified are iving (1), cheating (2%). early marrinage (3%) -

school crop out (§%) and street fl"’“’ (9%).

-
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Fig. 2. Pie chart shiowing top-ten problems of hawking
7
i ! 45 10
: Segznancy
| 38 i3
' Pt R N
i / : Abortion 31 10
|
Aczident 26 . 10
Street fight 23 g
School drop out 19
Early marnage 8 3
Cheatng 4 2
Lying’ 2 1
Love awareness 51 23
= 247 | 100

Social Implicatibns of Hawking

A significant issue raised is the social implications of female child hawking.
*- This is reduced into a pyramidal 'structure with the base occupying the most
lethal social implications while the apex shows the least reported events

(Fig. 3).

Discussion |
What does this study tell us about the female child hawkers? It is not easy
to give a simple answer, but the truth is that the picture is negative. This
research provides a situational report of .the ‘perils experienced by the
female child hawkers. Bluntly stated, it indicts the conscience of the adult
society. .

This study shows that whatever the reasons for hawking, home back-
ground provides the strongest baseline impact. Economic downturn has
devastated the budget of most Nigerian families. Yakubu (1998) describes
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Pyramid of social implicanions of hawking

Fro. .

Disobediznce
False independence

Stress

Meal skipping

Injuries

Infection

Criminality

Bad company

Exploitation

Moral laxity

-

the situation as an undercurrent that is ruining child education and health. ~
Regardless of the marginal economic gains of child hawking, the long-term
effect overwhelms the “psychic alchemy” of the developing female child.
Her self-esteem is muffled by frustrating escapades such as rape, pregnancy,
abortion, accident, cheating and street fights. This is a tragedy of massive
proportions. The adult population should acknowledge children, as an
“endangered species”, from the barrage of social indignities.

As a result of economic austerity, many Nigerian parents and guardians
abuse their children. One example is the female child street-trading to
support the family income. Child labour is a double-edged sword. While
the stipendiary income provides for subsistence, the emotional, social,
mental and physical trauma unleashed on the child may be irreversible.
Yakasia (1988) states that abused children tend to show behavioural
problems, low self-esteem, withdrawal syndrome, oppositional behaviour
and learning difficulties. These are traits which could impact negatively on
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the adult life (personality) of the child. The contributions of child labour
to the Nigerian economy (if any) may be likened to an over-drawn cheque
merely “good” in appearance but very deceitful in currency valid essence.:
More than 12 million children under the age of 13 engage in child labour
in Africa (Senlong, 1990), constituting about half of the total population of
the continent. If these minors are denied reasonable educational

~opportunities, why should Africa not remain a “dark continent”?

.Educational Implications
[tis found that the average age of the female teenage hawkers is 12.5 years.
Based on_the Nigerian educational systém, 12-year old children should be
in the first tier of the secondary school programme. Our investigation shows
that the female street hawkers are of two distinct groups: the primary school
'and junior secondary school drop outs, while some combine schooling with
street hawking.
- In African cultural context, it is a popular misconception that female
education is a glorified waste of resources. It is assumed that an educated
female child brings marginal economic benefit to her parents’ family
because after marriage she has to transfer the dividends of her educational
investment to the husband’s family. It is no wonder that most of the petty
street traders are young girls. Donli (1990) averrs that illiteracy and school
drop-outs are the products of child abuse and neglect. The bias against
female education in Nigerian persists. . '

Women are “home makers”. Naturally they are better in child rearing
and upbringing. To delegate such important social responsibilities to the
uneducated segments of-the society is a national dis-service. There is a
‘tamiliar saying which cautions that “if one gives a child to.a slave to educate,
he will grow up with the orientation of a slave”. Similarly, the slogan “to
educate the woman is to educate the family” is still a positive cliché.

An abused and exploited female child does not experience childhood n,
a positive sense. She does not have adequate time for her education and
studies. Yakasai (1958) deposes that deprived children sutfer from
intelizctual and cognitive underdevelopment. This reversal of role robs the

iemale child of a promising future. It is from this premise that we advocare
rilat the Family Support Programme should evoive a “riigeria Initiative for

Female Education™. The vision shouid be to campeizn, sensitize,
and moniror the development of female education.

[ a country like Nigeria where tradition has firm root and is réspeCted.
temale child labour may not be phased out too soon. This implies thaz many
temaie children may notescape the claws of educarional deprivation having

been incorporated into the “labour force” prematurelv. Another vista of
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hope should be open for them. That alternative is adult education. To that
extent, accessible and affordable adult literacy programmes sh'ogld'l?.e‘aplut
in place. The students in adult education schools should be’given“book
rebate and free tuition as part of their incentives. The successful candidates
from the schools should be given special considerations for employment.

As an aspect of educational implication, parents should be educated
adequately about the consequences of strect hawking on their children. Very
often, some parents may not be aware of such consequences as highlighted
in Figs. 2 and 3.

Health education can go a long way also in helping parents understand
the psychological and emotional problems involved in hawking. With this
type of education, parents may acquire knowledge which may in turn
change their attitude for a better future.

Conclusion

The abuse of minors is an albatross on the conscience of humanity. It has
passed the stage of sympathetic concern. The rights of human dignity are
inalienable. They redefine humanhood, minor or adult. The dignity of the
child is a primary right. Children are the scions of the adult generation.
Adults owe the children a natural responsibility to nurture them to useful]
and productive adulthood. Indeed a civilization should be judged “civilized”
by the way it treats its “weakest link” — the female children.

In Nigeria, the constitutional provision (FGN, 1992) that the state shall
direct its policy towards ensuring that children and young persons are
protected against any exploitation whatsoever, could be imagined as the
proverbial bull-dog, omnipotent in theory but impotent in practice. A
“fairer-deal” should be assured for the children, as abuses, exploitation and
neglect are still raging with unabated fury.
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