
FAMILY VIOLENCE: THE HIDDEN EPIDEMIC 

Dr. (Mrs.) B.O.J. Omatseye 

Abstract 
Socialization for the child actually begins in the home. Indeed, the early 
experiences obtained in the family and neighborhood tend to leave an 
enduring impression in the child. It is also known that differences in 
measured intelligence are at least partly generated by such factors as the 
family, environment, and early exposure to appropriate cognitive arid 
affective stimuli. Indeed, the home is expected to imbibe in the child right 
attitudes and values that turn out to be basic principles that help to guide his 
thought and actions. Importantly too, the idea of a home for the child 
should be one where parents affect their children, and the marital 
relationship affects positively, the parenting of children. Indeed, thrust in 
this article is that the quality of marriage, especially the husband-wife 
relationship can have its effects on the parent-child relation. This in turn can 
have an effect on the emotional life and intellectual ability of the child. Simply 
put an unstable family with frequent squabbles and domestic violence can 
truly be termed a 'hidden epidemic'. This could have serious implications for 
the child. 

Introduction 
Taju has had the most uneventful day in school. His class teacher scolded him for sleeping all 

through the first lesson. (If only the teacher knew how much the night fights kept him up, till the wee 
hours of the morning). As if that was not enough, two-subject teachers punished him for not 
completing his assignments. His younger sister Ama had similar stories to tell. Her class teacher 
could not understand why she is so withdrawn and would not join her classmates on the play-ground 
even at break time? Moreover, her teacher has not been too pleased with her academic performance. 

This is quite a pitiful scenario and not unfamiliar in our today's society. As Taju and Ama went 
dome that afternoon all they discussed was the untold hurt their parents' fight has unleashed on them. 
They have been reduced to unhappy and withdrawn children, who even in that state must maintain 
standards in their academics. Without gainsaying, these children are going through emotional 
trauma that could also have a devastating effect on their cognitive development. Taju and Ama are not 
children of divorced parents or from a broken home. They live in a supposedly regular home. A nuclear 
home with a husband (father), wife (mother) and children. This kind of home is expected to be the ideal 
and quite conducive for the child, but in tin's case it is not, it is indeed a house beseeched with domestic 
violence. Most evenings the children expect to come home to peace and love only to meet warring 
parents engrossed in their own selfish arguments and perpetually at each other's throat. They eventually 
argue over everything. Neighbors gossip about them and see them as a social menace, No neighbor 
conies any longer, it has become one too many. Their mother is forever with a black-eye, while their 
father seeks solace in beer bottles. The happy moments shared as a family is intermittently stopped by 
'unnecessary'' arguments. This has tremendously affected Taju and Ama. Even though they have been 
provided with adequate education, this is most times interrupted by family quarrels. They may be 
provided with good meals but most times lose appetite because of the tense atmosphere. They may or 
may not have a conducive living apartment, if the home is unstable, the children will lack emotionally 
and recognitively, 

They are may children like Taju and Ama out there in our society who are brutally affected by 
domestic or family violence. Most times, many end up emotionally disturbed, withdrawn and 
intellectually bankrupt. Some others manage to adjust with so much struggles. Yet for some others 
they are caught up in the web of cycle of violence. These end up later in life as violent wives, 
mothers, husbands and fathers. It is on this score that this study takes a critical look at the status of the 
family as a social system, domestic or family violence, and the implication of the above for the child's 
emotional and intellectual development. While taking cognizance of the parental socialization 
hypothesis. 

The Family as a Social Institution 
crucial role in the socialization of the child. The child is born into a family where he spends liis 

early years and learns his first language. All of these initial experiences have an enduring impact on the 



physical, intellectual, emotional and personality development on the child. In effect, the family plays a 
crucial role as a social agent. The expectation therefore is that, beginning from the family and home the 
child passes through an intensive process of socialization before school has any chance of exerting its 
influence on him. 

From the above definition of a family, all members share same dwelling place. However, 
there could be variations of family, namely the nuclear and extended family systems. The nuclear 
system is smaller in size with father mother and children. While the later could have a nuclear in it 
with other extend family members. Importantly, though, whichever is the family type, there should be a 
good degree of contact between adults and children. This is quite pertinent to children rearing, and 
linked with questions of family rearing styles and levels of relationship between parents and children. 
Generally, established contact in the family could affect the child's intellectual, physical, emotional 
and behavioral development. Indeed, it has its enduring effect on the child's later adult personality. 

There may be arguments and counter arguments on family size as it affects the physical, 
emotional and mental growth of the child. It is believed in some quarters that a large family size 
brings a lack in the child's economic needs, while some others say it is positive in terms of emotional 
needs. For instance, in the typical African society, there is the general belief that "multiple 
mothering" (that is maternal care by several women, including the biological mother) could turn out as 
an emotional boost for the young child. In other words, he feels and experiences care, affection and 
love. There is also adult company and guidance which may help the child's speech and 
psychological motor development. The western world may not share this same view. The idea of 
'multiple mothering' is regarded as maternal deprivation and a reduction in marital care. 

Even though the above may not be the central argument in this study, it is understandably 
.linked with the whole issue of the effect of family violence on the child. In other words just like there 
could be crises in the nuclear home, the extended family could suffer same fate, and even heightened 
with its size and economic deprivation. Whichever way, family violence to large extent weakens 
cordial relationship in the home. This may influence the child's mental health and personality traits, 
which are closely related to academic performance. 

Importantly too, the family type may matter but in this situation, the levels of interaction is more 
crucial. For instance, there could be families where one of the parents is absent due to death, divorce, 
desertation or separation, yet provides for the child, peaceful living. In the same vein there could be 
families where both parents are present but with strained and unpleasant relationships. In essence, the 
family type may not be as crucial as the on-goings in terms of contacts or levels of interaction. After all, 
one finds cordial relationships in extended family systems as a pattern, and relations are quite cordial 
and organic. Little wonder Datta (1984) has argued that massive, rural urban migration and the 
breakdown of traditional norms have resulted in higher incidence of the broken family in many 
African societies, especially in the urban areas. Following this same argument, Toth (1969) in a 
survey carried out in Freetown, in 1967 - 1968 came up with findings which showed that of 543 
pre-adolescent children, one-third lived in families which had only one parent, while another third 
lived in substituted families, that is, with relations and guardians. In a related study on the state of 
juvenile delinquency carried out in Lagos in 1974 by Oloruntimehin, findings revealed a close 
relationship between the development of delinquent behavior and broken homes and family instability. 
Reports from the African countries also confirm the relationship between broken homes and juvenile 
delinquency, which is undoubtedly, too, anti-academics. (Busia, 1950; Ibbotson, 1965). Other studies 
articulate the lack of parental control as a prime factor in cases of juvenile delinquency. Katakwe, 
(1976) identified adolescents as forming the major group of leviants in a study on the Zambian 
copper belt. He attributed the major reasons for such cases of ueviancy to unstable homes, strained 
relationship between parents and children, and a great absence of parental control as the major cause. 

Significantly, a broken home or an unstable home borne out of family violence can prove to be 
a serious epidemic that could be a great obstacle to the child's ability and motivation to succeed 
academically. It may be a hindrance too, to his psychological and emotional development. Indeed, it 

Simply put, a family can be described as a group of parents and children. The family plays a  
 

could deprive the child of valuable parental help, encouragement and guidance. This could lead him to 
seek psychological security and sustenance outside the home and with peer groups. It could also be a 
breeding ground for juvenile delinquency. 

Having looked at the place of the home in society, the next sub-topic will concentrate on the 
home or family as a social system. In other words, the focus here is a critical analysis of the family as f in  
expression of the complex network of relationships, interactions and patterns of influence that 



characterize a family with three or more members. 

The Family as a Social System 
Belsky (1981) describes the family as a social system, and likens it to the human body. He 

explains that like the human body, the family as a social system is one with a holistic structure. In this 
structure, there are interrelated parts, each of which affects and is affected by every other part, with 
each contributing to the functioning of the whole. In like manner, using the instance of the nuclear 
family, there is mother, father and children where all even though individuals, must relate to function well 
as a whole. Belsky (1981), further explains that even in this simplest form of family, that is the 
man\woman\ child system, there is an already established complex entity. In other words the child in 
interacting with his mother (even as simple as a smile is already involved in a process of reciprocal 
influence). In the same vein, if the father is brought into the picture, the mother\ child dad is further 
transformed into a family system now comprising a husband- wife, mother - child and father-child 
relationships. The main argument here, in trying to articulate the family as a system is to emphasize its 
implication for the quality of relationship and interactions by all members. This is also expressed in 
Belsky's model shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: A Model of the Family as Social System 

 

Source:   J.   Belsky   (1981).   Early   Human   Experience:   A   Family   Perspective   
Developmental 
Psychology, 17,3-23. 

The implication from this figure is an assertion that the family is bigger than tile sum of its 
parts. In simple terms, parents affect children, who in turn affect each parent and the mental 
relationship. In like manner, the marital relationship may to a great extent affect the parenting children get, 
their behaviour and general disposition in life. This is clearly expressed in Cox et al, (1989) and Minuchin 
(1985), when they opined that the quality of marriage, (that is husband -wife relationship) can have its 
effect on the parent-child relationship and ultimately the emotional growth and cognitive ability of the 
child. Significantly, therefore, it can be asserted and every individual and every relationship within 
the family system affect the other through an organized pathway of reciprocal influences. 

The central argument here is that the family and home should be seen as one which consist of 
individuals who are emotionally significant to each other; and who dwell together within certain 
physical structures Maduewesi (1990), explains that the family and the home should be perceived as 
consisting of persons and structures in which these persons live as protection against natural elements. 
Furthermore, that the quality of the structures may be different, but whatever the quality, they should 
serve as the rallying point for the inmates and a haven and nest for child rearing. The idea here is that the 
emotional loading of the word, "home" should include the warmth of companionship, care and 
affection, concern for mutual welfare from provision of food and other needs to worries about 
physical and emotional safety. 



The Fate of the Child in a Violent Home 
Today, there is a major problem in society. The family as a unit is breaking down. Members of 

the family no longer pay attention to the problems of the child. The family is losing focus as the first 
and initial agent of socialization. Parents are most times too engrossed in their personal affairs to be 
responsive towards the provision of adequate nutrition as well as parental care, love and 
understanding. In effect, the home seems to neglect the child and sometimes treat him with cruelty. 
One may want to ask how possible. More especially when great premium and value are placed on 
children. For instance, in the typical African society the importance of the child is reflected in names 
given them. As expressed by Bello (1990), "The most important way in which members of the 
community perceive the child is indicated in the name ascribed to him or her. Such names personify the 
individual and in many cases serve as mirrors of certain social values . . .  In many other cases such names 
also embody the potential contribution of such children to their societies. Names such as Omaretseye 
among the Itsekiri means "A child is the world" the Binis will name a child Omorotionwan - 'to 
have a child is to have brothers and sisters', this is same as 'Nwabunwanne' amongst the Igbo speaking 
people. It is this value attached to children that makes the Yorubas name children as "the salt of the 
world"-Omoniiyoaye. 

If the above is the case, why then would parents make their children experience violence even in 
the homes or go ahead to batter them? Domestic violence is one of the ugly truths about marriage in our 
today's society. Its prevalence has reached an alarming rate that can be aptly described as an epidemic. 
No segment of society is immune from this i l l .  It occurs across social strata, races, cultural and 
ethnic groups, age and religion. In most societies the level of domestic violence is a reflection of the 
breakdown of values of that society. For instance in Nigeria, the way of life prior to, during, and after 
colonization has a lot to do with the prevalence of domestic violence. In essence, domestic violence 
tends to thrive in today's Nigeria because of loss of social and traditional Nigerian based structures, 
system of discipline and justice, the language, beliefs, values, philosophy and loss of identity. The above 
coupled with the prevailing hardship in society; low 'incomes and poor employment opportunities 
have made situations worse. In other words, certain factors increase the likelihood of abuse in the family. 
They incur, family of low social economic status, characterized by continuining economic concern, a 
high level of verbal aggression, importantly, too, as Straus and Gelles (1990), have affirmed, 
"husband and wives who grew up in families where violence was present are more likely to be violent 
themselves" 

How then can we define domestic violence, especially as it affects the child or children of the 
family? Simply put domestic violence is an abuse of power perpetuated mostly by menagonist 
women in a relationship (most likely in marriage or after separation). It occurs when one partner 
attempts to physically or psychologically dominate and control the other. Most forms of domestic 
violence come by way of physical and sexual violence, threats and intimidation, emotional and social 
abuse, and economic deprivation. 

In today's society most marriages and families experience violence. Browne and Williams (1993), 
maintain that about 15% of all marriages in the United States are characterized by continuing several 
violence. The figure in traditional African societies may not be as high because of some esteemed 
traditional values, especially those governing the marriage institution. But it cannot be said that 
domestic violence has not become woven into the fabric of our lives and marriages. In most of these 
marriages that experience violence women suffer the most as victims. Although some men are the 
victims of domestic violence, this is much less common. It can be said that nine out of every •ten 
domestic violence victims are female. Most importantly, especially as it concerns this study, the 
children of such marriages are greatly affected. As aptly expressed by the domestic violence Act, a 
person psychologically abuses a child to hear or see the physical, sexual or psychological abuse of a 
person with whom the child has a domestic relationship. Or worse still if that child is allowed to 
witness in full glare the actual act of violence. In other words, the child is put at a risk of seeing or 
hearing hot abuse occurring. This, when children see their mothers (could be the reverse or any other with 
whom they have domestic relations) slapped, kicked, beaten, choked, threatened or attacked with a 
weapon, the abuse or violence is also suffered by them. Even in their young minds, they can sadly be 
reminded and described painfully, too, detailed accounts of violent act or behavior out on their loved 
ones. This leaves a traumatic impact on them. 

It is also important to know that psychological and verbal abuse directly on the child or 
indirectly to either parents, from the one could also damage the emotions of the child. This could 
bring about a feeling of loss, anger, and sadness, get them in confused state, and build in them 



feelings of guilt, shock and fear. They could even become quite insecure and even to the risk of 
self-mutilation. 

The argument so far has been that the child's intellectual, emotional and psychological 
development is shaped by what he sees and hears, and how they make sense to him. So, if he is made to 
experience and witness violence, especially in his own home, which should have been otherwise so secure, 
then, he is being abused. This could thwart his potentials for adulthood. For instance, one finds most 
abused children becoming quite withdrawn and oblivious of happening around them. Some others 
build a world of fantasy around them and run into regular conflicts on matters of parental loyalty. For 
some others, they do not see any reason why they should love both parents equally. They became 
supportive and emotionally attached to the parent they feel "suffers" more. Consequently what 
comes out of such family cries takes its own toll on the innocent child. He is made to live in fear; not 
knowing when the next fight in battering is corning up. Even when he experiences some peace in the 
home, he believes it is only for a short while, He ends up a depressed child, and if not helped, begins to 
display signs of aggression especially to younger ones and children of opposite sex. A good percentage 
of such children tend to lack in their intellectual development. Reason being that they are so engrossed 
in their traumatic emotional state that they barely have time for studies or learning for that matter. In 
some cases too, abused children from violent homes are diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder. All of these untold pains are brought on them because of the singular carelessness of adults 
(parents) who could not manage crises in the homes. 

Conclusion 
According to UN1CEF (1986), child abuse can be define as "the portion of harm to children that 

results from human action or in-action that is proscribed proximate and preventable." There are two 
important messages here, notably, that child abuse does not enjoy social approval and secondly one can 
always prevent it. It is also important to note that especially in this study that the abuse in the child that 
emanates from domestic violence is oftentimes not intentional. Parents and guardians in their fight are 
'unguarded' thereby transfer aggression and inflict severe pains on their loved ones (their children). 
The plea here is that such pains over time affect the child badly and could even end him as an adult in a 
cycle of violence hypothesis. A situation where he ends up as a violent wife, mother, husband or father 
because he has been made to experience that kind of life as a child. Indeed, parents should be cautious that 
these daily quarrels and squabbles in the home are reduced as much as possible. Family violence is a 
hidden epidemic, which has great implications on the emotional intellectual development of the child. 

References 
Belsky, J. (1981). Early human experience: A family perspective. Developmental Psychology, 56, 407 

-414.  

Bello, S. (1990). The concept and Treatment of the child in Nigerian Culture: A Brief Commentary. In 
A.O Olukoshi and L.S. Aminu (eds.), The Nigerian Child: Now and in the Future. Lagos: Pp. 71-73. 

 

Browne, A. (1993). Violence against Women by Male partners: Prevalence, outcomes, and policy 
implications. American Psychologists, American Psychologists, 48, 1077 - 1087. 

Browne, A. and Williams, K.R. (1993). Gender intimacy, and lethal violence: Trends from 1976 - 
1987. Gender and Society, 1, 78 - 98. 

Busia, K.A. (1970). A social Survey ofSekondi- Takoradi. London: Crown Agents. 

Cox, M.J.; Owen, M.T.; Lewis, J.M. & Henderson, V.K. (1989). Marriage, adult adjustment, and 
early parenting. Child Development, 60, 1015-1024. 

Ibbotson, P. (1955). Report on a Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in Southern Rhodesia, Bulaways. 

'Katakwe, O. (1976). Juvenile delinquency in K. Robins and K. Rewnnie (Eds.). Social Problems in 
Zambia, Lusaka: University of Zambia. 

Maduewesi, E.J. (1990). The street children: The Nigerian case. In A.O Olukoshi and L.S Aminu 



(eds.), The Nigerian Child: Now and in the Future. Lagos: Pp. 29-38. 

Minichin, P. (1985). Families and individuals development: Provocations form the field of family  
therapy. Child Development. 56, 289-302. 

Oloruntimehin, O. (1974). Some factors related to juvenile delinquency in Nigerian children. West 
African Journal of Education, 18(2) pp 117 -26. 

Toth, L. (1969). Some aspects of the pre-adolescent Freetown pupils' social attitudes, Sierra Lone 
Journal of Education. 4,l,pp24-30. 

UN1CEF(1986). With Human Reach: A future for African's Children. New York: UNICEF. 0. 
 


