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What’s for Dinner? Personal Choices vs. Public Health

Should the government enact laws to regulate healthy 

eating choices? Many Americans would answer an emphatic 

“No,” arguing that what and how much we eat should be left to 

individual choice rather than unreasonable laws. Others might 

argue that it would be unreasonable for the government not 

to enact legislation, given the rise of chronic diseases that 

result from harmful diets. In this debate, both the definition of 

reasonable regulations and the role of government to legislate 

food choices are at stake. In the name of public health and 

safety, state governments have the responsibility to shape health 

policies and to regulate healthy eating choices, especially since 

doing so offers a potentially large social benefit for a relatively 

small cost.

Debates surrounding the government’s role in regulating 

food have a long history in the United States. According to 

Lorine Goodwin, a food historian, nineteenth-century reformers 

who sought to purify the food supply were called “fanatics” 

and “radicals” by critics who argued that consumers should be 

free to buy and eat what they want (77). Thanks to regulations, 

though, such as the 1906 federal Pure Food and Drug Act, food, 

beverages, and medicine are largely free from toxins. In addition, 

to prevent contamination and the spread of disease, meat and 
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