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were successful in curbing chronic diseases, they would still be 

unacceptable. Bioethicist David Resnik emphasizes that such 

policies, despite their potential to make our society healthier, 

“open the door to excessive government control over food, which 

could restrict dietary choices, interfere with cultural, ethnic, and 

religious traditions, and exacerbate socioeconomic inequalities” 

(31). Resnik acknowledges that his argument relies on “slippery 

slope” thinking, but he insists that “social and political pressures” 

regarding food regulation make his concerns valid (31). Yet the 

social and political pressures that Resnik cites are really just the 

desire to improve public health, and limiting access to unhealthy, 

artificial ingredients seems a small price to pay. As legal scholars 

L. O. Gostin and K. G. Gostin explain, “[I]nterventions that do not 

pose a truly significant burden on individual liberty” are justified 

if they “go a long way towards safeguarding the health and well-

being of the populace” (214).

To improve public health, advocates such as Bowdoin 

College philosophy professor Sarah Conly contend that it is 

the government’s duty to prevent people from making harmful 

choices whenever feasible and whenever public benefits outweigh 

the costs. In response to critics who claim that laws aimed at 

stopping us from eating whatever we want are an assault on our 

freedom of choice, Conly offers a persuasive counterargument:

[L]aws aren’t designed for each one of us individually.  

Some of us can drive safely at 90 miles per hour, but  

we’re bound by the same laws as the people who can’t,  

because individual speeding laws aren’t practical. Giving  

up a little liberty is something we agree to when we 
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agree to live in a democratic society that is governed by 

laws. (A23)

As Conly suggests, we need to change our either/or thinking 

(either we have complete freedom of choice or we have government 

regulations and lose our freedom) and instead need to see health 

as a matter of public good, not individual liberty. Proposals such 

as Mayor Bloomberg’s that seek to limit portions of unhealthy 

beverages aren’t about giving up liberty; they are about asking 

individuals to choose substantial public health benefits at a very 

small cost.

Despite arguments in favor of regulating unhealthy food as 

a means to improve public health, public opposition has stood in 

the way of legislation. Americans freely eat as much unhealthy 

food as they want, and manufacturers and sellers of these foods 

have nearly unlimited freedom to promote such products and 

drive increased consumption, without any requirements to warn 

the public of potential hazards. Yet mounting scientific evidence 

points to unhealthy food as a significant contributing factor 

to chronic disease, which we know is straining our health care 

system, decreasing Americans’ quality of life, and leading to 

unnecessary premature deaths. Americans must consider whether 

to allow the costly trend of rising chronic disease to continue in 

the name of personal choice or whether to support the regulatory 

changes and public health policies that will reverse that trend.
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