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Colonising the lifeworld 

 
A variety of social thinkers, notably Jurgen Habermas and Christopher Lasch have 

discussed the trend in politics and policy for the state to become increasingly involved 

in the micro-management of everyday life, what Habermas called the colonisation of 

the lifeworld. In the UK, since the mid-1990s, we have seen an acceleration of this 

trend that reflects in part a move away from big structural and political problems and 

solutions to a myopic preoccupation with ‘behaviour’ and inter-relationships as the 

cause and solution to more and more problems in society 

(http://www.youthandpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/youthandpolicy_105- 

1.pdf ). As elites within society moved away from political and also moral solutions to 

problems, they have tended to increasingly rely on laws to solve the perceived 

problems of the day. 

 
An aspect of this trend, to find social problems and solutions in the minutia of everyday 

life, lead policy makers to become increasingly concerned about the relationship 

between parents and children. One result of this is that what is called ‘early 

intervention’ has become a preoccupation for politicians, policy makers and 

professionals alike. ‘Get in early,’ we are told, ‘protect the wellbeing of the child’, and 

‘myriad social and personal problems will be solved’, from substance abuse, to crime, 

education and even employment. Indeed, ‘early intervention’ has become something 

of a silver bullet in terms of the number of problems it is meant to be able to solve. 

This is a key reason why the Named Person was created in Scotland 

(https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2158244016629525 ). 
 

Additionally, over the last two decades we have seen a significant change in how 

individuals are understood, something that again impacts on social policy and indeed 

the relationships between the state and the citizen. Essentially, the individual is now 

understood to be more vulnerable than previously, at a certain level it could be argued 

that vulnerability has in fact become the defining feature of the (perceived) modern 

individual (https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1462474509334608 ). As well as 

constructing the idea of ‘vulnerable groups’, children, in particular, have been 

reconceptualised as essentially and universally vulnerable. 

 
Finally, we can identify, what Frank Furedi has called, a culture of fear. One aspect of 

this culture is that we have become more suspicious of one another and more inclined 

to treat other people as a form of risk and danger rather than as a form of support or 

solidarity. Again, a key arena within which this outlook has flourished is in relation to 

the family. A place once understood, despite its problems, to be something of a haven, 
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has over the space of a generation, been reconceptualised, especially by parenting 

‘experts’, as ‘toxic’, a site of abuse that needs to be monitored, managed and 

regulated. 

 
It is within this more fearful climate, where problems in society are located within this 

toxic family, where there is an interventionist zeal amongst politicians to both create 

new laws and to ‘get in early’, where children are seen as profoundly vulnerable and 

easily harmed that we must understand the push to ban all forms of physical 

chastisement of children. 

 
Criminalising parenting 

 
The arguments to ban all smacking of children are often confused. Evidence that is 

used tends to be one sided, a form of advocacy research developed to prove a point 

rather than to discover the truth about the harm or lack of harm caused by smacking. 

The work of Robert Larzelere is particularly useful at exposing the poor research 

methodology used within this research. When arguing with those who oppose 

smacking, we find that arguments about evidence are soon supplemented by beliefs 

about smacking as morally wrong. These arguments start with the attempt to use 

(questionable) facts – with what ‘is’ - and soon turn into arguments about what ‘ought’ 

to be. This is a shift from an attempt to use empirical facts to attempts to impose moral 

beliefs. There is nothing wrong with having a moral position about smacking but people 

need to be more honest about this if we are to have a meaningful discussion. 

 
Even taking the anti-smacking evidence at face value, there is no empirical evidence 

that a light smack causes either physical or psychological harm to a child. You can 

argue that it is wrong, or that smacking is not the best way to discipline a child, that is 

a valid argument. But this is a matter of opinion and preference, not of fact. It is a value 

judgement that individuals are entitled to make in a free society. Not something that is 

or should be punished by the force of law. 

 
Those who argue against smacking often do so because they believe that reasoning 

with a child is a better way of both teaching and disciplining them. This is also a fair 

argument (if one that presumes that parents who smack do not use both methods). 

However, this belief in argument and reasoning is contradicted by the attempt to 

criminalise parents who lightly smack their children. If reason is the best thing for 

children, why not apply this to adults as well. Rather than use law, the police, the threat 

of a criminal record, in other words, the stick of the criminal justice system to punish 

parents, why not make your argument, have public events or campaigns and allow 

others to argue with you and against you. In other words, why not treat adults with a 

modicum of respect and discuss this issue. Here, ironically, we find that adults, 

parents, are being treated like naughty children, by politicians who are using the force 

of the state to give them a good smack. 
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Some attempt to argue that by making this law we are simply trying to raise awareness. 

But by making smacking illegal we put this form of awareness raising in the hands of 

the police. Should we expect the same when it comes to other forms of awareness 

raising, say around healthy eating or how much we drink? Would we expect the police 

to ‘raise our awareness’ in these matters as well? 

 
The reason smacking remains a form of discipline is not because of the violent nature 

of society or individuals but due to the immaturity of children and, at times, the benefit 

parents find in using either the threat or reality of a smack to control childish behaviour. 

Here we find another confusion in the arguments made against smacking, where 

smacking a child is discussed as being the equivalent of smacking an adult. 

 
There are many things parents do to children that we would not dream of doing to 

adults. If we grounded an adult we could be arrested for false imprisonment. If I forced 

my partner to ‘eat your greens’, confiscated their phone, or sent them to their room, I 

would expect to be charged with domestic abuse. Should these forms of regulation 

and disciplining of a child be criminalised? Should the state be arrested for forcing 

children to go to school everyday? If not, why not? 

 
Is smacking especially harmful to children? When we are talking about a light smack 

there is no evidence for this, indeed a strong argument could be made that other forms 

of discipline, like being grounded, are far more upsetting for children. Even using their 

own logic, and their own exaggerated sense of the vulnerable, at risk child, the 

targeting of smacking makes no sense. No sense that is unless there is a pre-existing 

prejudice about parents, abuse and the hidden violence that exists within ‘toxic 

families’ lurking ‘behind closed doors’. 

 
Justifying the criminalisation of smacking by treating adults and children the same 

makes no sense. Unlike adults, children are not free, they do not have meaningful 

rights in the way that adults do, indeed the concept ‘children’s rights’ is confused and 

in large part means children’s protections rather than freedom. To discuss the 

treatment of adults and children as equivalent is to both infantilise adults and to 

undermine childhood. 

 
Built into the call to criminalise smacking is a deep distrust of parents. Rather than 

assuming that adults have the interest of their child at heart, the opposite is assumed. 

Children are understood to be vulnerable and in need of protection from their parents. 

A light smack is transformed into a form of abuse and the process of parenting is 

further confused and the importance of the autonomy of families, the autonomy that 

should be expected in a free society, is undermined. 

 
By criminalising smacking we degrade millions of loving parents who continue to use 

a light smack to discipline their children. We also encourage an environment of 

insecurity and suspicion, where parents become anxious about the potential 
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surveillance of their private lives, especially from teachers and other professionals who 

will be educated to understand that smacking is criminal, a form of abuse that needs 

to addressed. 

 
Modern politicians who lack political depth may find it useful to use the moral crutch of 

‘protecting the vulnerable child’ but to much of the Scottish public, the vast majority of 

whom oppose this legislation, they do not look moral or progressive, they look other- 

worldly, like a distant, condescending and ever more authoritarian elite. 


	EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE
	Criminalising parenting

