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Preface

by Zbigniew Formella*

This present work deals with a theme linked to human frailty. On the one 
hand, it is very individualistic and for this reason not easy to study and elab
orate in the light of  the theories of  reference. On the other hand also im
mersed in the culture of  origin, which is strongly present in human behav
ior. In the study of  child abuse and young people, located in a concrete human, 
social, cultural and historical reality, that is, that of  the Igbo families in Nige
ria, the problems to be faced are manifold. In this volume, the author deals 
with several of  these issues of  child abuse.

On one side, you can find well–prepared answers on a theoretical and 
conceptual level, dealing with the topic addressed. On the other hand, the 
problem is connected in a concrete socio–cultural situation, which often 
does not fully correspond with the theoretical concepts elaborated, because 
they have often been elaborated and tested in another “cultural and social 
reading” of  the problem studied. If  it is true that human problems have a 
rather universal dimension, at the same time it is also true that they have 
some of  their own local characteristics. 

The author of  the book is well prepared to be able to face these difficul
ties, in an objective way. He is from Nigeria precisely from the Igbo ethnic 
group. This means that he knows his own culture in which he has lived for 
many years. He studied for several years in Europe and was able to deepen, 
not only from a theoretical point of  view, the “Western” concepts that he 
uses for the interpretation of  the subject studied (such as, for example, Urie 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model). As a matter of  fact this argument 

*  Salesian Pontifical University.
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concerning child abuse has a universal dimension, meaning that it is pres
ent in all parts of  the world, albeit in its different ways and intensities. It is 
also true that referring to a theoretical approach, to address a topic, one 
must always “read” it in a concrete culture. The author did it both subjec
tively (making himself  part of  the studied culture) and objectively (being 
accompanied by Western scholars in both his theoretical and experimental 
research). This “double” reading of  the topic allows the reader to underline 
both the universality of  the study that is presented with this book, and the 
“local” in–depth analysis of  the topic addressed.

The book is divided into two parts. In the first part, the theoretical back
ground of  reference is developed. It describes the historical–conceptual and 
cultural context of  the Igbo ethnic group in Nigeria and the concept of  child 
abuse, in fact, both in reference to the general approach of  this concept 
and to the culture of  the Igbo families, which happens to be the terrain of  
the experimental study. The text presents some ideas directly related to the 
concept of  child abuse (risk factors and possible causes of  abuse). We try 
to compare the topic studied with the theoretical approach of  reference, 
that is, the bioecological theory of  Urie Bronfenbrenner, who dedicated a 
lot of  space to both the child, his family and his culture. There are also 
comparisons, on a theoretical level, with the contributions of  some other 
authors, who have tried to make some contributions with respect to the 
concept of  child abuse (Albert Bandura with Social learning theory; Murray 
Bowen and Family system theory). From a careful reading of  this book, it 
is clear that Urie Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory allows us to view 
the problem connected to abuse in the most complex perspective, trying to 
make personal factors coincide with environmental ones. It is precisely in 
the light of  this theory that the author describes the main characteristics of  
the abused child.

The individual abuse always takes place in some community that is made 
up of  people. For this reason, in the theoretical part of  the book, before 
moving on to the presentation of  an interesting and original experimen
tal study, the three concepts are presented together, which complement 
each other in their daily application: culture, perception and parental style. 
Trying to read these concepts in the light of  bioecological theory, in the 
field of  families in Igboland, we try to better understand “the causes” of  
the birth and existence of  child abuse. It seems very interesting to note the 
statement that emerges from the descriptions reported: Igbo families love 
their children, welcome them with joy and hope, but then the same families 
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can become the suffering ground for the children themselves. It would be 
very interesting to deepen this ambiguous reality (at least from the point 
of  view of  a Westerner like me). The author of  this work believes that par
tially those “responsible” for this could be parents based on the parenting 
style they used in raising their children. Personally, I find it interesting to 
put together the perception with the parental style, looking for answers for 
the future training suggestion aimed at adults in the preventive direction of  
child abuse.

The second part of  the book dwells on the research carried out in Nigeria, 
among the Igbo families. The careful reading of  this part of  the book, sug
gests in particular, the comparison between the results obtained through the 
research tools and the theoretical approach of  reference. This permits the 
author to offer some educational and social suggestions, aimed at the par
ents, teachers and the authorities of  the country and society. It is proposed to 
review and integrate, with some proposals made by the author of  the book 
which emerges from the research, the possible training interventions in the 
micro — and macro — social dimension. The issue of  child abuse should be 
dealt with simultaneously on all levels: family, social life, government and, in 
particular the educational one (from schools to the media). Surely there is a 
need to develop effective strategies that include cultural and family dimen
sion in the issue addressed. The author rightly points out that it does not 
seem useful to “copy” things that already exist in other cultures, because they 
do not guarantee long–term effectiveness. The request for psycho–educa
tional training also becomes urgent and at the same time it seems important 
to read ideas both in the clinical intervention, but even more so, the role of  
the psychologist which serves as a preventive measure.

Personally, I consider the correlations between the type of  parental style, 
one’s culture and the personal perception of  the problem studied to be par
ticularly original and interesting. From my point of  view, this book presents 
very good opportunities to disseminate, make known and apply in the pas
toral and social practice of  the church and society, not only the Nigerian 
one, but the complicated and often “hidden” problem of  child abuse.

I highly recommend this book to all those who work daily with children 
and young people, to those who hold different social roles, and, moreover, 
they can contribute to reducing this problem by supporting any preventive 
measures in this regard.

London, 07 August 2020
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Introduction

The focal point of  this book is on child abuse in Igboland of  Nigeria; how 
culture influences parenting style, the perception of  Igbo parents of  child 
abuse and the best ways to prevent this ugly phenomenon. Child abuse 
and neglect is a global problem but it is an issue of  serious concern in 
Igboland of  Nigeria. As a matter of  fact, we can define it as a catastrophic 
and calamitous societal problem. Indeed, it is a serious and devastating 
problem in Igboland of  Nigeria. It is a major problem challenging the 
child’s educational, developmental and mental health issues. The differ
ent types of  child abuse constitute social injustice and abuse of  children’s 
rights that cut across cultures and different socio–economic backgrounds 
(Sossou & Yogtiba, 2009, 3).

On the one hand, this book cannot deny the fact that Igbo parents are 
noted for their love for children. This is seen in the names they give their 
children. For example, parents give their children names like ‘Nwaka–aku’ 
or ‘Nwakego’ meaning a child out–values all money, all wealth and ‘Nwa
bu–uwa’ meaning a child is all the world to me (Ugochukwu, 2010, 67). 
On the other hand, Even though Igbo parents love their children, they 
discipline them. They discipline them to straighten them out. Equally, in 
the schools children are disciplined by their teachers. Usually, the teach
ers discipline the students by flogging them. “Sometimes, students are 
whipped on their bodies, backs, buttocks, heads or hands depending on 
which teacher is giving the punishment and also on how angry the teach
er was. Other forms of  discipline included kneeling on the floor on one’s 
bare knees, mowing grass with a special grass–cutting machete, sweeping 
the school yard and many other forms of  discipline” (Obi, 2010, 7).
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The Igbo parents believe in this famous proverb, ‘spare the rod spoil the 
child’. This proverb means “if  a person is not punished for doing wrong, 
more often than not, that person ends up spoiled” (Beriña, 2010, 16). 
However, some parents and teachers go to the extreme and put the child 
in harmful situations. One can notice that the child is abused physically 
because it is visible. The same applies to sexual abuse, child labour and 
child neglect. However, when it comes to emotional/psychological abuse, 
the opposite is the case. One cannot visibly see it on the body of  the child 
but it leaves deep and lasting scars. In fact, emotional/psychological abuse 
is experienced as an indirect consequence of  all types of  abuse on a child 
regardless of  the abuser’s intent. It is present in 100 percent of  all abuse 
types. It is a psychologically or emotionally scarring, trauma, or baggage 
that is left after other signs of  abuse have gone or ended. It is cumulative, 
meaning that as the child is abused, emotional/psychological abuse is ex
perienced and thus it accumulates, sometimes exponentially. Sometimes, 
the perpetrator targets another type of  abuse but emotional and psy
chological abuse happens to be the consequence of  other types of  abuse 
(Daly & Wright, 2017, 137).

Despite the efforts of  some various researchers from southeastern 
Nigeria, different groups and organisations, the problem still persists in 
Igboland of  Nigeria. Hence, one wonders if  the average Igbo man and 
woman understand the gravity of  the problem or rather, could it mean 
that there are critical and crucial factors that need to be addressed for 
the people to understand? Again, would the enlightened Igbo man and 
woman abandon the fight since it seems to be persistent in the society? 
We will attempt to answer these questions in the various chapters of  this 
book. On the other hand, if  we do not fight this ugly occurrence it would 
become prevalent both in the society and in the family. 
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Chapter I

The Igbo People of  Nigeria 
 and the Concept of  Child Abuse

Introduction

In Nigeria, there are three hundred and seventy–one tribes. However, 
there are three major tribes and they include the following; Igbo, Hausa 
and Yoruba. Igbo people are one of  the major ethnic groups in Nigeria. 
«The Igbo are the third largest ethnic group (after the Hausa and the Yoru
ba) in Nigeria» (Chuku, 2005, 5). By heritage and study, the writer believes 
that the Igbo culture is homogenous in nature. In fact, the Igbo people 
are blessed with a rich and prosperous cultural tradition. They speak 
one common central language and numerous dialects. In reality, having 
knowledge of  the Igbo culture and language helps one in understanding 
their way of  life, philosophy of  life and worldview of  a child. «Igbo culture 
shows rich cultural heritage» (Amadi & Agena, 2015, 16).

In Igbo culture, children are cherished and they occupy a central posi
tion in the life of  Igbo families. The importance of  a child is seen in the 
traditional names that parents give their children. The Igbos love children 
so much and «give them names such as Nwakego (a child is superior to 
money) and Nwabugwu (a child is honour)» (Nwachukwu–Udaku, 2011, 
115). It is interesting to note that «parents who had waited a long time 
to be blessed with a child would often name that child Ifeyinwa (there is 
nothing like a child). The names Ozoemena (let death not happen again) 
and Onwubiko (let death forgive or, more directly, death, please!) were giv
en to a child born after the death of  the previous child. The wisdom that 
each name evoked called on all that was good to intercede on life’s part» 
(Achebe, 2011, 36).
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The unconditional love that the Igbos have for the children is expressed 
in the way they discipline their children. The parents, elders, and caregiv
ers are always on the watch out to see that the child does not learn bad 
habits which are against the family and Igbo cultural norms. In fact, they 
discipline their children because they want them to learn positive values, 
and be successful in life. The word discipline used here is different from 
that of  punishment. Thus, we support the idea of  Maxine Marsolini, who 
is a life Coach and author of  so many books in saying that «to discipline 
also means to guide, instruct, train, prepare, indoctrinate, develop, mod
erate, and restrain. It implies a state of  orderliness, habit, regimen, and 
adherence to certain rules, as opposed to the chaos, confusion, and disor
derliness of  the undisciplined» (2000, 112).

It is unfortunate that sometimes, parents, caregivers and adults while 
taking care of  these children exceed the boundaries of  disciple and enter 
into the territory of  abuse. This is to say that there is a difference between 
discipline and abuse. «Discipline aims at encouraging moral, physical, and 
intellectual development and a sense of  responsibility. Abuse, by contrast, is 
really not about the child. It is a way for parents or other caregivers to satisfy 
their own needs or express their feelings» (Haley et al., 2010, 52). This gives 
us the reason why at times in Igboland, we hear of  parents beating their chil
dren with brooms and wires all in an attempt to discipline the child without 
considering the act as an abuse. Indeed, many Igbo children in Nigeria and 
in particular reference to Igboland suffer a number of  abuses.

It is interesting to note that these children are abused when they are 
very young and as such they do not know where to run to and where to 
seek help especially when their parents and elder siblings are the perpe
trators. Hence, they are like fishes in a net. In fact, they are trapped and 
unfortunately silence becomes their second form of  communication. In 
a nutshell, abused children often hide or deny sadness, pain, hunger, fa
tigue, anger (Yehuda, 2016, 110).

In the past fifty years, the issue of  child abuse was not a topic of  discus
sion in Igboland but today it is a different ball game. Public awareness has 
increased tremendously and people are becoming aware of  the meaning 
of  child abuse and neglect. The possible key factor is mass media and it is 
achieved through the means of  television, radio, newspaper. Again, today 
social networking contributes to public awareness of  child abuse. Evidently, 
«the mass media focus attention on certain issues, with the result that peo
ple begin to consider issues as important» (Plessis, 2000, 48). Notwithstand
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ing the increasing awareness, many people in Nigeria especially in Igboland 
are yet to know and understand this compounded problems. 

Before explaining the meaning and cause of  child abuse, it is be im
portant to know the country and tribe of  our concern which is Nigeria. 
Knowing where it is located, its diverse geography, multi ethnic groups 
within it, culture milieu, languages, daily life, social customs etc. These 
factors will help us to understand better our topic of  discussion.

1.1. Geographical Context of Nigeria

Describing the geographical context of  Nigeria makes the citizen and 
non–citizen of  the country to learn and understand the history of  the 
country, as well as other vital information like culture, social and environ
mental context, etc. 

The Federal Republic of  Nigeria is located between the tropics of  Cancer Capri
corn, on the Gulf  of  Guinea on the west coast of  tropical Africa. It lies between 
latitude 4° and 14°N of  the Equator and longitude 3°E and 14°E of  the Green
wich meridian. It is part of  West Africa, though borders Central Africa on its fron
tier with Cameroon to the southeast. Nigeria’s total land area covers 923,768km 
and its one–and–a–half  times the size of  France, or one–third larger than the US 
state of  Texas. It is five times larger than Ghana, 13 times as large as Sierra Leone 
and occupies one–seventh of  west. It is bordered by an 853km stretch of  Atlantic 
Ocean coastline to the south, a 1,690km border with Cameroon to the east, a 
1,690km border with Cameroon to the east, a 773km border with Benin to the 
west, a 1,497km border with Niger to the north, and has a small 87km border 
region across Lake Chad, which it shares with Chad in the extreme north–east
ern corner of  which it shares with Chad in the extreme north eastern corner of  
the country. Nigeria is roughly 1,600km from north to south and 1,100km wide. 
(Williams & Shenley, 2012, 3)

Nigeria has two major seasons in a year. They are dry and rainy season. 
The dry season normally start from November and ends in March. This 
period is known as harmattan1. The rainy season generally starts from 

1. The harmattan is a dry wind that blows from the Sahara Desert. It brings to the country 
dust and particles of  sand. The dust filled air during this time can be irritating and uncomfortable 
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April and ends in October. This is the period when the road is flooded 
with water and movements are restricted. When it is too much, it hinders 
trips and travel. Generally with regards to Nigeria’s climate, all year round 
the temperature is usually warm. Talking about soil which provides sup
port for human activities. «Nigerian soils can be classified into groups 
made up of  four (climate) zones that are soil associations. The groups 
are (1) Northern zone of  sandy soils, (2) Interior zone of  laterite soils, (3) 
Southern belt of  forest soils, (4) zone of  alluvial soil» (Behnassi, Shahid, & 
Mintz–Habib, 2014, 33).

The water sources in Nigeria are of  paramount importance when dis
cussing the geographical context. The country has a numbers of  lakes, 
streams, wetlands etc. The interesting part of  it is that River Niger2 which 
is a famous river in Nigeria is located in Igbo land. There are other things 
that can be discussed under this topic, but we can narrow them down to 
the different ethnic groups. This will helps us to have specific information 
about the ethnic group, tribe and above all, viewing the unity in diversity 
in Nigeria. 

1.2. Multi Ethnic Groups in Nigeria

In Nigeria, there are many ethnic groups with diverse ideologies, culture, 
religion, tradition, languages etc. As a point of  clarification, we need to 
understand the meaning of  ethnic group. «Ethnic groups are groups with 
ascribed membership, usually but not always based on claims or myths 
of  common history, ancestry, language, race, religion, culture and terri
tory. While not all of  these variables need to be present before a group 
is so defined, it is important that such a group is classified or categorised 

and appears as a dense fog. The harmattan is more common in the north but affects the entire 
country except for a narrow strip along the southwest coast. The harmattan dust covers almost 
everything and when it gets into someone’s eye it irritates and at times leads to one having an eye 
problem (Williams & Shenley, 2012, 53).

2. The Niger River is 2,600 miles (4,200 kilometres) long. The Niger River is one of  the 
highest rivers in the world. It flows through many neighbouring countries of  Guinea, Mali, Niger, 
and Benin before reaching Nigeria. The Niger River flows through over flat land, so it moves very 
slowly. During the rainy season, however, rain falls quickly and heavily. The river often floods, 
washing out bridges and uprooting trees. The trees then float down the rushing river, crashing into 
buildings at the river’s edge and causing terrible damage (Rosenberg, 2011, 6).
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as having a common identity that distinguishes it from others» (Edewor, 
Aluko & Folarin, 2014, 70).

One important factor about an ethnic group is that it varies in size and 
patterns of  behaviour. This is evident in the case of  Nigeria because she 
is a multi–ethnic society but is dominated by three major ethnic groups, 
namely Hausa in the north, the Igbo in the southeast, and the Yoruba in 
the southwest. Each group will be explained separately for a better under
standing of  their self–identification. This will equally help us to see the 
cultural diversity between them.

1.2.1. Hausa Group

The Hausa is an ethnic group in Nigeria that is concentrated in northern 
Nigeria. They are the highest ethnic group in Nigeria. Majority of  the 
Hausa people are Muslims. Their religion plays a vital role in their lives. 
Their prayer life, pilgrimage to Mecca, and love for the Koran is conspic
uous. Hausa «has come to be almost synonymous with Islam, this devel
opment appears to be a seventeenth or eighteenth development. Certain 
Hausa groups, identified today as Maguzawa, or non–Islamic, testify to 
the fact that the Hausa were not always Muslim and that not all Hausa 
eventually converted to Islam» (Fyle, 1999, 73).

«By law, a Muslim man can marry up to four wives. Although Hausa 
men can have this many wives, economic realities frequently limit the ac
tual number of  wives a man will take. The wives are ranked in order of  
their marriage with the man. Hausa society is patriarchal in nature, mean
ing that one’s descent is traced through the man’s family and name» (Phil
lips & Gritzner, 2004, 71). This gives us a true picture of  Hausa family. A 
large family with many children comprising of  fifteen to twenty siblings. 
In this type of  home, divorce will be common, child abuse and the right 
of  women are likely not to be respected. 

Again, within this group most women are withdrawn from the world. 
They stay at home all day and are permitted to leave the house just for 
important occasions or for medical treatment. Even when they go out, 
they are expected to go with their children and wear veils. In a nutshell, 
«Hausa custom, purdah3 demand that women remain in seclusion when 

3. In the strictest sense purdah involves keeping women confined within the four walls of  the 
home and veiling them when they leave the home. In a wider context, purdah refers to women’s 
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they marry and are heavily veiled when outside the home. Women are 
married very young and polygamy is common» (Boyle & Sheen, 2013, 57).

Hausa is also the name of  the language of  the people. «Hausa is a ma
jor language, spoken as a mother tongue by more than 30 million peo
ple in northern Nigeria, in addition to diaspora communities of  traders» 
(Ozo–Mekuri, 2016, 102). This helps them in their interaction with their 
neighbours and in the family. Generally, families in the rural area engage 
in trade and farming while those in the urban area are into other types 
of  businesses. Hausa land is well known for agriculture. They grow rice, 
corn, tomatoes, raise livestock, and are very good when it comes to craft 
work.

1.2.2. Yoruba Group

The Yoruba ethnic group is located in the south western region of  Nige
ria. It is considered as the second largest ethnic group after Hausa group. 

The majority of  the Yoruba people, over 25 million, live in the south–western 
part of  modern Nigeria, where they form the second largest ethnic group and 
represent 18 percent of  that country’s population. A substantial number of  the 
Yoruba people also live in the south–eastern part of  the Republic of  Benin and the 
north eastern part of  Togo. In Nigeria, Benin and Togo originally formed what 
was known as the Yoruba Empire, before the Europeans colonised Africa and 
partitioned the continent. Some Yoruba population is also found in other parts of  
West Africa such as Sierra Leone, Ghana, Liberia. As a result of  transatlantic slave 
trade, many Yoruba descendants exit in Brazil, Cuba, Trinidad, Tobago, and other 
parts of  the Caribbean Islands. (Skutsch, 2013, 1322)

It is evident from the quotation above that some Yorubas are living in 
other part of  the world because of  the result of  colonisation. The Yoruba 
slaves that settled in the above countries sustained their culture even up 
till today. The Yoruba people are organised very well when it comes to 
the traditional settings. Though some live in the urban areas while others 
live in villages and towns. The leader of  the town is the Oba (King). An 
Oba is not just an ordinary king. In Yoruba land an Oba is regarded as a 

modesty and restrictions on their interactions with males who do not fall within the specified 
categories of  those with whom contact is permitted by the religion (Rohrlich–Leavitt, 2011, 5).


