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Scientific understanding of genetically 
driven, neurobiological pathways that  
contribute to diverse developmental out-
comes in children has advanced consid-
erably in the past decade. As knowledge 
accumulates, various aspects of a child’s 
health, well-being, and even character, 
are increasingly framed as amenable to 
external control, through pharmacolog-
ical, behavioral, or genetic interventions. 
The mere possibility of external control 
of these outcomes in children raises 
the responsibility bar for parents and 
other caregivers whose decisions and 
actions moderate children’s quality of 
life both now and in the future. This is 
the key and important insight that drives 
the edited collection under review. Its 
diverse authors successfully illustrate 
how new challenges and opportunities 
posed by advances in neuroscience and 
genetics may change the content of estab-
lished parental responsibilities, and may 
even give rise to entirely new obligations 
for parents and for society.

The overall structure of the book con-
sists of an introduction to the key ques-
tions and concepts discussed throughout 
the volume (Chapters 1–3); a predomi-
nantly theoretical discussion of some of 

the different ways in which parental 
responsibility may arise in the context of 
various findings from neuroscience and 
genetics (Chapters 4–12); and two final 
chapters that consider how these respon-
sibilities may play out in the “real world” 
for specific groups of people in specific 
cultural contexts (Chapters 13–14).

In the introductory chapter, the three 
editors provide an engaging and clearly 
structured summary of the book as  
a whole. This is an especially useful 
introduction, which sets the theoretical 
stage for what is to come, and helps the 
reader select subsequent chapters of 
the most personal interest or relevance. 
Generally speaking, the remaining chap-
ters tend to cluster in pairs around a 
single theme: Chapters 5 and 6 focus 
on children’s developing autonomy; 
Chapters 7 and 8 explore responsibili-
ties incurred by women during preg-
nancy; and Chapters 9 and 10 provide 
responses to the principle of procre-
ative beneficence. Therefore, the vol-
ume need not be read from cover to 
cover, but readers may wish to read 
chapters in pairs, because these often 
provide different perspectives on a sin-
gle theme.

CN Reviews

The first two authors contributed equally to the writing of this review.

Readers are invited to contact T. Kushner at kushnertk@gmail.com 
regarding books they would like to see reviewed or books they are 
interested in reviewing.

Parental Responsibility in the  
Context of Neuroscience and Genetics, by  
Kristien Hens, Daniela Cutas, and Dorothee 
Horstkötter. Cham, Switzerland: Springer 
International Publishing; 2017. 246 pp.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

09
63

18
01

17
00

01
72

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

mailto:kushnertk@gmail.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0963180117000172&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963180117000172


CN Reviews

682

Some of the book’s chapters tackle 
well-worn philosophical ground, 
addressing questions such as “Do par-
ents have a moral obligation to create 
the best possible child?” (Chapters 10 
and 11) and “Is autism a disability to be 
cured, or an identity to be accommo-
dated?” (Chapters 3 and 7). Although 
many voices have together built a sub-
stantial literature on these debates, the 
chapters in this volume helpfully draw 
out and summarize the central issues. 
For those well versed in the bioethics 
literature, some of the chapters may 
appear to lack originality, but the mate-
rial will be useful for those new to 
bioethics.

Elsewhere the authors build on exist-
ing debates to explore new ground and 
introduce novel ideas. For example, 
in Chapter 5, Dorothee Horstkötter 
provides an original and thought- 
provoking discussion of a parent’s 
responsibility to raise “self–controlled” 
children. Typically, discussions of the 
value of self-control draw upon insights 
from studies conducted by researchers in 
social psychology or the neurosciences. 
Such studies, including the now famous 
“marshmallow test,” seemingly dem-
onstrate how children who are able to 
resist temptation and delay gratifica-
tion when very young have better 
outcomes in later life. Horstkötter 
provides a new, distinctly philosophi-
cal lens on these studies, by pointing 
at their limits; for example, that they 
impose the goal that the research par-
ticipant is asked to achieve, instead of 
letting the participants set the goal 
themselves. Horstkötter argues that 
previous discussions of “self-control” 
often focus too much on children’s 
ability to control their emotions and 
actions, but in so doing they fail to 
engage with the concept of the self. 
Horstkötter maintains that a fuller 
understanding of self-control requires 
that parents nurture their child’s auton-
omy, so that the child learns to “set its 

own goals, reflect on these goals, and 
consider them as reasons for action” (73). 
Because research from the neurosci-
ences and social psychology arguably 
fails to measure “self-control” in this 
fuller sense, Horstkötter suggests that 
its relevance to parental responsibility 
may be more limited than previously 
thought.

Whereas Horstkötter applies a philo-
sophical lens to a debate typically domi-
nated by neuroscientists and social 
psychologists, in Chapter 11, Francisco 
Güell Pelayo challenges the philosophi-
cal argument of procreative beneficence 
with evidence from the scientific prac-
tice of in vitro fertilization (IVF). He 
focuses “on the genetic and epigenetic 
dimensions of development and the 
way in which this dynamic process 
affects the maturation of the gametes, 
the formation of the zygote, and the pro-
liferation and differentiation of embry-
onic cells” (170). Güell argues that 
whereas choosing the “best” embryos 
may be easy work when done from the 
comfort of the philosopher’s armchair, 
scientific evidence shows that the actual 
practice of selecting and implanting 
embryos during assisted human repro-
duction is fraught with risk and the 
potential for harm to the future child’s 
health. Güell’s argument seems to sug-
gest that philosophical argumentation 
must be adequately informed by evi-
dence from the “real world,” implying 
that philosophers should consult neuro-
scientists and geneticists to inform their 
normative conclusions as regards paren-
tal responsibility. Further, Güell notes 
that “a responsible choice is an appro-
priately well-informed choice” (183), 
arguing that parents too must be pro-
vided with adequate information to 
negotiate their various responsibilities 
in an era of genetics and neuroscience.

The preceding examples highlight 
the importance of interdisciplinarity in 
this collection. Its authors draw on rich 
and varied expertise across the fields of 
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philosophy, psychology, bioethics, fam-
ily sciences, and law. Notably, however, 
there are no “pure” neuroscientists or 
geneticists among the contributors to 
this volume. Rather, a team of pre-
dominantly bioethicists and practical 
philosophers bravely—and, we think, 
competently—take it upon themselves 
to explain findings from the “hard sci-
ences” in language that lay readers 
will understand. This means that the 
book is accessible for those with little 
knowledge of neuroscience and genetics, 
although it also perhaps raises the ques-
tion of what other topics or issues might 
have been included had neuroscientists 
or geneticists also contributed chapters to 
this volume. As Callard and Fitzgerald 
note in their discussion of interdiscipli-
narity in neuroscience, we are all con-
strained by the methods, assumptions, 
frameworks, and argumentative styles 
of our respective disciplines. “Different 
modes of investigation carry with them 
different archival legacies, and con-
ventions of thinking and writing.”1 
Therefore, it should be noted from the 
outset that this is a book predominantly 
written by philosophers and bioethi-
cists, and, therefore, readers from those 
same disciplines will perhaps feel more 
at home within its pages than those 
who come with expertise in neurosci-
ence or genetics.

Given the ethical expertise of many of 
the contributors, we were surprised at 
the lack of strong action-guiding argu-
ments within many of the chapters. 
Although this volume comprehensively 
illustrates the various challenging situ-
ations that parents face as a consequence 
of advances in genetics and neurosci-
ence, it overall fails to provide solu-
tions to these challenges. For example, 
Chapter 14 poses three questions at the 
outset, one of which is: “How do we 
responsibly negotiate and integrate the 
possibilities of new biomedical oppor-
tunities with traditional Yoruba beliefs 
and ethics in a way that promotes the 

best care for children with Sickle Cell 
Anaemia?” (209). Although the chap-
ter describes a number of relevant con-
siderations that might help answer this 
question, no practical solution is pro-
posed. The author concludes by recom-
mending that “an ethically informed 
policy framework in the Nigerian health-
care system should aim for an integra-
tion of the traditional childcare outlook 
with findings and possibilities brought 
about by contemporary medicine and 
genetics. An attempt to formulate such 
a framework is the subject of a different 
work” (217). Many, although not all, 
of the other chapters adopt a similar 
approach, outlining the relevant ques-
tions, considerations, and debates, but 
declining to propose any solution that 
might be workable in practice. We 
wonder if this is because of the afore-
mentioned lack of involvement of 
those who, in their everyday clinical 
or research jobs, are confronted with 
the pressure to give an answer to the 
ethical issues discussed.

In addition, the volume neglects  
a small number of important areas. 
Although the topic of the book is 
“parental responsibility,” we felt that 
the discussion could have benefited 
from a recognition that developments in 
genetics and neuroscience may respon-
sibilize mothers and fathers in differ-
ent ways, and that society often holds 
higher standards for mothers than for 
fathers as regards responsibility for 
the child’s well-being. The “mother-
blame” topic is touched on in the first 
chapter (4); however, it seems to us that 
a book about parental responsibility 
should have proposed a more exten-
sive discussion, given the abundant 
literature on these issues.2,3

Further, the discussion of early inter-
vention (Chapter 4) would have benefited 
from reference to the “0–3 paradigm,” 
which has been particularly influential 
on policy in the United Kingdom and the 
United States. This movement draws 
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from scientific research in the fields of 
epigenetics and neuroscience to show 
that the first years of life are especially 
important, because at this age a child 
is most developmentally malleable or 
“plastic.” A number of articles have 
questioned the ethical implications of 
the drive toward early intervention in 
United Kingdom policy. Particularly 
concerning is the rise of what some 
call “parental determinism,”4 which 
arguably misuses scientific evidence 
to create new and arduous responsi-
bilities for vulnerable parents, while 
overlooking the role of governments 
and others to make changes at a soci-
etal or structural rather than individ-
ual level.5,6,7,8 We believe that the 
book should have included this inter-
esting discussion to enrich the debate 
further.

This said, some authors in this volume 
do recognize that to fulfill their newly 
acquired responsibilities, parents need 
to be supported by relevant social insti-
tutions (Chapters 7, 9, and 12). For 
example, if parents are responsible for 
their children’s proper gender develop-
ment, Simona Giordano argues, then 
social institutions such as schools also 
have a responsibility to challenge ste-
reotyping gender markers, for example  
by abolishing different uniforms for 
boys and girls (147). This recognition 
of societal responsibility is a key 
strength of the volume, and builds on 
the work of others who have criti-
cized the ways in which individuals 
are often unable to respond to new 
responsibilities that emerge as a result 
of scientific developments, without 
support from more powerful individ-
uals who are able to implement wider 
structural changes.9

Further, some authors do not merely 
assume that new parental responsibili-
ties exist; on the contrary, they question 
whether the advances in genetics and 
neuroscience impose a moral obliga-
tion on parents to take action in all areas  

of life that have become amenable to 
control. For example, by illustrating the 
complex and sometimes hardly defen-
sible implications of a child’s right  
to fertility preservation, Daniela Cutas 
(Chapter 12) ultimately argues that 
parents should concern themselves less 
with their duty to utilize genetic tech-
nologies to preserve their child’s capac-
ity for reproduction, and instead teach 
their children that the value of parent-
ing is not limited to having genetically 
related children.

To conclude, in almost all its parts, 
this book is accessible to philosophi-
cally minded readers, healthcare pro-
fessionals, and the general public. 
However, it perhaps appeals most to 
the intellectual interests of the philo-
sophically minded scholar, which might 
prove frustrating to those parents and 
healthcare professionals searching for 
guidance on how to fulfill their own 
responsibilities to their children or pedi-
atric patients.

——Arianna Manzini, Rose Mortimer, and 
Ilina Singh
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