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ABSTRACT
This research critically examines the theme of poor parenting in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives by Lola Shoneyin, situating it within the broader context of African polygamous and patriarchal societies. Through a psychoanalytic and feminist literary analysis, the study explores how emotional neglect, secrecy, and cultural expectations shape dysfunctional family dynamics. Focusing on the psychological development of children, the emotional health of adults, and the intergenerational transmission of trauma, the research highlights how parenting failures—both maternal and paternal—are central to the novel’s narrative structure. The study identifies how unresolved childhood trauma, authoritarianism, and the distortion of parenting roles lead to emotional dislocation, identity confusion, and behavioral instability. Drawing on theories by Freud, Erikson, and Piaget, alongside critical African feminist perspectives, the research argues that Shoneyin uses her characters not just to critique gender and tradition, but to expose the often-invisible consequences of inadequate parenting. This analysis contributes to African literary scholarship by reframing the novel as a study of broken familial systems and their broader sociocultural implications. Ultimately, the research positions literature as a vital tool for understanding how personal failures in the home reflect and reinforce systemic failures in society.






CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction 
 Parenting transcends mere biology or societal obligation; it is an intentional, enduring endeavor to nurture the wholeness of a human being. As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie poignantly reminds us, “Be a full person. Motherhood is a glorious gift, but do not define yourself solely by motherhood. Be a full person. Your child will benefit from that” (Dear Ijeawele). In these words lies the wisdom that parenting is not the erasure of self, but the expansive act of growth, both for parent and child.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines parenting as “the activity of bringing up a child as a parent,” yet this simple phrasing belies the richness and complexity of the task (Oxford University Press 2008). Parenting involves nurturing love, discipline, guidance, and support, qualities that shape not only the character of the child but also influence the society the child eventually engages. Within cultural contexts, particularly in African communities, parenting is measured by visible signs of respect: whether a child greets elders with “sir” or “ma,” or dresses modestly and appropriately. In such societies, parenting is not a private duty but a communal calling; the extended family bears collective responsibility for moral and social formation.
In religious domains, parents are seen as stewards entrusted with the spiritual well-being of their children. Here, the home becomes the first church, mosque, or temple, where values are modeled and divine principles lived out. Children are formed not just by sermons but by the daily embodiment of grace, forgiveness, and faith. Globally, parenting is increasingly recognized as a multifaceted enterprise, encompassing emotional, cognitive, physical, social, and spiritual development from infancy to adulthood.
Developmental psychologist Diana Baumrind offers a critical lens through which parenting styles may be analyzed. Her seminal study identifies three distinct paradigms: authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive. She asserts, “Parents should be neither punishing nor apathetic. Instead, they should make rules for their children and be affectionate to them”(Baumrind 44). Authoritative parenting, marked by high expectations and high responsiveness, encourages open dialogue, consistent discipline, and emotional warmth. Conversely, authoritarian parenting is rigid, characterized by obedience to power and limited emotional engagement. Baumrind refers to this as the “rigid ruler” approach, where compliance is demanded and children's autonomy is often stifled (Child Care Practices Anteceding Three Patterns of Preschool Behavior 43–88).
Permissive, or indulgent, parenting presents a stark contrast: here, boundaries are blurred, discipline is minimal, and children are often left to self-direct without firm guidance. While emotionally supportive, such parents refrain from asserting control, often in a bid to avoid confrontation or win affection. Unfortunately, this style, like authoritarianism, may hinder a child’s ability to navigate structured environments, leading to challenges in self-regulation and resilience.But what happens when parenting fails? Poor parenting, whether through neglect, abuse, overindulgence, or emotional detachment, can rupture a child’s sense of self and security. It creates a culture, in which undesirable practices are not only excusable but also repeated. Children who are not nurtured in terms of emotions or morality can develop depression, aggression, or be withdrawn. Being deprived of role models of affection and responsibility, they grow up into adulthood incapable of maintaining fulfilling relationships or being useful members of communities. In the worst situations, they take vices: cultism, sexual violence, criminality, or prostitution to have reminiscences of the Emotional deserts where they originated.
This theme of dysfunctional parenting becomes naked in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi Lives Wives by Lola Shoneyin in the complex relationship in a polygamous Nigerian family. Shoneyin ties together a story of gender, family, and power and provides the reader with a mirror that looks into the effects of generational trauma. The novel not only unloads children's upbringing but also the reasons as to why parents themselves bring up their children that way most of them, including Baba Segi and his wives, are simply repeating the dysfunctions that they used to live through.
The wives represent varying tones of motherhood, each motivated by fear and others by survival and very few by love. They turn parenting into performance and not one of their choosing but rather of cultural imposition. Baba Segi, which is the head of the family follows the authoritarian type. He also requires obedience and in exchange he provides. The worldview of persons does not expect or require emotional availability. Provided his family is fed, clad, and useful, his duties as a father are supposed to be complete.
However, in the course of telling the story, one can also feel an emotional hunger in his children. The boys are latterly especially deprived of warmth and direction and are used to serve the family in its quest for status and validity. The wives, who are still dealing with their own emotionally unresolved traumas, are usually unable to give themselves, and are exactly the same neglect that was imposed on them. Shoneyin employs the use of such children as a way of demonstrating the long-term implications of emotional starvation and dysfunctional parenting.
In this way, bad parenting under the roof of Baba Segi turns into the metaphor of the disgust of society at large. Once you sacrifice emotional well-being to tradition or control, children end up coming up in pieces, not able to make a meaningful contribution in communal living. The cycle of neglect is hard to break as demonstrated in the novel. It is institutionalized into memory, behavior, and identity. This is detrimental to the community as well because emotionally hurt people hardly develop healthy societies. To conclude, parenting is a spiritual art not an art of perfection yet an art of presence. It is the fabric of moral, emotional, and intellectual unity that binds the child and society together. Intentionally, it can bring generations of down-to-earth empathic citizens. Left unattended it produces shadows and children who are not connected, neighborhoods that are not stable, and a vacuous future.
1.2 Background to the Study
The role of parenting in shaping human identity, particularly within polygamous and patriarchal contexts, has been a subject of growing literary and sociological inquiry. In African literature, the family unit is often portrayed as both a sanctuary and a site of conflict, a microcosm where wider societal pressures manifest in intimate forms. Lola Shoneyin’s The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives contributes significantly to this discourse, offering a nuanced portrayal of parenting as a function of inherited trauma, cultural expectations, and gender dynamics. While the novel foregrounds themes such as patriarchy, gender roles, fertility anxiety, and polygamous power struggles, it is the subtext of poor parenting and its generational consequences that forms a haunting thread throughout the narrative.
The novel challenges the self-destructive effects of parental maladies as the story takes place in a modern Nigerian community where the anti-modern cradle of the society retains a high degree of influence. Not only are all the other characters in the book caught in a battle of survival and status, but Baba Segi, the titular character, and his four wives are defined to a huge extent by how they were brought up or did not get brought up. Through the backstory of its characters, Shoneyin can peel off the layers of pain, neglect, and emotional deprivation of childhood experiences. They are the wives who are all victims of dysfunctional parentage, and so, in their turn, recreate programs of parental neglect and control in their maternal guises, also living up to rotations of emotional indifference and psychological oppression. You can only give out what you possess, as they say, and the cases of how trauma becomes a tradition and negligence becomes the new norm were the painful demonstration of this truth.
The novel also points to the fact that parenting is not only about the providers but also about the presence: emotional, moral, and psychological. The concept of fatherhood held by Baba Segi himself, being limited to the ideal of financial support and patriarchal domination is an extension of the cultural paradigm which underestimates the significance of affection and communication, as well as emotional intelligence in men. Lack of caring love in the home corresponds with the behavioral roles and emotional needs of the children which are hardly fulfilled. This dynamism is pertinent to the debate set forth by other scholars like Diana Baumrind who argues that to be good parents, there has to be a responsiveness and demandingness balance which is far too missing in the authoritarian or permissive parenting style commonly reproduced in patriarchal societies (Baumrind 44).
In The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives, the consequences of poor parenting extend beyond individual households to speak to a societal malaise. Children deprived of emotional stability often become adults incapable of sustaining healthy relationships or contributing positively to society. The boys raised in a household rife with rivalry, secrecy, and emotional manipulation struggle to find identity and meaning, while the girls inherit a legacy of silence and submission. Through these portrayals, Shoneyin critiques not only the patriarchal family but also the broader Nigerian society that sanctions and reproduces these models of parenting. As Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo notes, African literature reveals how inadequate parenting contributes to societal dysfunction and personal ruin (Ezeigbo 79).
Moreover, Shoneyin’s use of irony, humor, and satire allows her to tackle weighty issues without moralizing, presenting instead a mirror for readers to reflect on the kind of homes, traditions, and values we sustain. Her novel ultimately insists that parenting is a moral and cultural act, one that carries the power to either heal or wound, nurture or deform. The cycle of poor parenting depicted in the text becomes not merely a familial tragedy but a societal one, urging a reevaluation of how communities, especially those entrenched in patriarchal systems, define and practice parenthood.
This study therefore sets out to critically examine how The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives represents the consequences of poor parenting on both individual character formation and broader societal well-being. It will analyze the parenting styles depicted in the novel, explore how intergenerational trauma shapes parental behavior, and evaluate the emotional and psychological implications for the children within the text. Through a close literary analysis, the study will show how Shoneyin uses fiction as a medium for social commentary on the urgent need for intentional, emotionally responsible parenting in African societies.
1.3 Statement of the problem
  Poor parenting remains a persistent challenge in many African societies, often manifesting through emotional neglect, psychological trauma, and the absence of intentional nurturing. Children who grow up in such environments frequently carry these scars into adulthood, resulting in fractured identities, behavioral dysfunction, and strained relationships. Lola Shoneyin’s The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives offers a poignant exploration of this issue, portraying a polygamous household where parenting is undermined by patriarchy, rivalry, and societal expectations. The novel reveals how children, though materially provided for, are emotionally starved, left without the support and affection necessary for healthy psychological development.
The core problem addressed in the novel is not simply parental failure, but the systemic and cultural forces that constrain and distort the parenting role—particularly for women. In Baba Segi’s household, the wives are caught in a cycle of competition, focused more on pleasing their husband and maintaining their place within the family hierarchy than on nurturing their children. This internalized struggle, shaped by patriarchal and polygamous pressures, limit The children, in turn, suffer the consequences: they grow up without attachment, without empathy, and without the foundational security that enables emotional maturity and social integration.
This study seeks to interrogate how Shoneyin portrays poor parenting as a product of both personal and societal failure. It will examine how the absence of emotional presence within the family unit results in children who are psychologically stunted and socially disconnected. Moreover, it will explore how the novel uses the domestic space as a mirror of societal dysfunction, highlighting the urgent need to redefine parenting beyond economic provision to include emotional responsibility, especially within African patriarchal contexts. Ultimately, the study aims to illuminate the long-term consequences of poor parenting on individual well-being and the social fabric of contemporary Nigerian society.
1.4 Aim and Objectives 
   The aim of this research is to critically examine how The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives portrays the consequences of poor parenting within a polygamous and patriarchal African society. The study pays particular attention to how poor parenting affects the psychological development of children, the emotional health of adults, and the transmission of dysfunctional parenting styles across generations.
The specific objectives are:
1. To analyze the character portrayal of Baba Segi’s wives in relation to their upbringing and roles as mothers.
1. To examine the impact of poor parenting on the emotional and behavioral development of children in the novel.
1. To explore how unresolved childhood trauma influences adult characters who have become parents themselves.

1.5 Significance of the Study 
    This study contributes to the growing body of scholarship on African literature and social psychology by critically examining the representation of poor parenting within a polygamous and patriarchal context. Through a close reading of The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives, the research foregrounds how dysfunctional parenting practices shaped by emotional neglect, societal expectations, and gendered power structures affect the development of children and shape adult behavior. The study offers a nuanced understanding of how literature mirrors and critiques the familial and social conditions that foster emotional and psychological disconnection.
By investigating the parenting styles depicted in the novel, the research provides insight into how cultural norms within African polygamous households contribute to the perpetuation of emotional deprivation and intergenerational trauma. It underscores the critical role literature plays in exposing and interrogating the invisible wounds of society—those formed not only through physical abuse or explicit violence, but through the quiet failures of care, guidance, and emotional presence. In doing so, the study reinforces literature’s role as a tool for social commentary and transformation.
Furthermore, this research adds to interdisciplinary conversations on mental health, parenting, and gender in African contexts, demonstrating that psychological harm can stem as much from absence as from abuse. It invites educators, parents, and policymakers to reflect on how emotional neglect within the family unit can ripple outward into the broader society. Ultimately, the study affirms the power of literary fiction to illuminate hidden realities and inspire critical reflection on the human condition.
1.6Scope and Limitation
The study focuses on the portrayal of poor parenting in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives, examining how it is reflected in the characters of Baba Segi, his wives, and their children. While the novel engages with multiple themes such as patriarchy, fertility, and gender roles, this research is confined to exploring the representation and consequences of poor parenting within the family unit. The analysis is limited to the content of the novel and does not extend to broader societal contexts or comparisons with other literary texts.
1.7 Methodology
This research employs a qualitative literary analysis approach, focusing on thematic and character analysis within The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives. By closely reading the text, the study identifies and interprets instances of poor parenting, emotional neglect, and the resulting psychological effects on both children and adults. The literary theory to be used to interpret the work is the psychoanalytic theory developed by Sigmund Freud. The analysis is supported by secondary sources, including scholarly articles and critical reviews that discuss poor parenting. 






CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW
 2.1 Review of Related Studies
Literature in African society is not just a tool for entertainment, but a potent instrument of social commentary and transformation. In African literary tradition, storytelling often functions as a mirror to society, exposing hidden wounds and suggesting paths to healing. A dominant trend among African writers is to critique social institutions such as marriage, religion, politics, and education — but one institution that is subtly yet powerfully interrogated is the family, especially parenting within the family unit. Parenting is not merely a biological or cultural duty but a psychological and moral compass that shapes the future of individuals and, by extension, society. As Shoneyin explores in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives, the family can become a site of trauma, deceit, and emotional starvation if proper parenting is absent. Critics have praised Shoneyin’s novel for its bold commentary on polygamy, infertility, gender roles, and secrecy, but many have only superficially addressed the parental dynamics that underpin the entire narrative. This chapter examines what scholars have said about parenting in African literature and identifies how this research seeks to spotlight poor parenting as a central, thematic concern in the novel.
Parenting is a recurring theme in African literature, often tied to the broader socio-political and cultural environment. According to Ogundipe-Leslie, the family is the smallest unit of society, and its failure often mirrors societal collapse. She asserts, “when family structures are distorted by tradition or abuse of power, the outcomes are psychological trauma and social dysfunction” (Ogundipe-Leslie 64). This perspective aligns with Shoneyin’s portrayal of a household riddled with secrecy, favoritism, and emotional manipulation. In her analysis of family structure in African women’s writing, Florence Stratton emphasizes that many postcolonial African novels use the home as a metaphor for the nation. She writes, “the symbolic disintegration of the family becomes a critique of a society suffering under patriarchy and historical amnesia” (Stratton 89). This notion is crucial in understanding how Baba Segi’s family reflects a broader critique of postcolonial Nigerian values, particularly regarding parenting roles and failures. 
Similarly, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in Purple Hibiscus examines the psychological damage of authoritarian parenting. Eugene, the father, demands religious and moral perfection, creating fear and repression in his children. According to Adichie, “Silence hangs over our house like a heavy curtain” (Adichie 31). Shoneyin mirrors this sense of silencing and emotional absence, albeit in a polygamous rather than a nuclear family, and with a different kind of authority: one based on male ego and ignorance. 
In addition to the thematic recurrence of parenting, African literature is rich with depictions of dysfunctional family life, where traditional values often clash with modern expectations. In many cases, children become victims of unresolved parental trauma, societal pressure, and authoritarian structures. Ngugi wa Thiong’o, in Weep Not, Child, illustrates how the absence of a stable family can contribute to the psychological disintegration of a young boy. Ngugi writes, “A child who is not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth” (Ngugi 45). This proverb resonates with the emotional neglect evident in Shoneyin’s portrayal of Baba Segi’s children, who exist within a household devoid of genuine affection.
Likewise, Mariama Bâ’s So Long a Letter, the protagonist reflects on how the absence of mutual respect in marriage affects children. She notes, “When a man takes a second wife, he abandons the first like an old coat” (Bâ 57). This lack of emotional presence from fathers, especially in polygamous settings, leads to neglect and psychological injury — themes which Shoneyin adapts and intensifies in her own work.
 In the context of Nigerian literature, Helon Habila’s Measuring Time explores the consequences of absentee fatherhood and emotionally absent mothers, revealing that “the moral failures of the parents set the stage for the existential wandering of the children” (Habila 73). These texts collectively affirm that poor parenting — whether through neglect, emotional abuse, or ignorance — remains a recurring and destructive force in African fiction. 
However feminist criticism has interrogated parenting through the lens of gendered expectations, focusing on how societal norms condition women’s roles as mothers. According to Buchi Emecheta, motherhood in African literature is both “a source of strength and a trap of tradition” (Emecheta 118). This duality is evident in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives where motherhood becomes a battlefield for power, acceptance, and survival. In “The Female Voice in African Fiction,” Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi contends that African women writers often use the motif of mothering to reclaim agency while also critiquing patriarchal structures. She argues, “a mother’s silence, complicity, or rebellion often defines the psychological landscape of her children” (Ogunyemi 76). In the case of Iya Segi, her ambition and manipulation come at the cost of proper nurturing. Her daughter, Segi, mirrors this imbalance through her inability to develop emotionally healthy relationships. Shoneyin’s women are not just victims of a male-dominated household but are also complicit in the cycle of poor parenting. Iya Femi, Iya Tope, and even Bolanle participate in emotionally or physically distancing themselves from the children in the compound, creating a vacuum in nurturing roles. In Motherhood and Inheritance in African Feminism, Amina Mama asserts, “the absence of nurturing mothers and responsible fathers leaves children to inherit confusion, trauma, and rebellion” (Mama 94). This observation encapsulates the legacy of poor parenting evident in Shoneyin’s narrative. 
Furthermore, Rose Acholonu, in her study of African motherhood, writes, “the African woman is the child bearer, nurturer, and the emotional anchor, often with little support from the patriarch” (Acholonu 92). In Shoneyin’s novel, we witness this through the conflicting maternal roles of Iya Segi, Iya Femi, Iya Tope, and Bolanle, all of whom navigate motherhood under different emotional burdens. Bolanle, the most educated and seemingly progressive of the wives, suffers from unresolved trauma due to her mother's silence and inaction after her rape. Her mother’s insistence that she “forget and move on” is a classic example of poor parenting disguised as moral preservation. This supports Amina Mama’s view that “African societies often silence female trauma in favor of preserving public morality, even if it means personal ruin” (Mama 95). Iya Segi, on the other hand, adopts a controlling, almost toxic form of parenting that prioritizes ambition over affection. She manipulates her daughter Segi into silence and obedience, making her emotionally stunted and socially isolated. According to Chinyere Nwahunanya, “Power dynamics in mothering can sometimes resemble the very patriarchal systems feminist literature seeks to overthrow” (Nwahunanya 118). Thus, in Shoneyin’s text, women both suffer from and perpetuate poor parenting models, making the novel a rich site for feminist critique. 
Additionally, psychoanalytic reading reveals the profound emotional trauma experienced by children in dysfunctional homes. Freud posited that the family dynamic is the primary arena for internalizing identity and moral frameworks. Disruptions in this dynamic, such as favoritism, neglect, or emotional coldness, lead to identity crises and maladaptive behavior (Freud 48). Baba Segi’s household is a fertile ground for such dysfunctions, where children grow up amid suspicion, secrets, and competition.  Psychoanalysis also provides a lens through which the devastating effects of poor parenting can be understood. Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex posits that a child’s early relationship with parents profoundly shapes future behavior and psychological health. Baba Segi’s children grow up in a house governed not by warmth and guidance, but by suspicion, competition, and lies. There is no single caregiver to instill trust, consistency, or moral grounding. According to Van der Kolk, “Trauma not transformed is trauma transmitted” (van der Kolk 107). Bolanle’s silence, her initial acceptance of abuse from the co-wives, and her quiet withdrawal from her husband, are all signs of emotional damage inherited from an unsupportive parental figure. Bolanle’s mental state, rooted in unacknowledged childhood trauma, is symbolic of what Bessel van der Kolk calls “the body keeping the score.” She internalizes shame, silence, and emotional numbness — all consequences of poor parenting and victim-shaming. As Rotimi Babatunde states, “Bolanle’s silence is not consent but a psychological wound disguised as obedience” (Babatunde 142). This condition mirrors the trauma associated with poor parenting, which the text never explicitly names but continually dramatizes through emotional dislocation. Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development also provides a framework for interpreting the generational consequences of poor parenting in the novel. He asserts that unresolved early conflicts — particularly trust versus mistrust and identity versus role confusion — manifest in adult dysfunctions (Erikson 119). The children of Baba Segi, notably Segi and the other minors, exhibit signs of stunted emotional growth and passive absorption of their parents’ flaws. Furthermore, the Eriksonian psychosocial model emphasizes that poor parenting disrupts key developmental tasks. For Baba Segi’s biological and non-biological children, emotional maturity and identity formation are compromised. They are raised in a household that normalizes jealousy, secrecy, and emotional detachment — all hallmarks of failed parenting. This observation is supported by Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory, which asserts that a stimulating and emotionally supportive environment is necessary for children’s moral and psychological development (Piaget 81)
Culture plays an enormous role in shaping parenting practices in African contexts. In many communities, fathers are viewed primarily as providers, not nurturers, while mothers are judged solely on their ability to bear children. This creates a parenting imbalance that neglects emotional and psychological needs. Baba Segi embodies this cultural stereotype; he sees fatherhood as proof of virility, not responsibility. As Ifi Amadiume notes in Male Daughters,Female Husbands, “patriarchy assigns value to reproduction, not nurture, leading to a distortion of parenting roles” (Amadiume 59). Cultural taboos around infertility further exacerbate poor parenting. The silence around Baba Segi’s infertility becomes the root of much of the deceit in the household. The wives, in order to protect his ego and their own social standing, resort to manipulation and lies — robbing the children of a healthy familial structure. According to Obioma Nnaemeka, “when culture protects male pride at the expense of truth, it creates homes built on silence, resentment, and falsehood” (Nnaemeka 47). Religious expectations also affect parental behaviors. Bolanle’s mother, driven by religious conservatism, is more concerned with her daughter’s "honor" than with her healing. This echoes Mernissi’s critique of how religion is often weaponized to suppress women's experiences and enforce silence in the home (Mernissi 82). Parenting, therefore, becomes an act of societal preservation, not personal nurturing.
In The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives,the children are seen as property of the father, and the wives are equated with duty rather than care Shoneyin critiques this cultural assumption. Baba Segi’s pride in fatherhood is not grounded in actual parenting but in the number of children he allegedly sires. According to Ann Laura Stoler in Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power, “the family is a central site where power is both exercised and resisted” (Stoler 103). The family in Shoneyin’s novel becomes a microcosm of Nigeria’s larger failures: ignorance, patriarchy, and manipulation. The cultural silence around infertility and sexual abuse further complicates the role of parenting. Bolanle’s history of rape and her mother’s response — urging her to forget and marry — reflect how culture prioritizes reputation over psychological recovery. Her mother’s response towards her being a rape victim shows that women in African narratives are often expected to endure whatever experience comes their way. This is backed up by Utoh-Ezeajugh “women in African narratives are often expected to endure and adapt, regardless of the trauma or injustice they experience” (Utoh-Ezeajugh 61). Such endurance, while socially applauded, leads to poor parenting as these women become emotionally unavailable or psychologically unprepared to parent.
Though The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives has attracted considerable critical attention — with studies focusing on feminism (Adekoya 2021), polygamy (Eze 2022), and secrecy (Ojo 2020) — few scholars explicitly focus on parenting as a theme. This neglect reflects a broader pattern in African literary criticism, where social roles such as parenthood are often examined through political or gender lenses, rather than as psychological or developmental concerns in their own right. This study fills that gap by offering a focused thematic analysis of poor parenting, showing how it manifests in emotional neglect, authoritarianism, manipulation, and trauma, all of which shape the identities and futures of both adults and children in the text. It is in this light that The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives becomes not just a feminist novel, but a study in the devastating effects of failed family systems. This gap is critical because, as this review has demonstrated, parenting is the silent architecture of all relationships in the novel. The lack of emotional presence, failure to communicate, physical and psychological manipulation, and cultural silence around trauma all work together to create an environment of poor parenting. By shifting the analytical lens to parenting, this research offers a more nuanced understanding of the personal and societal failures represented in Shoneyin’s narrative.











CHAPTER THREE
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
A theoretical framework is a foundational structure that guides a research study by providing a lens through which the research problem is examined and understood. It consists of established theories, concepts, or models that offer explanations for the phenomena under investigation. In essence, the theoretical framework anchors the research in existing knowledge and scholarly discourse, helping the researcher to interpret findings, identify relationships among variables, and frame the study’s overall approach. It not only shapes the research questions and methodology but also ensures that the study contributes meaningfully to academic and practical understanding of the topic.
By selecting an appropriate theoretical framework, researchers are able to articulate the assumptions, perspectives, and analytical tools they will employ. It offers a roadmap for analyzing data, organizing literature, and drawing conclusions. In studies exploring human behavior, social issues, or psychological patterns, the theoretical framework is especially crucial, as it enables the researcher to probe beneath surface-level observations and investigate the deeper mechanisms at play. In this study, psychoanalytic theory is adopted as the theoretical framework for exploring the emotional, psychological, and behavioral consequences of poor parenting.
3.1 Psychoanalytic theory
This research takes a psychoanalytic theory as its theoretical approach to discussing the mechanisms and effects of bad parenting. Such a stance shapes an extensive prism through which one can regard how deep-rooted psychological factors affect parental actions and consequently the affective and developmental environment in households. Being a parent in this case is not a biological, an application, and a list of duties; it is so deeply enshrined in the emotional and psychological past of a person. To pursue this complexity, it is necessary to examine the inner psychological processes that shape the attitude of parents and patterns of their behavior.
The psychoanalytic theory provides an in-depth understanding of how childhood experiences that could not be resolved, unconscious motivation, or psychological traumas can have a severe effect on adult behavior such that parents in their attempt to raise their children may have a significant impact on their children. In this view, long-term consequences of early-life occurrences on emotional development, personality development, and identity construction are emphasized. It allows us to know how adults unknowingly impersonate, transfer, or project on their children the internal conflicts and hidden feelings still unresolved, usually without knowing.
The psychoanalytic theory which was originally developed by Sigmund Freud during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries mainly involves the concept of the fact that human behaviour depends mostly on unconscious motivation, suppressed memory, and as well as experiences that are not resolved during early childhood. Since its inception, as a theory initially formulated in clinical and therapeutic applications, the theory has been modified and applied to other disciplines such as literature, education, sociology, and psychology due to its strong points as it relates to explaining the development and development process of personality, emotion-related behaviour, and interpersonal relationships.
According to Freud, the framework of psychoanalysis is based on the idea of the unconscious mind and the critical importance of the experience at early childhood in developing the adult identity. Previous to Freud, most of the workings of the human mind are considered to be below the consciousness, and Freud, in particular, his ideas include the description of the psyche consisting of three fundamental forms, the id, the ego, and the superego. The id represents instinctual drives, particularly sexual and aggressive impulses, which function entirely on an unconscious level. The ego serves as the rational mediator between these drives and external reality, working to achieve practical satisfaction. The superego, meanwhile, internalizes parental and societal values. As Freud noted, the superego encompasses the “conscience, namely, socially-acquired control mechanisms… imparted in the first instance by the parents.” Thus, from a Freudian viewpoint, the family, particularly the parenting process, is central to the construction of the moral and ethical dimensions of personality.
Freud further argued that a child’s psyche evolves through a series of psychosexual stages, namely the oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital stages, each focused on different erogenous zones and associated developmental tasks. Of particular relevance is the phallic stage (approximately ages 3 to 6), during which the Oedipus complex emerges. A boy typically develops an unconscious desire for his mother and rivalry with his father. The inverse is thought to occur for girls, sometimes referred to as the Electra complex. Freud describes this stage as one where “a deep sexual attraction for the parent of the opposite sex, and a hatred of the parent of the same sex” occurs. These feelings are usually repressed due to the intense guilt they provoke. According to Freud, the resolution of this complex through identification with the same-sex parent is crucial to the development of the superego and the internalization of moral values.
Critically, Freud believed that unresolved conflicts or fixations during any of these stages could result in lasting psychological disturbances. He explicitly linked many forms of adult mental illness to early childhood trauma or developmental frustration. As one commentator summarizes, Freud emphasized that “the concept that personality is shaped by childhood experiences” is foundational to psychoanalysis.
One of Freud’s most significant concepts is repression, a defense mechanism whereby the ego pushes unacceptable thoughts, desires, or painful memories out of conscious awareness. Freud considered repression “the most important” defense mechanism. As an example, in the tendency of a child to come up with an Oedipal feeling that arouses guilt, the ego can work to deny the feeling in order to preserve the self. These repressed drives however do not vanish. Instead they are kept working unconsciously and may well be reflected in distorted representations, in dream, slip of the tongue, compulsions, or neurotic symptoms.
In short, Freud's theoretical model shows that unconscious forces and early family relations especially parenting culture play central roles in establishing the identity, behavior, and psychopathology. Based on this framework, a child in a poor parenting environment, which is typified by either coldness, abuse, or unevenness in nurturing, may lose track of his/her maturing process. Without the care of the caregivers in terms of love, security, and moral guidance the motivating of a healthy ego and superego is likely to be faulty. As an example, a deprived child lacking love can be trapped in a previous psychosexual stage and exhibit defensive, compulsive, or aggressive attitudes later on in their adolescence. Psychologists who developed the ideas of Freud have also observed that childhood weaknesses and fears are immensely involved in the future character of both the emotional appeals and the strategies adapted by an individual to deal with the challenges.
In such a way, the theory of Freud offers a very strong tool of interpretation as far as literary characters and narratives are concerned. As it is true of the novel by Lola Shoneyin, the Freudian ideas are clearly portrayed through the existential traumas, psychological conflicts, competitions, and identity crisis of characters. The emotional wounds and dysfunctional family dynamics portrayed in the novel often reflect the kinds of childhood disturbances Freud so meticulously described, making psychoanalytic theory a fitting framework for interpreting the deeper psychological and emotional undercurrents in Shoneyin’s work.
3.2 Freudian Analysis of The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives
The multiwife household of Baba Segi features fractured parental bonds and repressed desires. Baba Segi himself lost his mother at a crucial moment: “Baba Segi cried with both grief and gladness at his mother’s burial, six weeks after the birth of his daughter, Segi” (Shoneyin 16). This ambivalent emotional reaction hints at unconscious conflict. Freud would note the mixed feelings of losing a mother while gaining a child, perhaps echoing hidden guilt or Oedipal tension. Baba Segi’s own background is opaque, but his boastful machismo and his public proclamation that “My Kole must grow big and strong so he can marry many wives and bear many children” shows him projecting paternal identity onto his son. The boy replies, “Yes Baba. I want to be just like you!” (Shoneyin 40), indicating normal identification. Meanwhile, Iya Femi quietly utters “God forbid” (Shoneyin 42) under her breath, revealing the moral dissonance in the room: her superego, shaped by her own pious upbringing, recoils at Baba Segi’s id-driven ideal. Freud would say this scene illustrates an ego mediating between primal male fantasies (id) and socially taught values (superego) within the family.
Each adult character in the novel carries childhood wounds that Freud would interpret as formative traumas. For instance, Bolanle was “the apple of her mother’s eye” until a cruel event shattered her adolescence. As an Ivy League educated woman, she is confident and vibrant, but one rainy day a stranger rapes her, leaving her feeling “soiled, damaged.” She describes herself afterward: “I slowly disappeared. I became Bolanle, the soiled, damaged woman” (Shoneyin 105). This punishing trauma is precisely the kind that Freud linked to later neuroses. Indeed, Bolanle never fully recovers. She becomes chronically frigid and obsessive. She admits bitterly, “Baba Segi only comes to deposit his seed in my womb” (Shoneyin 280), highlighting her inability to share intimacy. She also engages in compulsive hoarding and spending, as if trying to fill an inner void. A Freudian reading is evident here: her raped sexuality has been repressed and punished, and her adult compulsions can be seen as defense mechanisms (sublimation or fetishizing objects) soothing her damaged psyche. Freud might place this in the anal stage: her tight control (perfectionism) and collecting may reflect anal-retentive fixation, born of having lost normal childhood innocence. In any case, Bolanle’s early “life-threatening event” has left a latent wound in her unconscious. As Cathy Caruth and Freud both suggest, trauma hides in the subconscious until reactivated. In Shoneyin’s portrayal, Bolanle’s nightmares and compulsions repeatedly break through her day-to-day façade, illustrating Freud’s idea that “the repressed impulse… continues to exist intact in the unconscious, from where it exerts a determining force upon the conscious mind.”
The other wives similarly reflect Freudian themes of parental influence. Iya Segi grew up with an absent father, and as the summary notes, her childhood taught her that “money is what matters most and that no man was worthy of being trusted.” In Freudian terms, her superego has been tainted by her mother’s cynicism; she has internalized hostility and self-reliance rather than tender maternal morality. This explains Iya Segi’s pragmatic but harsh attitude—she even considers attempted child-poisoning as a viable tool. Iya Tope was essentially sold into marriage during famine: “married… as a replacement for foodstuffs.” Her family devalued her as a “burden,” teaching her from a young age that she must adapt or suffer. Freudian theory would predict that Tope’s ego was forced to become adaptive and suppress resentment. She is mild outwardly, but her very presence in this household is a testament to early parental betrayal. Iya Femi suffered the most overt childhood trauma: orphaned by death, dispossessed by greedy relatives, and sent into servitude. Her formative years lacked loving caregivers, which Freud would see as a “loss of love object.” Such early abandonment often leads to anxiety and fixation. Indeed, Iya Femi’s adult behavior vacillates between deep religiosity and ruthless rivalry as she conspires to kill Bolanle. Such bipolarity indicates an ambivalent superego, on the one hand, she is devoted to what feels like moral correctness (possibly revering God in the wake of her parents dying), and, on the other, she is intensely Oedipal-type jealous of her co-wives replacing parents.
Overall, the childhood history of both wives causes repressed conflicts in them. Freud would tell us that these uncured early experiences determine their adult life identities and malfunctions. His unconscious conflict does not spare Baba Segi himself. He is a show-off patriarch with four wives and seven kids of whom he is infertile. He gets to know that pounding on his part was fruitless. He claims to be good in bed but is not able to give them a child so the wives have been sleeping around. The fact that he is humiliated in his gut when confronted by his sterility speaks volumes. The Freudian theory believes that these combats would be a blow to the male potency, which would, however, target the ego of the man who may experience unconscious castration fear (a Freudian primary fear). In addition, he must be ambivalent towards women since he lost his mother during the birth of his daughter: he is seen crying in grief and gladness during her burial, which is a psychoanalytically charged incident. Having trouble accepting the barrenness of Bolanle as well as becoming sad when he discovers the truth, Freud could see this as the emergence of childhood guilt or Oedipal conflicts subconsciously. Superficially, he is the lord of the household (the paternalistic symbol); under it lurks his shadow who desires dignity and love which he might not have been able to receive during childhood.
Notably, in one scene Baba Segi flaunts his paternal affection—pinching infants’ cheeks and doting on them—yet simultaneously he indoctrinates them with his patriarchal ideology. Telling his son “my Kole must grow big and strong so he can marry many wives” (Shoneyin 10) explicitly passes his unchecked id-drive onto the next generation. Iya Femi’s aghast reaction in that scene highlights the clash between Baba Segi’s raw id and her learned superego values. Freud would see this as a family embodying the struggle between instinctual desire and morality.
The children in the novel bear the scars of their parents’ failings. Segi is ultimately killed by her own mother’s poison, which was intended for Bolanle. Freud might view her death as a tragic symbol of a child caught in her parents’ unresolved conflicts. When Segi enthusiastically emulates her father’s line about polygamy, the same line is later turned fatal—suggesting a perversion of childhood innocence by adult scheming. Baba Segi and his wives’ inability to protect their progeny reflects a breakdown of the nurturing parent role. Freud repeatedly emphasized that parental guidance creates the child’s ego and superego; in this family, the only constant was rivalry. Even Bolanle, who has no biological children, becomes an unexpected caregiver after the bombing incident that wrenches Segi’s child from Iya Segi’s arms. The children look “to Bolanle with pleading eyes” for comfort. By making Bolanle react to violence in her household with tears and temporary flight, the author demonstrates the fact that even the outer figure cannot resist the burden of family trauma.
To conclude, Lola Shoneyin's polygamous family represents the notions of Freud concerning the effects of bad parenting and childhood trauma on the psyche. Much of the behavior of every single one of the characters in the novel is controlled by the unconscious; the haunting realization of Bolanle being damaged is an indication of how much repressed trauma creeps out and Baba Segi covering his inner guilt with his bravado. At every step, the play of the id, ego, and the superego can be seen. The competitive sexuality between Baba Segi and his wives in fulfilment of instinctive desires of the id finds conflict with the personal morals and superego developed due to a cruel childhood. The Oedipal tensions are brought home in the struggle of the wives to have the attention of their husbands as though the co-wife competition is a proxy for the sibling rivalry and parental biases. Most symbolically, the consequences of parental negligence and maltreatment that were prophesied by Freud occur in the identity crisis that each of the characters is experiencing. Their neuroses can be referred to as the childhood scar earlier mentioned. The kind of insight, that is central to Freud, is exactly what happens: the struggle of the ego, in the words of Freud, to mediate between the demands of the id and the reality of the external world prevails regardless of the cultural setting. The outside world, life in polygamy, and the forceful pressure of the patriarch in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi's Wives keep foiling the ego of every character forcing it into defenses and distortions which psychology would understand to be a normal product of bad parenting and stifled passion as Freud would have understood them.



CHAPTER FOUR
TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
 4.1 Parenting by Proxy and Maternal Neglect 
In The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives, Lola Shoneyin presents a haunting depiction of motherhood shaped not by care, nurture, or emotional presence, but by calculated detachment and delegation. The novel’s polygamous household operates on a form of “parenting by proxy,” in which biological mothers systematically abdicate their roles, leaving emotional and developmental labor to others—co-wives, children, and even domestic staff. This is most starkly embodied in Iya Segi, the senior wife, who views her children less as individuals with emotional needs and more as extensions of her legacy and business empire. Rather than take an active role in their upbringing, Iya Segi focuses on growing her commercial ventures, relegating parenting duties to her co-wives. Her detachment is evident when her children begin to turn to others for guidance: her son Akin “secretly seeks Bolanle’s help with his homework,” while her daughter Segi “confides in” Bolanle (Shoneyin 11). These interactions underscore how the children do not perceive their biological mother as emotionally available or reliable. In effect, Bolanle and the other wives are left to perform the maternal functions that Iya Segi evades.
This ironic twist deepens when Iya Segi insists that Bolanle should restrict her teaching efforts to only Iya Segi’s children, even though she herself refuses to educate them. She asserts, “Reserve such teaching for my children” (Shoneyin 22), yet she remains uninvolved in their academic development. Her claim to maternal authority is based on hierarchy, not action, suggesting a desire to own motherhood without embodying its responsibilities. Shoneyin thereby critiques a type of matriarchal control that values dominance over care, positioning Iya Segi as emblematic of a mother who wants credit for raising her children but not the effort it entails.
Maternal neglect in the novel is not exclusive to Iya Segi. Iya Tope, another wife, also abandons her maternal responsibilities under the guise of personal indulgence. Her “sex addiction,” as the narrative frames it, pulls her away from the home and her children, who are said to have “bought her the easy life she lived” (Shoneyin 92). While she later expresses guilt, her remorse is superficial and reactive, arising only after the damage is done. She admits that the children provided her with material security, but her role in their emotional and moral development was minimal. The phrasing—"leads her to neglect her children who have ‘bought her the easy life’"—reveals a disturbing inversion of maternal responsibility: the children give, and the mother takes.
Shoneyin drives this theme further in one of the most emotionally harrowing moments in the novel—Segi’s poisoning. When the young girl suffers a fatal reaction, her mother Iya Segi’s initial response is one of humiliation rather than empathy. Rather than console her dying daughter, Iya Segi is consumed with the fear of public disgrace. The text captures Segi’s anguish: she “tore at her skin and slapped the walls” in a moment of deep betrayal, believing her mother was complicit in her suffering (Shoneyin 205). This emotional climax reveals the vacuum of maternal care within the household. Segi’s breakdown is not just about physical pain—it is a manifestation of years of emotional abandonment. Shoneyin uses this moment to expose how Iya Segi’s obsession with control and image renders her incapable of basic maternal empathy.
Even more unsettling is the way children are expected to parent other children or even their own mothers. Iya Segi grooms her daughter to be her emotional double, saying, “A girl who abandons her mother’s breast for another woman’s will be cursed… She must be my eyes, my ears, my nose and my hands when I am not in this house… I have trained her well” (Shoneyin 104). This disturbing reversal transforms Segi from a child into an agent of surveillance and service. Rather than nurture Segi, Iya Segi molds her into a proxy adult—“as a baby, Segi clung to me,” she brags, and now she “has grown to be a loyal daughter” who helps “keep the household together” (Shoneyin 104). What is described as loyalty is, in fact, psychological overburdening. Shoneyin suggests that this dynamic is not just a flaw in Iya Segi’s parenting but a systemic issue in the Alao household where emotional labor is redistributed rather than resolved.
The roots of this dysfunction are generational. Iya Segi’s own childhood recollections reveal that neglect is a legacy passed down. She recounts how her mother weaned her out of shame: “My mother said she was forced to wean me because I shamed her… ‘Let me suck, I am hungry,’ I whined… Mama sent me to day care the next day, like every other four-year-old” (Shoneyin 136). This scene, recounted from Iya Segi’s own perspective, demonstrates how emotional and physical neglect are normalized. Her mother prioritizes social perception over her daughter’s nourishment, setting a precedent for the emotionally distant parenting Iya Segi later embodies. Her mother’s admission that she sent the child away because she “just ate and ate” marks an almost grotesque selfishness—motherhood is seen as burdensome, and the solution is outsourcing care.
In conclusion, The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives presents a layered and critical exploration of motherhood stripped of its assumed tenderness. The maternal figures are absent, inattentive, and emotionally disengaged, driven more by survival and self-interest than affection. Through characters like Iya Segi and Iya Tope, Shoneyin confronts the myth of the “natural” mother and exposes how societal, economic, and personal pressures can corrode the maternal bond. What emerges is not a home, but a makeshift institution of mutual abandonment where children are raised not by love, but by necessity.
4.2 Emotional Neglect
Beyond physical abandonment, The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives paints a bleak portrait of emotional neglect that permeates the Alao household. The biological mothers fail to offer their children the tenderness, reassurance, and emotional grounding that a nurturing environment demands. Their maternal roles are defined more by territoriality and competition than by genuine affection. In stark contrast, Bolanle, a newcomer and outsider, emerges as the only maternal figure who consistently expresses warmth, patience, and empathy toward the children. Her actions, though subtle, become a powerful indictment of the other wives’ emotional shortcomings.
From the outset, Bolanle’s sincerity and gentle disposition draw the children toward her. Despite enduring persistent maltreatment from the other wives, Bolanle continues to acknowledge and care for the children, underscoring her emotional availability. The narrator notes that “Even after two years of their wickedness, Bolanle still greets the children every morning” (Shoneyin 22). This simple, habitual act becomes symbolic of her emotional investment, a kind of maternal consistency that the children otherwise lack. Her kindness is not performative but instinctive. While Iya Segi and Iya Tope mock her education and treat her as an outsider, Bolanle never retaliates with scorn. Instead, “her hands opened to the children,” showing a disposition that naturally gravitates toward nurturing, not harm (Shoneyin 23). Her gestures highlight an emotional void in the family that the biological mothers do little to fill.
The emotional disconnection becomes even more evident during Segi’s tragic poisoning. As Segi lies dying, she experiences not only physical agony but emotional betrayal. In a moment of psychological unraveling, Segi screams, “The food was not meant for you, child! It wasn’t meant for you!” (Shoneyin 150). Though the statement is jarring, it reveals the depth of her confusion and devastation. She senses not only an attempt on her life but also the emotional indifference surrounding her. This moment is narrated by Iya Segi, whose voice conveys more concern for her own humiliation than for her daughter’s suffering. Segi’s violent breakdown, tearing at herself and slapping the walls, demonstrates the full impact of years of emotional neglect. Instead of finding solace in her mother’s arms, Segi is left to die in mental and physical anguish. Bolanle, who has no biological ties to the girl, ultimately becomes her only source of emotional comfort, reinforcing the emotional bankruptcy of Segi’s own mother.
The pattern of emotional neglect extends beyond the Alao household into Bolanle’s own traumatic past. In one of the novel’s most harrowing moments, Bolanle confesses to her mother that she was raped at the age of fifteen. Rather than responding with compassion or support, her mother coldly replies, “No daughter of mine could have been raped. That is not the way I brought you up” (Shoneyin 203). This act of denial is not just dismissive—it is cruelly invalidating. Bolanle attempts to assert the truth of her pain by replying, “No one brings their daughter up to be raped,” yet the emotional damage is already inflicted. Her mother’s words obliterate any hope for comfort, effectively blaming Bolanle for her own trauma. This moment starkly mirrors the neglect experienced by the children in the Alao household. Emotional neglect, Shoneyin seems to suggest, is not an isolated act but a generational pattern, often masked as discipline, tradition, or silence.
Moreover, Shoneyin uses Baba Segi himself as a tragic example of misplaced emotional investment. Throughout the novel, Baba Segi takes pride in his children, believing them to be biological extensions of himself. He disciplines them, feeds them, and rejoices in their milestones. His affection for Kole is especially apparent in the scene where Kole devours a plate of tripe, prompting Baba Segi to say, “My Kole must grow big and strong… Yes, Baba. I want to be just like you!” (Shoneyin 9). These words, filled with paternal joy, become tragically ironic by the novel’s end. When the doctor announces that none of the children are biologically his, Baba Segi is devastated. The revelation that “not one of them” is his own child shatters his identity as a father (Shoneyin 236). This disclosure not only challenges his masculinity but invalidates years of assumed paternal connection, raising questions about whether love alone can constitute fatherhood. His pain is both existential and emotional. He has loved these children sincerely, only to discover that the foundation of that love was based on deception.
In conclusion, The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives intricately explores the emotional vacuum that defines the household. Shoneyin does not merely highlight maternal failings; she critiques the emotional architecture of families shaped by secrets, denial, and survivalism. The children are not just physically neglected; they are deprived of affirmation, tenderness, and truth. Through Bolanle’s quiet compassion and the children’s longing for emotional connection, the novel exposes the lasting scars of emotional abandonment—scars that, unlike physical wounds, often go unseen but are profoundly felt.
4.3 Paternal Versus Biological Fatherhood and favoritism
Baba Segi himself is a parenting paradox. Though he fiercely loves the children in his household, none of them are biologically his. This irony forms a central theme in Shoneyin’s novel, where the author interrogates the meaning of parenthood. Is it grounded in biology, or can it be defined by love, care, and commitment? Despite the devastating revelation of his sterility, Baba Segi continues to behave as a devoted father figure. The text describes him as “benevolent… soft-hearted,” the kind of man who, instead of punishing his wives, gives them and their children the option to leave upon discovering he cannot father children. This act of generosity reveals that his emotional bond with the children is not rooted in blood but in sincere affection (Shoneyin 232).
Baba Segi's parenting is especially compelling because it withstands humiliation. When Segi, his eldest daughter, dies accidentally, he is told that none of the children he raised are his. The moment is devastating, stripping him of his status as a biological father. Yet, he does not lash out; instead, he upholds the household and continues to look after the children with compassion. He does not cast out the wives or turn against the children. Rather, he gently seeks honesty and chooses forgiveness. This behavior distinguishes Baba Segi as a moral center in the novel. Although he lacks formal education and is often portrayed as traditional and crude, he embodies a modern, emotionally intelligent father. He may not have fathered the children biologically, but through his consistent support and affection, he assumes the role of their true parent.
This contrast is most clearly seen when the biological mothers—particularly Iya Segi and Iya Femi—are portrayed as scheming and emotionally absent. Their bonds with the children appear transactional, often based on pride in having given birth rather than ongoing emotional investment. Baba Segi, on the other hand, is portrayed as an emotionally available figure, particularly toward his son Kole, who is shown mimicking his father’s values: “My Kole must grow big and strong… Yes, Baba. I want to be just like you!” (Shoneyin 9). The dramatic irony, of course, is that Kole is not his son. Yet Baba Segi’s joy in parenting remains heartfelt and sincere, making him a far more effective and nurturing parent than the biological mothers.
Favoritism also plays a significant role in the breakdown of emotional bonds in the household. The novel shows that favoritism is not limited to parent-child relationships; it also exists among the wives, particularly in how Baba Segi dotes on Bolanle, the newest and most educated wife. Though childless, Bolanle quickly becomes Baba Segi’s “new favourite,” a position that incites envy and hostility among the other wives (Shoneyin 6). Their resentment leads them to plot against her, thereby neglecting their own children. In this way, favoritism contributes to the emotional and psychological dysfunction of the household.
Bolanle, despite not having children of her own, ironically becomes the children’s preferred adult. Young Segi, for instance, calls Bolanle her “ultimate favourite” on her deathbed, revealing the emotional void left by her own mother, Iya Segi. This striking moment demonstrates how deeply Bolanle’s kindness and attentiveness have touched the children. Her position as a stepmother becomes morally superior to that of the biological mothers. This inversion of the traditional mother-child bond underscores the novel’s critique of how parenthood is practiced. The stepmother, often a figure of suspicion or distance, here becomes the source of genuine care and moral guidance, while the birth mothers fail to fulfill their nurturing roles.
The symbolism of names further reinforces the theme. The three senior wives are identified primarily through their maternal titles: Iya Segi, Iya Tope, and Iya Femi—each defined by her firstborn. Bolanle, however, is “iya to none.” As the narrator notes, “Each woman curtsied, proud to be defined by her firstborn child, except Bolanle, who was iya to none” (Shoneyin 10). The irony is palpable: although Bolanle lacks a biological child, she is the most maternal in her actions and relationships. Meanwhile, the other wives cling to the status conferred by motherhood without necessarily practicing the emotional labor that should accompany it.
Shoneyin also highlights favoritism within the relationships between mothers and their children. For instance, Iya Femi fiercely protects her son’s access to food: “My children must eat their fill” (Shoneyin 8), demonstrating how her maternal instincts are limited to defending her biological offspring, with little concern for the collective well-being of the household. Likewise, Baba Segi's enthusiastic favoritism toward Kole, who he believes is his son, reveals the danger of parental bias based on false assumptions.
In sum, Shoneyin uses the dynamics of paternal versus biological parenthood and favoritism to critique traditional family structures. She challenges the assumption that biological ties guarantee love or care. Through Baba Segi’s character, she presents a case for emotional sincerity and social parenting as more meaningful than genetic connection. At the same time, the favoritism that infects the family reveals how easily jealousy, pride, and neglect can undermine the responsibilities of parenthood. Ultimately, the novel asks us to reconsider what makes a good parent—not bloodline, but empathy and integrity.
 4.4 Violence and Fear as Disciplinary Staples 
In The Secret Lives of Baba Segi's Wives, discipline in the Alao family is not based on affection, teaching, or moral values but on an underlying culture of fear and violence. Emotional and physical coercion on the part of parenting and figures of authority, whether male or females; indicate an overly dysfunctional family structure. Shoneyin is highly critical when describing an at-home environment in which brutality, intimidation, and silence are established, as conventional tactics of discipline, thoroughly grounded in generational trauma and power relations.
The background of Iya Femi is one of the most gripping accounts of her life, which was characterized by brutality and mistreatment. Upon the death of her parents, her uncle sold her into domestic slavery and tortured her physically in the hands of a merciless lady known as Grandma. This matriarch takes to terror and Femi internalizes this as the standard approach. As a result, fear is ingrained in her mind and forms how she relates to other people later in life. This inflicting trauma in her childhood is not only her personal history but also resonates with her behavior as a spellbound wife and mother figure. Shoneyin, therefore, reveals a cyclical trend of inheritance of violence-victims tend to abuse.
This cycle is most prominent when Baba Segi finds out that he is barren and cannot understand that all the children of the family he raised are not his. His answer is no knowledge and no analysis, just anger and governmental discipline. Rather than addressing the emotional connotation head-on, the most that he can do is to enforce such harsh seclusion of the wives. Through the story, we see how Baba Segi cancels their rights and secludes them, and uses this seclusion as a sort of punishment. This act is a patriarchal showing of dominance and a means of control in terms of fear. Baba Segi no longer considers himself a betrayed husband, but a ruler who has to reestablish authority over his rebellious household. This psychological shift signals a return to violence as a disciplinary reflex. His punitive confinement of the women is akin to imprisonment—a way to assert power without resolving the underlying emotional rupture.
The male in authority is not the only one who resorts to violence; the wives also take it as a method of self-preservation and order. Bolanle becomes a threat to the existing structure through her presence, education, and failure to conceive. This causes the other wives to plot to kill her. The way of poisoning Bolanle is not presented as a rash outburst, but as a careful and rational disciplinary game. It is something of horrible house politics, the price of a break in the old order is the death sentence. This backfires tragically and young Segi is also killed as an unseen victim of the fear-based choices. The poisoning episode brings into play the sense in which parenting and wifehood have been distorted into protectionism instead of nurture. The females are obsessed with the need to maintain their secrets and positions so much that they can even kill. This performance shows that in the Alao family, power is enforced not by love or understanding, but by terror, silence, and purposeful cruelty.
The terror reaches the level of verbal threats and everyday contacts. At the beginning of the novel, the wives can be heard in threatening voices: when you cannot give him a child, Baba Segi will drive you away... I would not love to see a person scratch her door frame with toenails (Shoneyin 22). This description of war has violent and highly symbolic imagery. It is not just the threat of being evicted but of spiritual and even social cursing. Bolanle, the new girl without a child, is condemned to fail and be left out. Her own body space, as the doorway, is under threat, an effort of oblivion of her presence on the home scene. In the same vein, Baba Segi himself perpetuates this atmosphere of blackmail. He draws a parallel between children and abundance and plenty that fills the mouth, reminding that a wife without kids is useless. In many cases, he uses physical violence towards his wives where their bodies are perceived as places that have to be disciplined by him at any time he feels like it. That shame and suppressed desire to dominate often betray themselves even in the traditional expectations that he has attached to his outbursts.
What comes out of all these cases is very deformed parenting. Both wives and the patriarch are role models of fear-based control to the children instead of being protectors and nurturers. The family turns into a miniature of the dysfunction in society and the use of brutality instead of communication and violence as power. Children growing in such an environment, do not acquire trauma as the only thing, they develop the fear of love, a perception of authority as pain, and the necessity to live by keeping quiet.
As we can see, by presenting how the use of violence and fear as disciplinary measures leads only to the destruction of the surviving familial connections but not the building up of the same, Shoneyin provides criticism of the nature of violence and fear as disciplinary measures. In this novel parenting is not a process of maturity and ethical development but it is an exchange of power and subordination. All the characters are marred by their respective backgrounds along with fear of being discovered and so they end up being part of the evil cycle that makes the home seem more like a war zone than a shelter. In so doing, Shoneyin challenges the readers to consider the long-term impact of abusive parenting patterns and the necessity to reconsider the notion of authority in more humane, positive terms.









CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Summary 
This study critically examined the portrayal of poor parenting in Lola Shoneyin’s The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives. Using a psychoanalytic lens, it explored how characters’ childhood traumas and emotional constraints shaped their parenting styles and the negative consequences that followed. The narrative, set in a polygamous household, portrayed a family environment where children were emotionally neglected and where the family unit became a site of power struggles rather than a place of love and guidance.
Throughout the novel, maternal neglect is evident. Some mothers prioritize their personal desires over their children’s needs. One of the wives openly admits that she often forgets her children in pursuit of pleasure, showing emotional absence and irresponsibility. Fathers also fail in their roles, as seen in the abandonment of children by their biological fathers, leaving the burden of care to others. These children grow up without moral direction, emotional support, or a sense of identity, further complicating their development.
The story reveals the tragic consequences of poor parenting. A clear example is when a scheme among the wives to harm a rival leads to the accidental death of an innocent child. The adults involved show little remorse, suggesting how deeply normalized their emotional detachment has become. There is a general lack of ethical awareness or concern for the children’s wellbeing across the household. This moral numbness reflects a broader cultural failure where children are caught in adult battles and left unprotected.
The male head of the household, Baba Segi, embodies a paradox. Though physically present and financially supportive, he remains emotionally distant and unaware of the true paternity of the children he believes are his. When the truth is eventually uncovered, he attempts to rise to the occasion as a father, accepting responsibility and offering care. However, his awakening comes too late to undo the damage already inflicted on the children. His case highlights that fatherhood is more than biological connection—it demands emotional presence and moral accountability.
Ultimately, the novel underscores the long-term impact of neglectful parenting. It paints a picture of adults who, due to their own unresolved issues and desires, replicate cycles of trauma. Children are not raised with love or protection but with indifference and manipulation. In this environment, survival takes precedence over care, and the innocence of childhood is lost amidst betrayal, rivalry, and emotional emptiness. The study concludes that The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives serves as a compelling critique of dysfunctional family structures and the consequences of poor parenting in contemporary society.
5.3 Recommendations
One of the major suggestions the study takes away is that there is an urgent priority to introduce education in parenting and some support systems. When such a large number of caregivers are the repeat recipients of neglect or abuse patterns, community-based initiatives that focus on good parenting practices become an absolute necessity. As an example, a program such as that by Save the Children Better Parenting Curriculum Nigeria has already proved to yield great results in parental knowledge, communication, and a decrease in punitive means of disciplining. When they are extended to cities and villages alike, such programs can teach the parents to have nurturing, active approaches to raising their children. The proof of this is present in the fact that children do better when they feel safe and comprehended. It is therefore important that society should also focus on training caregivers on how to talk in a low tone, avoid corporal punishment, and be attentive to their kids rather than being angry. Using conducting workshops, peer support groups, and available educational materials, it can grow homes with disciplined yet loving children instead of fearful and neglected children, as is the case in the Alao house according to Shoneyin.
Moreover, the novel highlights the risks of silence as well as blame, especially when it touches a sensitive topic: infertility. Stigmas that are culturally anchored tend to amplify the degree of anguish, which is experienced by women as they have to endure such hardships on their own and keep them a secret. Thus, communication and mutual responsibility through marriages need to be promoted. It should be made a norm to talk about fertility at the public health campaign and during open community counseling sessions, as it is something to be discussed, and not a burden on the woman. The fact that Baba Segi finally finds out that parenthood has nothing to do with biology but with love and nurturing is a very strong message that can be enhanced with the help of storytelling events, media, and education. Medical consultations, and pre-marriage counseling procedures as well should be made more public such that the couples become more open-minded and not underhanded when they want to face parenthood.
Children also need to be given legal and social protection. The tragic moment of the novel- the poisoning of Segi sheds light on the weakness of the children in unhealthy family settings. Governments and institutions should reinforce the protection systems of children, apply the legislation on the subject, and implement new harsher punishments in case of abuse and endangerment to avoid this in real life. An awareness campaign initiated by NGOs, faith-based organizations, and community elders can create awareness among the families about children's rights, ethical parenting, and the aftermath of negative behavior, at the same time. Both children and adults should be empowered with the knowledge of both safety and dignity so that there could be safer homes where abuse would not seem normal or tolerable.
Last of all; changes in cultural depictions of parenting need to take place. Parental figures as positive role models should be increasingly demonstrated in literature, film, and the media in ways that can nurture them. The character development of Shoneyin herself, who at the end of the story accepts her grandfatherly love and regard for the children who are not his, can learn us a lesson that must be the desired result. Authors, teachers, and anyone in the content business have a significant and influential role to play in revisiting the way Nigerians define families in terms of parents investing in disciplining in a humane (loving) way and bringing up the children with gentleness and not fear. By so doing, the creative as well as the educative platforms could help reduce the game, affect distancing, and barbaric applications of disciplinary actions that are deep-rooted in some cultural areas. The conclusion is that parenting should not be considered a passive or authoritarian responsibility, but an active and moral responsibility sitting at the center of a child and his/her well-being.
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