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Abstract 

This paper discusses the findings of a study tracing the incorporation of claims about infant brain 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐデﾗ Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW ﾉﾗﾐｪWヴ デWヴﾏ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ; けヮ;ヴWﾐデ デヴ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪげが W;ヴﾉ┞ 

intervention agenda. The main focus is on the ways in which the deployment of neuroscientific discourse 

in family policy creates the basis for a new governmental oversight of parents. We argue that advocacy of 

けW;ヴﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐげが ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ デｴ;デ ┘ｴｷIｴ SWヮﾉﾗ┞ゲ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa けデｴW ﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐIWげが ヮﾉaces parents at 

the centre of the policy stage but simultaneously demotes and marginalises them. So we ask, what 

becomes of the parent when politically and culturally, the child is spoken of as infinitely and permanently 

neurologically vulnerable to parental influence? In particular, the policy focus on parental emotions and 

ｷデゲ ｷﾏヮ;Iデ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐa;ﾐデ Hヴ;ｷﾐ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐSｷI;デWゲ デｴ;デ デｴｷゲ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデゲ ; Hｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けデｴWヴ;ヮW┌デｷIげ 

governance. [145 words] 
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Neuroscience and family policy: What becomes of the parent? 

The need for parents in general, and poorer parents in particular, to be educated, trained or supported in 

'parenting' has become a central tenet of English policy, stretching across education, health and welfare. 

Indeed, in 2011, the then Minister for Children and the Family, Sarah Teather, argued for the 

normalisation of parenting education and training for all parents, indicating the priority given in 

Government thinking to this particular policy solution (Department for Education 2011a). The rationaIe 

aﾗヴ デｴｷゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ヴWﾉｷWゲ ﾗﾐ ;ヮヮW;ﾉゲ デﾗ ろW┗ｷSWﾐIWろ ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾉｷﾐﾆ けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ SｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ;ﾐS I;┌ゲ;ﾉﾉ┞ デﾗ ゲ┌Iｴ ┗;ヴｷWS 

issues as poverty, educational attainment, antisocial behavior, criminality, obesity and mental health. It is 

claimed that since there is a causal relationship between parenting and these social problems, the 

けW┗ｷSWﾐIWげ I;ﾐ ゲｴﾗ┘ ┌ゲ ｴﾗ┘ デﾗ ｷﾐデWヴ┗WﾐW デﾗ けｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗W ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげが デｴ┌ゲ ;SSヴWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴWゲW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ;デ ;ﾐ 

early stage or preventing them from arising at all.  

Social scientists have offered various explanations for the growth of government concern about how 

parents raise children (Parton 2006; Gillies 2011; ANON. 2014). Of particular interest for this paper is an 

;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲWWゲ ; ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ HWデ┘WWﾐ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ I;ﾉﾉゲ aﾗヴ けW┗ｷSWﾐIW-H;ゲWSげ ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ-improvement 

ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏWゲ ;ﾐS ; Hヴﾗ;SWヴ ;ﾐS SWWヮWヴ ゲｴｷaデ aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ けｷﾏヮﾉｷIｷデげ デﾗ ;ﾐ けW┝ヮﾉｷIｷデげ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞く SIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲ ｴ;┗W 

identified a significant transition away from ; デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けヴWﾉ┌Iデ;ﾐIWげ ｷﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげゲ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞-related policy-

making, towards the legitimation of more overt agendas which seek to address perceived social problems 

through measures explicitly aimed at changing parental behaviour (Clarke 2006 and 2007). It has been 

suggested that a very marked line of thinking emerged in Britain from the late 1990s, in which the idea 

that there is watertight evidence pointing to the determinant role of parental behaviour in deciding the 

けﾉｷaW Iｴ;ﾐIWゲげ ﾗa IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ ｪ;ｷﾐWS Ionsiderable cross-party influence (Furedi 2001 and 2008; Gillies 2011; 

Goldson and Jamieson 2002; Jensen 2010). Academics have also noted that the narrowed focus on 

けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ┘;ゲ IﾗﾐIﾗﾏｷデ;ﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ ; Iﾉﾗゲｷﾐｪ Sﾗ┘ﾐ ﾗa ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴ;ﾉ W┝ヮﾉ;ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ ヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞が ｷﾐWquality and 

arrested social mobility (for a detailed discussion of this relationship, see ANON, 2014 and Gillies, 2011). 

One way of understanding the timing of this shift is to recognize that while New Labour moved family life 

to the centre stage of policy-making from the start of its time in office (1997), this politicization of family 

relationships developed simultaneously ┘ｷデｴ ; Sｷゲ;┗ﾗ┘;ﾉ ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ aﾗヴ デｴW けデヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa けデｴW 

a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げく TｴW ﾐW┘ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ┘WヴW Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣WS H┞ デｴW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ;デｷゲｷﾐｪ ﾗa けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ 

けa;ﾏｷﾉ┞ HヴW;ﾆSﾗ┘ﾐげく B┞ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┘ ﾏｷﾉﾉWﾐﾐｷ┌ﾏが けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ｴ;S WﾏWヴｪWS ｷﾐ this way as a 

politicised term, bound up with the idea that what parents are doing is problematic and requires 



;ﾏWﾐSﾏWﾐデ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ SｷヴWIデ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐが ┌ゲ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ デWヴﾏWS けゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ ふF┌ヴWSｷ ヲヰヰヱ ;ﾐS ヲヰヰΒき 

ANONく ヲヰヱヴぶく TｴW けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ ;ｪWﾐS; ｴ;s been expanded and developed under the umbrella 

IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa けW;ヴﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐげ に a policy rationale which argues that intervening pre-emptively, in social 

ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷ┣WS ;ゲ Wﾏ;ﾐ;デｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ けS┞ゲa┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ﾗヴ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲが ヴWSuces 

デｴW ﾉ;デWヴ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ;ﾐS WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI Iﾗゲデゲ ﾗa ゲ┌Iｴ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲく T;ﾆｷﾐｪ ヴﾗﾗデ ｷﾐ NW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ W┝Iﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐげ 

agenda, this approach has been enthusiastically advocated by the Conservative-Liberal Democratic 

coalition government since its election in 2010.  

The Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ;ゲ ; ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ｴ;ゲが aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ﾗ┌デゲWデが ﾉ;ｷS Iﾉ;ｷﾏ デﾗ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa ; 

ﾐW┘ けW┗ｷSWﾐIW H;ゲWげ ┘ｴｷIｴが ｷデ ｷゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWSが I;ﾐ ﾐﾗ┘ デWﾉﾉ ┌ゲ SWaｷﾐｷデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ┘ｴ;デ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デWゲ けｪﾗﾗS ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげく 

Evidence-based parenting policy draws on a range of research approaches including epidemiological 

analyses; large-scale, long-term population studies tracking social inequality and differential educational 

outcomes; laboratory-based animal behaviour research; psychological theories of child development and 

evaluations of existing international parenting intervention programmes. One particular strand of claims-

making is built around the argument that evidence from research in neuroscience provides a solid basis 

on which some parental behaviours can be recommended as nurturing of, and others proscribed as 

deleterious to, the developing child, their future life chances and to the wider social good (we will refer 

デﾗ デｴｷゲ ;ゲ けﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげぶく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ﾉ;デW ヱΓΓヰゲが ;I;SWﾏｷIゲ aヴﾗﾏ ┗;ヴｷﾗ┌ゲ SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐWs have been 

raising concerns about the validity of such brain-based claims-making and the consequences of their 

adoption by policy-makers, first in the US but subsequently further afield: New Zealand (Wilson 2002); 

Canada (Wall 2004 and 2010); mainland Europe (Ramaekers and Suissa 2012) and the UK (Furedi 2008; 

Wastell and White 2012; ANON. 2014).  

On the scientific level, it has been argued that some of the studies, claimed by neuroparenting advocates 

to contain novel breakthroughs with ramifications for policy, were in fact rather old, or were based either 

on animal studies or on studies of children with exceptional early life experiences, such as Rutter and the 

E‘Aげゲ ゲデ┌SｷWゲ ﾗa デｴW WaaWIデゲ ﾗa W┝デヴWﾏW W;ヴﾉ┞ ヮヴｷ┗;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲWS ‘ﾗﾏ;ﾐｷ;ﾐ ﾗヴヮｴ;ﾐゲ ふ1998). Such 

evidence was therefore challenged as possessing limited application to normal human development 

(Kagan 1998; Bruer 1999a and b; 1998a and b; 1997). Cultural theorists have proposed that the 

IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐ ;ゲ ﾗ┗Wヴ┘ｴWﾉﾏｷﾐｪly vulnerable to parental influence in the early years 

serves as a metaphor for the parent-child relationship which resonates with particular contemporary 

anxieties (Hays 1998; Nadesan 2002; Furedi 2008; Thornton 2011). When considered as part of a broader 

けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWげ ふANONく ヲヰヱヴぶが Hヴ;ｷﾐ-claiming can be said to further intensify the demands on parents, 



┘ｴﾗゲW W┗Wヴ┞ ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ゲ;ｷS デﾗ ｴ;┗W ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴ;HﾉW ;ﾐS ﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ aﾗヴ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ﾐS 

cognitive wellbeing (Hays 1998; Furedi 2008; Wall 2004 and 2010; ANON. 2014). Most recently, British 

scholars have begun to formulate a critique of the consequences of this neurobiologised way of 

understanding family life for the rights of families relative to the State, most noticeably, its tendency to 

IヴW;デW ; けﾐﾗ┘-or-ﾐW┗Wヴ ｷﾏヮWヴ;デｷ┗Wげ デﾗ けヴWゲI┌Wげ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ aヴﾗﾏ デｴWｷヴ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐ;ﾏW ﾗa ヮヴW┗Wﾐデｷﾐｪ 

irreversible damage to the developing brain caused by dysfunctional parenting (Wastell and White 2012; 

Gillies 2013; Featherstone, Morris and White 2013; ANON. 2014). Such policy thinking affects poorer 

families hardest when financially poor parenting becomes inextricably linked with developmentally poor 

parenting. 

In this paper, we seek to contribute to the sociological and social policy critique by exploring how advocacy 

ﾗa けW;ヴﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐげが ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ デｴ;デ ┘ｴｷIｴ SWヮﾉﾗ┞ゲ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa けデｴW ﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐIWげが ヮﾉ;IWゲ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ 

at the centre of the policy stage but simultaneously demotes and marginalises them. While we are 

informed by the critique which questions the scientific validity of such claiming, we wish to develop 

another argument as to why neuro-claims-making should be contested. The main focus here is not, 

therefore, on the scientific credibility of the claims, but on the ways in which the deployment of 

neuroscientific discourse in family policy creates the basis for a new governmental oversight of parents. 

Elsewhere, we explore the significance of neuropolicy for constructions of the infant (ANON. 

forthcoming), but here we are concerned with the construction of the parent. So we ask, what becomes 

of the parent when politically and culturally, the child is spoken of as infinitely and permanently, 

neurologically vulnerable to parental influence? We will proceed by reviewing the relevant literature and 

outlining the research on which our argument is based, before describing the research findings and 

drawing out their significance for our understanding of the contemporary policy conceptualisation of 

family life. 

 

Explicit family policy, neuroscientific claims-making and the opening up of the emotional world 

To understand the significance of a neurobiologised construction of parent and child in English family 

policy, it is important to consider it as a continuation of trends in the policy field over a longer period of 

time. First, our analysis of policy documents from 1997 to the present day suggests that policy concern 

┘ｷデｴ ; けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ SWaｷIｷデげ ヮヴWS;デWゲ デｴW ;Sﾗヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Hヴ;ｷﾐ-based claims-making by policy-makers. Second, 

the argument for early intervention relies on a presumption that all intimate family relationships are now 

a legitimate object for policy attention, where previously there was a reluctance to interfere in most 

families or to problematise the family per se.  



 

AデデWﾏヮデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ヱΓΒヰゲ ;ﾐS ヱΓΓヰゲ デﾗ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷゲW けデｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ﾗヴ ヴ;デｴWヴが ｷデゲ ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS SWIﾉｷﾐWが ｷﾐ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ デWヴﾏゲ 

had proved difficult; for examヮﾉWが デｴW I;ﾉﾉ aﾗヴ ; ヴWデ┌ヴﾐ デﾗ けa;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲげ H┞ ゲ┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W 

governments was seen to backfire in a war of scandal between the media and politicians (Duncan 2007). 

By 1997, a new approach to family policy emerged, first formally articulated in the New Labour 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデ Supporting Families, published by the Home Office in 1998. The report has been 

identified by a number of scholars as a key turning point in English family policy where governmental 

concern for private life was reconceptualｷゲWS aヴﾗﾏ ; ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ aﾗヴ デｴW ﾗ┌デWヴ aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa けデｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ;ﾐS 

the problematisation of people who defied that form (single mothers or same sex parents for example), 

to a concern with the inner qualities of the parent-child relationship (Furedi 2008; Gillies 2011; ANON. 

2014). This new approach sought to address social problems through changing or managing the emotions 

of individuals, because it is believed, this intimate realm is the site of origin for all social phenomenon. 

 

The tendency to interpret social phenomenon as derivations of emotional states and to enact strategies 

for governance which seek to engage and shape the intimate, emotional existence of individuals has been 

IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷゲWS H┞ ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ F┌ヴWSｷ ふヲヰヰヴぶ ;ﾐS Iﾉﾉﾗ┌┣ ふヲヰヰΑぶ ;ゲ ; けデｴWヴ;ヮW┌デｷIげ ﾗヴ けWﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWく 

A ﾆW┞ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷゲデｷI ﾗa ; デｴWヴ;ヮW┌デｷI ﾗヴ Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWが ｷゲ け; ﾐ;ヴヴ;デｷ┗W ﾗa ゲWﾉa ;ﾐS ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾐIｴﾗヴゲ 

デｴW ゲWﾉa ｷﾐ IｴｷﾉSｴﾗﾗS ;ﾐS ｷﾐ ﾗﾐWげゲ ヮヴｷﾏ;ヴ┞ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲげ ふIﾉﾉﾗ┌┣ ヲヰヰΑ ヮくヲヴぶく Aゲ K;ｪ;ﾐ ふヱΓΓΒぶ ;ﾐS 

Illouz (2007) argue, the idea that the formation of the personality during childhood is determinate of the 

personality and fortunes of the future adult has long cultural roots, rendering infancy a risky time of 

potentially permanent damage. The focus on the childhood years can be understood as the result of a 

search for an origin to social phenomenon in the private domain of interpersonal relationships, and to a 

IWヴデ;ｷﾐ W┝デWﾐデが デｴW けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐa;ﾐデ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS H;ゲｷI ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa I;ヴWく TｴW 

relationship between parent and child is thus constructed as both naturally foundational to society but 

also too risky and important to be left to the unseen vagaries of the private realm.  

 

Concern for the welfare of the child and the increasing conceptuaﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ふ┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;HﾉWぶ IｴｷﾉSげゲ 

interests as separate to, or in conflict with, those of its parents, grew in the 1970s and 1980s, with the 

IｴｷﾉSが ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ W┞ﾐWゲゲが HWIﾗﾏｷﾐｪ ; けIWﾐデヴｷヮWデ;ﾉ aﾗヴIW ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ; ヴWIﾗﾐaｷｪ┌ヴWS ヮ┌HﾉｷI ヴW;ﾉﾏげ ふヲヰヱヲが ヮくヶぶく 

But m;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴW IｴｷﾉS ;ﾐ ﾗHﾃWIデ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWゲが ;ゲ ‘ﾗゲW SWゲIヴｷHWゲが デｴW けヮWデデ┞ SWデ;ｷﾉゲ 

ﾗa デｴW SﾗﾏWゲデｷIが Iﾗﾐﾃ┌ｪ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲW┝┌;ﾉ ﾉｷ┗Wゲ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲげ デﾗ HW Hヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ｷﾐ デﾗ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ┗ｷW┘が ゲIヴ┌デｷﾐｷ┣WS ;ﾐS 

evaluated (Rose 1999, p.123). In other words, when family life is presumed to be the origin of all social 



phenomena, political concern for the child inevitably problematises the behaviour of parents. The call for 

けW;ヴﾉ┞げ ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ; I;ﾉﾉ aﾗヴ デｴW Sデ;デW デﾗ ;Iデ ヮヴW-emptively to protect the child from their parents, in 

デｴW HWﾉｷWa デｴ;デ ｷデ ｷゲ ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW デﾗ ｷSWﾐデｷa┞ ;ﾐS ヮヴWSｷIデ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ けヴｷゲﾆ┞げ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐゲが ;ﾐS デｴ;デ Sﾗｷﾐｪ ゲﾗ I;ﾐ 

prevent future problems for the individual and for society (Parton 2006; Wyness 2012; Lawless, Coveney 

and MacDougall, 2013).  

 

As we introduced earlier, the period from the late 1990s has been understood by a number of scholars to 

ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ ; ゲｴｷaデ aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ けｷﾏヮﾉｷIｷデげ デﾗ ;ﾐ けW┝ヮﾉｷIｷデげ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ふW;ゲﾗaa ;ﾐS DW┞ ヲヰヰヰき Cﾉ;ヴﾆW ヲヰヰヶき LW┘ｷゲ 

2011) characterized by far more direct pronouncements from politicians on how children ought to be 

raised and an increasing willingness to blame parenting for social ills. This approach has been given 

IﾗﾐIヴWデW aﾗヴﾏ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ; SｷゲIヴWデW ;ヴW; ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ けﾗaaWヴｷﾐｪ ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲ デﾗ ヮarents around 

デｴW ┘;┞ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ヮ;ヴWﾐデげ ふD;ﾉ┞ ヲヰヱンが ヮくヱヶンぶが デｴW Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ﾐW┘ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ 

;ﾐS ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ けW┝ヮWヴデｷゲWげ ;ﾐS デｴW a┌ﾐSｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS デヴ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa ; けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ┘ﾗヴﾆaﾗヴIWげ ふGｷﾉﾉｷWゲ ヲヰヱヱぶく D;ﾉ┞ 

;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デが ゲｷﾐIW ヱΓΓΑが けEﾐｪﾉ;ﾐd could be said to be in some ways an archetype in that it has put in place 

デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ Wﾉ;Hﾗヴ;デW ;ヴIｴｷデWIデ┌ヴW ;ﾐ┞┘ｴWヴW aﾗヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ ふD;ﾉ┞ ヲヰヱンが ヮくヱヶヴぶく LW┘ｷゲ SWゲIヴｷHWゲ ｴﾗ┘ 

デｴｷゲ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ヮ┌ヴ┗ｷW┘ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ W┝デWﾐSWS HW┞ﾗﾐS デｴﾗゲW ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ┘ｴﾗゲW IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ behaviour had already 

brought them to the attention of social services, to all parents, who are now encouraged to access 

universally provided parenting support services in advance of any problems being evident to themselves 

or others (Lewis 2011, p.107).  

 

Neuroscience versus neuroscientism 

Aゲ ﾐﾗデWS W;ヴﾉｷWヴが デｴW ｷﾐ┗ﾗI;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けHヴ;ｷﾐ ゲIｷWﾐIWげ ｴ;ゲ HWIﾗﾏW ; ｪヴﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ aW;デ┌ヴW ﾗa ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ;ﾐS 

parenting culture. Thornton (2011) has labeled the vigorous advocacy of brain-based early intervention 

デｴW けaｷヴゲデ デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲ ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげぎ ;ﾐ ;ﾉﾉｷ;ﾐIW ﾗa IｴｷﾉS ┘Wﾉa;ヴW ;S┗ﾗI;デWゲ ;ﾐS ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ Iﾉ;ｷﾏゲ デｴ;デ 

social problems such as inequality, poverty, violence, lack of educational achievement, mental and 

physical ill-health, can be ameliorated or prevented if policy can secure functional infant brain 

development. Brain-based early intervention therefore sets itself the task of changing parental behaviour 

デﾗ HW ﾏﾗヴW ;デデWﾐデｷ┗W デﾗ デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ けﾐWWSゲげ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐa;ﾐデ Hヴ;ｷﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa ﾉｷaWく TｴW aｷヴゲデ 

three years movement first emerged in the US in the 1990s and has gained ground since in most Anglo-

American, and an increasing number of other national and supranational, policy contexts. This is despite 

the scientific validity of its brain claims being questioned from the start.  

 



CヴｷデｷIゲ ｴ;┗W Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWS デｴW ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげゲ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI S;デ; ;ﾐS ｷデゲ デWﾐSWﾐI┞ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ヴｷｪｷS 

ｷﾐa;ﾐデ SWデWヴﾏｷﾐｷゲﾏぎ ;ヴｪ┌ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ Iﾗﾐデヴ; デｴW ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげゲ ｷﾐゲｷゲデWﾐIW デｴ;デ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ┞W;ヴゲ ;ヴW けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉげ ｷﾐ ; 

now-or-never sense, in fact, the human brain is defined by its plasticity rather than its rigidity and that 

human development is marked by resilience rather than vulnerability (Bruer 1997, 1998a, 1998b, 1999a 

and 1999b; Kagan 1998; Thompson and Nelson 2001; Rutter 2002; Belsky and de Haan 2011). To a certain 

W┝デWﾐデが デｴW ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ;IIWヮデゲ デｴ;デ デｴW Hヴ;ｷﾐ ｷゲ けヮﾉ;ゲデｷIげ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ aｷ┝WSが H┌デ デｴｷゲ IﾗﾐIWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ｴ;ゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾉWS 

to a rejection of infant determinism, but rather it has strengthened the argument that the brain is 

incredibly vulnerable to parental influence, precisely because of its plasticity. We will explore this further 

below. As the first three years movement grew and internationalized, it also provoked a growing critical 

response among scholars who have sought to contextualise its appeal within a broader parenting culture 

which has intensified demands on parents in general and the scrutiny of mothers in particular (Hays 1998; 

Wilson 2002; Wall 2004 and 2010; Lupton 2011; Lawless, Coveney and MacDougall 2013; ANON. 2014). 

We will engage with this literature towards the end of the paper. 

 

Despite the growing body of scholarship questioning the scientific integrity of brain claims and expressing 

concern about the implications of such a policy framework for the status of parents and the wellbeing of 

children (Wastell and White 2012; Edwards, Gillies and Horsley 2013; Featherstone, Morris and White 

2013; ANON. 2014), the brain-based early intervention agenda has colonised the policy frame with almost 

no acknowledgement that it might be controversial. We now turn to our own research to explore the 

development of the first three years movement in the British context. 

 

The study 

This paper is informed by the findings of a study tracing the adoption of neuroscientific claims-making by 

English family policy. The study, (DETAILS REMOVED FOR ANONYMITY) involved an analysis of English 

policy documents which have shaped the formation of parenting policy across a number of domains (social 

exclusion, health, maternity services, early years, crime and justice). Not discussed here, but informing 

our interpretation of contemporary British developments, were 1) a review of historical literature on past 

ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデゲ ゲWWﾆｷﾐｪ デﾗ けゲ;┗Wげ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ aヴﾗﾏ ﾏ;ﾉｷｪﾐ ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ;ﾐS ヲぶ ; ヴW┗ｷW┘ ﾗa デｴW ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW 

Iヴｷデｷケ┌ｷﾐｪ デｴW けaｷヴゲデ デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲ ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげ ｷﾐ デｴW Aﾐｪﾉﾗ-American policy context. In particular, the latter 

;ﾉﾉﾗ┘WS ┌ゲ デﾗ Sヴ;┘ ; ┌ゲWa┌ﾉ SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ ﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐIW ;ﾐS けﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐデｷゲﾏげが デｴ;デ ｷゲが HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW 

legitimate findings emerging from this new area of science and the fetishisation of a neuroscientific 

vocabulary as a source of authority to underpin policy claims-making.  



 

A central feature of the project was to trace how concepts and language taken from neuroscience are 

deployed within policy to explain the significance of parent-child relationships as the origin of social 

problems, but also to understand these in the longer and broader context of policy thinking about the 

family. To this end, an initial group of policy documents was identified to reflect the post-1997 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ; けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ;ｪWﾐS; ;ﾐS ﾃ┌SｪWS ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐ W;ヴﾉ┞ ;ﾐS ゲ┌HゲWケ┌Wﾐデ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa 

brain-claiming. Follow-up of references in the initial sample, investigation of possible related areas of 

policy such as health or maternity services, and team discussion of an initial set of emerging themes, 

enabled the gaps to be gradually filled in a policy document timeline and a framework for content analysis 

was established using NVIVO. Forty one documents eventually constituted this purposive sample, dating 

from 1997 to 2013. The diffuse character of policy relating to family life meant that documents were 

identified in various policy domains: health, welfare, education and social exclusion. The common variable 

was that they weヴW ﾃ┌SｪWS H┞ デｴW ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ デW;ﾏ デﾗ Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐ ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉゲ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐWS デﾗ ;SSヴWゲゲ デｴW けヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ 

SWaｷIｷデげく TｴW ゲ;ﾏヮﾉW ┘;ゲ ゲ┌HﾃWIデWS デﾗ デｴWﾏ;デｷI ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲが a;Iｷﾉｷデ;デWS H┞ NVIVOが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗WS IﾉﾗゲW 

reading, coding and the mapping of key terms and ideas. We now turn to a discussion of our findings. 

 

Findings 

Documentary analysis allowed us to identify three key themes: a) The shift from moral to therapeutic 

;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデゲ aﾗヴ デ┌ヴﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ゲヮﾗデﾉｷｪｴデ ﾗﾐ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾉｷaWき Hぶ デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ H;H┞げゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐゲ ;ヴW ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐWS 

relative to the parent and c) the observation that it is not cognitive intelligence that is at issue but the 

claimed emotional underpinning for it. These themes will now be discussed in turn. 

 

;ぶ Fヴﾗﾏ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉｷ┣ｷﾐｪ けデｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ デﾗ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ┣ｷﾐｪ ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ ﾐ┌ヴデ┌ヴW 

The first direct reference to the brain found in the sample of policy documents reviewed was in the 2003 

けBｷヴデｴ デﾗ TｴヴWW M;デデWヴゲげ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ヴW┗ｷW┘が ヮ┌HﾉｷゲｴWS H┞ デｴW DWヮ;ヴデﾏWﾐデ aﾗヴ ES┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS Sﾆｷﾉﾉゲく However, 

our analysis shows that concern with the quality of parental nurture was well-established prior to the 

emergence of brain claims, suggesting that any understanding of brain-claiming needs to be situated 

within the larger context of changing conceptualizations of family life as a problem in need of policy action.  

 

Iﾐ デｴW W;ヴﾉｷWゲデ ｷデWﾏ ｷﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ ゲ;ﾏヮﾉWが NW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ Supporting Families, published by the Home Office in 

ヱΓΓΒが ┘W aﾗ┌ﾐS ;ﾐ W┝ヮﾉｷIｷデ ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ Sｷゲデ;ﾐIW デｴW ﾐW┘ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ aヴﾗﾏ けﾗﾉSげ ;デデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ ヮヴWゲWヴ┗W デｴW 

けデヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞が ┘ｷデｴ デｴW argument that: 



 

Government could not turn the clock back even if it wanted to do so. There never was a golden 

age of the family. Family life has continually changed - and changed for good reasons as well as 

bad. (Home Office 1998, p.2) 

 

A later report similarly distanced the new family policy from a concern about family form: 

 

This is not a debate on the shape of families and we will not try to incentivise or engineer particular 

family structures に this is not the job of government. (Cabinet Office 2007, p. 1) 

 

In a report from the last days of New Labour, marriage is acknowledged as important, but is not accorded 

any moral or political privilege: 

Marriage is an important and well-established institution that plays a fundamental role in family 

life in our society. However, marriage is a personal and private decision for responsible adults, 

┘ｷデｴ ┘ｴｷIｴ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ﾐﾗデ ｷﾐデWヴaWヴWぐa;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ IﾗﾏW ｷﾐ ;ﾉﾉ ゲｴ;ヮWゲ ;ﾐS ゲｷ┣Wゲ デｴWゲW S;┞ゲ ;ﾐS 

the evidence is clear that stable and loving relationships between adults in the home に parents, 

grandparents and other caring adults に and with their children are vital for their progress and 

wellbeing. (Department for Children, Skills and Families, 2010 p. 1)  

 

We can see here a relative withdrawal from a moral component to family policy, in which the sanctity, 

benefits or even the historical truth of a particular family form (married, stable) are all disputed. This 

seems at first to contradict the overall content of the reports, which makes the case for the legitimacy of 

governﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ デﾗ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ けa;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげが けデｴｷﾐﾆ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ﾗヴ けゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ ;ﾉﾉげく TｴW ﾉ;ゲデ ケ┌ﾗデW ｷﾐSｷI;デWゲ ｴﾗ┘ 

デｴｷゲ Sｷゲ;┗ﾗ┘;ﾉ ﾗa けﾗﾉSげ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ aﾗヴ デｴW W┝デWヴﾐ;ﾉ aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ｷゲ Hﾗ┌ﾐS ┌ヮ ┘ｷデｴ ;ﾐ WﾏHヴ;Iｷﾐｪ ﾗa ; ﾐW┘ 

;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWﾉｷWゲ ﾗﾐ けW┗ｷSWﾐIW-H;ゲWSげ ヴ;デｴWヴ than moral claims for government interest in family life, 

where concern for the quality of relationships within けa;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ヴWヮﾉ;IWゲ ;ﾐ┞ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ デｴW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW デｴ;デ 

けデｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏWゲく   

 

b) The amazing infant brain (nurtured by inadequate parents) 

As well as being conceived of as foundational to society, family relationships are also talked of as being 

┌ﾐSWヴ けIﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ;HﾉW ゲデヴWゲゲげ (Foreword to Supporting Families by Jack Straw 1998) and the source of this 



stress is not just from relationship breakdown or lone parenting. In the 2007 report, Parenting Matters, 

the pressures on contemporary families are described as multiple: parents caring for elderly grandparents; 

mothers and fathers both working; financial pressures. A later report adds to these, rapid social and 

デWIｴﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｴ;┗W けHヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┌ﾐヮヴWIWSWﾐデWS ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS aヴWWSﾗﾏ ﾗa IｴﾗｷIWが 

;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲ ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ヴWゲデヴ;ｷﾐデげ ふDCSF ヲヰヱヰが ヮくヱぶく けTｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW 

described as a strong foundational unit ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞が ; H┌ｷﾉSｷﾐｪ HﾉﾗIﾆが H┌デ ヴ;デｴWヴが けa;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾉｷaWげ ｷゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS 

to contain vulnerable relationshipsが ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW けｴ;ゲ ﾐW┗Wヴ HWWﾐ ; ﾏﾗヴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ デｷﾏW aﾗヴ デｴW 

Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ デﾗ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ;ﾐS a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲくげ (DCSF 2010, p.1). 

Iデ ｷゲ ┌ゲWa┌ﾉ デﾗ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ V;ﾐゲｷWﾉWｪｴWﾏげゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ デｴW けﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ┘W ;ヴW ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ; IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ;ﾐS 

ヮWヴﾏ;ﾐWﾐデﾉ┞ Iｴ;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ ｴ;ゲ ; SｷゲﾗヴｷWﾐデｷﾐｪ WaaWIデが ;ﾐS デｴW Iﾉ;ｷﾏ ﾗa ヴ;ヮｷS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪW HヴW;ﾆゲ デｴW 

けヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷデ┞ ｷﾐ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲげが デｴｷゲ ｷﾐ デ┌ヴﾐ ﾉWｪｷデｷﾏｷ┣Wゲ けｪヴW;デWヴ ヴWIﾗ┌ヴゲW デﾗ W┝ヮWヴデｷゲW 

;ﾐS デｴW W┝ヮ;ﾐゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWゲ デﾗ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪW デｴW ｷﾐﾐWヴ ﾉｷaW ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ふヲヰヱヰが ヮくンヴヱぶく Tｴｷゲ デｴWﾏW ﾗa 

disorientating rapid change and the subsequent need for support exists at two levels in the documents: it 

is evident in descriptions of the social  に  economic trends and changes in family structure  に  but also in 

constructions of the individual. The most repeated claim about the infant brain is that it is distinguished 

from the adult brain b┞ ｷデゲ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ aﾗヴ W┝デヴWﾏWﾉ┞ ヴ;ヮｷS けｪヴﾗ┘デｴげぎ  

 

CｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐゲ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ a;ゲデWヴ ｷﾐ デｴW aｷヴゲデ デ┘ﾗ ┞W;ヴゲ デｴ;ﾐ ;デ ;ﾐ┞ ﾗデｴWヴ ゲデ;ｪW ;ﾐS デｴW┞ ﾉW;ヴﾐ ﾏﾗヴW 

quickly. (DCSF 2007, p.10) 

 

At birth, babies have around a quarter of the brain neurons of an adult. By the age of 3, the young 

child has around twice the number of neurons of an adult に making the early years critical for the 

development of the brain, language, social, emotional and motor skills. (Department of Health 

2010, p.18) 

 

The child is thus estranged from adults by its distinct biological character and its complex developmental 

needs. This in turn leads to the argument that expert-led, neuroscientifically-informed parenting support 

is necessary to train the parent in the correct way to nurture the child while its brain grows at an 

W┝デヴ;ﾗヴSｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ヴ;デWく TｴW ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI ┗ﾗI;H┌ﾉ;ヴ┞が ｴWヴW ﾗa けﾐW┌ヴﾗﾐゲげが H┌デ WﾉゲW┘ｴWヴW ﾗa けゲ┞ﾐ;ヮゲWゲげが けIﾗｪﾐｷデｷ┗W 

I;ヮ;IｷデｷWゲげが けIﾗヴデｷゲﾗﾉげ ﾗヴ け;┌Sｷデﾗヴ┞ ﾏ;ヮゲげが ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴW ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ ﾗa I;ヴW HWデ┘WWﾐ H;HｷWゲ ;ﾐS  ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ 

must be mediated through the scientific and medical interpretation of experts.  



 

TｴW ｷSW; ﾗa ; けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴｷﾗSげが デ┞ヮｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ヰ-ン ┞W;ヴゲが ┘ｴWﾐ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ けｷﾐヮ┌デゲげ ﾏ┌ゲデ ﾗII┌ヴ デﾗ Wﾐ;HﾉW ﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ Hヴ;ｷﾐ 

development is also a key brain claim. But this is increasingly extended back before year zero, into 

gestation, where the vulnerable fetus is equated seamlessly with the born infant.  

 

What happens in pregnancy and the first few years gives children a lasting legacy because they 

are growing rapidly and particularly susceptible to physical, environmental and psychological 

harm. (Department for Education and Department of Health 2011, p.51) 

 

Early interactions directly affect the way the brain is wired, and early relationships set the 

けデｴWヴﾏﾗゲデ;デげ aﾗヴ ﾉ;デWヴ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗa デｴW ゲデヴWゲゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWく Tｴｷゲ ;ﾉﾉ ┌ﾐSWヴﾉｷﾐWゲ デｴW ゲｷｪﾐｷgI;ﾐIW ﾗa 

ヮヴWｪﾐ;ﾐI┞ ;ﾐS デｴW gヴゲデ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa ﾉｷaWが ;ﾐS デｴW ﾐWWS aﾗヴ ﾏﾗデｴWヴゲ ;nd fathers to be supported during 

this time. (Department of Health 2008, p.9) 

 

In its association with the fetus, traditionally understood as a mysterious, unknowable, invisible, not-

quite-human being, the born child is rendered even more mystifying and alien to its parents, thereby 

necessitating expert, scientific knowledge and even equipment such as the scanner, to identify its needs. 

 

Iぶ P;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ゲ けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉげ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWゲ 

The rapid growth of the brain during the early months and years is said to be deヮWﾐSWﾐデ ﾗﾐ デｴW ｷﾐa;ﾐデげゲ 

けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ ;ﾐS デｴｷゲ ヮWヴｷﾗS ﾗa Hヴ;ｷﾐ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ｷゲ ヮﾗゲWS ;ゲ けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉげ aﾗヴ デｴW aﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW a┌デ┌ヴW 

child and adult.  

A IｴｷﾉSげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮゲ ヴ;ヮｷSﾉ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW gヴゲデ デ┘ﾗ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa ﾉｷaWが ;ﾐS ｷゲ ｷﾐ｡┌WﾐIWS H┞ デｴW Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ﾐS 

physical environment as well as by genetic factors. (Department of Health 2008, p.11) 

 

Iﾐ デｴW ヴWゲデ ﾗa デｴW ゲ;ﾏヮﾉWが ｷデ ｷゲ Iﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ aﾗヴ けデｴW Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ デﾗ HW ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ﾏﾗヴW ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐIW デｴ;ﾐ ｪWﾐWデｷIゲが 

sﾗ ┘ｴｷﾉW ｷデ ｷゲ ;ヴｪ┌WS デｴ;デ デｴW Hヴ;ｷﾐ ｷゲ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ けaｷ┝WSげ H┞ W;ヴﾉ┞ IｴｷﾉSｴﾗﾗSが デｴW けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ┘ｷﾐSﾗ┘げ ﾗa けHヴ;ｷﾐ 

ヮﾉ;ゲデｷIｷデ┞げ ┘ｴWﾐ ｷデ ｷゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ヴWIWヮデｷ┗W デﾗ けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWゲげ ｷゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ W┝デヴWﾏWﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデが aﾗヴ 

it this which re-frames the parental role. Contemporary brain-claiming tends to counterpose itself to the 

biologised infant determinism associated with genetic understandings of child to adult development, but 

;ゲ ┘W ﾐﾗデWS W;ヴﾉｷWヴが デｴｷゲ WﾏHヴ;Iｷﾐｪ ﾗa けヮﾉ;ゲデｷIｷデ┞げ ヴWｷﾐ┗Wﾐデゲ ｷﾐa;ﾐデ SWデWヴﾏｷﾐｷゲﾏ ｷﾐ ; SｷaaWヴWﾐデ aﾗヴﾏぎ ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ 

determinism. This strong determinism is evident in the following quote from a report providing policy 



recommendations to the Conservative Party: 

The emotional brain is largely created in the first 18 months of life and its auditory map is formed 

even earlier, by 12 months. Furthermore, it has ;ﾉゲﾗ HWWﾐ ゲｴﾗ┘ﾐが ;ﾉ;ヴﾏｷﾐｪﾉ┞が デｴ;デ ; IｴｷﾉSげゲ 

education developmental score at 22 months can accurately predict educational outcomes at the 

age of 26. In short, we are now able to predict the long term wellbeing of children on the basis of 

their environment in the first few years of their lives. (Social Justice Policy Group 2007, p.8) 

 

Iﾐ デｴW けﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪげ ﾗ┌デﾉﾗﾗﾆが ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ヴW デ;ﾉﾆWS ﾗa ｷﾐ aﾉ;デデWヴｷﾐｪ デWヴﾏゲ ;ゲ けゲI┌ﾉヮデﾗヴゲげ ;ﾐS け;ヴIｴｷデWIデゲげ ﾗa 

the physical infant brain. But this determining role is double-edged, for their overwhelming influence can 

┘ﾗヴﾆ aﾗヴ ｪﾗﾗS ﾗヴ aﾗヴ ｷﾉﾉが ;ゲ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ゲ;ｷS WﾉゲW┘ｴWヴWが デｴW┞ ;ヴW けaﾗﾗﾉｷゲｴ ｪﾗSゲげが I;ゲデ ;ゲ ゲｷﾏ┌ﾉデ;ﾐWﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ;ﾉﾉ-

powerful and incompetent (Furedi 2008). Whilst naturally connected to the child through their great 

capacity デﾗ ゲｴ;ヮW デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐ ;ﾐS a┌デ┌ヴWが ｷﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ ヴWゲヮWIデゲが ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ Wゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾏWﾐデ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW IｴｷﾉS ｷゲ 

ヴWｷﾐaﾗヴIWS H┞ デｴW ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗ｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ ﾗﾐW ﾗa ; ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉげ a;Iデﾗヴゲ ｷﾏヮ;Iデｷﾐｪ 

on infant brain development.  

 

けTｴW Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ ｷゲ デ;ﾉﾆWS ﾗa ｷﾐ デｴヴWW ﾐﾗデ;HﾉW ┘;┞ゲぎ ;ゲ デｴW けｴﾗﾏW ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげが ;ゲ けデｴW ┘ﾗﾏHげ 

;ﾐS ;ゲ けヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲげく WｴWﾐ SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ デｴW けｴﾗﾏW ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげが デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ｴﾗﾏW ｷゲ ヴWI;ゲデ ;ゲ 

of great public significance, because of its unique role in shaping future citizens: 

 

The research we draw on for this pamphlet indicates that what happens inside the family, when a 

child is very young indeed, strongly determines how they will react to people outside the home, 

how ready they will be to learn and ultimately what kind of a citizen they will become. (Centre for 

Social Justice 2009, p.15)  

 

TｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ;ゲ けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ ｷゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ゲデヴﾗﾐｪﾉ┞ HｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲWS ┘ｴWﾐ ｷデ ｷゲ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS 

デﾗ ｪWゲデ;デｷﾗﾐが ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW ﾏﾗデｴWヴげゲ HﾗS┞ ｷゲが ケ┌ｷデW ﾉｷデWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞が デｴW WﾐデｷヴW けWﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ HﾗS┞ 

and brain is forming. The uterine environment is not only conceptualized as risky because mothers can 

pass on physical toxins (such as drugs and alcohol) to their child, but because the mother-to-HWげゲ 

emotional state (ﾗaデWﾐ ﾏWSｷI;ﾉｷゲWS ;ゲ けﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ｴW;ﾉデｴげぶ ｷゲ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ HWﾉｷW┗WS デﾗ HW デヴ;ﾐゲﾏｷデデWS デﾗ デｴW 

child. 

 

It [the CHPP] should also incorporate the information that we have about the adverse effect that 



maternal anxiety and depression in pregnancy can have on child development (Department of 

Health 2008, p.9) 

 

The propensity to experience some major mental illnesses can be inherited genetically. However 

the effects of poor parental mental health are also transmitted environmentally through processes 

during pregnancy and through family relationships. (Cabinet Office 2007, p.20) 

 

The third way in which parents are constructed as an environmental influence is in the claim that the 

けWﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデげ IヴW;デWS H┞ デｴW ヮ;ヴWﾐデ SｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮ;Iデゲ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐa;ﾐデ Hヴ;ｷﾐ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデく This is 

increasingly articulated in terms of a biologised version of attachment theory, with a particular focus on 

maternal depression.  

 

Maternal depression impedes brain development. Infants of severely depressed mothers show 

reduced left lobe activity (associated with being happy, joyful or interested) and increased right 

lobe activity (associated with negative feelings). (Centre for Social Justice 2008, p.65) 

 

However, it is not just postnatal depression that is described as an inhibitor of brain development but the 

ﾏﾗヴW ﾐWH┌ﾉﾗ┌ゲ ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ ゲデ;デWゲ ﾗa けゲデヴWゲゲげ ;ﾐS け;ﾐ┝ｷWデ┞げ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ヴW ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ ; a;ｷﾉ┌ヴW デﾗ ゲWI┌ヴW 

attachment and can apply to both mother and father. 

 

TｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ; H;H┞げゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐ ｷゲ ;dWIデWS H┞ デｴW ;デデ;IｴﾏWﾐデ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS ;ﾐalysis of 

ﾐWｪﾉWIデWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐゲ ｴ;ゲ ゲｴﾗ┘ﾐ デｴ;デ デｴWｷヴ Hヴ;ｷﾐ ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ ｷゲ ゲｷｪﾐｷgI;ﾐデﾉ┞ ヴWS┌IWSく WｴWヴW 

babies are often left to cry, their cortisol levels are increased and this can lead to a permanent 

increase in stress hormones later in life, which can impact on mental health. Supporting parents 

S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴｷゲ SｷqI┌ﾉデ デヴ;ﾐゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ヮWヴｷﾗS ｷゲ Iヴ┌Iｷ;ﾉ デﾗ ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗ｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲ aﾗヴ ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐく (Field 

2010, p.41) 

 

TｴW ヮ;ヴWﾐデ ｷゲ デｴ┌ゲ ｴWﾉS ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHﾉW aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSげゲ a┌デ┌ヴW ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ デﾗ a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ Hﾗデｴ Iﾗｪﾐｷデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ;ﾐS 

emotionally but also depicted in relativised, biologised terms as just another environmental factor. 

 

d) Biologised therapeutics: From IQ to Emotional Intelligence   

It was evident in the documents analysed that emotional development is of far greater concern than 



cognitive development, or rather, emotional development is said to underpin cognitive development. For 

example, this report aimed at tackling poverty targets the emotional development of children as the basis 

for overcoming inequalities: 

The child who is nurtured and loved will develop the neural networks which mediate empathy, 

compassion and the capacity to form healthy relationships (Cabinet Office 2006, p.47)  

 

Thornton (2011) makes the important observation that after an initial focus on nurturing IQ and 

intelligence in the infant brain, the first three years movement in the US absorbed a reaction against this 

instrumentalised view of parental care. Thenceforth, emotional development was prioritised by the 

movement as the logical and biological underpinning of cognitive development. In this way of thinking, 

ﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ヮヴｷﾏ;ヴｷﾉ┞ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐWS ┘ｷデｴ ヴ;ｷゲｷﾐｪ ゲﾏ;ヴデWヴ H;HｷWゲ H┌デ ┘ｷデｴ ヴ;ｷゲｷﾐｪ けWﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ 

ｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐデげ H;HｷWゲく Aゲ Iﾉﾉﾗ┌┣ SｷゲI┌ゲゲWゲが ┘W ｴ;┗W ﾏﾗ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ ; IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWﾏWﾐデ and 

ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ﾗa IQ デﾗ ; ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けWﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐIWげ ふIﾉﾉﾗ┌┣が ヲヰヰΑぶく TｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ケ┌ﾗデWゲ 

demonstrate the ultimately cyclical therapeutic logic of locating social phenomenon in the emotional 

development of the infant, via, the brain.  

 

1. Material poverty causes a detrimental maternal state, which creates an emotionally poor environment 

for infant: 

Several studies in the US have observed families living in conditions of severe disadvantage, and 

have found consistent associations between the occurrence of postnatal depression and marked 

ｷﾏヮ;ｷヴﾏWﾐデゲ ｷﾐ ﾏ;デWヴﾐ;ﾉ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷ┗WﾐWゲゲ デﾗ デｴW ｷﾐa;ﾐデぐ (Sutton et al. 2004, p.28) 

 

2. The child raised in an emotionally impoverished environment will be less able to function in school and 

in wider society. ThWｷヴ けS;ﾏ;ｪWSげ Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデ;デW ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾉW;S デﾗ SWaｷIｷWﾐIｷWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐIW ;ﾐS ;ﾐデｷゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ 

behavior and, presumably, an inability to be effective parents themselves: 

 

Repeated interactions of this kind contribute to the development of longer-term difficulties in the 

H;H┞げゲ HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ ヮﾉ;IW デｴW IｴｷﾉS ;デ ヴｷゲﾆ ﾗa ;ﾐデｷ-social behaviour. These 

SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデｷWゲ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SW ﾉﾗ┘ ゲIﾗヴWゲ ﾗﾐ けIQげ ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐIW ふWゲヮWIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾐ Hﾗ┞ゲぶが ｷﾏヮ;ｷヴﾏWﾐデゲ ｷﾐ 

デｴW H;H┞げゲ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ デﾗ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ｴｷゲっｴWヴ Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS HWｴ;┗iour, and inability to sustain attention. 

(Sutton et al. 2004, p.29) 



 

 

Tﾗ けHヴW;ﾆ デｴW I┞IﾉWげ ﾗa デｴW Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌WS IヴW;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa S┞ゲa┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが ;ﾉﾉ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ヴWケ┌ｷヴW 

ｷﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ;デ デｴW W;ヴﾉｷWゲデ ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW ゲデ;ｪW デﾗ ;デデ┌ﾐW デｴWﾏ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ H;H┞げゲ ﾐW┌ヴﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾐWWSゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW 

adoption of a neuroparenting style: 

Evidence on neurological development shows how babies build connections in their brain which 

enable the development of speech and language, self-IﾗﾐgSWﾐIW ;ﾐS ｪﾗﾗS ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ 

ﾗデｴWヴ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ ;ﾐS ;S┌ﾉデゲぐIデ ｷゲ ｷﾏヮWヴ;デｷ┗W デｴ;デ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ ｴW;ﾉデｴ┞ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ gヴゲデ ┞W;ヴゲ 

ﾗa ﾉｷaW ｷゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデWSぐP;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ヴW ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏWS ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉS ;ﾐS 

aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ﾉW;S ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ ヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉ ヮﾉ;┞ ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲげ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa 

brain development. (Department for Education 2011b, p.21) 

 

The analysis of policy discourse suggests that the neurobiologising of parental influence constructs the 

parent as both the supreme influence on their child but also as an inherently risky one. It is noticeable in 

many of the quotations above that brain-claims have a tendency to normalise as developmentally critical, 

けゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ aﾗヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ┞W;ヴゲく TｴW Hヴｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ ﾗa ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴW IWﾐデヴW ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ゲデ;ｪW I;ﾐ 

therefore be understood as a demotion of previous conceptions of the parent as essentially competent 

until proven otherwise. The scientific-sounding character of brain claims necessarily construct the baby 

as requiring expert medical interpretation and the parent, therefore as in need of professional guidance 

to absorb to incorporate this expert-delivered knowledge into their care for their child. Parenting 

ヮヴﾗaWゲゲｷﾗﾐ;ﾉゲ ;ヴW デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐWS ;ゲ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデWヴゲ ﾗa ﾐW┘ けデヴ┌デｴゲげが ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ けｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮげ ┘ｷデｴ 

parents to access the insights of neuroscience. 

 

Discussion: Nurturing nature in a therapeutic culture  

A large number of scholars have challenged the tendency to blame parents for the ills of society and to 

SWﾏ;ﾐS デｴ;デ デｴW┞ WS┌I;デW デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ デﾗ ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗W デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ ﾉｷaW Iｴ;ﾐIWゲ ;ゲ ; ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉｷ┣WSが 

atomizing view of the task of rearing children (Hays 1998; Furedi 2001 and 2008; ANON. 2014). Brain-

based arguments for early intervention have been accused of providing a way of justifying cuts in welfare 

ゲヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ﾗa けヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷゲｷﾐｪげ デｴW ヴ;ｷゲｷﾐｪ ﾗa IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ ゲﾗﾉWly to individual parents, particularly mothers 

ふGｷﾉﾉｷWゲ ヲヰヱンぶく Sｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が W;ﾉﾉ ヮﾉ;IWゲ ﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ﾐWﾗﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏげゲ Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲ 

ﾗﾐ けデｴW ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ デﾗ ;S;ヮデ デﾗ Iｴ;ﾐｪWが デﾗ Wﾐｪ;ｪW ｷﾐ ゲWﾉa-enhancing behaviour, and to manage 



デｴW ヴｷゲﾆ デｴW┞ ヮﾗゲW デﾗ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ ;ﾐS デｴ┌ゲ ヴWS┌IW デｴWｷヴ ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ H┌ヴSWﾐ ﾗﾐ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ ふW;ﾉﾉ ヲヰヰヴ ヮくヴヶぶく 

Tｴﾗヴﾐデﾗﾐ ;ﾉゲﾗ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSゲ ﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ;ゲ Sヴｷ┗Wﾐ H┞ ; ﾐWﾗﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ ｷﾏヮWヴ;デｷ┗W デﾗ けヴWヮヴﾗS┌IW 

entrepreneurial forms of self-governance by producing babies emotionally primed to navigate an 

WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ デｴ;デ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷ┣Wゲ aﾉW┝ｷHﾉWが ﾏﾗHｷﾉWが ;ﾐS ;S;ヮデ;HﾉW ┘ﾗヴﾆWヴゲげ ふTｴﾗヴﾐデﾗﾐ ヲヰヱヱ ヮくヴヰヰぶく 

 

However, as we can see from the above analysis, far from facilitating a withdrawal of the State from family 

life or valuing parental autonomy, brain claiming is actually deployed to argue for novel State 

interventions to evaluate and transform the intimate interactions between parents and children. As 

N;SWゲ;ﾐ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲが ﾐW┌ヴﾗヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ けﾉWｪｷデｷﾏｷ┣Wゲ ﾏﾗヴW aﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ ゲ┌ヴ┗Wｷﾉﾉ;ﾐIW ﾗaが ;ﾐS ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐが ｷﾐa;ﾐデ 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデが ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ Sｷゲ;S┗;ﾐデ;ｪWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげ ふN;SWゲ;ﾐ ヲヰヰヲ 

p.424). Such measures directly undermine the autonomy and authority of the parent and make it 

impossible for them to exercise real parental responsibility as they see fit.  

 

TｴW ヴWIﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けIｴｷﾉS-ヴW;ヴｷﾐｪげ aヴﾗﾏ ; IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ｷﾐデWヴｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ┌ndertaken by 

families and wider adult society, to a narrow, technical task, concentrated on the individual parent 

(Ramaekers and Suissa 2012; Smeyers 2008 and 2010) is particularly evident in the brain-based 

construction of the parent and child. The individualization identified by critics of neoliberalism should 

therefore be understood as one that is currently severely circumscribed, with its own requirements of 

emotional conformity, as Furedi outlines, 

 

...a closer inspection of therapeutic culture indicates that its account of the self is far from an 

optimistic one. The image of the self-actualising individual gaining enlightenment through self-

reflection and the exercise of autonomous choice is, in practice, contradicted by the fundamental 

premise of therapeutic culture, which is that the individual self is defined by its vulnerability. 

(Furedi 2004, p.107) 

 

Although not writing about neuroscience, Illouz astutely observes of the therapeutic culture that the 

institutionalization of expert-driven concern foヴ デｴW Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐゲ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWゲ デｴW けI;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ デﾗ Sｷゲヮﾉ;┞ ;ﾐ 

Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデ┞ﾉW SWaｷﾐWS ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデWS H┞ ヮゲ┞Iｴﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲげ ふIﾉﾉﾗ┌┣ ヲヰヰΑが ヮくヶンぶく AﾐS ゲﾗが デｴW ;ヮヮ;ヴWﾐデ デWﾐSWﾐI┞ 

to privatize social phenomenon should be viewed in conjunction with a recognition that new forms of 

intimate governance mean that the private world can no longer exist in the way it once did. As Illouz says, 

the therapeutic narrative, 



 

くくくﾏ;ﾆWゲ ﾗﾐW ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHﾉW aﾗヴ ﾗﾐWげゲ ヮゲ┞IｴｷI ┘Wﾉﾉ-being, yet does that by removing any notion of 

moral fault. Thus, it enables one to mobilize the cultural schemes and values of moral 

individualism, of change and self-improvement. Yet, by transposing these to childhood and to 

deficient families, one is exonerated from the weight of being at fault for living an unsatisfactory 

life. (Illouz 2007, p.55) 

Aゲ Tｴﾗヴﾐデﾗﾐ ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデゲが デﾗS;┞げゲ ﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI-based theories see parent-child attachment as a much less 

natural or reliable occurrence than did the earlier proponents. Not only that, according to Thornton, 

HﾗﾐSｷﾐｪ ｷゲ け; デWIｴﾐｷcal problem that must be achieved through constant work on the self, primarily 

デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ;Iデｷﾗﾐゲ SｷヴWIデWS ｷﾐ┘;ヴSき デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ aWWﾉｷﾐｪゲが ;デデｷデ┌SWゲが ;ﾐS SWゲｷヴWゲげ ふTｴﾗヴﾐデﾗﾐ ヲヰヱヱが ヮくヴヰΓぶく Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ 

not an argument for social advancement through the optimizing of parental care and enlightened child 

development, but rather the expression of an anxiety about social order に represented by the prospect of 

large populations of unempathic, emotionally stunted individuals  に  to be resolved through the securing 

of social bondsが IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷ┣WS ;ゲ SWヴｷ┗ｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ ; ﾐW┌ヴﾗHｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ aﾗ┌ﾐS;デｷﾗﾐく TﾗS;┞げゲ ﾐW┌ヴﾗHｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ 

of parental love is premised on the prior belief that there is a widespread deficit in the quality of parental 

care. There is little faith today in either nature OR nurture therefore.  

 

In his influential essay The Allure of Infant Determinism (1998) demonstrating the long-standing appeal of 

deterministic ideas about the early years of life, the child psychologist Jerome Kagan criticised the 

reductionism of brain claiming. He argued that the political appeal of brain claims resides in their ability 

to avoid moralising parental behaviour while simultaneously focusing attention upon it. This resonates 

with our observation that the origins of English parenting policy coincide with a final abandonment of 

traditional moral arguments about family form, marriage, divorce or single parenthood and re-pose the 

けヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ﾗa デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ;ゲ ﾗﾐW ┘ｴｷIｴ Iﾗ┌ﾉS HW ヴWゲﾗﾉ┗WS H┞ デｴW W┗;ﾉ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW けｷﾐデWヴﾐ;ﾉ ケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW 

relationships beデ┘WWﾐ デｴW ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ ふGｷﾉﾉｷWゲ ヲヰヱヱが ヮ;ヴ; Γくヱぶく AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ K;ｪ;ﾐが Hヴ;ｷﾐ 

claims divert attention from the absence of consensus about what is right and wrong in family life, or 

about the legitimate role of the State in raising children aﾐS デ┌ヴﾐ ｷデ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ けWS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ゲ デｴW 

solution to social problems.  

 

Conclusion  

Our study indicates that brain claims reinforce pre-existing ideas of early infancy being determinate of 



future life chances but also confirm the construction of the parent as the key mechanism through which 

this determinism is leveraged on the individual IｴｷﾉSが aﾗヴ ｪﾗﾗS ;ﾐS aﾗヴ H;Sく TｴW Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa H;HｷWゲげ 

brains as extremely susceptible to parental influence can be seen as a biologised condensation of pre-

W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ｷSW;ゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ けデﾗ┝ｷIげ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ふF┌ヴWSｷ ヲヰヰヱ ;ﾐS ヲヰヰΒき ANONく ヲヰヱヴぶく Previous social 

movements which biologised notions of social progress argued unapologetically for intervening in 

IｴｷﾉSｴﾗﾗS デﾗ ゲデヴWﾐｪデｴWﾐ デｴW ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ けヴ;IWげく Iﾐ デｴW I┌ヴヴWﾐデ ヮWヴｷﾗSが HｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ｷゲ ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾆWS ｷﾐ ; 

different way: the concern is more with the capacｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴﾗゲW ┘ｴﾗ けﾐ┌ヴデ┌ヴWげ デﾗ Wﾐゲ┌ヴW デｴW ヮヴﾗヮWヴ 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa けﾐ;デ┌ヴWげく TｴW ;ヮヮ;ヴWﾐデ ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ﾐWWSゲ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ヮ;ヴ;ﾉﾉWﾉWS ｷﾐ ; 

ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; ヮ;ヴWﾐデげゲ ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ デﾗ ﾏWWデ デｴWﾏ ﾗヴ W┗Wﾐ デﾗ ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷ┣W ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ﾏｷｪｴデ HWぎ aﾗヴ H;HｷWゲ ;ヴW 

now constructed as truly knowable only through scientific interpretation. For example, despite the 

apparently overwhelming import of the mother-child relationship, there is no confidence here in maternal 

instinct. Nature is therefore not inherently functional, but must be nurtured through the encouragement 

ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲ ;ﾐS デｴW ｪ┌ｷS;ﾐIW ﾗa けﾐW┌ヴﾗゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI;ﾉﾉ┞にｷﾐaﾗヴﾏWSげ W┝ヮWヴデｷゲWく Iﾐ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾐｪ デｴW 

child as knowable only through a scientised framework of neurological development, brain claiming 

inevitably demotes the parent. Parents are no longer equipped to spontaneously understand and guide 

デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSげゲ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデが H┌デ W┗Wﾐ ﾏﾗヴW ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデﾉ┞が デｴW┞ ;ヴW Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾉﾉ-

equipped to love their child in a way judged to be conducive デﾗ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ゲ┌IIWゲゲa┌ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデく  

 

Aゲ けヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲげ ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSげゲ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデが ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ;ヴW IﾗﾐゲｷｪﾐWS デﾗ ; ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾐﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ Wケ┌;ﾉ ┘ｷデｴ ヮ;ｷS 

professionals who have no intimate knowledge of the child and do not love the child. However, this 

けヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮげ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデが ｷﾐ a;Iデが Wケ┌;ﾉ HWI;┌ゲW デｴW ヮヴﾗaWゲゲｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｴ;ゲ ; ゲ┌ヮWヴｷﾗヴ Iﾉ;ｷﾏ デﾗ W┝ヮWヴデｷゲWが ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ デｴW 

task of training the parent. Not only that, state-employed professionals have the responsibility and power 

デﾗ ﾏﾗﾐｷデﾗヴが W┗;ﾉ┌;デW ;ﾐS ;Iデ ┌ヮﾗﾐ ヮ;ヴWﾐデ;ﾉ けゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ ;ﾐS IﾗﾏヮWデWﾐIｷWゲげく Tｴｷゲ ｷﾐゲデヴ┌ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉが HｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲWS ┘;┞ 

of thinking about family life expands and intensifies the obligations of parents to new levels while at the 

same inherently de-;┌デｴﾗヴｷゲｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮ;ヴWﾐデ ;ゲ ; けﾏﾗデｴWヴげ ﾗヴ ; けa;デｴWヴげが ┘ｷデｴ ; ┌ﾐｷケ┌W ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲhip to the 

child.  

 

We therefore conclude that the uncritical embracing of early years determinism has authoritarian 

consequences for the relationship between all families and the State because it fundamentally 

reconceptualises all parents in a demoted posｷデｷﾗﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗W デﾗ けW┝ヮWヴデｷゲWげ ;ﾐS Sデ;デW ;ｪWﾐIｷWゲく Tｴｷゲ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ 

approach particularly stacks the odds against poorer parents. In rewriting social class and economic 

position as reproduced solely through parenting,  a justification is created for the targetting of families 



SWWﾏWS ｷﾐI;ヮ;HﾉW ﾗa ;SWケ┌;デWﾉ┞ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ Hヴ;ｷﾐゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐ;ﾏW ﾗa ヴWゲI┌ｷﾐｪ デｴW IｴｷﾉS H┌デ 

;ﾉゲﾗ ヮヴﾗｪヴWゲゲｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ ふﾗヴ ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ゲ;┗ｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ aヴﾗﾏ a┌デ┌ヴW W┝ヮWﾐSｷデ┌ヴWぶく PﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏWS H┞ デｴW けaｷヴゲデ 

デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲ ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげ ;ﾉゲﾗ ヴｷゲﾆ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ-being by hastening their permanent removal from birth 

families and undermining the possibility of spontaneous relationships of love and care.  
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