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Abstract
Migration is one of the most challenging issues 
currently facing Nigeria. It refers to change of residence 
within or over national boundaries; it can be internal or 
international. However, the focus of this paper is on 
international migration with particular interest on the 
use of illegal routes. The media, in varied forms have 
represented the menace of illegal migration as a way to 
curb further growth and control existing processes. One 
of such measures is Superstory's Itohan, a television 
serial. An analysis of the serial reveals a narrative of 
subtle persuasion that highlights the risks of following 
irregular migration routes while also raising awareness 
about opportunities available to Nigerians. Itohan does 
not only deal with individual immigrant's narratives but 
delves into the rules responsible for their indignities. 
The contending forces of disconnect at the family level 
and societal expectation/pressure which forms the 
discourse of Itohan dictate that curbing migration 
should start at the family level. The paper submits that 
the coercion, intimidation and abuse often faced by 
victims of illegal migration has a way of ensuring the 
individual adapts to vices and adopt same as acceptable 
with the consequence of facing a battle for identity 
while living in self-denial. 
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Introduction
Movement from one place to another is a common phenomenon in human nature. 
Migration, as noted by Akanji (2012), has been a major feature in the history of Africa 
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and the entire globe. Migration is one of the key determining factors in the history of 
how societies came to be. It is one of the factors that bring about change in a society 
and one of the dynamic processes that societies have to put up with. It could bring 
about positive changes as well as negative ones. No matter how short or how long; 
how easy or how difficult, every act of migration involves an origin, a destination, and 
an intervening set of obstacles. Migration is not wholly a negative phenomenon as it 
could also aid human development but when the purpose and strategies adopted are 
with ulterior motive and illegal, its presents a complex trajectory.

Oyeniyi (2013) categorises the causes of migration into social, economic, 
ecological and behavioural factors. Economic and social factors include 
unemployment, forced labour, social and political oppression amongst others. For 
environmental and behavioural factors, cases such as droughts, desertification and 
individual attributes and motivations constitute the causes. According to Barret and 
McCarthy (2008), the above factors act in such a way that push or pull migrants. 
Migrants are often pushed away from an 'origin' because of unfavourable factors 
while being pulled to the 'destination' by favourable factors. The focus of this study is 
on illegal migration and the factors to be considered are those represented in 
Superstory's Itohan - the media narrative which forms the scope of this study.

Itohan: A Call to Action is a television serial that addresses the case of human 
trafficking, slavery, child labour and forced prostitution. The story is presented from 
the point of testimonial about a commercial sex worker who returned from Italy. The 
main focus of the series is on Itohan, a young lady who travelled to Europe through 
illegal routes, with genuine aspiration to be signed on as a footballer in a European 
football club. Her travelling was rather a deceit by a syndicate with intention of 
sexually exploiting her through sex trading while also taking advantage of her 
themselves. Itohan, on realising the deceit braced up and faced her 'career' with 
boldness and determination to make it to the top. When the law finally caught up with 
her and she was returned to Nigeria, she got married to her long-time boyfriend who 
refused to give up on her, but she did not have a happy ending as she was diagnosed of 
lung cancer.

Still in narrating the use of illegal routes to travel to Europe, the menace of the 
journey is also revealed as there are instances were able-bodied men are sold out into 
slavery right before their eyes. Some were killed and their body parts traded. Also, on 
a subtle note, the series reveals the travails of child labour and the consequences. 
Friday, an orphan whose grandfather gave him out to Nene (a supposed philanthropist 
from the 'city') was maltreated and forced into labour by his caregiver. The height of 
the torture saw Friday opting for the streets; exposed to the life of crime. Eventually, 
Friday sold his former caregiver's daughter to a prostitution gang; fortunately, the girl 
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was rescued before she could be defiled. Friday was eventually caught by the police 
over pickpocketing and sent to a rehabilitation centre.

The series among other things gives precedence to the materialistic role of 
some fathers. Itohan's father abandoned his family and to cohabit with another 
woman thereby transferring his duties to his daughter, Itohan This singular act placed . 
the family's responsibility on Itohan pushing her beyond her limit. She was made to , 
believe that she has the responsibility to bring her father back home by being a 
successful bread winner. With this expectation heaped on her, she summoned courage 
to do whatever it takes to see her family together and their needs fulfilled. 

The case study of this work, Itohan is a Wale Adenugu Productions Television 
series, specifically a strand of Nigerian family drama Superstory. Initially it could 
only be assessed through television broadcast as it aired on the following television 
channels: Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) - Thursdays by 8pm; Wap TV 
(DSTV) – Thursdays by 9pm and African Independent Television (AIT) - Thursdays 
by 9pm. But with the gains of new media, the series is available on YouTube through 
its channel – Wap TV. This means that if a viewer misses an episode broadcast on 
television, such can be watched via YouTube.

Migration: Contextual Clarification
According to Iheanacho and Ughaerumba (2015), Migration spans from the history 
that unfolds about the first set of humans on earth. They add that migration has taken 
different patterns such as colonisation, slave trade, urbanisation, industrialisation and 
globalisation. Migration involves the movement of people across a recognised 
political boundary to establish permanent or semi-permanent residence. Accordingly, 
the International Organisation for Migration (2009) defines migration as the 
movement of people from one area of a country (or from one country) to another area 
of the same country (or to another country) for the purpose of establishing a new 
residence. The IOM describes migration as being either internal or international. 
Internal migration involves a change of residence within a country; international 
migration involves a change of residence between two countries.

Tacoli and Okali (2001) explain that international migration is a feature of 
globalisation as the world is interconnected and interdependent on each other. 
Fayomi (2013) asserts that international migration is on the increase due to wide 
spread misconceived benefits and awareness of opportunities in various countries 
through different platforms such as the television, internet among other media forms. 
In Itohan, Madam Imadi was a coordinator for international migration, facilitating 
the trip of young girls (who surrendered knowingly and unknowingly) to Italy for the 
purpose of sex trading and her selfish monetary exploitation. Madam Nene on the 
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other hand concentrated on internal migration; she organised to have unsuspected 
young male and females from her village taken to Lagos with the promise of a better 
life. On getting to Lagos, the trafficked persons are faced with lives of slavery (for the 
males) and life of sex trading (for the females).

Migration has lots of advantages as well as disadvantages. It could introduce a 
broad range of social, cultural, political, and economic results while at the same time 
threaten and cut short the survival of an individual or breed. The narrative of Itohan 
speaks volume about the menace of illegal migration.

The Media and Migration
The relationship between the media and migration has been heightened by the 
emergence of technologically driven content assessment tools which allow all 
manners of contents to be uploaded and viewed via internet enabled devices. The 
proliferation of information that accompanies internet-driven content distribution 
places a call to action by the media. The media play a huge role in information 
transference. Partly propelled by the emergence of the internet as it is now easier for 
media contents to be disseminated and consumed. Traditional media are now taking 
up digital forms to improve on the number of persons reached, enhance interactivity 
and eliminate time segmenting barriers. Itohan is one of such programmes that have 
been digitalised. Apart from being broadcast via Digital Satellite Television (DSTV) 
on three different stations, it is made available via YouTube thus enabling repeated 
watch and access via internet enabled devices at any point in time. 

Available data indicate that internet in Nigeria is on a continuous rise; as at 
December 2017, the statistical portal, Statista indicated that Nigeria tops the chart as 
the country with the highest internet users in Africa (with 98.39 million users), 
followed by Egypt (with 49.23 million users) and Kenya (with 43.33 million users). 
Statistics provided by Statista show that the internet penetration in Nigeria is on a 
steady rise, growing from 30% in 2013 to 32.6% in 2014 and then 34.8%, 37.1%, 
40%, and 43.1% respectively between 2014 and 2018.This figure was projected by 
Statista to grow at the rate of 46.5% by 2019. There is an indication that the virtual 
space is an interest arousing outlet for the Nigerian populace and by taking advantage 
of this, media houses can get wider viewership. Above all, this establishes a defined 
relationship and an outlet for media contents to be disseminated. Thus, the media pose 
as the best bet in passing on sensitive information that could help prevent people 
falling into the menace associated with illegal migration.

Often, when the media deals with migration narratives, they appear 
personalised and laden with emotions. According to Triandafyllidou (2017), “such 
stories can interest a wider public (stories that show the 'human' and 'everyday' aspect 
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of migration such as families reunited, children excelling in school, people fleeing 
conflict and losing their spouse, parent or sibling in the process, or of course also 
stories of trafficking and prostitution)” (p.3). Such stories in some cases include 
stereotypical representations of the migrant in general and women migrants in 
particular. They tend to conform to what Hennebry, Celis-Parra & Daley (2017) 
describe as “the three stereotypical representations of the migrant as victim, hero or 
threat” (p.7). While such representations can be positive they tend to highlight the 
personal (and highly gendered) dimension at the expense of the structural factors 
behind migrant integration and participation in the destination country and the real 
issues they face. They tend to act against the normalisation of migration and its 
mainstreaming in terms of welfare, employment or general political participation 
issues.

Triandafyllidou (2017) notes that “media outlets do not cover immigration as 
a topic continuously; they tend to flood the media space with instant coverage when 
something dramatic happens and quickly drop the subject at 'normal' times, thus 
prompting the public to think of immigration in the 'problem/conflict/difficulty' 
framework” (p.30). By this, the media tend to portray migrants through a negative 
lens and mostly as a homogenous group rather than as individuals. Migration is not all 
together a negative thing but the utilisation of unhealthy means and adoption of 
dubious and illegal processes to carry out the activities of migration endues the 
concept in the negative light. The media have a sensitive role to play in constantly 
bringing to bear the travails and issues that are aligned with illegal migration. The rate 
of information processing and dissemination is gaining tremendous speed every 
minute; technology is flooding all spaces with countless layers of information thus 
constant portrayal and treatment of sensitive issues is expected of the media. The 
media ought to carry this out with broad and sustained objectives that treat the subject 
of concern thoroughly.

The Push-Pull Theory in the Nigerian Situation
The theory of push and pull factors of migration make a synthesis of conditions that 
exist in the two worlds (origin and destination). The push and pull factors are the faces 
of the same coin, showing how living conditions, human rights, society and many 
other parts of the mosaic can influence common lives. Exploration of the push and 
pull factors of migration as they influence illegal migration in Nigeria is of great 
importance, not just to the government and regulating authorities but also to 
individuals. As Itohan reveals, most times, decision to embark on such trips are based 
on family demand, societal pressure, perception and expectation. Though the 
government has the responsibility of creating enabling environment for development 
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of the youth, where they can put their passion to fruitful use; families need to play 
their parts too.

Everett Lee's Model of the Push and Pull factors of Migration
Source: Everett Lee, 1966

In the model above, the first circle represents the area of origin while the 
second circle represents the area of destination. The sign '+' represents the forces that 
attract people to the place (pull factors); the '-'sign represents the forces that push 
people from the area while the 'o' sign represents the indifference of the people 
towards migration. In between these factors are the intervening obstacles. 

According to Lee, the factors in the act of migration may be summarised under 
four headings:

1. Factors associated with the area of origin (push factors; represented by the '-' 
sign)

2. Factors associated with the area of destination (pull factors; represented by the 
'+' signs)

3. Intervening obstacles (in between the push and pull factors)
4. Personal factors (represented by the 'o' sign)

Lee explains that every place possesses sets of positive and negative factors. 
The positive factors are those factors that either hold people within an area or attract 
people from other areas while the negative factors repel people from a given area. In 
addition to these, there are factors which remain neutral and which some people take 
as essentially indifferent. The intervening obstacles could be distance and 
transportation means which might increase or decrease migrants' selectivity of the 
area of destination. Personal factors hinge more on individual's perception of the pull 
and push factors; the decision to migrate from the place of origin to the destination 
depends on this. Personal factors include age, sex, race and education.

The push factors in Itohan were diverse; for Itohan, the factors included 
poverty, lack of opportunity to unleash her passion and family pressure In the case of . 
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Onome and some of the other trafficked persons, poverty played a significant role; 
lack of employment opportunity, family hostility and alienation were the other 
determining factors. The pull factors were represented by the perceived employment 
opportunity in Europe, the highly rated value of currency exchange (in relation to the 
Naira) and tales of Europe being a 'paradise'. These perceptions were represented by 
their eagerness to get to Europe and do any kind of job no matter how menial it could 
be. Lack of employment opportunity prominently stood out as a factor that led many 
people into forced labour, slavery, prostitution and dead traps. The intervening factors 
were represented by the routes of getting to Europe; the obstacles encountered; the 
tragic events and the travails of survivals through immoral acts. On the other hand, the 
personal factors were age and sex. Ejiro facilitated her sister's (Onome) trip to Europe 
for prostitution because of the age factor which could not permit Ejiro to be 
considered for the trip; Onome's age was considered more appropriate for the 
profession. Generally, the sex trading gang were only interested in females; so the sex 
type determined their victims while the human part gang went for both sexes but top 
preference for the male. 

In summary, lack of sustainable means of livelihood pushed Itohan to seek for 
greener pasture; the perceived availability of platforms to excel in Europe pulled 
Itohan to make Europe her destination. The prospective of sustained livelihood also 
acted as a pull factor that encouraged parents and guidance to give their children and 
wards to Nene to take to the city for enhanced living condition.  

The Case of Itohan:
Jacomella (2010) explains that Europe, and more specifically Italy, is currently one of 
the main gates as well as a final destination of massive flow of illegal migrants. The 
case of illegal migration and human trafficking involves the moving of human beings 
from an origin to a destination, redefining their way of life, daily routine and 
ultimately culture in a deep and most times irreversible way. Migration (be it forced or 
chosen, for economic or personal reasons, as a result of ideological, religious, 
political persecution or as the much awaited-for outcome of a long-time pursued 
dream) is a driving and compelling force that contributes to shape societies, thus 
creating its own narrative. One of such narrative is Superstory's Itohan.

The case of Itohan affirms Udenta and Nwosuji's (2015) standpoint that:
People migrate when they are both pushed by lack of 
opportunities at home and pulled by the hope of 
economic gains elsewhere. Thus, the hope that 
migration will help associate migrants more closely with 
available economic opportunities elsewhere is a major 
incentive for migration. Arguably, migration is 
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necessarily a part of a family strategy to raise income, 
obtain new funds for investment, and insure against 
risks. It is not surprising therefore that thousands of 
African workers with relevant skills endowments leave 
their home country yearly to pursue better economic 
prospects within or outside Africa (p.99).

In Itohan, there is an underlying theme of poverty. The orientation showcased 
is that in the face of poverty, people who have nothing or are struggling for basic 
human needs will willingly accept the offer of being a slave (in whatever form) in a 
developed country/city than remain where they are. At this point, such persons do not 
think of how the chosen options could advance the cause of their society. It is on this 
note that Ilo (2006) adviced: “Africans need to develop a think-home philosophy and 
a sense of responsibility and contentment. The African problem is not one that will be 
solved through 'flight from' Africa but rather through 'engagement in and with' Africa” 
(p. 135).

The Itohan series highlights that increased attention has been given to 
international migration through illegal routes while there has been little concern for 
internal migration; whereas internal migration (as revealed in Itohan) contributes 
significantly to ills in the society. Internal migration could push a victim to embrace 
the life of crime, even as it could create a bridge for international migration. 
Campaigns are put in place, international trips made to rescue victims but victims 
within the country are not reached out. The unbearable torture that came with internal 
migration caused Friday to turn to crime. This was coupled with the weak reporting 
system which most times do not provide the needed anonymity to effect reports. The 
case of Friday shows that child labour goes a long way in promoting crime in the 
society. Itohan further reveals the numerous threats and lapses in the Nigerian system 
that cause silence to prevail; the shenanigans that threaten an end to life are not also 
left out as they are used to threaten the trafficked girls from exposing the syndicate. 
The danger such trafficked persons are exposed to make them develop violence skills 
for survival especially where prostitution becomes the only life they know and accept. 
In the cause of travelling to their destination, the syndicates institute an abusive 
regime for the victims; making them vulnerable to prostitution. The act of being 
separated from home and reduced to penury by displacement and destruction of 
conscience through harmful drug intake makes them more willing to fall victims.

The opportunities in Nigeria as highlighted by Itohan, focus more on the 
rehabilitation processes for returnees; whereas, for a more sustained fight, preventive 
measures should be taken to curb the menace. Harnessing available resources to 
address the reasons why young vibrant Nigerians leave the shores of Nigeria can help 
curb a lot of things. As portrayed by Itohan, most persons are faced with the challenge 
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of unemployment. Thus, more focus should be given on making developmental 
platforms more accessible to the citizenry. If such trainings as those mapped out for 
returnees are available for young unengaged persons, it could take their minds off the 
wandering adventure. The bleak opportunity some of them face at home lends them 
the strength to move on with the trip of torture, offering all they have as a gateway to 
supposed 'paradise'

The Itohan series outlined the factors that encouraged migration as follows:
1. Enhancement of Living Condition (both for the migrants and their 

families): Itohan wanted a better life for herself, an opportunity to put her passion 
into good use and also fend for her family. The objectified status accorded Itohan 
gave her the strength to use her sexuality to better her life and that of her family. 
Even when her mother knew she was trading her body for money, she urged her to 
go on, reminding her of the huge financial burden she ought to carry. Onome was 
urged by her elder sister to make the trip to Italy all for economic gain. Onome, 
seeing the financial gains in sex trading aimed to make it to the peak and operate 
her own circle.

2. Social Inequality: Itohan felt the society had no place for someone of her 
social stance hence her eagerness to travel out to a society with preferably social 
equality exists.

3. Gender Discrimination: Itohan was discriminated against, though she held 
no objection. Her male siblings were urged to go to school and acquire all the 
education they could get while she was expected to start supporting the family just 
after completing secondary school education. Her brother, Idemudia raised 
objection about being forced to go to school whereas Itohan is not also asked to 
continue school. He said: “Mama, I don't want to continue school… there are so 
many graduates outside with no job roaming the streets with certificates… even 
Itohan is no more schooling” his mother snapped at him saying: “Itohan is a girl, 
she will get married one day and be under a man. You are the first son, the pride of 
the family”. This defines the placement of the female child in certain family 
settings - regarding the woman as an object whose only concrete achievement 
should be fending for her family and being under a man. This discriminatory act 
propelled Itohan to strive for success at all cost so she can see her mother happy 
and her father return back home. Another victim of gender discrimination is 
Uduak; she was rebuked and handed over to Madam Nene to be taken to the 'city' 
because she stood up to the sexual harassment of a boy.

4. Lack of Employment Opportunity: Idemudia's utterances as quoted above 
reflect the bleak future some Nigerian youths are facing. Idemudia painted a 
picture were there are no job opportunities even for the educated. It is possible that 
if Itohan had been gainfully employed she would not have considered taking the 
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high risk of illegal migration. Confessions by some of the trafficked girls reveal 
their reasons for travelling to be lack of employment opportunity thus pushing 
them out in search of greener pasture.

5. Globalisation: Globalisation permits wider processes of transformation thus 
forging huge waves of migration and its mutated form – trafficking in human 
beings. In Itohan, there were victims of human trafficking who fall prey to human 
parts dealers; they were lured into making the trip because of the perceived 
information that the grass is greener in the west. In the case of Itohan, she was 
convinced by the information that football strives in Europe; Onome had gotten 
information that sex trading is very lucrative in Italy. All these are pointers that 
globalisation has indeed changed the way people see the world. Cameron and 
Newman (2008) note that “as people become more aware of living standards and 
life styles in other parts of the world, their understanding of their relative 'poverty' 
increases and their expectations change. This motivates people to migrate to 
secure greater income” (p.26).

Another issue unveiled by Itohan is the sexual preference trait that is prevalent 
in some Nigerian homes, this helps develop in females, the mind-set of dependency 
instead of striving for self-development. Thus, in a subtle way the film calls for 
women to strive for financial independence instead of relying wholly on marriage and 
men for sustainability. Itohan's mother was totally relying on her husband for 
economic survival thus when the man abandoned his family she turned her hope on 
Itohan (as a female) to cater for the well-being of the entire family. Even when 
Itohanshared the reality of her Europe trip with her mother, she was urged to place the 
needs of the family first. Sammy, in a way also tried to emphasis the dependent nature 
women are expected to live by when he stressed that Itohan need not worry about 
fulfilling her dream of playing football as he is going to get married to her and she will 
have nothing to worry about. Thus, this poses a question: is marriage the only thing a 
woman lives for? Is it supposed to be a substitute for self-development?

Conclusion
How migration narratives are handled by the media matters for some reason. First, 
although the chain of causality and the distinctions between causes and consequence 
is complex, there is a general acceptance that the media can influence and be 
influenced. Thus, media narratives on the subject matter may be a barometer for 
public attitudes towards migration and in turn shape the attitudes. Second, media 
narratives could likely influence the perceptions of migrants themselves in society 
(instances include how they perceive migrants to be widely accepted or excluded, to 
be fairly represented, or to be scapegoated). Third, it is possible, given global access to 
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much media, that media coverage may also influence the decision-making of 
migrants considering whether to move to particular destination countries or not.

It is the submission of this paper that a peaceful and healthy society emanates 
from having a healthy family, enlightenment also plays a key role. The Itohan 
television series reveals that curbing illegal migration should not start and end with 
conducting rescue missions for trafficked persons and carrying out 
rehabilitation/integration programmes. Such are curative measures; a more sustained 
effort could be tackling the causes thus taking a preventive measure to curb illegal 
migration. With the ever-increasing number of illegal migration, it is obvious that as 
many are rescued, a lot more are willing to take the risk of embarking on such trips, 
probably with the assumption that the gains outweigh the disadvantages. Also, it is in 
human nature to embrace every form of assistance especially when faced with life 
threatening experiences or when faced with a life of immense struggle where the basic 
needs of life cannot be met. Even when regrets about leaving home sets in, the fear of 
not living up to the promised dream compel some persons to continue on the journey 
of death. 

Also, Itohan reveals that the psychological trauma of being exposed to ills 
compels the victim, with time, to naturalise evil as an acceptable behaviour. And more 
often than not trafficked victims die before they reach their desired destination, while 
some others pass through the process with lifelong scars. Examples from the Itohan 
series include the case of Itohan who was diagnosed of lung cancer; Feke tested 
positive to HIV; Onome had her mind perpetually tuned to sex trading, even as she 
claimed she no longer had blood flowing through her vein as she is dead to any kind of 
feeling and all she wants is to get to the peak of the sexual exploitation business. To 
heighten this, when Onome was brought back into Nigeria by officials of the National 
Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP); made to go through a 
rehabilitation programme; she still wanted to go back to Italy, according to her that is 
the only kind of life she is billed for. Another case is that of Bukola, who was 
completely broke as her family had squandered all the money she had been sending 
home. Some other surviving persons became drug addicts with very strong 
withdrawal symptoms, while there were some who lost their lives in transit.
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