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In the end, it's just plastic. Probably plastic made in China, coated with dangerous lead paint, vaguely in the molded form of Dora the Explorer or a Transformer. Ask any five year old, however, and this piece of plastic quickly transforms into a moment of joy + the manifestation of pleasure that makes an ordinary meal at McDonalds a happy meal. Such a mainstay of childhood delight refused to go quietly on Tuesday, November 2nd, 2010, when the San Francisco Board of Supervisors passed an ordinance that bans restaurants in the city from including toys in meals that do not meet specific nutritional guidelines.

The ordinance was met with criticism from every direction, from angry columnists declaring San Franciscans "food fascists" to bloggers renouncing the "hamburglars'" actions. McDonalds spokesperson Danya Proud best assessed the gut reaction almost any hamburger lover had + that their personal rights were robbed. "Parents tell us it's their right and responsibility -- not the government's -- to make their own decisions and to choose what's right for their children," Proud said on Friday.

Let's be honest. Our country has a problem with any personal rights being taken away, even the most inconsequential ones. Maybe it is a remnant of revolutionary fervor, some nagging pain in our hearts that beats the spirit of Samuel Adams brewing colonial anger in committees of correspondence, and masked colonists brewing British tea in the Boston harbor. By god, we wanted our cheap tea and we wanted it now. For disheartened colonists, the ability to drink untaxed tea + although seemingly unimportant - represented every single power denied to them as colonists, not citizens, of Britain. Similarly, today a cheap Furbie packaged with an 800 calorie hamburger represents the freedom San Franciscans enjoy to eat what they want, when they want.

Our quickness to clamor for individual liberties is clearly the only lesson we have learned from American history, however, as, if critics of the Happy Meal ordinance would look twenty years beyond the Boston Tea Party, they would see the consequences of an overzealousness to protect all civil liberties. After the revolutionary war, fear of despotism was the primary concern when America's first constitution, the Articles of Confederation, was drafted. America had just spent countless amounts of money and lives protecting individual rights and was not about to lose them, as shown by the Articles' severe limitations on Congress, lack of an executive branch, and overreaching bill of rights. The consequences of such a miserly foothold on personal liberties were extensive. States made their own treaties with other nations and had their own economic policies, anarchy was rampant, and the country as a whole was too weak to effectively agree on foreign policy. 

Although safeguarding the happy meal as an unalienable right may not produce such widespread economic and social consequences, the same idea of perspective applies, as San Franciscans must think about the long term consequences of their actions. They must ask, is the ordinance truly designed to deny us our just powers? The intention is to protect children from the capitalist ploy of the "happy" meal. According to Morgan Spurlock, director of Supersize Me, the fast food industry uses the happy meal to addict children from the beginning to their burger. The premise is that children learn to associate cute toys and fun, happy characters with McDonalds, and in turn, they recognize the fast food chain as a place of fun and laughter. Hooked on their happy meals, children are enticed to ask for McDonalds more and more, contributing to an overwhelmingly unhealthy diet. When almost 33% of adolescents are obese in America, has the pursuit of happyness gone too far? Are we so quick to call foul at the slightest infringement on our rights that we do not see the serious consequences of our actions?

Face it America. The revolution is over. Although it is true we must be cautious in giving away personal liberties, if we have learned anything from the revolutionary era, it is that the way to protect rights is not to ensure every single personal power is within arms reach, but to become literate citizens and understand the perspective of the government's actions. Whether the consequences of not understanding this perspective is a non-functioning government or an obese population, Americans at any era could profit from acknowledging the overwhelming benefits ordinances like the happy meal ban can have to society above a slight reduction in personal liberties. Because although it's hard to admit, America will always be that child who adamantly refuses to give up a toy + and sometimes we need a parent to tell us no, that toy came from a trash can.

