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KEY TERMS
Diabetes

Nanny State

Obesity

Passive smoking

Paternalism

Prohibition

Public Health

Sin Tax

Over the past few decades, it could be argued that governments 
have regulated more and more to help us make healthy choices 
in our lives. In the UK, according to some estimates; 67% of men, 
and 57% of women are either overweight or obese, making us 
one of the fattest nations in Europe [Ref: Guardian]. Supporters 
of intervention argue that this is one of the reasons why it 
is necessary for the government to act to tackle unhealthy 
lifestyles, with some suggesting that in the long run, the next 
generation may actually have shorter life expectancies than their 
parents, because of lifestyle related illnesses [Ref: Independent]. 
They assert that those who pursue unhealthy lifestyles also affect 
others around them, whether directly - through ‘second-hand’ 
smoke, or alcohol-related crime - or indirectly through increases 
in healthcare costs; with Type 2 diabetes said to cost the taxpayer 
£9bn per year to treat in the UK [Ref: Huffington Post]. On the 
other hand, critics put forward the notion of individual choice 
when it comes to lifestyle preferences. They argue that we should 
be free to make our own decisions about lifestyle and health, 
even if others see them as ‘bad’ choices [Ref: Guardian]. We 
cease to be free, they suggest, if the government can manipulate 
how we live our lives, either through outright bans, “sin taxes” or 
other restrictions, with one commentator warning that: “You’re 
more akin to an ape than a man” [Ref: Telegraph] when the 
government steps in to regulate your lifestyle choices. Is it right 
that government plays a role in our lifestyle choices, and does it 
have a responsibility to do so? Or should we be left to our own 
devices to pursue whatever lifestyle we choose?

http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Diabetes-type2/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/nanny-state
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Obesity/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://www.bupa.co.uk/individuals/health-information/directory/p/passive-smoking
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/paternalism/
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/prohibition
http://www.aspph.org/discover/
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/sin_tax.asp
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/may/29/uk-western-europe-obesity-study
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/unhealthy-lifestyles-will-see-british-children-die-before-their-parents-8757812.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/11/27/nhs-should-charge-smoking-obesity-alcohol-tory_n_2196343.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/10/action-on-sugar-regulating-tobacco-freedom
http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100169159/so-what-if-the-smoking-ban-stopped-you-smoking-its-not-the-governments-role-to-give-you-willpower/
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The UNHEALTHY LIFESTYLES debate in context

The rise of the new public health
Attempts to regulate our bad habits are not new. For instance, 
in America, the consumption of alcohol was completely 
banned during the Prohibition era of the 1920s and 1930s [Ref: 
About.Com]. The more modern trend of regulation however, 
started with tobacco. In 1954, two British researchers, Austin 
Bradford Hill and Richard Doll, reported a strong link between 
smoking and lung cancer [Ref: British Medical Journal]. A major 
conference in 1978 produced the Alma Ata Declaration, which 
argued that health was a right, and that: “Governments have a 
responsibility for the health of their people which can be fulfilled 
only by the provision of adequate health and social measures” 
[Ref: Pan American Health Organization]. As a result, smoking 
became a public health issue, and over the years, more and more 
legislation has been passed in order to reduce levels of smoking, 
culminating in the ban of smoking in public places in the UK in 
2007 [Ref: BBC News]. Views on the rise of public health differ 
greatly. With advocates of increased intervention suggesting 
that because education and persuasion alone are not enough, 
government action is also needed to alter unhealthy lifestyle 
habits, by reducing our exposure to certain products such as 
trans fats [Ref: The Times]. For them: “Public health is the role 
of government, and diet is right up there with any other public 
responsibility you can name” [Ref: New York Times]. Critics of 
this approach bemoan the fact that government intervention 
suggests an inability on the part of the individual to exercise their 
own will, and instead, need the government to do it for them 
[Ref: Telegraph].

The case for regulation
Advocates say the ban on smoking in public places in the UK is an 
example of the good that government intervention can do. They 
cite evidence that suggests that by 2012, there were 1200 less 
hospital admissions per year in the UK due to heart attack -  a key 
health risk for smokers [Ref: Guardian]. Supporters also note that 
Smoking rates have declined markedly as a result of legislation: 
in 1974, 51 per cent of men and 41 per cent of women smoked; 
by 2012, just 20 per cent of adults in the UK smoked [Ref: ASH]. 
In a further attempt to cut smoking related deaths, and deter the 
young from smoking, there are suggestions that the UK should 
ban anyone born after the year 2000 from ever being permitted 
to buy cigarettes [Ref: Daily Mail]. But this kind of prohibition 
seldom works, others assert, noting that the smoking ban in 
Ireland appears to have had little effect on smoking rates among 
the population there [Ref: Irish Independent]. Furthermore, in 
response to calls for smoking in cars with children on board to be 
banned, critics warn that: “This prohibition (outlawing smoking 
in cars) would control the behaviour of free non criminal adults 
in their own private space, and is the first step in a process 
that is likely to make our homes the legitimate jurisdiction of 
politicians” [Ref: Guardian]. However, commentator Muriel Gray 
dismisses these concerns, stating that: “Legislation is sometimes 
simply a benchmark of decency. We declare, through law, that 
something is not acceptable and potentially actionable… That 
is the mark of civilised society and successful communal living.” 
[Ref: Guardian].

http://history1900s.about.com/od/1920s/p/prohibition.htm
http://www.bmj.com/content/328/7455/1519
http://www1.paho.org/English/DD/PIN/alma-ata_declaration.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/6196910.stm
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/camillacavendish/article3646395.ece
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/opinion/sunday/24bittman.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100169159/so-what-if-the-smoking-ban-stopped-you-smoking-its-not-the-governments-role-to-give-you-willpower/
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2012/jun/29/smoking-ban-health-benefits
http://ash.org.uk/files/documents/ASH_106.pdf
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2589712/Doctors-call-total-ban-sale-cigarettes-born-2000.html
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/analysis/christopher-snowden-why-our-efforts-to-cut-smoking-have-been-a-failure-29688062.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/30/ban-smoking-cars-children-authoritarian-step-too-far
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/may/30/laws-curb-junk-food-smoking-society
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The UNHEALTHY LIFESTYLES debate in context continued...

Government intervention is also necessary to tackle unhealthy diets 
some say, with rates of certain cancers, and even diseases of centuries 
past such as gout on the rise due to poor diet, and over consumption 
of sugars, fats and alcohol [Ref: Express]. For them, the solution 
is legislation, with a sugar tax being mooted in the UK as a way of 
regulating what we eat, and protecting children from excess sugar 
consumption [Ref: Independent]. The UK is not alone; across Europe, 
countries such as France have introduced a levy on fat [Ref: Daily Mail] 
in an attempt to address growing obesity problems. But critics point 
to the failure of a so called ‘fat tax’ in Denmark, which was the first 
country to implement such as measure, but was forced to rescind the 
law a year later due to its effect on the economy, and because it failed 
to alter consumer behaviour [Ref: Economist]. On principle, these 
commentators claim that what individuals choose to eat should be their 
decision alone. Although this view is questioned on a practical level by 
those who say that government must step in, because healthcare is 
not free, and long term, the NHS cannot cope with treating those with 
lifestyle related illnesses [Ref: Guardian]. 
 
Personal choice and individual responsibility?
Author G.K Chesterton wrote: “The free man owns himself. He can 
damage himself with either eating or drinking; he can ruin himself with 
gambling. If he does, he is certainly a damn fool, and he might possibly 
be a damned soul; but if not, he is not a free man any more than a dog” 
[Ref: Chesterton.org]. From this position, the government has no place 
in legislating to get us to adjust our diet and lifestyle; how we choose to 
live our lives 

is our decision alone, because: “ When the government gets involved in 
taxing this or prohibiting that, it removes another small plank from the 
concept of personal responsibility” [Ref: The Times].  Others suggest 
that this individualistic view of society is unhelpful, with one observer 
noting that: “We want the state to take our side and, when necessary 
to stop us smoking, drinking, and eating ourselves into an early grave” 
[Ref: Herald Scotland]. When seen in this light, government intervention 
in our lifestyles is benevolent and for our own good, rather than 
malevolent and controlling. 
 
Opponents though suggest this view of government interference 
amounts to nothing more than a “nanny state”. Instead, they argue 
that: “Adults should enjoy the right to eat and drink what they 
wish, and the corresponding responsibility to enjoy or suffer the 
consequences” [Ref: Forbes]. In contrast, columnist Minette Marrin 
disagrees, and responds by saying that: “ You cannot have a welfare 
state without having a nanny state to some degree…we are all closely 
involved with one another’s health, including everyone’s eating and 
drinking” [Ref: The Times]. But even if we agree with concerns over 
the nanny state, can the same principle of personal responsibility apply 
to children? Supporters of government intervention think not. Amid 
evidence of an obesity problem among children, and calls for a sugar 
tax [Ref: Independent], as well as a ban on smoking in cars with children 
on board, some feel that government intervention is the right thing to 
do in order to protect the young [Ref: Guardian]. So, should the state 
have a decisive role in our lifestyle choices? Or is lifestyle the domain of 
the private individual, who should be free to make unhealthy decisions 
if they wish to do so, without state interference?

http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/454251/Britain-is-gout-capital-of-Europe-thanks-to-unhealthy-lifestyles
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/calls-for-sugar-tax-to-reduce-rise-in-child-obesity-9554436.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2079796/France-approves-fat-tax-sugary-drinks-Coca-Cola-Fanta.html
http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21566664-danish-government-rescinds-its-unwieldy-fat-tax-fat-chance
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2012/apr/25/diabetes-treatment-bankrupt-nhs-generation
http://www.chesterton.org/quotations-of-g-k-chesterton/
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/article4024281.ece
http://www.heraldscotland.com/comment/bloggers/why-i-give-the-nanny-state-three-cheersand-so-should-labour.1396943872
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2012/06/18/the-dangerous-synergy-between-the-nanny-state-and-universal-health-care/
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/comment/columns/minettemarrin/article1223698.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/calls-for-sugar-tax-to-reduce-rise-in-child-obesity-9554436.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/feb/05/smoking-cars-with-children-ban-it
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essential reading

The Nanny State’s biggest test 
Economist 15 December 2012

Are you responsible for your own weight? For and against 
Radley Balko et al Sampfnu

FOR
I wont be giving up sugar, and that’s my responsibility 
Matthew Sayed	The Times 6 March 2014

Next they’ll be regulating our trousers 
Mark Wallace Guardian 10 January 2014

Its not the Governments role to give you willpower 
Brendan O’Neill	Telegraph 4 July 2012

The Michael Bloomberg nanny state: a cautionary tale 
Karen Harned Forbes 5 May 2012

AGAINST
The new front line: obesity 
Phil Whittaker New Statesman 17 April 2014

I give the nanny state three cheers 
Jock Morrison Herald Scotland 8 April 2014

Laws to curb junk food are societal housekeeping 
Muriel Gray Guardian 30 May 2013

Fat and sugar are just as deadly as cigarettes 
Camilla Cavendish The Times 3 January 2013

IN DEPTH
The facts about obesity: 10 facts you need to know 
Sarah Boseley Guardian 24 June 2014

The big fat lie about cholesterol 
James Delingpole Spectator 21 June 2014

Weaning the world of it’s sweet tooth 
Financial Times	29 April 2014

Sugar: Drastic measures 
Scheherazade Daneshkhu Financial Times 25 April 2014

Mortality in relation to smoking 
British Medical Journal	 24 June 2004

http://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21568074-should-governments-make-their-citizens-exercise-more-and-eat-less-nanny-states
http://samfnu.systime.dk/fileadmin/filer/Tekster/Engelske/c_lw_gov_limit_obesity.pdf
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/article4024281.ece
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/10/action-on-sugar-regulating-tobacco-freedom
http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100169159/so-what-if-the-smoking-ban-stopped-you-smoking-its-not-the-governments-role-to-give-you-willpower/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2013/05/10/the-michael-bloomberg-nanny-state-in-new-york-a-cautionary-tale/
http://www.newstatesman.com/lifestyle/2014/04/how-lessons-long-war-tobacco-can-help-us-shape-our-new-front-line-obesity
http://www.heraldscotland.com/comment/bloggers/why-i-give-the-nanny-state-three-cheersand-so-should-labour.1396943872
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/may/30/laws-curb-junk-food-smoking-society
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/camillacavendish/article3646395.ece
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/jun/23/truth-about-obesity-10-shocking-things-need-to-know
http://www.debatingmatters.com/www.spectator.co.uk/columnists/james-delingpole/9237611/the-big-fat-lie-about-cholesterol/
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/d70b669c-cf8d-11e3-9b2b-00144feabdc0.html?siteedition=uk#axzz35ezeyVaJ
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/83185366-a9d0-11e3-8bd6-00144feab7de.html#axzz35ezeyVaJ
http://www.bmj.com/content/328/7455/1519
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backgrounders

In the 19th Century it was clean water: now its unhealthy 
lifestyles 
Sally Davies Guardian 22 July 2014

Doctors cant stop us being obese: its up to us 
Phil Hammond	 The Times 29 May 2014

Smoke without fire 
The Times 21 May 2014

Forget all that you have been told about unhealthy foods 
Joanna Blythman Guardian 23 March 2014

America’s war on obesity is an assault on our liberty 
Christopher Caldwell Financial Times 7 March 2014

Smoking in cars: we must ban it to protect children 
Luciana Berger	 Guardian 5 February 2014

Banning smoking in cars: an authoritarian step too far 
Charlotte Gore	 Guardian 30 January 2014

Passive smoking: another of the nanny state’s big lies 
James Delingpole Telegraph 18 December 2013

Britain has gone from nanny state to naggy state 
Phillip Johnston	Telegraph 15 July 2013

Ban fizzy drinks 
Minette Marrin	The Times 3 March 2013

We are eating our way to disaster 
Peter Foster Telegraph 11 January 2013

Danish Fat taxes 
Economist 17 November 2012

The dangerous synergy between nanny state and universal 
healthcare 
Paul Hsieh Forbes 18 June 2012

The wages of sin taxes 
Adam Smith Institute 14 May 2012

Should we regulate sugar like tobacco? 
Art Carden Forbes 2 February 2012

Unhealthy foods: ban them and subsidize vegetables 
Mark Bittman New York Times 23 July 2011

John Stuart Mill’s moral and political philosophy 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy

G.K Chesterton 
G.K Chesterton.org

organisations
British Medical Journal

Pan American Health Organisation

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/22/public-health-challenges-behviour-environment-planning-business
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/22/public-health-challenges-behviour-environment-planning-business
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/thunderer/article3777341.ece
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/leaders/article4095654.ece
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/mar/23/everything-you-know-about-unhealthy-foods-is-wrong
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/42282b7e-a499-11e3-9313-00144feab7de.html#axzz39bqjiPgk
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/feb/05/smoking-cars-with-children-ban-it
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/30/ban-smoking-cars-children-authoritarian-step-too-far
http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/jamesdelingpole/100251229/passive-smoking-another-of-the-nanny-states-big-lies/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/topics/weather/10180239/Britains-gone-from-nanny-state-to-naggy-state.html
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/comment/columns/minettemarrin/article1223698.ece
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/dietandfitness/9796986/Were-eating-our-way-to-disaster.html
http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21566664-danish-government-rescinds-its-unwieldy-fat-tax-fat-chance
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2012/06/18/the-dangerous-synergy-between-the-nanny-state-and-universal-health-care/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2012/06/18/the-dangerous-synergy-between-the-nanny-state-and-universal-health-care/
http://www.adamsmith.org/blog/tax-spending/the-wages-of-sin-taxes-the-true-cost-of-taxing-alcohol-tobacco-and-other-vices/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/artcarden/2012/02/02/should-we-regulate-sugar-like-alcohol-or-tobacco/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/opinion/sunday/24bittman.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mill-moral-political/#MilLib
http://www.chesterton.org/quotations-of-g-k-chesterton/
http://www.bmj.com/
http://www.paho.org/hq/
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in the news

Belly fat clearest sign of Type 2 Diabetes 
Guardian 31 July 2014

Calls to introduce a sugar tax to curb childhood obesity 
Independent 22 June 2014

No sugar tax says Jeremy Hunt 
Telegraph 21 June 2014

Britain among worst in Europe for obese and overweight people 
Guardian 19 May 2014

Fewer than 1 in 5 are now smokers 
Daily Mail 12 May 2014

Labour plans crackdown on unhealthy eating, smoking and 
drinking 
Telegraph 4 May 2014

Diabetes treatment will bankrupt the NHS in a generation 
Guardian 25 April 2014

Doctors call for ban on cigarettes to those born after the year 
2000 
Daily Mail 26 March 2014

Sugar tax might be necessary 
BBC News 5 March 2014

Britain gout capital of Europe due to unhealthy lifestyles 
Express	16 January 2014

NHS must treat unhealthy diseases, not killer illnesses 
Telegraph 15 October 2013

Unhealthy lifestyles will see children die before parents 
Independent 12 August 2013

NHS should charge for lifestyle related illness 
Huffington Post	27 November 2012

What the world can learn from Denmark’s failed fat tax 
Washington Post 11 November 2012

Smoking ban has reduced asthma and heart attacks 
Guardian 29 June 2012

France approves sugar tax 
Daily Mail 29 December 2011

Unhealthy lifestyles to blame for nearly half of all cancers 
Telegraph 7 December 2011

Denmark introduces fat tax to curb obesity 
Independent 3 October 2011

England smoking ban to begin July 1 
BBC News 1 December 2006

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/31/belly-abdominal-fat-type-2-diabetes
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/calls-for-sugar-tax-to-reduce-rise-in-child-obesity-9554436.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/10915417/No-sugar-tax-says-Jeremy-Hunt.html
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/may/29/uk-western-europe-obesity-study
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-2557223/Fewer-one-five-people-smokers-Rates-fall-20-time-80-years.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/labour/10807198/Labour-plans-for-a-crackdown-on-drinking-smoking-and-unhealthy-food.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/labour/10807198/Labour-plans-for-a-crackdown-on-drinking-smoking-and-unhealthy-food.html
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2012/apr/25/diabetes-treatment-bankrupt-nhs-generation
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2589712/Doctors-call-total-ban-sale-cigarettes-born-2000.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2589712/Doctors-call-total-ban-sale-cigarettes-born-2000.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-26442420
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/454251/Britain-is-gout-capital-of-Europe-thanks-to-unhealthy-lifestyles
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/10378231/NHS-must-treat-unhealthy-lifestyles-not-killer-diseases.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/unhealthy-lifestyles-will-see-british-children-die-before-their-parents-8757812.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/11/27/nhs-should-charge-smoking-obesity-alcohol-tory_n_2196343.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2012/11/11/what-the-world-can-learn-from-denmarks-failed-fat-tax/
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2012/jun/29/smoking-ban-health-benefits
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2079796/France-approves-fat-tax-sugary-drinks-Coca-Cola-Fanta.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/8937984/Unhealthy-lifestyle-responsible-for-half-of-cancers.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/denmark-imposes-fat-tax-on-food-to-curb-obesity-2364715.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/6196910.stm
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