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Public health governance over children’s health by definition involves monitoring parents. Intensive parenting has come to include an expectation that the kinds of food children eat, the exercise they do or do not engage in and their degree of obesity and fitness will be accepted as the responsibility of the parents. Given the number of single parent families headed by women and the role of women in food preparation for the family, this has a clear gender dimension, often a strand in the demonisation of what are framed as nontraditional families. Single mothers are frequently chastised in the media as bad mothers who have doomed their obese children to lives of ill health and stigmatisation.

There are various difficulties with this. The association between poverty, social class and ill health muddies assertions of moral shortcomings here. In addition, the evidence base associated with obesity is less straightforward than is frequently asserted. While public health authorities have a legal obligation to engage in preventative education in order to conserve healthcare resources, the role of obesity in chronic disease is contested. Campaigns to persuade the United Kingdom populace to engage in habits promoting health as defined by self-deprivation, regular exercise and nutritious food intake have largely failed. As the pharmaceutical industry seeks to move into lifestyle drugs in order to develop sources of income threatened by generic medications as patent protections become out of term, the appeal of drugs which allow us to stay slim, muscular and happy without will power is self evident. Recreational drug use may also be contained by a plethora of pharmaceuticals which purport to contain ‘addiction’ by preventing subjective experiences of pleasure being associated with drug consumption. The promise of identifying genetic markers and specific neurochemistry associated with excessive risk taking, along with pharmaceuticals to modify this, has also been mooted. 

Thus public health governance read as the tyranny of health expands with ease into the territory of childhood. While vaccination of children has been justified in terms of herd immunity, and the blanket prescription of ritalin as treating ADD, prophylactic administration of treatments purporting to prevent excessive intakes of food, recreational drug use and risky behaviour afford new opportunities for medicalisation, disease creation and parental monitoring. These, and the salient ethical and legal issues they raise, will be explored.

