
Prolo gue

It was 1970, and I was sixteen and a junior at Southwest High School in Kansas City.
All the students were called into the auditorium to hear a guy from the tobacco in-
dustry tell us how bad it was for us to smoke. I don’t remember much about the
man, except that he was young and groovily dressed, with a striped shirt and white
shoes. But his message was clear: smoking is not for children. “An adult choice” is
what sticks in my mind. Smoking was like driving or drinking or having sex—things
we weren’t even supposed to be thinking about. We were supposed to wait.

I think of that guy whenever I hear people fret over “youth smoking,” and I mar-
vel at how Big Tobacco manages to keep a step or two ahead of everyone else. Mr.
White Shoes’s message was delicious advertising, merging the best of reverse psy-
chology with the time-honored trick of tempting by forbidding fruit. Marketers
know that no one smokes to look younger and that kids want what they cannot have,
especially if it’s “for adults”—which is also why school programs urging kids not to
smoke tend to fail. Teenagers don’t like to be infantilized or patronized, a fact the
companies have long understood far better than their critics.

The tobacco makers are notorious masters of deception; they know how to man-
ufacture ignorance and to rewrite history. They know the power of images and how
to twist these to violate common sense and pulmonary civility. They also know how
to engineer desire, and, of course, they’d like us to believe they don’t want young-
sters to smoke. Health advocates have a good rule of thumb: ask cigarette makers
what should be done (say, to curb youth smoking), and whatever they say, do the
opposite.

Time, though, has been surprisingly good to Big T. Cigarettes remain the world’s
single largest preventable cause of death—dwarfing all others—and most of that
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mortality lies in the future. Tobacco killed only about a hundred million people in
the twentieth century, compared with the billion we can anticipate in the twenty-
first—if things continue as they have in the past. Tobacco now kills about six mil-
lion people every year, more than AIDS, malaria, and traffic accidents combined.
Heart disease claims the largest number, but close behind are emphysema and lung
cancer, followed by premature birth, gangrene, and cancers of the human bladder,
pancreas, and cervix. Tobacco-induced fires kill a few tens of thousands—paltry
when compared to the cardiopulmonary toll but still a lot compared with mortal-
ity from, say, plane crashes or terrorist attacks. Cigarette death in the United States
alone is like two jumbo jets crashing every day; the global toll would be an entire
fleet. Half of all lifelong smokers will die from their habit, and every cigarette takes
seven minutes off a smoker’s life.

But what do these numbers really mean? How much worse is it that tobacco kills
six million per year rather than, say, six thousand?

“One death is a tragedy, a million is a statistic.” Those are words attributed to
Stalin, but they might as well be from the sellers of Nicotiana. Statistics certainly
has its detractors but none with deeper pockets than the cigaretteers. The indus-
try’s archives, forced open by litigation, are full of jokes about how smoking is “the
major cause of statistics” or how “sleep is to be avoided since most heart attacks oc-
cur then.” More serious are charges that nico-nazis and tobacco fascists want to jack-
boot us into a world where no one has any fun. Tobacco prevention is made to look
like the priggish obsession of nanny-state naysayers, a backwater of the meddling,
have-no-fun puritanical crowd. Smoking in the 1980s—when the hazards of sec-
ondhand smoke were finally nailed down—was actually declared a form of free
speech, complete with threats of smokers becoming second-class citizens or stig-
matized minorities. Brown & Williamson even whined about cigarettes being
“brought to trial by lynch law.”

Part of the industry’s success must be traced to its mastery of the illustrated word
and airwaves. “Be the media” was the plan in 1990, when Philip Morris pondered
acquiring an entire news service, like Knight-Ridder or United Press International,
to carry its message. Another goal, though, has been a kind of invisibility: to turn
the tobacco story into “old news,” basically dog-bites-man. Tobacco is imagined as
a solved problem, a vanishing anachronism from our distant past. A great deal of
effort has gone into having such nonsense fill our newspapers and magazines, while
most of the industry’s manufacturing remains invisible. Incognito ergo sum. The Her-
culean machines that drive today’s cigarette mega-factories are kept far from pub-
lic view, rendering the bowels (and brains) of the enterprise harder to access than
even the Pentagon or the CIA.

The effect is a kind of mass blindness. Most people know that the industry’s be-
havior has been less than honorable, but how many know that cigarette smoke con-
tains arsenic, cyanide, and radioactive isotopes? How many know that 90 percent
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of the world’s licorice ends up in tobacco, or that cigarettes are freebased with am-
monia to turn them into a kind of crack nicotine? How many know that only about
two-thirds of what goes into a cigarette is actually tobacco, with much of the rest
being a witches’ brew of added sugars, burn accelerants, freebasing agents, bronchial
dilators, and moisteners like glycerine or diethylene glycol, the antifreeze contam-
inating all those deadly Chinese tubes of toothpaste? How many know about the
filth sometimes found in cigarettes—dirt and mold, of course, but also worms, wire,
and insect excrement?

There’s an old saying in the world of smoke: a cigarette is no more tobacco than
the New York Times is a pine tree. The fact is that America’s famous blends are more
juiced up and candified—and filthied up with nitrosamine stank—than what much
of the rest of the world smokes. But the rest of the world is catching up. With very
few exceptions, tobacco almost everywhere is essentially unregulated. French cig-
arettes must contain at least 85 percent tobacco, and Germans don’t allow nicotine
to be freebased with ammonia, but most of the rest is the Wild West. Dog food has
been more tightly regulated; the stockyards in Upton Sinclair’s Jungle were clean by
comparison. Try to imagine the inside of a cigarette factory, and if you can’t, think
about why that might be so.

Almost as invisible is the political influence wielded by the tobacco lobby. Read-
ers may be surprised to learn that President Lyndon Johnson refused to take on Big
Tobacco, fearing his party’s loss of the presidency. Or that tobacco was a sizable part
of the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe. I also don’t think it’s widely known that farm-
ers in the United States are still paid not to grow tobacco or that tobacco industry
moles helped draft the 1964 Surgeon General’s report. Less surprising perhaps, but
significant nonetheless, is the fact that global warming denialists cut their teeth on
tobacco tactics, fighting science with science, creating doubt, fostering ignorance.
The industry looks out onto the world as if through a one-way mirror; we see only
the final product and the marketeer’s bluster, but the industry itself—its behemoth
factories and closely guarded formulas—remains cloaked, clandestine, opaque.

Then there is the cigarette itself, in the mind-boggling gargantuan aggregate. Six
trillion—that’s 6,000,000,000,000—are smoked every year, enough to make a con-
tinuous chain from the earth to the sun and back, with enough left over for a cou-
ple of round trips to Mars (when the planet is in a near-earth orbit). Imagined as
one long rod, that would be a cigarette more than 300 million miles long. Cigarettes
are being extruded—and therefore smoked—at a breathtaking rate of over 300 mil-
lion miles per year, which is about thirty-four thousand miles per hour, twenty-
four hours a day. Picture a never-ending shaft of cigarettes shooting out at fifty times
the speed of sound, faster even than the rate at which satellites orbit the earth.

Cigarette design doesn’t get much attention, but we’re talking about one of the
most carefully (and craftily) designed objects on the planet—and a bigger cause of
global death than bullets. Billions of dollars have been poured into the black arts
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of cigarette science: “several tens of billions of dollars” in the United States alone
by one industry estimate. Legions of chemists have crafted a kind of slow-motion
killing machine, with the coup de grâce administered by the smoker him- or, in-
creasingly, herself.

Self-administration is one of the hallmarks of modern torture—think of the wired
Christ of Abu Ghraib—but it is also the sine qua non of modern addiction. A great
deal of talent has gone into making the cigarette an instrument of chemical de-
pendence: by artfully crafting its physical character and chemistry, industry scien-
tists have managed to create an optimally addictive drug delivery device, one that
virtually sells itself. “It costs a penny to make. Sell it for a dollar. It’s addictive”—
those are the words of the billionaire investment guru (and onetime Reynolds board
member) Warren Buffett. Advertising bans make it easier for brand leaders to main-
tain their margins, and the same advantage can accrue from timid governmental
regulation—which is one reason Philip Morris was so eager to obtain the Food and
Drug Administration’s (FDA’s) blessing. The tobacco giant pushed for the passage
of the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, signed into law by Pres-
ident Barack Obama in June of 2009. After a century of resisting, the Marlboro men
figured they could solidify their market dominance by agreeing to submit to (lim-
ited) federal oversight.

Cigarettes will now be regulated in the United States, though it remains to be
seen with how much urgency and how much courage. The industry has long been
expert in turning lemons into lemonade, and regulation may prove yet another vic-
tory for the cigarette makers, depending on whether certain key steps are taken.
The FDA’s new powers are limited—it cannot ban cigarettes, for example, or reduce
their nicotine content to zero—but even within this narrow frame there is much
that could be done. More than anything else, the newly empowered FDA should
reduce the maximum allowable nicotine content of cigarettes and require that no cig-
arette produce smoke with a pH lower than 8. Lowering the nicotine content (not
delivery!) of cigarettes will eliminate their addictive grip, and raising cigarette smoke
pH to make it uninhalable will prevent most of the lung cancers caused by smok-
ing. These two steps alone would probably do more to improve human health than
any other single policy in the history of human civilization. What is astonishing is
that simple steps such as these have never been taken seriously.

• • •

This is a book about the history of cigarette design, cigarette rhetoric, and cigarette
science. My goal is to treat the cigarette as part of the ordinary history of technol-
ogy—and a deeply political (and fraudulent) artifact. Our tour will be through se-
cret archives, clandestine operations, and carefully lawyered marketing and chem-
ical manipulations. It is also, though, a story of how smoking became not just sexy
and “adult” (meaning “for kids”) but also routine and banal. The banalization of
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smoking is one of the oddest aspects of modern history. How did we come into this
world, where millions perish from smoking and most of those in power turn a blind
eye? How did tobacco manage to capture the love of governments and the high
rhetorical ground of liberty, leaving the lesser virtues of longevity to its critics? And
what can we do to strengthen movements now afoot to prevent tobacco death?

Think again about the numbers: in the United States alone, 400,000 babies are
born every year to mothers who smoke during pregnancy. Smoking is estimated to
cause more than 20,000 spontaneous abortions—and perhaps as many as seven
times that. Seven hundred Americans are killed every year by cigarette fires, and
150 million Chinese alive today will die from cigarette smoking. Tens of thousands
of acres of tropical forest are destroyed every year to grow the leaves required to
forge the nicotine bond.

If it is true that large numbers numb, that is only because we have allowed our-
selves to think like Stalin. Likewise, if we believe that smoking really is a kind of
“freedom,” this is partly because the cigaretteers have spent billions to make us think
this way. The propaganda machine is powerful and operates on so many levels—
science, law, government, sports, entertainment—that it is hard to think outside
the pack. Governments are entranced, hooked by the bounty of taxes brought in by
selling cigarettes. (No single commodity brings in higher revenues.) The mainstream
media are often inattentive, partly because the tobacco story is spun as “old news.”
So we are brainwashed, nicotinized, confused into equating fumery with freedom.

Healthy people tend to forget how crucial health is for other kinds of freedom.
The tobacco industry wants us to think about smoking as an inalienable right of
all free people, but how free is the amputee suffering from Buerger’s disease, the
cigarette-induced circulatory disorder expressed as gangrene of the feet? How free
was my beloved grandmother, the once-lively South Texas flapper, rendered wheez-
ing and immobile on her deathbed from the emphysema scarring her lungs?
Health so deprived is surely a kind of violation, a slow robbery of the spirit to
which the strong and healthy will never bear first-person witness. The industry
sells this slow asphyxiation—and the unwary buy into it.

The smoke folk want us to believe that smoking is a “free choice,” and it is true
that no one puts a gun to your head. Sellers cannot sell without buyers. But ciga-
rettes are addictive, and most people find it very hard to quit, often excruciatingly
so. Nicotine rewires the brain, creating a pharmacologic dependency as strong as
that from heroin or opium. The result for most users is a profound inability to quit—
which is why some victims end up smoking through holes punched in their throats.
Surveys show that most smokers want to quit and regret having ever started: to-
bacco is not a recreational drug, which makes it different from alcohol or even mar-
ijuana in this respect. Very few people who drink are addicted—only about 3 per-
cent, compared with the 80 to 90 percent of smokers of cigarettes. Few people who
have a beer or a glass of wine hate this part of their lives; they enjoy drinking. Cig-
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arettes are different. Smokers usually dislike their habit and wish they could escape
it. People who actually like smoking are so rare that the industry calls them “en-
joyers.” That is also why the comparison to 1920s-style Prohibition falls flat. Prohi-
bition failed because most people who drink actually like it and can do so respon-
sibly, whereas virtually all tobacco use is abuse. There is no “safe” smoking, and few
users escape addiction.

Which brings us to two additional problems with the freedom argument. The
first stems from the fact that smokers typically begin when they are thirteen or four-
teen. Indeed it is rare for anyone to start smoking after their teen years: people be-
come smokers as children, when they cannot make “an adult choice.” Whatever
choice they do make is then compromised by the grip of addiction. The freedom
defense is further weakened by the fact that nonsmokers often suffer exposure to
“second-” and even “thirdhand” smoke (fumée passif and ultra passif are the mar-
velous French expressions). An estimated fifty thousand Americans die from ex-
posure to secondhand smoke every year, which is more even than from auto acci-
dents. The global toll is unknown, but it must be upwards of half a million souls.

The hopeful fact is that we may well have already passed the point of “peak to-
bacco.” Global consumption seems to have peaked at about six trillion cigarettes
per year around the turn of the new millennium and may well have fallen some-
what since. And may keep on falling, once governments recognize the toll not just
to human life but also to economic prosperity and environmental well-being. Smok-
ing is a significant cause of world poverty and a nontrivial cause of global climate
change (mainly from fires, deforestation for planting and curing, and heavy use of
petrochemicals in growing and manufacturing). When people come to realize and
act on this, the slide away from smoking will accelerate. What remains of the habit
will have a ritual or furtive character as against the mass mindless fumery of today.

This hopeful glimmer of a downturn has lots of different causes, including the
smoke-free legislation now spreading throughout the world. Bans on indoor and
even outdoor smoking will likely render smoking an increasingly marginal behav-
ior, bordering on the antisocial. Calls for additional restrictions are also prominent
in the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, the world’s first public health
treaty, adopted by the World Health Assembly in May 2003. As of 2011 some 174 na-
tions had ratified this treaty, which commits member nations to reducing tobacco
use via taxation, graphic warnings, bans on advertising, and policies to establish
smoke-free public places. Article 5.3 requires that manufacturers be excluded from
all decision-making aspects of tobacco control, and progress is being made to limit
cross-border smuggling.

The Framework Convention does not as yet have strong means of enforcement,
which helps explain why we have not yet seen a mass flight from fumery. More ef-
fective in the long run may be local acts of organized resistance, as citizens recog-
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nize their right to breathe clean air. Many cities, states, and entire nations are now
going smoke-free, with outdoor air also coming under scrutiny. More than a hun-
dred miles of California beaches are now smoke-free, and metropolitan centers such
as New York are pondering smoke-free public parks. In some cities smoking has
been banned in private apartments, to prevent smoke from traveling from one
dwelling to another. These tend to be “ratchet laws”—they are rarely reversed—
and we may soon start to see cascade effects whereby, once sufficiently marginal-
ized, mass tobacco use could rapidly disintegrate. Few things are as consequential
in the realm of public health: Do we all have a right to breathe clean air? Or do smok-
ers have a more fundamental right to pollute?

Talk of “rights” may not be appropriate in many parts of the world, where pref-
erence may be given to talk of health, purity, or some other civic or moral virtue.
The biggest political obstacle to change has been that governments still stuff their
coffers from cigarette taxes. But even that is changing, as tobacco taxes account for
diminishing fractions of total revenues. Governments are also starting to realize
how much tobacco robs from public treasuries in the form of health care costs. An-
other hopeful change could come from a renewed appreciation of the value of the
lives of our elderly. The fact that most people who die from smoking are older makes
it easier to trivialize cigarette mortality: that is what old people do, they die, and
young people may not appreciate the value of a life lived well to eighty or ninety
over against a life lived sickly to sixty or seventy. Here we need a rethink, since it’s
not as if smoking strikes only the healthy elderly, who just suddenly drop dead.
Smokers age prematurely—think wrinkles and sexual dysfunction—quite apart
from cancer and cardiac arrest.

We also need to rethink the environmental costs of tobacco. Global warming
may well become the final straw leading to smoke-free societies, once we realize
how the manufacture of cigarettes contributes to global climate change. Cigarettes
are a major resource hog and a significant cause of forest fires and deforestation.

Which leads me to a prediction: There will come a time, I am convinced, when
people will no longer smoke tobacco, or at least not in the routine and obsessive
manner of the present. Public smoking will come to be seen in the same way we
now regard, say, the use of the spittoon or public urination. And as smoking is pro-
gressively denormalized, or even rendered anathema, global consumption will fall
into the hundreds of billions of sticks per year and thence into the tens of billions—
compared with the trillions of today. Readers of this book may some day even find
it hard to believe that smoking was ever as widespread as it is and as deeply em-
bedded in popular culture. The ubiquitous smoking in films, organized for over half
a century by the industry, will become an amusing oddity. It is already strange to
recall how recently smoking was allowed on buses, planes, and trains—and in ele-
vators and doctors’ offices—while kids made ashtrays in schools and scholars wel-
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comed collaborations with the industry. Change will only come, though, when we
properly honor our dead and realize that the world in which we live is not the world
in which we have to live.

• • •

My goal, then, is to explore the cigarette as a cultural artifact, craftily designed,
unloved by most smokers, and deadlier even than they need to be. As with other
books I have written, my hope is to historicize the cigarette, making the familiar
seem strange and the strange familiar. The presentation has four parts.

Part I traces the origins of the modern cigarette, including the deadly invention
of flue-curing and the enabling roles of matches, mechanization, militarization, and
mass marketing. Flue-curing, as we’ll see, made cigarette smoke inhalable, matches
made fire mobile, mechanization made cigarettes cheap, and mass marketing made
them desirable. Also examined is the crucial role of wars in promoting (and some-
times curbing) tobacco use and how governments got hooked on cigarettes via the
lure of taxes. Here also is traced the astonishing range of gimmicks used by the in-
dustry to sell cigarettes, from skywriting and comic books to fancy-sounding filters
and richly funded sponsorship of sports, music, and the arts. And movie implants
and medical endorsements and the curious case of candy cigarettes, characterized
by one tobacco bigwig as “not too bad an advertisement” for youngsters learning
the gestures of smoking. New media tricks also come into focus here (“Tobacco
2.0”), along with cultural exotica such as smoking porn.

Part II treats how tobacco cancer hazards were discovered, including the oft-
neglected role of European scholars. Highlighted here are studies conducted dur-
ing the Nazi era, including those showing Germans were the first to discover and
nail down the lung cancer link. Here also, though, manufacturers in the Third
Reich were powerful enough to resist the demands of public health authorities. We
also encounter previously unknown studies conducted in secret by tobacco com-
panies in the United States that give an even bigger lie to their early claims of in-
nocence. We then look at what it means to say a “consensus” is established that cig-
arettes are killing large numbers of people, especially when powerful political forces
have been trying to create and sustain ignorance.

Part III explores how tobacco tycoons in the United States organized a global
conspiracy to hide the hazards of smoking. The conspiracy begins with a series of
meetings at the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan in December of 1953 and is perfected
through the establishment of bodies such as the Tobacco Industry Research Com-
mittee, which provided the industry with a “stable” of expertise and a facade through
which they could call for endlessly more research. We then turn to some of the meth-
ods used by the industry to maintain ignorance—including techniques deliberately
designed to keep the truth from its own labor force. Here we also open up the guts
of the cigarette itself, exploring the many different ways cigarettes are supposed to
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have been made safer, from “toasting,” “king sizing,” and mentholation to filters,
low tars, and lights—all of which are either frauds or follies. The point here is that
duplicity has been built into the cigarette itself: filters don’t really filter, for example,
and the holes punched into the mouth ends of nearly all modern cigarettes (aka “ven-
tilation”) give falsely low tar and nicotine readings when measured on standardized
smoking robots. We shall also see that “light” and “low tar” cigarettes turn out to be
no less lethal than the regulars sold half a century ago; indeed on a gram-per-gram
basis they are significantly more deadly. For all their talk of “improvements,” ciga-
rette manufacturers have really just managed to squeeze more death and disease
from any given gram of tobacco—and ever more money. The companies make about
a penny from each cigarette sold, and since one tobacco death results from every
million smoked, this means that a human life is worth about $10,000 to your aver-
age cigarette maker. The companies talk a lot about “choice,” and theirs is clearly
that they’d rather make $10,000 in profits than save the life of one of their customers.

Part IV proposes certain paths of redemption. I look at the history of filth in
cigarettes, from pesticides and flavorants to worm feces and insect parts. Radio-
active polonium is a focus, along with arsenic and cyanide. I argue that the mod-
ern cigarette is deeply defective and should not be sold or manufactured; I also ar-
gue, though, that people should be free to grow and smoke whatever they like, so
long as this is for personal use and does not contaminate others. Tobacco is not a
vice or a sign of weak moral fiber; it is just too dangerous to be made for sale. But
if people want to grow and cure their own for personal use, the state should have
no say in this. I also argue that even short of a ban there are simple steps that can
be taken by regulatory agencies to reduce the dangers of addiction, cancer, and
heart disease.

On a methodologic note: There is a vast historiography of tobacco, most of which
sings the praises of the golden leaf. Fortunately there is also a growing body of more
critical work, including Richard Kluger’s Ashes to Ashes (on Philip Morris) and Al-
lan Brandt’s Cigarette Century. The present text is different in taking more of a global
view (even if America remains the centerpiece) but also by virtue of being almost
entirely based on the industry’s formerly secret archives, now (and only recently)
available online in full-text searchable form. In this sense the book represents a new
kind of historiography: history based on optical character recognition, allowing a
rapid “combing” of the archives for historical gems (and fleas). Searching by opti-
cal character recognition works like a powerful magnet, allowing anyone with an
Internet connection to pull out rhetorical needles from large and formidable doc-
ument haystacks. (Try it—you need only go to http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu, and
enter whatever search term you might fancy.) The Internet posting of documents
in this form presents us with research opportunities that are largely unprobed. The
advantage is largely one of speed, but it also means that entirely new kinds of top-
ics can now be investigated—the history of single words or turns of phrase, for ex-
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ample. It is hard to say how this will transform historical writing, but we are likely
to find new paths opening up that we have not even imagined.

In addition to novel source access methods, this book differs from previous works
in its parting animus. Allan Brandt in his Cigarette Century writes that the tobacco
industry “is here to stay.” But we don’t have to be so fatalistic. There is nothing time-
less about cigarettes; they had a beginning and will have an end, as was true for lead
paint and asbestos insulation. I believe that the manufacture and sale of cigarettes
will eventually come to an end—and not just for health or even environmental rea-
sons. Cigarettes will be snuffed out because smokers themselves don’t like the fact
they smoke. Most smokers come to abhor their addiction and will be happy to have
help escaping from it.

So here are some key points, or “theses,” that I would like the reader to come to
appreciate in the course of reading this book:

1. Cigarettes are the deadliest artifacts in the history of human civilization. Most
of these deaths lie in the future.

2. Cigarettes are defective in the legal sense, meaning designed in such a way that
they end up killing far more people than they need to.

3. Cigarettes would kill far fewer people if manufacturers would simply raise the
pH (alkalinity) of cigarette smoke back up to 8 or above, making the resulting
smoke uninhalable.

4. Cigarettes would also kill fewer people if they were not designed to create and
sustain addiction. Tobacco addiction could be largely eliminated if cigarettes
were required by law to contain no more than one-tenth of one percent (by
weight) of nicotine—meaning content in the actual rod.

5. Cigarettes are environmentally unsustainable. Cigarettes are a significant cause
of resource depletion, fires, and global warming—not to mention poverty—
and these will likely prove a factor in their prohibition.

6. Cigarettes are not a recreational drug. Most smokers dislike the fact that they
smoke and regret having started. This means that many (if not most) smokers
will welcome their disappearance.

7. Commercial cigarette manufacturing should be abolished, but people should
be free to grow, cure, and smoke whatever kinds of substances they like, for
personal or noncommercial use.

8. Globally the point of “peak cigarettes” is already passed—albeit only in recent
years. That downhill slide will continue, until the cigarette exists only as a
curiosity and an object of distant memory of a more foolish time.
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A NOTE ON THE TITLE

I use the term holocaust with caution, primarily to draw attention to the magnitude
of the tobacco catastrophe. Obviously there are significant differences between the
murder of six million Jews at the hands of the Nazis and the sufferings of smokers.
In both instances, though, we face a calamity of epic proportions, with too many
willing to turn a blind eye, too many willing to let the horror unfold without in-
tervention. Apathy rules.

I should also note that there is a long history of using this term with reference
to cigarettes. Alan Blum in his 1985 Cigarette Underworld describes the tobacco toll
as a holocaust, following a 1971 report by Britain’s Royal College of Physicians de-
nouncing “the present holocaust—a reasonable word to describe the annual death
toll” from cigarettes. A Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) edito-
rial from 1986 deplored the “tobaccoism holocaust,” and Michael Rabinoff in his
2006 book, Ending the Tobacco Holocaust, highlights tobacco’s unparalleled carnage
while deploring complacency: “and yet we do nothing.” Similar expressions can be
found prior even to the Second World War, as when Max MacLevy in his 1916 To-
bacco Habit Easily Conquered pointed to news reports of “fresh holocausts on the
altar of the nicotine devil,” referring to the many lives lost from fires caused by cig-
arettes (the Triangle Shirtwaist conflagration in New York City, just to name one
example). The word holocaust means literally “total burning,” with the added im-
plication of catastrophe, malfeasance, and crimes against humanity. The death of
one innocent is sometimes said to be the death of all humanity—and there is great
truth in this—but the Holocaust also teaches us that ethics often has much to do
with scale. And for sheer magnitude, it would be hard to exaggerate the misery
caused by tobacco’s energetic merchants of death. In polite society we tend to trade
in euphemisms, but when the truth itself is outrageous, weak words can falsify the
realities of needless, outrageous sufferings.
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Introduction
Who Knew What and When?

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root
Abel Meeropol, 1936

Pisgah Forest in North Carolina’s Transylvania County may seem like an odd place
for human health fortunes to have pivoted, but there’s something to be said for it.
Here in the fall of 1953 an experiment was conducted that would change how to-
bacco companies viewed the world, demonstrating to their apparent satisfaction
that cigarettes can cause cancer. The setting was the Ecusta Paper Corporation, the
nation’s leading supplier of rolling paper for the American tobacco industry. For
more than ten years the company had been churning out the thin white papers that,
when rolled into cylinders around chopped fermented tobacco leaf, got smoked in
the form of cigarettes. Cigarette paper wasn’t their only product: the company also
produced paper for Bibles and financial forms.1 Death and taxes in a Bible sand-
wich, good coverage, vertical integration.

Cigarette paper hasn’t gotten much attention in the recent tobacco wars, though
it is worth recalling that you can’t smoke a cigarette without also inhaling the soot,
tar, and gases released by burning paper. Unlike a pipe or a cigar. Today we know
to blame the tobacco for the lion’s share of cancers—thanks in part to Ecusta’s ex-
periments—but there was a time in the 1940s and early 1950s when some people
blamed a pesticide (such as arsenic) sprayed on the leaf, or a chemical agent used
in its manufacture, or the stems and ribs increasingly used from the leaf, or vapors
released by lighters or safety matches, or outgassings from the burning paper. People
didn’t seem to be falling ill so much from smoking pipes and cigars—and clearly
there weren’t so many cancers of the lung in former years, when cigarettes had not
yet come into fashion. What was causing this epidemic of malignancies? And if it
was the tobacco, or its method of preparation, or even the paper, what could be done

13



to stop it? Was there a poison that could be identified and eliminated, giving to-
bacco a clean bill of health? Could cigarettes be made safe?2

KNOWLED GE, LIKE IGNORANCE, HAS A GEO GRAPHY

A great deal of attention has been given to when the tobacco industry could have—
or at least should have—known that smoking was killing people. The question has
become of substantial legal interest, given the many recent lawsuits in which the
timing of such events takes center stage. Historians are being asked to testify to
whether the industry acted properly in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s,
when the Tobacco Institute, the Council for Tobacco Research, and other industry
bodies routinely dismissed claims that cigarettes could cause cancer or any other
malady. Historians are being asked to judge at what point it is reasonable to talk
about a “consensus” or “state of the art” regarding knowledge of such hazards and
by what time it was no longer legitimate to ignore or dismiss such hazards.3

These are not trivial questions, and it is often not even possible to say when a
particular body of evidence becomes convincing or “indisputable” without also ask-
ing, Convincing for whom? And to what level of certainty? Our answers will de-
pend on the community whose knowledge pulse we are taking, and we shouldn’t
be surprised if discoveries are received differently in different parts of “the” scien-
tific community—whose homogeneity is easy to exaggerate. Methods are not al-
ways uniformly appreciated, and different disciplinary communities can have very
different prejudices or investments. Why should we expect new scientific findings
to permeate every discipline at precisely the same rate? The presumption of a sin-
gular and well-defined state of the art is an ahistorical construct lawyers have to
deal with, as part of their job of dividing the world into tidy packages of innocence
and guilt. The law is more digital than analog, with nuance often the first casualty.

Judged from a historical distance, it makes sense that there must have been a
time when the tobacco men didn’t know (or believe) that cigarettes could cause can-
cer. There must also have been a point by which they had come to recognize this
fact, by which time we are justified in characterizing their protestations of igno-
rance (as in “We need more research”) as negligent or even duplicitous. How and
when did this change take place? When did the industry recognize the reality of to-
bacco hazards? When did they start lying?4

One way to approach such questions is to distinguish between public claims and
private communications, with the former represented by, say, press releases and the
latter by the millions of internal industry documents divulged in the course of lit-
igation, most of which are now available online at http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu. This
is an unparalleled historical archive—indeed a treasure—that scholars have only
just begun to explore and from which we get a good sense of the changing status
of knowledge within the industry (see the box on page 15).
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The “Secret Documents”
Much of what we know about the internal operations of the tobacco industry comes
from documents released in the course of litigation. Documents of this sort have
been produced since the first health-based trials against the industry in the 1950s,
but the floodgates didn’t really open until the late 1980s, when attorneys for Rose
Cipollone forced thousands of formerly secret archives into the open. Whistle-
blowers such as Merrell Williams, a paralegal working for Brown & Williamson
lawyers, would later smuggle out documents revealing a complex history of tar-
geting children, manipulating nicotine, and conspiring to defraud, but this was
only the tip of a much larger iceberg.

The industry tried to keep such documents sealed under court order, but as
early as 1981 a body of documents subpoenaed by the Federal Trade Commission
was leaked to the press, including the notorious “doubt is our product” memo from
1969. In 1998, as part of the Master Settlement Agreement with the attorneys gen-
eral of forty-seven states, the accumulated documents—especially an enormous
treasure trove acquired in the discovery phase of Minnesota et al. v. Philip Morris
et al.—were released to the public. (The release had been worked out earlier un-
der the terms of a settlement with the state of Minnesota.) The industry was forced
to pay for the establishment and maintenance of a website posting these documents,
which by the year 2000 consisted of about 44 million pages—and today consists
of over 70 million pages, following addition of documents from BAT’s Guildford
depository in the United Kingdom.

Now accessible at http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu, the Legacy Tobacco Documents
Library is the largest business archive in the world. Most documents are full-text
searchable, and searches for terms like “cancer” or “nicotine” turn up hundreds of
thousands of documents. Searches for terms like “baseball” or “sports” yield many
thousands of hits. Optical character recognition was introduced in 2007, which
means you can now search for expressions like “please destroy” or “subjects to be
avoided,” with options to order the documents by date or by size; one can limit
one’s search to documents from a particular company or a particular year or
author or a particular document type (consumer letters, for example). Full-text
searchability means you can probe the rhetorical microstructure of the archives;
the expression “need more research,” for example, yields 666 documents, and there
are hits for terms like “Nazis” and “Negroes” and “zealot.” Some famous public
health books are found complete in the industry’s files, so it is possible to search
the complete text of, say, Glantz et al.’s Cigarette Papers simply by going to Bates
524540205–0662.

The secret documents have helped spark additional lawsuits against the in-
dustry. Computer technology has also helped level the legal playing field to a cer-
tain extent: companies with deep pockets used to be able to respond to discovery
demands by flooding plaintiffs with unwieldy dumps of documents (known as “pa-
pering”), drowning the recipient in paper. That strategy backfired with the rise of
the Internet, however, since most of these documents can now be searched by any-
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Publicly, the industry is notorious for having refused, time and again, to admit
the health hazards of cigarettes—until the final years of the twentieth century. As
late as 1994 the CEOs of the nation’s seven leading manufacturers—the “Seven
Dwarfs”—all stood up before the U.S. Congress and swore they did not believe that
cigarettes caused cancer or were addictive. Then again, in 1998, Philip Morris CEO
Geoffrey Bible testified under oath, “I do not believe that cigarette smoking causes
cancer.” Bible conceded a “possible risk” but not a “proven cause,” the distinction
lying in a kind of legal having-it-both-ways: an admission strong enough to ward
off accusations of having failed to warn, yet weak enough to exculpate from charges
of having marketed a deadly product.5

Privately, however, the companies were already discussing tobacco as a poten-
tial carcinogen by the 1940s. Industry scientists were keenly interested in the evi-
dence starting to show that smoking could cause cancer and took limited steps to
identify and remove whatever offending agents could be found in cigarettes. The
goal for a time (beginning already in the 1930s) was to create a “safe” or at least a
“safer” cigarette—though this was rarely expressed in public, given the reluctance to
admit that tobacco was at all unsafe. And once the decision had been made to deny
all evidence of harms—in 1953—it was difficult (for legal reasons) to stray very far
from this path. Management must have known that the sordid admissions would
eventually have to be made, but the hope was that this could be delayed into the in-
definite future, into someone else’s watch. It’s as if they were operating a gigantic—
and deadly—oncologic Ponzi scheme.

So when did the industry realize it was killing people? That turns out to depend
on what you mean by “the industry.” Even if we restrict our attention to manufac-
turers in the United States, it is difficult to establish a uniform time scale for the ac-
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one with an Internet connection. The industry built in a clause requiring the doc-
uments to disappear after 2012, but Federal Judge Gladys Kessler in 2006 extended
the life of these archives to 2021 as part of her ruling in USA v. Philip Morris, where
the industry was found to have violated the federal Racketeer Influenced and Cor-
rupt Organizations (RICO) Act.

Historians have only just begun to work through these archives. They should
not be regarded as complete, however. Many documents have been destroyed, and
many of the most sensitive have been held back on grounds of attorney-client priv-
ilege. Hundreds of thousands of documents remain hidden from view, and those
that we do possess—though they number in the millions—should be regarded as
faint traces of the trail left by the industry. We are truly looking through a very
small keyhole into a very large room, but only one of many in the industry’s se-
cret mansions.



ceptance or recognition of hazards, since we are talking about large and complex
organizations with tens of thousands of employees. Did tobacco growers know as
early as the chemists employed in the industry’s research laboratories? (Surely not.)
What about the workers mixing the flavorants, or the lawyers guarding against law-
suits, or the CEOs running the show?

The tobacco men eventually came to speak with a single voice, but this required
painstaking planning by some of the best brains of American hucksterism. Coor-
dination was not without certain risks, of course, since the industry had been reel-
ing from charges of collusion since 1911, when “Buck” Duke’s American Tobacco
empire was broken up through exercise of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.6 Even after
dismemberment the companies had to ward off charges of illegitimate consort—
there are examples from the 1930s and 1940s—and the perennial threat of regula-
tion. This was a clear and present danger into the 1950s, and the stakes must have
been high for the companies to risk yet another charge of collusion, as they did on
December 14, 1953, when CEOs from the nation’s leading tobacco makers met at
the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan to plan a response to escalating publicity of a ciga-
rette–cancer link. Paul M. Hahn, president of the American Tobacco Company, had
organized the meeting, knowing that the industry could well be fighting for its life.
And it was here, with the aid of the public relations firm Hill & Knowlton, that the
industry decided to launch its infamous “Not Yet Proven” campaign of distraction,
false reassurance, and manufactured ignorance.7

We also have to recognize, though, that smoking causes myriad different kinds
of disease and that evidence for these various links comes at different points in
time. Attention is often focused on cancer, but that is partly for legal reasons, hav-
ing to do with the fact that it is easier to litigate a relatively monocausal disease
(like lung cancer) than a malady with varied and diverse causes (such as heart dis-
ease). Tobacco kills more people via cardiac arrest, but since a higher fraction of
all lung cancers are traceable to smoking, it is easier to win a legal case on the can-
cer front than on the (messier) field of the cardiovascular. Ninety percent of all
lung cancers are caused by smoking, compared with only about a third of all heart
attacks. This also seems to have influenced tobacco historiography; there is much
more written about tobacco cancer than tobacco heart disease. Or emphysema or
chronic bronchitis.

The lung cancer focus, though, is not unjustified. Smoking causes many other
kinds of tumors—lip, throat, esophagus, tongue, gums, jaw, even bladder and female
breast8—but pulmonary malignancies are the quintessential calling card of smokers,
killing about 160,000 Americans every year and more than ten times this globally.

So when was it realized that smoking causes lung cancer? The question is de-
ceptively complex, and our answer will depend on what stage in the process of med-
ical discovery we want to highlight. So we can talk about
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the first hypothesis of such a link (1898, by Rottmann in Germany);
the first textbook mention of such a link (1912, by Adler in the United States);
the first statistical evidence (1929, by Lickint in Germany);
the first chemical identification of carcinogens in smoke (1930s, by Roffo

in Argentina);
the first animal experimental evidence (1930s, by Roffo);
the first case-control epidemiology (1939, by Müller in Germany);
the first cohort studies (1952–54, by Doll and Hill in England and by Hammond

and Horn in the United States);
the first experimental pathology at autopsy (1955, by Auerbach in the United

States);
the first tumor-location exposure correlations (1957, by Hilding in the United

States);
the first consensus reports by public health agencies, medical editors, and blue-

ribbon committees (1950s–1960s in Britain, the United States, and many
other nations); and so forth.

All of this must be qualified, however, by recognizing certain ambiguities when we
talk about “firsts.” Galileo, using his improved telescope, was apparently the first to
find craters on the moon and rings around Saturn, but how do we talk about dis-
coveries where there is less of a distinct “Eureka!” moment, or where the meanings
of words are shifting? Who first discovered that nicotine is addictive, for example?
Concepts of addiction have changed over time, along with the nuances and emo-
tions attached to that term.9 Was Christopher Columbus aware of addiction when
he complained about his men being reluctant to give up their newfound habit? Did
Native Americans have any concept of addiction centuries before the golden leaf
spread to Europe?

There is also the question of how and when a “discovery” is accepted by some
larger community of scholars. Galileo clearly deserves credit for discovering moun-
tains on the moon, the phases of Venus, and moons around Jupiter, but how long
did it take for his colleagues to accept these as incontrovertible facts? And whom
should we consider in coming to such a judgment? All scholars? All natural philoso-
phers? All astronomers? What about astrologers—which would include Galileo
himself—or physicians or the noblemen and noblewomen of the courts for whom
he was working?

We often talk about when a discovery is made, but it is also important to talk
about where it is made and its fate once found. Knowledge is like a plant that sprouts
and can either grow and spread or wither and die; there is never any guarantee it
will flourish and always the danger of being choked off or destroyed by pests and
deprivations. Or we can use the analogy of a viscous fluid: knowledge flows from
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one community into another, and some nooks and crannies will take longer than
others to fill—especially when “interested” parties obstruct the flow. Knowledge has
this complex fluid dynamics, and obstacles will often impede its spread.

Crucial, therefore, is how knowledge ebbs and flows in different communities.
Lawyers like to talk about the “state of the art,” but it is misleading to consider this
only in the singular. “States” of the art will change over time, as will levels of expertise
in different parts of the world. Physicians in modern Greece have been embarrass-
ingly slow to appreciate the lung cancer hazard, for example, but even where the
reception was relatively fast, as in Nazi Germany or postwar Britain, different med-
ical specialties were unevenly prepared to acknowledge the discovery. Epidemiol-
ogists were generally quick to come on board, whereas pathologists and pharma-
cologists seem to have been slower. Think also about the knowledge expressed in
different media—in corporate memos versus articles published in academic jour-
nals, for example, or in popular magazines and etiquette guides versus medical text-
books and governmental reports.10 Or the messages delivered by consumer advo-
cacy groups or in cigarette ads or the industry’s films shown in schools. This is
irregular terrain, and surveyors will not find it easy to identify a well-defined time
at which “the” tobacco hazard was recognized. Cancers of the lips and mouth were
recognized before cancers of the lung, and recognition of the heart disease link came
even later. Crucial to our inquiry is, therefore, recognized by whom (and why) and
denied by whom (and for what reasons)?

If we use the language of consensus, for example, we can distinguish a “scien-
tific” from an “administrative-bureaucratic” consensus on, say, when the lung can-
cer link was established, recognizing that the science was secure (in the 1940s and
1950s) before governmental panjandrums gave it their seal of approval (in the 1950s
and 1960s). And both of these can be distinguished from popular understanding,
or what some lawyers like to call “common knowledge,” meaning broad public (ma-
jority?) acceptance by ordinary people that tobacco can kill, which doesn’t begin to
emerge in the United States until the 1970s and 1980s.

Even so, we have to realize that millions of people still cannot be considered ter-
ribly knowledgeable in this realm. How many people know that tobacco is a major
cause of blindness, baldness, and bladder cancer, not to mention ankle fractures,
cataracts, early onset menopause, ectopic pregnancy, spontaneous abortion, and
erectile dysfunction? How many know that smoking in Hollywood films causes hun-
dreds of thousands of Americans to take up the habit every year? Or that filters re-
lease plasticizers into the lungs of smokers? Or that hookah—the water pipe rage
on today’s college campuses—is no safer than cigarettes?11

Efforts have been made to quantify our ignorance. In 1989 the U.S. Surgeon Gen-
eral reported a residue of about 15 percent of all adult Americans still unconvinced
of major health harms from smoking.12 We shall probe this more deeply in Part III,
but here let me simply note that much depends on the language used to ask such
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questions. As early as the 1950s a majority of Americans were “aware”—had
“heard”—that smoking might cause cancer; far fewer, though, were convinced. In
January 2007 I asked the freshmen in my World History of Science class at Stan-
ford if they were “convinced” that smoking is “the major cause of lung cancer.”
Ninety-one said “yes,” but forty-four said either “no” or “don’t know.” These were
bright young scholars, most of whom had hopes for a career in science or engi-
neering, and it is striking that nearly a third were unconvinced of this crucial fact,
arguably the most important in the entire realm of public health.

Complicating this “common knowledge” business is the fact that many smok-
ers suffer from mental disabilities of one sort or another. Estimates differ on the
precise fraction, but a 2004 review in the New England Journal of Medicine reported
that people with a diagnosable mental illness are about twice as likely to smoke as
people without such a disorder, and more than two-thirds of Americans undergo-
ing treatment for substance abuse are also tobacco dependent. Schizophrenics are
about three times as likely to smoke as people in the general population, with smok-
ing rates an astonishing 60 to 80 percent or even higher. There is some evidence
even that the industry targets the mentally ill—through Project Scum, for exam-
ple, a 1996 plan to market Camel cigarettes to San Francisco “head shops” and “street
people.” (What kind of business refers to its customers as “scum”?) Tobacco addic-
tion afflicts an estimated 55 to 80 percent of all U.S. alcoholics, epitomized by the
fact that both of the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous died from smoking-in-
duced disease.13

The truth is that most people do not know much about what goes into cigarettes
or the extent to which the industry has been fooling them. I have studied these com-
panies for decades and still have to rub my eyes from time to time, marveling at
some new revelation of malfeasance or chicanery.

We also have to recognize, though, that even when talking privately among them-
selves, the industry’s advocates may not be expressing themselves with entire can-
dor. Opinions expressed in the industry’s documents cannot always be taken at face
value, since some are written as if someone were looking over the author’s shoul-
der, with the intended audience being a judge or jury in some future lawsuit. To-
bacco talk often has this “eavescasting” aspect14—the kind of speech President
Richard Nixon used when conferring with his cabinet about Watergate, postulat-
ing some devious course of action that he would then pause to qualify by saying,
“But it would be wrong,” knowing there were tapes of all this to which others might
one day listen.

Medical speech often has an interestingly opposite problem: discoveries may be
cloaked in ambiguities, through artless prose or rhetorical conservatism. Medical
research papers are often written using a kind of ethic of understatement—the per-
suasive force of modesty—reflecting a desire to establish minimal baseline mea-
sures for some known toxic hazard. No one can honestly accuse a Surgeon Gen-
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eral’s report of virtuosity or overstatement, but understated rhetoric of this sort is
often exploited by the industry in court, where cautious estimates of the magnitude
of a particular hazard—say, in a 1950s published scientific paper—are used to de-
fend the polluter’s stance of “not yet proven.”

ISL ANDS OF D OUBT

When did scientists in the industry’s laboratories learn about tobacco hazards? We
shall see in a later chapter that this is territory often ignored by the historians hired
to make the industry’s case in court; they want us to focus more on medical doubts
and “common knowledge,” with the industry itself reduced to a vanishing observer
on the sidelines. They want us to focus on popular knowledge of harms and weak-
nesses in the science nailing down the harms. The strategy has been to put the plain-
tiffs or even the plaintiffs’ experts on trial, blaming the victim and those who would
come to their assistance.

Of course in the courts, with their oddly narrowed scope, the requirement is for
a certain simplification. Complexity is not always welcome, given the binary nature
of innocence or guilt. Complexity can even become partisan, insofar as it is used
as a smokescreen to distort large trends or simple truths. Courts often talk about a
“standard of care” or “state of the art” at some particular point in time, but these
are procrustean legal categories that do not always fit with how scientific facts are
actually established. The presumption is that there is a certain body of knowledge
accepted in some relevant community. But the reality is that islands of stable doubt
can thrive and flourish, along with competing research traditions and communi-
ties of principled dissent or disinterest, especially on questions involving political
controversy—such as what to do about cigarettes.

This can make it difficult to identify a noncontroversial community of expert-
ise—especially if powerful economic forces have been working to magnify or man-
ufacture dissent. In such cases it may be hard to fix a well-defined moment when
a particular discovery became “state of the art.” That may even be beside the point,
if the question is whether the industry has been lying. We need to learn to think
not just about common knowledge and the state of the art but also about common
ignorance and the state of the deception. And how both of these can influence pop-
ular or even scholarly understanding.

We also need to think more about the forces operating to influence what people
don’t know about cigarettes. Crucial to the companies’ defense in court has been a
certain self-effacement; they’d like us to think they have never been more than a
dumb instrument for extruding product. This allows them to represent themselves
as a trivial link in the carcinogenic causal chain, so that nothing they ever did shaped
expert or popular opinion—or people’s desire to smoke. Recall that for decades it
was their contention that while everyone has always known that tobacco is bad for
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you (“universal awareness”), no one has ever been able to prove it (“open contro-
versy”). For decades these have been the twin pillars of the cartel’s legal stance: every-
one knew, but no one had proof. The industry by this account was simply being
cautious in taking its “not yet proven” position: we needed to get to the bottom of
this controversy and didn’t want to rush to judgment; we owed it to those poor souls
who suffer from this terrible scourge (cancer) to move cautiously and carefully, with-
out the emotional hysteria of anti-tobacco zealots.15

Big Tobacco’s manipulation of both public and expert knowledge is the stuff of
legends. Among its tricks are a dizzying array of ways to cast doubt on the relevant
science. Journalists have been hired to publish industry-friendly articles, and sci-
entists have been bankrolled to research industry-friendly topics. Industry-financed
articles have appeared without proper disclosure in peer-reviewed journals, and
there are instances where company agents have ghostwritten articles that later ap-
peared in published form. Popular science magazines have been founded by the in-
dustry,16 along with technical journals of various sorts. Scientific congresses have
been organized and new fields of (decoy and distraction) research opened up. Re-
search has been suppressed, slanted, and skewed—with deadly consequences. More
often, though, the industry funded sound, basic research only marginally related
to “smoking and health,” just to be able to say, “We are on top of this. We are tak-
ing it seriously.” Research was funded that was not likely to come to any kind of in-
convenient truths, allowing the industry to be able to say, “See how hard we have
looked and how little we have found!” The move is an authoritarian one, with dol-
lars thrown to science for the prestige rub-off: “Trust us, we’re the experts.”

END GAME

Of course, much more is at stake than just “who knew what when”; we also have to
come to grips with “what should be done?” The pages that follow, I am hoping, will
convince any fair-minded reader that we have not done nearly enough to stop this,
the deadliest of scourges, now spreading across the globe. We cannot rest with treat-
ing the cigarette as a problem of notification, or “information,” or labeling (even if
graphic), and the like. Forcing smokers into refugia (think airports) is also only an
interim solution. Tobacco is not like wine but is rather more like smallpox or heroin.
Tobacco manufacturers are vectors spreading the world’s worst communicable dis-
ease (by numbers afflicted) and the most commonly abused drug. And we are talk-
ing about not just a health catastrophe but also a cause of global poverty and a threat
to environmental health and to scientific integrity. Stronger steps need to be taken
not just to stop its consumption but (more important) also to stop its production.
Smokers are addicted, and we cannot place all the burden of choice on their shoul-
ders alone. Cigarette makers make cigarettes because there is money to be made
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thereby, and we need to start thinking about how to channel those productive en-
ergies into less lethal pursuits.17

But first, how did we come into this world, where every day a billion people will
inhale soot and tar from a burning chemicalized leaf and find it too painful to give
up? To fully grasp this oddity, we have to know a bit about the tobacco plant, its
history and chemistry, and the means by which it is turned into cigarettes. We have
to understand its social and symbolic significance and its service to governments
as a cash cow. We have to understand the vast scope and impact of cigarette mar-
keting and how the propaganda engines of the industry keep smoking afloat—
generating ignorance, naturalizing smoking, making it all seem banal and ordinary,
something we just have to accept. How did it all get going?
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Taxation
The Second Addiction

All governments love money much more than your life.
The Scribe, anonymous blog, 2009

It is strange when you think about it: millions of people are killed every year by
tobacco, but governments don’t seem to mind very much. Worse, they bend over
backwards to encourage it. Governments throughout the world promote the cul-
tivation and manufacture of tobacco via subsidies to farmers, price supports, and
agricultural training. Agricultural field stations help farmers learn how to plant,
fertilize, and harvest the golden leaf, and most nations have incentives to promote
its cultivation. Why do governments encourage the growing and manufacture of
such a dangerous consumer “good”?

The simple answer is revenues from taxation. Tobacco is easily taxed, thanks to
several key features of its cultivation and manufacture. For one thing, cigarettes are
fairly homogeneous. Packages are standardized for convenience of sale and manu-
facture, which also renders them easily monitored for taxation purposes. Taxation
is also facilitated by the fact that months or even years are required to bring the
finished product to market. A tobacco leaf harvested in the fall is typically not
smoked until two or even three years later, with the intervening time devoted to
curing, cutting, blending, “casing” (i.e., flavoring), reconstituting, rolling, and pack-
aging, plus, of course, distribution, display, and sale. The final product also has a
relatively long shelf life, which makes it easy to come under the surveillance of tax-
ation authorities. Imagine, by contrast, taxing bread or broccoli: each loaf or head
is different and cannot be stored for more than a week or two (without freezing),
the packaging is not uniform, and profit margins are low. People also are not ad-
dicted to bread or broccoli, which means that if prices go too high they can always
turn to substitutes. Tobacco, by contrast, has a fiercely loyal clientele: most smokers
say they want to quit but can’t, which translates into a low price elasticity. A 10 per-
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cent rise in prices means roughly a 4 percent decline in consumption, though this
will fluctuate according to how wealthy a society is and how deeply addicted.

Summarizing, then: tobacco taxation is facilitated by the long time delay between
harvest and use, by centralized distribution of the finished product, by the high and
inflexible demand, by durable packaging and a long shelf life, and by the homo-
geneity of the finished article. Addiction adds the final touch: most people find it
hard to quit smoking, harder even than to give up heroin or cocaine. Smokers are
therefore a “captive market” and may be willing to pay five, ten, or even twenty times
what it costs to make cigarettes because they cannot do without.

CASH COW

Tobacco has been taxed at least since the seventeenth century, and perhaps even
earlier by Native American elites, whom we know to have used the cured leaf as a
form of tribute. The big push to tax didn’t come until the nineteenth century, how-
ever, when governments started to rely on pipe and cigar taxes as a source of rev-
enue. Tobacco taxes accounted for nearly a third of the U.S. government’s entire in-
come by the 1880s, by which time many nations had recognized “the golden leaf ”
as a cash cow. Spain had established a tobacco monopoly in 1636, and France fol-
lowed suit in 1674.1 Britain’s was actually the first, established by King James I in
1619. Austria’s tobacco monopoly was established in 1784, Poland’s in 1924. Japan
Tobacco monopolized the production of cigarettes in that country for most of the
twentieth century, and though many of these monopolies have been eroded by pri-
vatization and the iron arm of global trade—aided by the cigarette transnationals
and their allies—they still rule the roost in many countries.

Even when tobacco has not been monopolized, however, national governments
have profited greatly from tobacco taxes. In the United States in the mid-1930s, to-
bacco taxes brought the federal government nearly as much (73 percent) as the in-
come taxes paid by individual earners. Yugoslavia in the 1930s got more than 22
percent of its governmental income from tobacco taxes. A 1935 estimate figured
that European governments on average obtained about 15 percent of their income
from tobacco taxes. Those numbers diminished in the postwar era, as affluence ex-
panded the tax base. In 1950, however, tobacco taxes still supplied Britain with 20
percent of its state revenue. And in the mid-1960s tobacco monopolies provided 5
percent of the national budget in France, 10 percent in Italy, and 15 percent in Tai-
wan. China as recently as the 1990s was getting more than 10 percent of its entire
governmental income from tobacco taxes. Zimbabwe is highly dependent on to-
bacco; it used to produce about 230,000 metric tons per year, though the chaos in
that country under Mugabe has shifted some of that business to its neighbors, no-
tably Malawi and South Africa.2

Germany is an interesting case, since the Nazi government received about 10
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percent of its income from tobacco taxes, and some Nazi party organizations de-
pended heavily on cigarette revenues. Hitler’s notorious Brownshirts (also known
as the Sturmabteilung, or Storm Troopers) received about two-thirds of its income
from tobacco taxes, an arresting fact overlooked in most histories of the Third Re-
ich. Several of Germany’s leading political parties had their own brands of cigarettes,
which they used to generate income. The Brownshirts produced a “Storm Cigarette,”
for example, which provided handsome revenue even though Hitler was always
grumpy about smoking.3

China is also remarkable, given that it was a relatively minor consumer until the
Revolution of 1949 that brought Chairman Mao to power. From about 80 billion
that year cigarette consumption grew to 200 billion in 1960, 300 billion in 1970,
and 1200 billion in 1990. By the mid-1990s the Chinese were smoking a whopping
1.7 trillion (1,700,000,000,000) cigarettes per year, nearly a third of the world’s to-
tal. The Middle Kingdom by this time had 180 cigarette factories and 500,000 people
working to produce nearly a thousand different brands. The Communist Party has
promoted the farming and manufacture of tobacco as a source of revenue for the
Chinese state, but at what cost? Deng Xiao Peng’s vision of “socialism with a Chi-
nese face” has this ghoulish aspect, that hundreds of millions of Chinese alive to-
day will die from smoking even if this policy is reversed (since many of the health
effects won’t be felt until decades hence). Beijing’s leaders are mostly nonsmoking
engineers who need to realize that China is going to face a health catastrophe over
the next few decades—my colleague Matthew Kohrman calls it “an extermination”—
unless steps are taken to curtail smoking.

Today, though, the Chinese government is still doing far more to promote to-
bacco than to limit it. Coercive means are being used to induce farmers to grow to-
bacco; farmers get only about 2 percent of the value of the finished manufactured
product and often don’t even want to grow tobacco but have no choice. Many for-
eign companies are trying to get a foothold in China, but so far the government re-
mains the largest single producer. The Chinese army owns a number of cigarette
factories, and the government did not issue a formal statement on health hazards
until 1979.4 And the China National Tobacco Corporation (CNTC) paints a rosy
view of the golden leaf. In 2005 the CNTC website crowed, “Smoking removes your
troubles and worries,” quoting a thirty-seven-year-old magazine editor’s words,
“Holding a cigarette is like having a walking stick in your hand, giving you support.
Quitting smoking would bring you misery, shortening your life.” The government
sells the Longlife brand of cigarette with these same reassurances.

Privatization has been a double-edged sword when it comes to health impacts.
It generally leads to increased competition, which allows foreign manufacturers to
penetrate domestic markets, bringing their aggressive tactics. In most cases this
means an increased sale of Japanese, British, and American cigarettes, which tend
to be less harsh and therefore easier to inhale; they also tend to be doctored with
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additives and chemically manipulated to maintain addiction. Keeping a state mo-
nopoly has risks of its own, however. Monopolies typically don’t have to submit to
independent regulation, they are often harder to tax (because the taxer is the taxee),
and their cozy relationship with the government often makes them immune to lit-
igation or other forms of social accountability.

Tobacco taxes are now very high in many European countries. In 2008 a pack
of twenty premium cigarettes in the United Kingdom cost nearly £6, or about
U.S.$10. France, Germany, Ireland, and all the Scandinavian countries have very
high taxes. Norway may well have the highest in Europe, with a pack of twenty cost-
ing 70 krone, which is about $12. About 90 percent of this is tax—which is why
smokes in other parts of Europe can be bought for less than one-tenth this amount.
Cigarettes in most parts of the Balkans (Serbia, Montenegro, Albania, etc.) still cost
less than a dollar a pack. Cigarettes are even cheaper in certain parts of Asia.

The United States has some of the world’s lowest national cigarette taxes, mea-
sured as a fraction of retail price (currently less than 10 percent). Taxes are also im-
posed at the state level, however, which means that cigarettes vary widely in price.
Kentucky, for example, was taxing cigarettes at a rate of only 3 cents per pack as late
as 2005, when the state legislature raised it to 30 cents. South Carolina still taxes at
the rate of only 7 cents per pack, and Missouri charges only 17 cents. Rhode Island
currently has the highest state tax ($3.46 per pack in 2009). New York State has al-
lowed the city of New York to levy an additional amount, bringing state and local
taxes in Manhattan and the other boroughs to nearly six bucks. (A pack of Marl-
boros can now cost upwards of $11, and singles are being sold—illegally—for a dol-
lar apiece.) Residents of Indian lands are still able to buy cigarettes tax-free, though
efforts have been made to close this loophole. In most states, though, taxes do not
make up even half the retail price, a legacy of the power of the industry to suppress
all challenges to its rule.5

WHO’S TO BL AME FOR SMUGGLING?

Taxation is potentially one of the most powerful means of tobacco control. It has
be done with care, however, since it also creates an incentive for smuggling wher-
ever tax rates are uneven (“buttlegging” is what some like to call it). Criminal and
terrorist gangs are sometimes involved, and the industry itself has not exactly re-
mained neutral. In the 1990s more than 70 billion cigarettes were shipped every
year from the United States to Antwerp, even though few of these were smoked in
Belgium. Most ended up on the black market: Winstons were trucked to Spain and
Marlboros to Italy, with the origin disguised to evade taxation.6

The companies say they don’t like smuggling, but they are also known to have
aided and abetted it. In 1994, for example, Canada was forced to lower its federal
cigarette tax in consequence of cross-border smuggling from the United States;
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Canadian manufacturers had helped organize the illegal transport of Canadian
brands into New York State, from where they were routed via Akwesasne Indian
lands back into Canada. By 1995 an estimated one in three cigarettes in Canada’s
eastern provinces was being sold illegally. Tobacco manufacturers then used this to
demand a rollback in tobacco taxes (to stop smuggling!), and the plan succeeded:
taxes were reduced, and smoking rates rose in response. The same thing happened
in 1999 in Sweden, where some of the world’s highest tobacco taxes were abandoned
in response to smuggling from Estonia and Poland. Smokers were also able to evade
local taxes by ordering cigarettes by mail from tobacco-friendly places like Greece.
Buttlegging became such a problem in the United Kingdom in the 1990s that the
country’s dominant manufacturer, Imperial Tobacco, was sued for having conspired
to aid and abet illegal distribution. Philip Morris was likewise sued in November
2000 for helping to organize the U.S.-Antwerp ring. Philip Morris and BAT also
benefited from massive smuggling operations organized in Colombia, which caused
many local farmers to shift from tobacco to coca (for cocaine) as illegal imports un-
dercut local brands.7

Internal documents from British American Tobacco reveal the company col-
laborating with its Argentine subsidiary, Nobleza-Piccardo, to exploit smuggling
opportunities in northeastern Argentina. The company used the term duty not paid
(D.N.P.) to designate this illegal trade, described as a “significant market yet to be
satisfied.” One element in this plan was to introduce the Jockey Club brand as a
D.N.P. cigarette in Posadas, a town on the border with Paraguay notorious as a cross-
roads for illegal transit. BAT already had “long-standing strength in the D.N.P. re-
gion” and was hoping to leverage this strength with the goal of “maximizing group
profit from the D.N.P. trade.” BAT knew that the Argentine government would even-
tually move to close this opportunity and emphasized being prepared “to vacate the
D.N.P. segment completely without leaving a vacuum which our competitors are
better placed to fill.” Plans were also made to introduce similar products legally into
Brazil “to protect N-P [Nobleza-Piccardo] from accusations of complicity.”8

Smuggling has long been a global phenomenon. An internal industry report from
1980 conceded that roughly 30 percent of all Italian cigarettes were smuggled, and
during the peak years of the 1990s as much as a quarter of the world’s entire cigarette
trade was illicit. Clamp-downs in the new millennium—including self-policing by
companies worried about their image as criminal co-conspirators—seem to have cut
this illicit trade by about half. Even so, smuggling still involves hundreds of billions
of sticks every year, with $40 billion to $50 billion lost in revenue to governments.9

In some parts of the world, however, smuggling has been and remains more the
rule than the exception. In the Ukraine in 1999 President Leonid Kuchma an-
nounced that three quarters of the cigarettes sold in his country were either smug-
gled or produced illegally. For many years cigarette makers did little to combat il-
legal trade or even encouraged it—and not just in Canada, Sweden, or Britain. In
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2001, for example, documents came to light showing that British American Tobacco
had organized a smuggling ring involving the illegal shipment of hundreds of mil-
lions of cigarettes into Somalia, Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan. One corporate
document from 1987 notes that “transit to Sudan will be supplied via Kental [a
Cypriot trading company] and Somalia via Easa Gurg,” Dubai’s ambassador to Lon-
don. Transit was another code word used by the multinationals for smuggling, as
revealed by BAT’s internal admission that “opportunities for legal imports need to
be fully investigated before we seek transit opportunities.” Cyprus has long been a
crossroads for contraband, though the problem exists wherever there are inequal-
ities in tax rates. New York’s Chinatown even today is awash in illegal cigarettes,
mainly knockoffs of Marlboro and other popular brands counterfeited in the
People’s Republic.10

Prosecutions for smuggling have increased in recent years, partly as a result of
increased global port vigilance in the wake of the attacks of September 11, 2001.
More diligent searching of containers has cut out part of this illicit trade, but po-
lice and customs officials have also become more vigilant. In January 2003, for ex-
ample, two hundred German customs officials raided the Hamburg offices of
Reemtsma, a subsidiary of Imperial and the maker of West and Davidoff cigarettes,
arresting several board members, including the company’s sales and marketing di-
rector, for smuggling. Imperial became the world’s fourth biggest tobacco company
following its acquisition of Reemtsma in 1998 and is thought to have been making
half of the cigarettes smuggled into England.11 The World Health Organization’s
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control has called for more careful product
tracking across international borders, to help put an end to illicit trade.

Taxation inequalities can of course open opportunities for illegal transit, but
usually only if the industry cooperates and local law enforcement is weak. Crucial to
keep in mind, though, is that smuggling fosters smoking. Smuggled cigarettes are
usually cheaper than the legal variety, but smuggling can also help to popularize a
new brand, giving it a kind of “street cred.” Smuggling also has the effect of under-
mining market restrictions (bans on imports, for example), which serves to un-
dermine local monopolies. And since smuggling is illegal, the companies can even
argue that taxation leads to illegal activity—that is, smuggling—which can then be
used to argue for lowering taxes. Which is precisely what happened in Canada and
in Sweden.

The industry claims that taxes cause smuggling, but the fact is that smuggling
tends to be low where taxes are high—because those tend to be places (like Nor-
way or Sweden) where the rule of law is respected. Versus, say, Albania, where nearly
three quarters of the market is illicit, even though cigarettes cost only about 31 cents
per pack.12 And penalties are generally weaker if you are caught smuggling a legal
product than some other form of contraband (cocaine or weapons, for example).
It is bizarre that ordinary packages shipped by UPS or Federal Express have elec-
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tronic tracking while crates and cartons of cigarettes do not. Nor do we yet have
the kind of high-tech tax stamps that would help prevent counterfeiting. Smuggling
could easily be reduced if the problem were taken seriously.

A THIRD ADDICTION?

I’ve spoken about taxes as the “second addiction,” but in the United States there is
arguably a third addiction insofar as states that successfully sued the industry in the
1990s now rely on the health of the tobacco trade to guarantee an uninterrupted
flow of litigation payments. The Master Settlement Agreement (MSA) of 1998,
forged to compensate state governments for medical costs from smoking, required
the companies to pay $250 billion to the states over a period of twenty-five years,
but the tobacco men were clever enough to include riders that allow them to stop
making payments if revenues fall below a certain point. And in the new millen-
nium, when judges and juries began considering awards to plaintiffs in other cases,
some state attorneys general sent industry-friendly letters to the courts supporting
limits on such claims. The fear has been that high-price awards will hurt the com-
panies’ ability to make their payments to the states. That is one reason the MSA has
been viewed as a sellout,13 a kind of joint embrace with the cancer mongers. The
MSA can be thought of as an excise tax, with lawyers taking part of the proceeds
and a side benefit for the companies in the form of informal guarantees of finan-
cial stability. Which is also why tobacco stock prices have skyrocketed in the in-
tervening years.

Governments throughout the world are now addicted to the continued sale of
cigarettes. Taxing the industry can be a great way to reduce smoking, but since taxes
are more often seen as a way to fill state coffers, it is hardly surprising that most
successful politicians remain soft on tobacco. It is easy to blame smokers for their
foolish habits, but governments must also shoulder part of this blame, both for what
they do and for what they fail to do. It is a callous calculus, but governments are
likely to do the right thing only when they realize that the cost of paying for smoking-
caused diseases cuts perilously deep into the benefits derived from taxation. And
this doesn’t even count lost productivity from premature death and disease and costs
from environmental damage and fires. Considered as a whole, we are talking about
a habit that exacts a far greater toll than what is derived from taxation.
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Agnotology in Action
Doubt is our product.
Brown & Williamson, 1969

Deception has long been the tobacco industry’s bread and butter. And though we
probably cannot trace the strategy of manufacturing doubt to any one evil genius,
the strategy does have a history, and key players and principals. High on my list for
influentials would be Paul M. Hahn, president of the American Tobacco Company
and chief architect of the 1953 Plaza Hotel meetings where the denialist campaign
was set in motion. Edward A. Darr, president of Reynolds, seems to have helped
craft the “no real proof ” strategy, and Hill & Knowlton certainly helped polish this
turnip. The idea was simple: the industry would fight science with science, exploiting
Gibson’s law that “for every Ph.D. there is an equal and opposite Ph.D.” The court
of public opinion was more than a metaphor: the entire public sphere was turned
into a spectacular arena of deception, with tobacco on trial and two sides to every
story and cigarettes presumed innocent until proven guilty—with the bar for proof
set so high that no one could ever get over it.

From the archives we have a number of “smoking gun” memos and notes in which
this doubt-mongering strategy is made explicit. The most infamous, perhaps, is the
text of a speech attached to a memo dated August 21, 1969, from John W. Burgard,
vice president of marketing for Brown & Williamson, to R. A. Pittman, senior brand
marketing supervisor (and later director of advertising), and C. I. McCarty, who later
served as the company’s president and CEO. Here in this attached speech, titled
“Smoking and Health Proposal,” are these notorious lines:

Doubt is our product since it is the best means of competing with the body of fact
that exists in the mind of the general public. It is also the means of establishing that
there is a controversy. If we are successful in establishing a controversy at the public
level, then there is an opportunity to put across the real facts about smoking and health.1
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Burgard’s memo and the attached speech were squirreled away among seven tons
of documents produced by the company in response to a 1979 subpoena from
the Federal Trade Commission, part of a U.S. government inquiry into the in-
dustry’s marketing practices. The company had hoped to overwhelm the FTC by
the sheer volume of its response, but the strategy—known to lawyers as “dump-
ing” or “papering”—backfired as page after page was read by diligent FTC staffers.
(The entire treasure trove of documents would eventually find its way onto the In-
ternet, which still was tiny on the horizon when the “dumping” began). Burgard’s
memo was cited in a classified version of the FTC’s 1981 “Staff Report,” which rec-
ognized the doubt-mongering as cynical and a sham: “By emphasizing and play-
ing up areas where there is a genuine scientific controversy about the particular
effects of smoking, Brown & Williamson proposed to cast doubt on the validity of
the much larger body of uncontroverted medical evidence.”2 The memo was soon
thereafter leaked to the press: the Sunday Herald Leader of Lexington, Kentucky,
was the first to publish it—on July 5, 1981—but the Associated Press quickly picked
up the story, which found its way into hundreds of newspapers across the country.

STRATEGIES FOR CREATING D OUBT

There are other instances where the tobacco industry makes explicit this goal of
creating doubt, and not just in the United States. In 1984 in Britain, for example,
Keith Richardson of BAT described the strategy to fight “the case against smoking”
in an internal memo: “The Royal College of Physicians claims that 90% of all lung
cancer deaths can be attributed to smoking. There can be no doubt that this is widely
believed to be true and that lung cancer is the most emotive single issue. If we can
cast doubt on the relationship between smoking and lung cancer then we have cast
doubts on the entire case against smoking.”3 Similar confessions from other parts
of the world could surely be unearthed, if governments or attorneys had the power
to obtain the documents.

What kinds of strategies have been used to manufacture doubt? One of the more
common has been simply to assemble and reproduce statements by authorities will-
ing to deny the hazard. Dozens of such compilations were produced beginning in
1954, shortly after the counter-blast of the “Frank Statement.” Most had titles like
A Scientific Perspective on the Cigarette Controversy or How Eminent Men of Medi-
cine and Science Challenged the Smoking-and-Health Theory during Recent Hear-
ings in the U.S. Congress.4 That, though, has been just one of many methods to pro-
mote ignorance. Expressed as imperatives, others would include the following:

1. Publicize statements from scholars skeptical of the hazard.5 Fund the research
of these scholars to entice them to testify in court or in regulatory hearings.

2. Publicize examples of people living to a ripe old age despite decades of
smoking.6
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3. Raise questions about “anomalies” that seem paradoxical: why, if smoking
causes cancer, do some countries with high rates of smoking have low rates
of cancer? Why don’t laboratory animals exposed to whole fresh smoke
develop lung cancer? And so forth.

4. Redefine terms. Deny there is “tar” in cigarettes and insist on using words
like biological activity or hyperplasia rather than cancer or pre-cancer. Deny,
deconstruct, or trivialize addiction, turning it into a matter of semantics—
or “weak will” or free choice.

5. Wrap yourself in the authority of science. Contrast the “rush to judgment”
approach of anti-tobacco “fanatics” with the cautious “wait and see” attitude
of the industry. Insist on laboratory proof when faced with statistical evi-
dence, and on human studies when faced with laboratory evidence. Claim
also that the manufacturers know more about tobacco than anyone else, so
they should be trusted.

6. State that the evidence linking tobacco and disease is merely “statistical” and
then deride statistics as an improper method for reasoning about causality.
Finance your own epidemiology and publish this in engineering journals if
medical journals won’t take it. Then hire experts to say such studies are “diffi-
cult to refute” and make sure such remarks get coverage in the popular press.7

7. Put a positive spin on uncomfortable facts. Yes, some mice develop tumors
after exposure to cigarette tar, but don’t forget that many of these mice do not
develop tumors.8 Just like most smokers never develop lung cancer. And yes,
the surface area of the human lung is the size of a tennis court, but think of
this as a strength and not a weakness: think how dilute the smoke must be to
have to cover such a large area! Think of the body not as weak in the face of
carcinogenic onslaughts but strong in its capacity to resist such onslaughts.

8. Construct graphs and charts in such a way as to make it look like cancer trends
are chaotic (“graphic agnotology”; see Figure 29).

9. Hire journalists to write industry-sympathetic articles in the popular press
and pressure media organs to ignore or suppress reports unfavorable to the
industry. Threaten to withhold advertising from magazines that give too
much attention to tobacco–disease links.

10. Undermine the authority of health organizations such as the American
Cancer Society, the Surgeon General, the American Heart Association, or
the National Cancer Institute. Denigrate these as “advocacy” or “govern-
ment” organizations aligned with an anti-tobacco “cause” or “movement”
(with an “agenda,” etc.). Imply that such organizations are irremediably
biased or one-sided.

11. Hire historians to rewrite history from an industry point of view and then
use such scholars as experts in court. Hire lawyers who can convince juries
that the industry was never dishonest and operated a responsible business.
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12. Proclaim the smoking and health controversy to be “nothing new,” the “same
old same old,” and so forth. Plan for ways to make the public tire of hearing
about “accusations” against tobacco by deriding them as “old news,” “cen-
turies old,” overly familiar, “notorious,” and so forth.9

13. Keep people smoking by reassuring them that the industry is doing every-
thing it can to make cigarettes as safe as possible and claim the high moral
ground of corporate or environmental responsibility.

14. Always keep thinking of new ways to defend the industry.

Strategies of this sort are explicit in the industry’s internal documents. Burgard’s
memo from 1969 and BAT’s 1984 “cast doubt” confession are two of the more out-
rageous, but there are numerous others. The Tobacco Institute also occasionally let
the cat out of the bag—when they thought no one would be listening. In 1972 TI
Vice President Fred Panzer issued a memo talking about the “brilliantly conceived
strategy” of “creating doubt about the health charge without actually denying it.”
British tobacco researchers in the 1980s commented on how Philip Morris was pi-
loting a “global strategy” to deny secondhand smoke hazards, spending vast sums
of money “to keep the controversy alive.”10

In most instances the claim was simply that there was not yet sufficient evidence
to “convict” cigarettes of causing any real harms; the question of causation was sup-
posed to remain “open.” In 1969, when the New York Times announced it would no
longer publish cigarette ads without a health caution, the American Tobacco Com-
pany published a series of full-page ads in newspapers and magazines across the
United States carrying the headline “Why We’re Dropping the New York Times”:

Sure there are statistics associating lung cancer and cigarettes. There are statistics as-
sociating lung cancer with divorce, and even with lack of sleep. But no scientist has
produced clinical or biological proof that cigarettes cause the diseases they are accused
of causing. After fifteen years of trying, nobody has induced lung cancer in animals
with cigarette smoke.

We believe the anticigarette theory is a bum rap. . . . 11

Hundreds of similar examples could be cited.

INTERNAL AGNOTOLO GY

Now, one point rarely appreciated is that the industry’s propaganda was directed
not just outward to the smoking public but also inward to the cigarette makers’ own
employees and commercial partners. Reynolds’s president, E. A. Darr, took the de-
nialist message to his stockholders on July 8, 1954, assuring them that “no real proof
has been presented that there is a relationship between cigarettes and cancer.” Amer-
ican Tobacco presented this same message to its shareholders, reporting Hanmer
and Haag’s purported “direct evidence refuting anti-cigarette charges.” The com-
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panies’ annual reports often rolled out the “not yet proven” mantra, as did the many
newsletters printed for company employees and and their families (including re-
tirees). Liggett’s Annual Report from 1965, for example, reassured stockholders that
“the U.S. Surgeon General’s Report published last year was not conclusive” and that
“a great deal more research is urgently needed.” Lorillard’s president three years later
was expressly advised (by his research chief) not to bring up possible health harms
when talking with shareholders.12

In some instances company newsletters invited employees to “test” themselves
on the “tobacco/health issue” by answering mini-quizzes like

The cause of lung cancer is:

a. cigarette smoking
b. air pollution
c. unknown

Non-Smokers who contract lung cancer get the disease:

a. earlier than smokers
b. later than smokers
c. at about the same age.13

Or consider this extract from Philip Morris’s Call News, a newspaper distributed to
all corporate employees:

Philip Morris agrees with industry critics that cigarette smoking should be studied.
We disagree, however, with those who feel that all the answers are in. We maintain
that no causal relationship between smoking and health has been proved.

One thing seems abundantly clear to us: Without further research we will never
know the true answers. Further, assuming a causal connection between smoking and
illness, when one has not been established, takes attention away from the other im-
portant subjects for study.14

Notice here again this intimation of a danger in concluding that smoking causes
harm—by distracting from “other important subjects for study.”

The fact is that virtually all the industry’s classic denialist tactics were also di-
rected at the companies’ own employees. Copies of the Tobacco Institute’s Tobacco
and Health Report were sent to corporate staff, for example, to keep them plied with
the latest information on how “New Statistics Contradict Anti-Cigarette Theory” and
the like. Similar messages were sent to tobacco farmers and the many thousands of
retailers, wholesalers, and warehousers responsible for keeping the wheels of the
tobacco engine turning. Company lawyers were brought in to lecture to assemblies
of tobacco farmers, salesmen, or retailers on tobacco and health, and speeches along
these lines were read into the Congressional Record.15 It seems as if no audience was
off limits—including factory workers on the floors of tobacco plants.
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R. J. Reynolds, in particular, devoted a great deal of effort to keep its employees
properly aligned. A 1982 document lists the following means by which the com-
pany planned to “increase employee support of RJRT and management’s positions
on key tobacco issues”:

A. Smoking and Health—Public Relations is responsible for all employee commu-
nication necessary to conduct this corporation-wide campaign to increase
employee knowledge of company and industry positions on key tobacco issues.
1. Minimum of two stories on tobacco issues will be prepared for each issue

of Caravan [a Reynolds employee newsletter]
2. RJR World [another corporate newsletter] will be supplied with a minimum

of one story per month.
3. A minimum of three brochures on tobacco issues will be prepared and

distributed through RJRT break areas each quarter.
4. A minimum of three posters on tobacco issues will be prepared and placed

on all RJRT bulletin boards each quarter.
5. Minimum of two mailings to homes of RJRT employees and retirees will be

conducted to distribute significant booklets or other materials on tobacco
issues.

6. An information packet with appropriate RJRT and tobacco industry mate-
rials on tobacco issues will be put together for use in various ways. Packet
will initially be tested for use in Whitaker Park tour area [in Winston-Salem]
for visitors.16 [Etc.]

Newsletters intended purely for corporate eyes—and there are dozens—carried de-
nialist propaganda, reminding readers that even the American Medical Associa-
tion agreed that questions about smoking and health “remain unanswered.” R. J.
Reynolds’s Tobacco International Communiqué published elaborate refutations of
the lung cancer link, reassuring employees that there was “no demonstrated relation-
ship between smoking and any disease.” The same company’s Management Bulletin
went even further, twisting reports to make it seem as if moderate smoking might
even prevent cancer. As one early report put it: “A pack a day keeps lung cancer away.”17

SPAM SANDWICHES AT REYNOLDS
AND JOKES FROM PHILIP MORRIS

One motivation for internal policing came from surveys showing that employees
at Reynolds were paying too much attention to public media, including news re-
ports. In 1979, for example, an “Employee Attitude Survey” found that most of the
information available to employees was “anti-smoking in nature.” The company re-
sponded by establishing a Communication Program on Smoking and Health, the
goal of which was to deliver “pro-tobacco information to employees” through com-
pany newsletters such as Caravan, Longbow, and RJR World.18 Smoking and health

294 Part III. Conspiracy on a Grand Scale



propaganda was typically sandwiched in between more benign stories of birthdays
or promotions; this sandwich method was to play a role in the company’s new cor-
porate-wide “action program”: “Our basis approach on all corporate-wide commu-
nications will be to introduce at least two other issues in our communications be-
fore presenting any significant information on the smoking and health issue. Then
we will ‘balance’ information on smoking and health with material on a variety of
other issues.”19 (Surveys were sometimes used to influence voting behavior: in Los
Alamos County, New Mexico, for example, residents in one Reynolds-commissioned
poll were asked whether they agreed with the view of “some people” that “if the law
prohibiting smoking is passed, it will cause arguments and conflicts between
people, possibly even violence.” Local residents protested, recognizing such ques-
tions as surreptitious “campaigning against the ordinance.”)20

Smoking and health was also one of the topics covered in the training manuals
issued by Reynolds for its new sales personnel. The 1996 edition of Reynolds’s two-
volume, 549-page manual included a module on smoking and health designed to
instruct Reynolds sales reps on “how to respond correctly when faced with ques-
tions.” Employees were also instructed on how to talk to the press, with emphasis
on the line that while smoking was “a risk factor for certain diseases” it was “not a
proven cause.” A 1996 Issues Guide prepared for this purpose warned of the human
judgment involved in interpreting any statistical study, adding that animals forced
to inhale “fresh, whole cigarette smoke” had never developed cancer, heart disease,
or emphysema. And that estimates of hundreds of thousands of deaths from smok-
ing in the United States and millions globally were “without exception” based on
“complicated mathematical models” using “unproven” assumptions. And that the
smoke constituents most often blamed for cancer were also found in auto exhaust
and in broiled and grilled foods.21

Philip Morris printed similar guidelines, detailing how “the controversy” should
be spun. Employees were instructed on how to respond to questions on hot button
topics, with the bottom line always that there are “outstanding scientists who do
not accept as proven a causal relationship between smoking and disease.” Public
demeanor was part of the program: spokespersons were to appear calm and confi-
dent with “nothing to hide”; “you will undoubtedly know more than the other per-
son about the issues.” Humorous quotes were also to be handy, like Fletcher Knebel’s
“Smoking is one of the leading causes of statistics” and C. A. d’Alonzo’s “Sleep is to
be avoided, since most heart attacks occur then.”22 Cancer denial was the most ob-
vious and urgent imperative, but spokespersons were also to know that smoking
has “little or no effect on birth weight” and that smoking is “a practice, a custom—
not an ‘addiction.’ ” Such manuals tell us a great deal about how the companies
wanted us—and their employees—to think about cigarettes, with “guideline” chap-
ters explaining how to talk about cancer, addiction, public smoking, social costs,
advertising, and warning labels. Here is typical advice from one such manual:
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Avoid flat assertions that “smoking is not dangerous.” Our belief is that smoking has
not been established or proven to cause disease. We do not claim to have all the an-
swers and do not believe that the anti-cigarette crusaders have them either.

Analogies between cigarettes and alcohol are dangerous, since it is accepted that
alcohol is detrimental to health in many cases, and causes a wide range of social
problems. Consider animal fats, sugar or coffee.23

A higher level of indoctrination came from the industry’s College of Tobacco
Knowledge, an annual series of training seminars organized by the Tobacco Insti-
tute in the 1970s and 1980s to teach global tobacco elites how to communicate the
party line on smoking and health. The college attracted tobacco-industry apolo-
gists from all over the world, helping the global industry maintain a unified legal-
PR front on “the tobacco controversy.”24 Fifteen such seminars had been offered by
1987, training hundreds of legal and communications personnel from tobacco firms
around the world. BAT’s Christopher Proctor (no relation) organized similar pro-
grams in the 1990s under the rubric of “issues training”; in 1993 and 1994 alone
Proctor conducted issues and/or witness training in Zimbabwe, Singapore, New
Zealand, Costa Rica, Bali, and Shook Hardy’s own Kansas City, assisting also with
media briefings in a number of other locales.25

SELF-CENSORSHIP WITH CIGNA

A striking example of internal indoctrination involved covert censorship of the med-
ical information to which tobacco employees were exposed. Philip Morris in the
1990s was worried about its workers learning the truth, so it asked its insurance
providers to eliminate certain passages from the health information sent to em-
ployees. This self-censorship is remarkable enough, but perhaps even more aston-
ishing is that a reputable insurance company was willing to collaborate in such
brazen censorship, albeit for a price.

The background here is that Philip Morris, like many other large corporations,
provides its employees with health insurance, vacations, pensions, and treatment
for certain kinds of drug abuse. The company’s health insurance provider in the
1990s was CIGNA, one of the oldest insurers in the United States. CIGNA had be-
gun insuring marine voyagers in the nineteenth century and was the first Ameri-
can insurer operating in China. And like most other health insurers it provided in-
formation to its clients—in this instance thousands of Philip Morris employees—on
how to keep fit, how to treat a sick child, and so forth. What is hard to believe, how-
ever, is that CIGNA also allowed Philip Morris to limit what its workers were told
about the health effects of smoking.

Between 1996 and 1998, and perhaps at other times, CIGNA collaborated in an
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effort to censor the health information Philip Morris employees were receiving via
the quarterly Well-Being newsletter sent to everyone on the Philip Morris payroll.
And not just to Philip Morris the tobacco manufacturer but also to subsidiaries such
as Miller Brewing and Kraft General Foods, makers of Velveeta cheese and Oreo
cookies. In a recent analysis for the American Journal of Public Health, Monique E.
Muggli and Richard D. Hurt of the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota show how Philip Mor-
ris benefits personnel would review prepublication drafts of the newsletter, delet-
ing passages they found offensive or sometimes even barring the entire issue from
being sent out. Passages deemed objectionable included remarks about cigarette
smoke triggering asthma and an article advising people with high blood pressure
to quit smoking.

The spring 1996 issue of Well-Being, for example, was released only after removal
of an ad for a series of Time-Life videos narrated by Surgeon General C. Everett Koop.
The summer 1996 issue was not sent to Philip Morris employees at all, because (as
company censors put it) “several articles contained anti-smoking references.” The
winter 1996 issue was not sent out because the director of employee benefits at Philip
Morris didn’t want to pay $3,000 to replace an article containing this advice for
asthma sufferers: “Do not allow smoking in your home or in any other environment
that you can control.” The summer 1997 issue was not published because it contained
“objectionable” references to secondhand smoke. Philip Morris censors clipped out
smoking references from at least two issues in 1998, including a passage on the im-
portance of avoiding secondhand smoke when a child has an inner ear infection.
After censorship, parents with a child suffering from an inner ear infection were told
only to have the child blow his or her nose, to sleep with a pillow, and to keep good
hand-washing habits. With no mention of avoiding secondhand smoke.26

Philip Morris clearly wanted its employees not to know the truth about smok-
ing and went to great lengths to keep them in the dark. Even when it meant risking
the health of their children.

A similar callousness was extended to stockholders. In 1996, at the annual meet-
ing of RJR Nabisco shareholders in Winston-Salem, Reynolds chairman Charles M.
Harper responded as follows to a question from shareholder Anne M. Donley about
whether he thought it was right for children to be exposed to secondhand smoke:
The Chairman: I will not restrict anybody’s right to smoke. If the children don’t like

to be in a smoky room, and I wouldn’t like to be, they’ll leave. I don’t
know if you’ve got any grandchildren; I do. And if there is smoke
around that’s uncomfortable, they’ll leave.

Ms. Donley: An infant cannot leave a room.
The Chairman: Well—okay. At some point they begin to crawl, okay? And then they

begin to walk, and so on. Anyway, I guess that’s enough said. Thank
you very much.27
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IGNORANCE AS ETIQUET TE

Corporate higher-ups do often seem to have wanted to know the truth, and we’ve
seen how they kept up with current science while simultaneously fostering ignorance
among their own employees.28 And of course the scientific literature summarized
for upper management told a very different story from the industry’s public “no
proof ” bluster. It is also important to appreciate, however, how “bad news” circu-
lated—or failed to circulate—in such an environment.

Inside the companies, knowledge of cancer hazards seems to have been impo-
lite knowledge, a kind of dirty little secret you weren’t supposed to talk about, at
least not in ways that would stray too far from the party line. Corporate etiquette
made it hard to talk about cancer without a denialist slant. To accept the reality of
harms was like an expression of disloyalty, a traitorous act. Cancer concessions were
de facto threats to corporate security, which is perhaps one reason we often find
denials expressed in the language of “caution” or even “safety.” The industry por-
trayed itself as being “cautious” in calling for more research or better proof. One
can even imagine ignorance becoming honest in such an environment, through
a kind of self-imposed blindness. It was, after all, often “safer” for the companies
not to know, and the conditions needed to safeguard this ignorance were carefully
engineered. According to Helmut Wakeham, the most powerful researcher at the
world’s most powerful tobacco company, it was the view of Philip Morris lawyers
that “you couldn’t be criticized for not knowing something.” Self-imposed ignorance
was a calculated legal strategy, a means (as William Dunn put it) of defending the
industry against claims on behalf of “heirs and deceased smokers: ‘We within the
industry are ignorant of any relationship between smoking and disease.’ ”29

Evidence of this process of securing internal ignorance can be found in job de-
scriptions for new hires at the various companies. Jobs that required a certain PR
expertise, for example, often asked an applicant to recognize “the controversy.” In
1993 applicants for the position of “Scientific Advisor” at BAT were expected to be
aware that health authorities “continue to attack tobacco companies world-wide and
publicise papers alleging the ill-effects of smoking.” Applicants were also supposed
to be able to assist in “explaining the BAT position on smoking issues to internal
or external audiences.”30 The industry recognized the value of keeping itself in the
dark about certain matters, consistent with Wakeham’s view that you cannot be
faulted for what you don’t know.

Blame for creating ignorance in this realm cannot be restricted to the manu-
facturers, however. The industry has had many friends: in academia, agriculture,
government, sports, law, journalism, and virtually every other part of society. To-
bacco farmers tend not to be included as part of “the industry,” but they have cer-
tainly participated in doubt-mongering. The Tobacco Growers’ Information Com-
mittee published a newsletter beginning in 1958 containing much of this same
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denialist rhetoric. Growers’ associations and wholesalers were also members of the
Tobacco Institute, contributing funds and embracing its know-nothing, “no proof ”
posture.

Tobacco trade unions are not innocent in this respect. In the United States the
Tobacco Workers International Union was established in 1895 and in 1978 joined
with bakery and confectionery workers to form the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco
Workers, and Grain Millers International Union. (Oddly enough, the BCTGM’s
webpage presenting “Union Companies and Products” has a long list of things made
by the rank and file with no mention of any tobacco product.) When I checked in
2008 the union’s website listed two locals from tobacco manufacturing plants, one
in Greensboro and another in Richmond. The Richmond link wasn’t working, but
the Greensboro website directed me to a speech by the president of BCTGM Local
317-T, a Lorillard worker by the name of Randy W. Fulk, who rants about the “mind
boggling” statistics thrown up against the tobacco industry. Fulk says that Lorillard
has never encouraged anyone to smoke and compares smoking to driving a car with
a speedometer that goes up to 160 miles per hour (caveat emptor, in other words).
Government estimates of 400,000 Americans killed annually by tobacco he char-
acterizes as “propaganda” and invokes the Bible to remind us that “we will all die
of something.” He also claims that the costs of smoking have been “ludicrously ex-
aggerated,” citing Kip Viscusi’s macabre view that smoking actually saves society
money by lowering health care costs. (Viscusi is a Harvard economist who has
testified for the industry in court.) As examples, Fulk mentions “financial gains that
arise from lower nursing-home costs” and “foregone retirement pensions and So-
cial Security claims.” (Because smokers die earlier, he means to say.)31 It is sad to
see a shop floor steward so buffaloed by his bosses, but perhaps that is what we have
to expect from someone whose union requires him to defend his coworkers’ jobs,
whatever harms those might be causing to the larger community.

JOURNALIST S DROP THE BALL

Some historical ignorance of cigarette harms must be traced to the timidity of the
mainstream media, stemming from their financial dependence on cigarette adver-
tising. George Seldes was already lamenting this in the 1940s, but the strength of
this dependency grew in subsequent decades as advertising budgets soared into the
hundreds and eventually thousands of millions of dollars. Elizabeth Whelan of the
American Council on Science and Health in the 1980s showed that women’s mag-
azines receiving ad revenue from the industry were woefully reluctant to publish
anything critical of smoking or the tobacco cartel; Gloria Steinem, founding editor
of Ms. Magazine, once called this situation “a kind of prison.” Whelan more recently
has shown that in 1998 and 2000 tobacco ads in American women’s magazines out-
numbered anti-smoking messages by more than ten to one. In terms of number of
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pages published, cigarette ads overwhelmed anti-smoking articles by a whopping
thirty to one. Readers of Mother Jones in 2009 or Wired in 2010 or Ebony in 2011
may be surprised to find such magazines still publishing full-page color tobacco
ads—as if American Spirit cigarettes (manufactured by Reynolds) were any less
tainted than your ordinary redneck Camels or Marlboros.32

For many years, tobacco companies were able to use even highbrow organs like
the New York Times to push their “we need more research” message.33 In the mid-
1980s the Times allowed Reynolds to publish a series of ads disputing the science
linking smoking to heart disease. America’s “newspaper of record” continued to
print cigarette ads until 1999, when it finally bit the bullet and quit. In the 1970s
and 1980s the paper was repeatedly urged to refuse tobacco advertising but balked,
claiming that this would set a “dangerous precedent.” When the paper finally made
the right move and the sky did not fall, there was no more talk of any “dangerous
precedent.” What is perhaps most remarkable, though, is that for many years the
Times actually paid to place its own ads in the tobacco trade press—to drum up ad-
vertising business. One such ad, placed in the U.S. Tobacco and Candy Journal, of-
fered that “Lifestyles are made, not born.”34 In other words: please advertise in the
New York Times if you want to get more people to smoke your product!

Indirect ads for the industry still appear from time to time in the Times. On May
4, 2009, for example, the Washington Legal Foundation published an op-ed in the
paper attacking trial lawyers as part of an unregulated, greedy, “parasitic,” “multi-
billion-dollar” business that “restrains U.S. economic recovery.” Morton Mintz in
a commentary for the Nieman Watchdog pointed out that the Washington Legal
Foundation has close ties to the cigarette industry, which uses such groups as fronts
to get friendly opinions into the mainstream media. Journalistic penetration has
also been achieved through what Simon Chapman of the University of Sydney calls
“corporate schmoozing.” In 2008 Pfizer and Philip Morris sponsored a training pro-
gram for journalists in Brazil, with the endorsement and support of that country’s
largest newspaper, the Folha de São Paulo.35 Training sessions of this sort allow cor-
porate logos to appear in newspaper ads and give the sponsor a certain journalis-
tic street cred.

But journalists have also been coaxed into working more directly for the com-
panies. Stanley Frank’s ventriloquizing for the industry in True magazine is one out-
rageous example, but there are many others. In 1977, for example, the New York
writer Ruth Rosenbaum published an article in New Times magazine attacking the
American Cancer Society and the National Cancer Institute for their (not altogether
unfounded) mollycoddling of industrial polluters. Rosenbaum blasted the “cancer
establishment” as a “self-perpetuating bureaucracy,” 40 percent of whose funding
went to “barely reviewed” contract research, a mechanism inviting “abuse and poor
quality work.” The article made it sound as if Big Medicine had been unwilling to
take on Big Business, resulting in a self-interested suppression of alternative ther-
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apies. Rosenbaum accused the ACS’s Committee on Unproven Methods of being
“a network of vigilantes prepared to pounce on anyone who promotes a cancer ther-
apy that runs against their substantial prejudices and profits.”36 Readers came away
with an impression of the ACS as a bunch of self-satisfied defenders of medical or-
thodoxy, and indeed some people were fooled into regarding her article as a coura-
geous exposé. Carl Jensen’s left-leaning Project Censored, for example, honored and
reprinted Rosenbaum’s article in its annotated chronicle of “20 Years of Censored
News in the U.S.”37

Rosenbaum was fêted as a lefty maverick, but a search of the tobacco industry’s
archives reveals a more sinister story. Rosenbaum wrote her article with the help
of Hill & Knowlton, the industry’s public relations firm; she was also a personal
friend of Fred Panzer at the Tobacco Institute and he, too, helped her with it. None
of this was known to Jensen when he celebrated Rosenbaum’s review for his Project
Censored—nor, apparently, the fact that her articles had earned her invitations to
work for the industry in litigation. Jensen et al. relied on Rosenbaum when they
claimed that “the most serious problem with cancer research in this country has
been the lack of attention given to banning carcinogenic chemicals.” Tobacco is not
mentioned among these chemicals, and the real story missed by Project Censored
is that the attack on the American Cancer Society they naively endorse was crafted
with the assistance of the Tobacco Institute and Big Tobacco’s PR staffers.38

TOBACCO AS CHO COL ATE,
APPLESAUCE, AND FREED OM

Our focus has been on the creation of ignorance, but it is also important to realize
that the industry does not want the minds of smokers and potential smokers to be
empty: the goal is not an absence of knowledge but rather the insinuation of a specific
body of knowledge, or belief and feeling, that will further the continued legal sale
of cigarettes. The companies want us to believe we need more research, that it is
dangerous to jump to conclusions or to shut off debate. They want us to think that
smoking is safe, or at least safer than it used to be, or safe enough to be an “accept-
able risk.” They want us to think that it’s not so hard to quit, that addiction is really
only a matter of semantics, that smoking is an “adult choice,” that Winston tastes
good like a cigarette should.

The use of trivializing analogies is one way this is achieved. Tobacco is likened
to coffee, chocolate, brandy, or some other naughty yet legitimate pleasure. Nico-
tine addiction is also trivialized by comparing it to far less noxious “habits”—like
jogging or watching TV. Tobacco Institute VP Brennan Dawson in 1994 compared
smokers to “news junkies” and “chocoholics,” observing that nicotine was “also
found in things as scary as potatoes.”39 Sharon Boyse at British American Tobacco
was equally dismissive: “It has been suggested that smoking must be addictive be-
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cause it contains nicotine. So do many common vegetables, including tomatoes,
aubergines and potato skins. Are vegetable eaters also drug users?—physically de-
pendent on their ratatouille, perhaps, in the same way that heroin addicts are de-
pendent on their heroin?”40 Cigarette apologists have commonly defended smok-
ing by such means, likening it to applesauce, chewing gum, or Twinkies. A search
of the industry’s archives for “no worse than” returns hundreds of documents, with
cigarettes described as no worse than alcohol, chocolates, caffeine, coffee or dessert,
fatty hamburgers, milk, or sitting next to people with stinky perfume or bad breath.
Academics have been hired to generate such comparisons: Theodore H. Blau, a
Tampa, Florida, psychologist, in 1982 testimony before the U.S. Congress compared
smoking to attachments to “tennis, jogging, candy, rock music, Coca-cola, mem-
bers of the opposite sex and hamburgers.”41 Blau’s remarks were cited in a Tobacco
Institute press release, with no mention of his being on the take from the industry’s
Special Account No. 4—administered through the law firm of Jacob & Medinger.
And no mention of his being a member of the “Tobacco Institute Team.”

(The applesauce comparison is most vividly displayed in Peter Taylor’s marvelous
1976 interview with Helmut Wakeham at Philip Morris, preserved for posterity
in Death in the West, the film Philip Morris tried to suppress. Wakeham is asked
whether he believes that smoking causes cancer and responds that anything can be
bad for you if consumed in excess—even applesauce. Asked whether he thinks
people are dying from eating applesauce, he responds that if not, then only because
“they’re not eating that much.” He also dismisses the suggestion that doctors are an
appropriate source for health advice.)42

The companies want us to believe they are responsible corporate citizens. They
want us to think they have high moral standards, and they want us to know they
support anti-litter campaigns and sustainable agriculture. The overarching goal, of
course, is to generate good feelings for manufacturers and the tobacco habit. So cig-
arettes are to be thought of as more like chocolates and fine liqueurs and not so
much like crack cocaine or carcinogenic smokestacks. Dangerous perhaps in ex-
cess but fine in moderation, a kind of edgy adventure like sky diving or some other
extreme sport. And above all an adult choice, if not the last bastion of freedom.

Which is also why so much consternation has come from the fact that cigarettes
kill not only smokers but also lots and lots of non-smokers: fifty thousand per year
in the United States alone and perhaps ten times that globally. Hirayama and Tri-
chopoulos published rock-solid indictments of secondhand smoke as a cancer haz-
ard in 1981, and the U.S. Surgeon General and National Academy of Sciences by
1986 had concluded that the danger was real.43 Which means that smoking as ex-
perienced by most people is less a free choice than a toxic intrusion, a pollution of
personal space. Secondhand smoke turns out to cause far more deaths than oil spills
or air pollution or even nuclear accidents like Chernobyl or natural disasters like
earthquakes or tsunamis. Or all of the world’s modern wars. The specter of death
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from “involuntary smoke” also gave tobacco a new political dimension, poking a
big hole in the story of smoking as a free choice. And so required—at least from the
industry’s point of view—new ways to manipulate knowledge, belief, and desire.

Secondhand smoke was a serious challenge. Industry executives predicted a “dev-
astating effect on sales,” with people stopping smoking not just at work, but at par-
ties and on planes and in countless other social spaces. Here was the “anti’s silver
bullet.” As John Rupp from the law firm of Covington & Burling put it, secondhand
smoke had put the industry “in deep shit.”44

Cigarette manufacturers knew they needed an aggressive response, and the first
was simply to extend the denialist campaign that had been used against the main-
stream hazard. Secondhand smoke denial was, in a sense, the industry’s intelligent
design to an older generation’s young-earth creationism. Scientists were hired to
testify that “environmental tobacco smoke” (ETS) was a trivial or nonexistent haz-
ard and that more research was needed prior to decisive action. Cigarette-friendly
conferences were sponsored, along with research and political agitation. Front
groups and third parties were organized to spread this message, including the ETS
Consultants Program, the Associates for Research in Indoor Air (ARIA), the Cen-
ter for Indoor Air Research (CIAR), and an umbrella group called Indoor Air In-
ternational, created in 1989 to challenge nascent moves to restrict indoor smoking,
especially in California.45 A barrage of industry-funded advertisements helped cre-
ate a climate of broad public confusion surrounding the topic. The denials were well
funded and of global reach; Japan Tobacco’s website in November 2010, for exam-
ple, in the section on “Smoking and Health,” part of a larger treatment of “Corpo-
rate Responsibility,” comments: “We do not believe that the claim that ETS is a cause
of lung cancer, heart disease and chronic pulmonary diseases in non-smokers has
been convincingly demonstrated or that a reliable causal link between ETS expo-
sure and chronic diseases has been established.”46

Here again the work of analogies has been crucial. The industry has spent a lot
of time trying to get us to think of “environmental” smoke (ETS) as more of an an-
noyance (or nuisance) than a real cause of harms. ETS is more like a baby crying
on an airplane or a person with strong body odor or cloying perfume. The point, in
other words, is not just to insinuate ignorance, but to guide us away from danger-
ous thoughts and onto thoughts safe for the industry. The interest has been to cre-
ate not distrust in the abstract but rather distrust of certain bodies of knowledge—
of unfriendly statistics, orthodox medicine, the Surgeon General or the EPA or “the
government” more generally. Many different instruments have been used for this
purpose, from ridicule in political cartoons to the sale of American flags and copies
of the Bill of Rights. The hope has been to associate smoking with free speech, free
trade, patriotism, and the unfettered pursuit of happiness.

Which is also why so much money was shoveled to the American Civil Liber-
ties Union (ACLU), a freedom-loving organization famous for defending rights to
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march or to speak or, as it turned out, to smoke. Philip Morris in the late 1980s and
early 1990s gave the ACLU over half a million dollars, with Reynolds chipping in
several hundred thousand more. The money was funneled into the ACLU’s Task
Force on Civil Liberties in the Workplace, which fought for the right of smokers to
smoke on the job while doing little or nothing for non-smokers. A writer by the
name of John Fahs discovered the intrigue while working for the ACLU in the early
1990s and published some of the canceled checks in his 1996 book, Cigarette Confi-
dential. Morton Mintz then covered the story for the Progressive, telling how he him-
self had been asked to donate to the organization, advertised in beg-letters as sup-
ported “exclusively by caring, concerned people like you”—with no mention of Big
Tobacco’s apparent quid pro quo. The ACLU had fought for the freedom of smok-
ers to smoke—leaving the rest of us to suffer exposure to secondhand smoke with-
out any aid from “our nation’s guardian of liberty.” Even Melvin Wulf, the ACLU’s
legal director from 1962 to 1977, was appalled to hear of the ACLU’s taking tobacco
money, commenting that its basic integrity had been “corrupted by the attraction
of easy money from an industry whose ethical values are themselves notoriously
corrupt and which is responsible for the death annually of 350,000 to 400,000 per-
sons in the U.S. alone.”47

CREATING DESIRE

It is not enough to think about the industry as creating or destroying knowledge,
or even as creating and controlling desire. At the end of the day they really only
care about enticing behavior, meaning the shelling out of cold hard cash for ciga-
rettes. All else is secondary. Ignorance versus knowledge has only been an issue in-
sofar as these can be twisted to help keep selling cigarettes. So the mind is targeted
but also the gut, the emotions. Smoking is happy friends at the beach, an off-road
race, a keep-me-thin therapy, or sexual liberation or adult cool. Smoking is what
you do to relax or to unwind or to attract the opposite sex, or to overcome stress
or seal a deal. All of which has been the job of advertising—image making—which
trades in seductive semiotics and fantasies far from the real mortal ends of smok-
ing. We are encouraged to think of cigarettes as more like coffee or chocolate or a
very fine brandy—and not like choking phlegm and a ghostly shadow life in the
hospital with tubes up your nose. Smoking is not supposed to be like lead paint or
toxic waste or the white-knuckled grip of addiction but rather like hope and peace
and choice and the very satisfaction of life itself.
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Measuring Ignorance
The Impact of Industry Disinformation on Popular Knowledge

of Tobacco Hazards

After smoking Camel cigarettes for twenty-four (24) years, my lungs are as
clean as a whistle.
Sylvia Sindelar to Reynolds, April 28, 1958

Take old George Burns for example; he’s been smoking for (probably) 60 years
now, and is probably healthier than average for a man of his age. You might say
that old George is living proof that tobacco smoke is not harmful to health.
M. White to Reynolds, October 30, 1985

We’ve seen some of the techniques used by the smoke folk to manufacture and dis-
seminate ignorance. How, though, do we measure the success of such efforts? After
all, maybe the companies are right when they say that smokers have always known
that tobacco is bad for you, that knowledge of hazards is “common” or nearly uni-
versal. If that is true, then perhaps the companies are innocent, or guilty only of
puffery: if everyone is fully informed when they begin smoking, why should any-
one be upset when disease sets in? The manufacturers may well have lied in deny-
ing harms, but is it really fraud if no one believes you? What can we say about the
extent to which people have or have not known about the hazards of smoking?

Agnometrics may be a new word, but it is a well-developed field of inquiry. Since
the 1950s, in fact, polling agencies such as Roper and Gallup have been paid sub-
stantial sums to explore what people know and don’t know about specific topics, in-
cluding the dangers of smoking. Polls can be used to test the industry’s claim that
such harms have long been “common knowledge,” but there are other sources for
gauging popular understanding. There is the testimony of smokers themselves, as
revealed in letters written to the companies and telephone logs preserved in cor-
porate archives. We also have the industry’s own assessments of the extent to which
people appreciate the dangers.
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Here I want to explore these different ways of measuring ignorance, recogniz-
ing that there are difficulties in how we define some of the crucial terms. How do
we gauge what is common or uncommon knowledge? The tobacco industry in stak-
ing its claim for “universal awareness” likes to confuse knowledge and awareness,
ignoring the crucial difference between knowing that cigarettes are dangerous and
simply having heard this to be the case. The error is so blatant that one marvels at
its bravado: it would be hard, after all, to find someone who hasn’t “heard” that cig-
arettes may be hazardous—and the warning is right on the pack. But there are ob-
vious differences between awareness and belief. Many of us will have heard that some
people think there are alien spacecraft being held at Area 51 in southern Nevada—
but does that mean we actually believe it?

The industry seeks to perpetuate a similar confusion in its effort to prove that
the dangers of smoking have long been common knowledge. A body of knowledge
is common, they say, if large numbers of people have heard about it or have heard
someone putting it forward as true—which is convenient in the cigarette context.
Cigarettes in the United States have had cautions on the packs since 1966 and warn-
ings since 1970; most smokers have seen such labels or at least are “aware” of them,
so surely anyone with even half a brain must have been fairly forewarned. (The in-
dustry started making this argument when warnings were first proposed: people
didn’t need a warning since they already knew.) Common knowledge is also sup-
posed to be evident from the broad dissemination of writings by health authori-
ties, including discussions in textbooks or news media to which anyone but an os-
trich or a hermit must have been “exposed.”

But is this really evidence of public understanding? What, in fact, do people be-
lieve about the nature of harms from cigarettes? How seriously do they take such
threats, and how have such views changed over time? These are questions that can-
not be answered simply by looking at, say, high school textbooks or articles in mag-
azines and newspapers, as the industry wants us to believe. If convictions could be
measured simply by exposure to authoritative texts, then teachers would have no
need to assign grades; we could just grade the textbooks. The industry’s claim is
sort of like saying that everyone in the 1930s must have been a communist, because
communist literature was widely disseminated. Exposure is not a measure of be-
lief; what people know about a topic and what has been written (by others) are two
very different things—which the companies want us to conflate. They would rather
we not distinguish between “having heard that” cigarettes may kill you and believ-
ing this to be true. But surely people may have heard that tobacco may be harmful
without actually believing this is the case.

In court, the tobacco industry’s “common knowledge” experts go to great lengths
to confuse knowledge and awareness. Called to testify on what was known about
the risks of smoking at some point in time, these experts produce countless exam-
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ples of what people might have been exposed to—typically newspaper and maga-
zine articles and the like—inferring from this that smokers must have known what
they were doing. Media reporting on such topics is taken as evidence of “common
knowledge”: so if newspapers reported on, say, smoking as a cause of Buerger’s dis-
ease or bladder cancer, then ordinary people must have understood such dangers.
They were properly forewarned.

Surveys of actual attitudes and opinions tell quite a different story, however. They
make it clear that knowledge of smoking’s hazards has varied widely over time and
space but also by age, class, and sex—and (especially) by whether or not one smokes.
It turns out that smokers are significantly less likely to recognize hazards than non-
smokers and less likely to see themselves as vulnerable. Many smokers find it hard
to apply whatever knowledge they have to their own situation; they often feel that
they personally don’t smoke enough to pose a real danger, or that their brands are
not the really bad ones. Many people who smoke only a few cigarettes per day do
not even regard themselves as smokers. And a surprising number do not think there
is anything wrong with moderate smoking. The answers people give in such sur-
veys depend very much on how the questions are asked: virtually everyone will agree
that smoking might cause lung cancer, for example, while far fewer will realize it as
the major cause or that the evidence constitutes irrefutable proof.

There are several different ways to get at this changing history of ignorance. Here
we explore three different sources: public opinion polls, including qualitative assess-
ments based on interviews; consumer letters and logs of phone calls to and from the
industry; and statements by the industry itself about the nature or extent of popu-
lar knowledge. Sources such as these shed light on what people have or have not
known, and in a more reliable way than looking only at the media to which people
have been “exposed.” Exposure does not guarantee belief, any more than propaganda
guarantees patriotism. We have to look at what people actually believe, as revealed
by surveys, interviews, and testimonials in people’s own words.

So first the polls.

HAVE YOU HEARD? D O YOU KNOW?

In the United States polling agencies have been interested in what people know and
don’t know about tobacco since the 1940s. The first Gallup poll to address this ques-
tion dates from 1949, when 52 percent of American smokers were found to agree
that cigarettes were “harmful,” though the question was vague and didn’t distinguish
different kinds of harm—as in cancer versus cough. And no effort was made to gauge
strength of conviction or degree of concern.

More sophisticated polling techniques were developed in the 1950s. In 1958, for
example, a Gallup poll reported that “among cigaret smokers, the sentiment still is
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that cigaret smoking is not one of the causes of lung cancer.” George Gallup found
that when asked, “do you think that smoking is or is not one of the causes of can-
cer of the lung?” smokers answered as follows:

Yes, is a cause 33 percent
No, is not 43 percent
Undecided 24 percent

The report also showed that smokers of filter-tipped cigarettes were more likely to
believe in cancer causation (38 percent vs. 28 percent). And that nearly three quar-
ters of the smokers of unfiltered cigarettes said “no” or were undecided.1

Polling agencies hired by tobacco manufacturers came up with similar results.
Elmo Roper and Associates at Williams College in 1958, for example, was hired by
Philip Morris to conduct a study of smokers’ attitudes for the company. Five thou-
sand smokers from all across the country were asked several dozen questions about
the dangers of cigarettes and how these compared with other kinds of hazards. While
most of these people had heard that smoking had been linked to cancer—were aware
of a controversy—nearly 70 percent agreed that “as long as you are careful not to
smoke too much, cigarettes won’t do you any real harm.” And unprompted recall
of cancer was quite low. When asked to complete the sentence, “The trouble with
cigarettes is that they . . . ,” only one percent volunteered “could cause cancer.” And
only 3 percent offered that cigarettes could be “harmful to your lungs, wind, breath.”
A “Highlights” section of the report concluded that while cigarettes were regarded
as “bad for you to a greater extent than the other products we asked about” (air pol-
lution, climbing out of a bathtub, etc.) there was “surprisingly little concern” about
cigarettes. What little concern there was seemed “largely directed at the avoidance
of throat irritation and the consequent search for mildness” in the form of filters.
The survey found “fertile ground for promoting cigarettes as a good friend—a friend
that relieves tension, permits one to relax, and is comforting when alone or idle.”
The good news (for the industry) was that while fear of cancer was “certainly
present,” smokers seemed to be “more preoccupied with the fact that cigarettes make
them cough and cause sore throats.”2

Polls can of course be misleading, especially when a clear distinction is not drawn
between “awareness” and “belief.” A 1954 Gallup poll, for example, revealed that 90
percent of those surveyed had “heard or read about” the connection between smok-
ing and lung cancer, and this is often cited by the industry’s polling experts in court.
But when this same survey asked whether people believed what they had read—
that cigarettes could cause cancer—less than half of those polled answered “yes.”
And smokers were even less convinced. A 1965 Louis Harris poll found that when
1,250 Americans were asked whether smoking was a “major” or a “minor” cause of
lung cancer, only 20 percent of the heavy smokers said “major cause.” Twenty-four
percent said “minor” cause of the disease, and 56 percent answered “can’t yet tell.”
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Surveys conducted in 1966 for the U.S. Public Health Service found only 46 per-
cent of the adult population answering “yes” when asked, “Is there any way at all to
prevent a person from getting lung cancer?” Only 21 percent said “yes” in response
to the same question about emphysema and chronic bronchitis.3

Surveys have sometimes looked at the extent to which people are worried about
what they’ve heard. A 1956 series of interviews conducted by Lorillard Tobacco found
that most smokers had been unaffected by the recent cancer publicity and that since
many smokers’ friends and physicians still smoked there was little pressure to change
habits. Here, as in all such studies, smokers were found to be less knowledgeable and
less worried than non-smokers.4 That makes sense, given that many non-smokers
are former users who have quit, fearing for their lives. The ranks of smokers get de-
pleted of people savvy in such matters, pushing their average knowledge downward.

We should also not be surprised that people with different educational back-
grounds have learned about health harms at different rates. Prior to the 1964 Sur-
geon General’s report even doctors were slow to accept the reality of tobacco mor-
tality. The scientific consensus of major health harms emerges in the 1950s, but a
1960 poll conducted for the American Cancer Society by Chicago’s National Opin-
ion Research Center found that only a third of all physicians in the United States
were convinced that smoking was “a major cause” of lung cancer. Doctors were
asked, “Is cigaret smoking a major cause of lung cancer?” Only 33 percent said
“definitely,” with another 31 percent saying “probably.” Thirteen percent said “prob-
ably not,” 9 percent said “definitely not,” and 14 percent expressed no opinion. This
same poll revealed an astonishing 43 percent of all American physicians still smok-
ing cigarettes on a regular basis, with occasional users accounting for another 5 per-
cent. Of the 52 percent who didn’t smoke, more than three quarters were former
smokers who had quit when the cancer connection started generating publicity.5

SMOKERS WANT AND EXPECT TO QUIT

There are many graphic examples of ignorance in this realm—even among physi-
cians. Dr. Kenneth M. Colby in his 1951 Primer for Psychotherapists asked and an-
swered, “Should the therapist smoke during the interview? Why not?” Morris Fish-
bein, the former JAMA editor, in 1954 boasted to Lorillard’s chief of research, “I
offer on my desk nothing but Kents.” Some doctors scoffed at the 1964 Surgeon Gen-
eral’s report: as recently as 1984 one Virginia physician recalled it as “the opinion
of a bunch of eggheads” and “just another attempt by the d__ yankees to destroy
the tobacco industry.” The industry’s pollsters found results similar to those of the
American Cancer Society: a 1959 poll of American doctors conducted for Hill &
Knowlton and the TIRC found only 14 percent of physicians willing to say that the
cigarette–cancer link had been “conclusively proven”—with nearly as many (about
10 percent) admitting to having advised their patients to smoke.6
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Lung cancer of course is only one of smoking’s many maladies, each of which
has its own distinctive ignorance microclimate. A 1966 report on Philip Morris’s
secret Project 6900 concluded that while medical authorities had recognized a heart
disease threat from cigarettes, the general public was still “not fully aware of the re-
lationship.” A 1970 survey conducted by Roper for the Tobacco Institute showed
that most Americans considered smoking “only one of many causes” of smokers
being sicker—with only 24 percent recognizing it as “the major cause.” Most Amer-
icans by this time regarded cigarettes as “bad for you” in the abstract, but fully a
third thought that only heavy smoking (defined as 1.5 packs or more per day) was
dangerous.7 That is massive ignorance. If there were 60 million smokers in the
United States in 1970, this means that 20 million American smokers believed that
only heavy smoking was dangerous.

This same Roper poll also looked at quitting expectations. Fifty-nine percent of
those surveyed had tried to quit at some point, and among those who had man-
aged to quit only 12 percent said they had been advised to do so by a doctor. Few,
though, said they had no intention of quitting. One of the most striking findings
was that two-thirds of those interviewed said they didn’t even enjoy cigarettes but
rather smoked them just from habit. Only 32 percent said they enjoyed “most things
about smoking.” Enjoyment was even rarer for smokers of menthols (26 percent)
and filtered cigarettes (28 percent). Answers differed significantly by brand: 42 per-
cent of all Benson & Hedges smokers said they enjoyed smoking, for example, as
compared with only 29 percent of Marlboro smokers. Not even a quarter of all Kent
smokers enjoyed their habit and only one in five smokers of Kools.

Does this mean that the makers of Marlboro, Kent, and Kool were doing some-
thing that made people smoke while also making them not like it? Or just that people
who didn’t much care for cigarettes smoked Kools, Marlboros, and Kents? Several
companies by this time were beginning to juice up their cigarettes, making them
more potent by means of ammonia chemistry (see below on “crack nicotine”); Kent
cigarettes also seem to have appealed more to what the industry called “guilty” smok-
ers, people who disliked smoking but thought that low-delivery cigarettes would
be less likely to cause them harm. A surprisingly large fraction of Kent smokers (over
20 percent) said there was “nothing good about smoking.” Light smokers were less
likely than heavy smokers to enjoy smoking, and women were less likely than men.
Only about one in three female smokers said they enjoyed the habit. African Amer-
icans were less likely to enjoy smoking than whites, and for the entire sample en-
joyment was so rare that when people did like smoking they were called “enjoyers”
and considered “rather unique.”8

This is an insufficiently recognized but crucial fact: most smokers dislike smok-
ing and don’t like the fact they smoke—which has become increasingly true over time.
A 2007 Gallup poll found an astonishing 81 percent of smokers in the United States
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saying they would like to quit, with a comparable percentage considering them-
selves addicted. These pollsters concluded, “Current smokers widely agree on two
things—they are addicted to cigarettes and they would like to quit.”9 It could well
be that the very survival of the industry depends on the perpetuation of this myth,
that people who smoke do so because they “like” it. The reality is that few smokers
like the fact they smoke.

RANKING HAZ ARDS

Surveys conducted in the 1960s and 1970s reveal an increase in public apprecia-
tion of hazards, though opinions did not change as fast as one might imagine. A
1964 poll conducted just prior to the release of the Surgeon General’s report found
only 25 percent of smokers believing that smoking was “a major cause” of lung can-
cer. An industry survey later pointed out that the Surgeon General’s report caused
this to jump to 46 percent, a substantially higher figure but not yet even a major-
ity. Doubters also remained dominant in Britain, where a 1964 survey of five thou-
sand people found 60 percent skeptical of any connection between smoking and
cancer. Twenty years later, in 1984, another British poll found about half of all adults
disbelieving that smokers were more likely to suffer from heart disease. And only
one in four realized that smoking fewer than twenty cigarettes per day conferred
an increased risk of lung cancer.10

Interpreting such surveys, we should keep in mind that the answers people give
will depend on how the questions are asked. Virtually everyone will answer “yes”
when asked, “Have you heard that smoking may cause cancer?” But fewer will give
the same answer when asked, “Are you convinced that smoking is the leading cause
of lung cancer?” Asking about proof will also reduce the number answering in the
affirmative. In 1967 a telephone poll conducted by C. E. Hooper for the Tobacco
Institute found that when 1,996 people were asked whether the U.S. government
had “proof ” that smoking causes serious health problems, only 48 percent of heavy
smokers answered “yes.” One goal of this poll was to find out whom people were
willing to blame for ill effects from smoking, with the remarkable result that over
90 percent of those polled agreed that “the smoker has himself to blame.” Only about
10 percent said that cigarette manufacturers should shoulder any of the blame. Wide
variance was found by age and level of education, however, and in ways we today
might find surprising. Very few young people (only 8 percent) were willing to say
that cigarette manufacturers should be blamed, whereas people aged fifty-five and
older were far more likely to attribute fault in this manner (21 percent)—perhaps
because they were more familiar with the grip of addiction. Nearly 30 percent of
those with only an elementary school education blamed the manufacturers, com-
pared with only 7 percent of those with a college degree. For reasons that are not
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entirely clear to me, educated people were far less willing to hold the industry re-
sponsible for health harms from smoking.11 It would be interesting to see if this has
changed in the intervening years.

Understanding this reluctance to blame the industry may help explain why ju-
ries have so often sided with defendants in tobacco litigation. For many years it was
virtually impossible to win a lawsuit against the industry. A 1964 Florida jury, for
example, refused to award damages to the family of Edwin M. Green, who in 1958
had died from lung cancer after several decades of smoking. The jurors, many of
whom were smokers, found cigarettes to be “reasonably safe and wholesome for
human consumption.”12 A later judgment found that while Mr. Green’s cancer may
well have been caused by his smoking of Lucky Strikes, the American Tobacco Com-
pany could not have known that smokers were increasing their risk (at least not as
of 1956 when his cancer was diagnosed). Of course neither the jury nor the judge
nor the attorneys bringing the case had access to the incriminating documents we
have today.

Polling has also revealed unrealistic expectations of how easy (or hard) it is to
quit. The U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) in a series of
polls conducted in 1968 and 1970 showed that teenagers had unrealistic expecta-
tions of whether they would ever take up smoking and how easy it would be to quit.
Close to 90 percent of those interviewed (smokers and non-smokers alike) didn’t
think they would be smoking five years hence, when the reality was that about 35
percent would be. Personal expectations diverged radically from statistical facts,
and what these and other surveys show is that young smokers have been poorly in-
formed about their capacity to quit. The HEW researchers also concluded that the
high fraction of those answering “yes” when asked whether smoking is harmful was
misleading, given that “there seems to be a feeling among young people who smoke
that cigarette smoking is detrimental to health at some time in the far distant future,
perhaps at middle age, but that they can smoke for a few years while they are young
and quit later as they approach the age when cigarettes might hurt them.”13 Young
smokers seem to regard the dangers of smoking as distant but also as transient—
like a bullet they may dodge if they are lucky and don’t indulge too much. Other-
wise put: they don’t appreciate the cumulative nature of the threat, which is differ-
ent from, say, driving too fast on the highway. Driving’s dangers are not cumulative:
the risk resets to zero each time you make it home. With smoking, however, each
cigarette does its own little bit of damage, which is never fully undone. This incre-
mental nature of the risk makes it easy to imagine that “just one more” can do no
harm, especially if one thinks that the body somehow cleanses itself between each
cigarette. In reality the lungs are an excellent filter, which is why smoking changes
them from a healthy pink into a speckled necrotic black.

This same study reported that the number of American teens using cigarettes
was growing at a rapid pace: from three million in 1968 to four million only two
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years later—with significant geographic and cultural variations. Teenagers in the
east were more likely to smoke than teenagers in the west, but smoking was also
more common in cities than on farms and in blue-collar than in white-collar homes.
And in homes with only one live-in parent. Children in homes where both parents
smoked were twice as likely to smoke as those from homes where neither parent
indulged. Sibling smoking was an even stronger predictor: girls with an older brother
or sister smoking, for example, were more than four times as likely to smoke as girls
with smoke-free older siblings. A curious fact about the 1960s, though, is that most
Americans still trusted the industry to tell the truth. A 1966 U.S. Public Health Ser-
vice survey found well over half of all smokers agreeing that people would not be
convinced smoking was harmful until “the tobacco industry itself ” made this ad-
mission. This same survey found over 60 percent of all smokers agreeing that the
cancer link was “not yet proved” because it was “only based on statistics.”14

The turning point for when a majority of smokers in the United States realized
that cigarettes are a major cause of death does not come until the 1970s and 1980s,
though most people still ranked smoking lower on the scale of hazards than the re-
ality as recognized by medical authorities. A 1972 Roper poll found only one in
three smokers realizing that a pack a day made “a great deal of difference” in how
long a person lived. Remarkable also is that not even one in ten ranked smoking
among the two or three things they considered most threatening to health—with
far more worrying about water pollution, food additives, and the safety of pre-
scription medicines. Most were aware that smoking was “bad for you,” but few took
this very seriously. That may be one reason smoking and cancer was so often the
butt of comedic humor: it just wasn’t taken very seriously. We don’t find a lot of
people making jokes about polio or malaria, because these were recognized as be-
ing rather horrific. Today, though, we no longer hear so many jokes about smok-
ers’ cancers—perhaps because people finally realize that the diseases caused by to-
bacco are pretty serious.

Roper conducted another poll for the Tobacco Institute in 1982—their eighth
such survey—and found smoking still “low on the list of things people are concerned
about.” Asked whether smoking a pack a day made “a great deal of difference in
longevity,” for example, only about half of those polled answered “yes.” (Living un-
der “a lot of tension and stress” was more often listed as something that was likely
to curtail one’s life, interestingly.) Many people were also poorly informed about
secondhand smoke, with only about two-thirds believing it was “probably hazardous
to be around people who smoke.” Non-smokers ranked secondhand smoke lower
on their list of concerns than drivers who don’t dim their headlights, parents who
fail to control an unruly child, and sitting near someone in a restaurant who hasn’t
used deodorant. Smoking was also ranked second to the last in a list of fourteen po-
tential hazards considered appropriate for governmental intervention, behind
crime, chemical waste, narcotics, nuclear radiation, air and water pollution, food
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additives, and a number of others. The survey concluded that both smoking and
secondhand smoke “have always ranked low” on the list of things people worry
about.15

Louis Harris and Associates did a similar poll in 1983, comparing the views of
ordinary American smokers to those of 103 health professionals. Deans of medical
schools and schools of public health and other scholars were asked to rank a list of
twenty-four steps people could take to improve their health, from most to least ef-
fective. As readers of this book will appreciate, “quitting smoking” was ranked num-
ber one by the overwhelming majority of medical scholars. When the same task
was assigned to a group of randomly sampled adults, however, quitting smoking
was ranked in tenth place, below “taking steps to control stress” and “getting enough
vitamins and minerals” and “having smoke detectors in the home.”16

This business of how much people know (or don’t know) has also been addressed
by regulators trying to find out whether the public has been adequately informed.
In 1981, as part of an inquiry into whether warning labels should be strengthened,
the Federal Trade Commission completed a five-year study of popular attitudes to-
ward smoking. More than a dozen carefully designed polls were consulted, including
surveys by Gallup, Roper, and Yankelovich, along with polls contracted privately
by the Tobacco Institute. The conclusion of this detailed synthesis, summarized in
a 330-page report to the U.S. Congress, was that despite more than a decade of warn-
ings “a great many Americans” still did not know much about the health risks of
smoking. Thirty percent were unaware of the relationship between smoking and
heart disease, for example, and nearly half of all women didn’t know that smoking
during pregnancy increased the risk of stillbirth and miscarriage. Twenty percent
didn’t even know that smoking could cause cancer. The situation had improved
somewhat by 1989, when Surgeon General Koop cited studies showing that about
15 percent of adults in the United States still held smoking not to be a major cause
of death or injury.17 Fifteen percent may not sound like much, but that was still
around 30 million Americans.

Global data are not so abundant, but we do have some interesting figures from
Britain. In March 1999 a MORI poll conducted for Britain’s Action on Smoking and
Health showed that 88 percent of British smokers didn’t know that smoking could
cause impotence. The British Medical Association used this to push for new warn-
ing labels on U.K. and E.U. cigarettes reading, “Smoking causes male sexual impo-
tence.” Scholars have also shown that many Canadians don’t realize that “light” cig-
arettes are no less deadly than regulars. In 2008 researchers from the University of
Waterloo looked at how people thought of cigarettes labeled “light,” “mild,” “smooth,”
and “silver” and found that cigarettes with such labels were consistently judged as
having a lower health risk than regular “full flavor” brands.18

Chinese surveys reveal similar gaps. In 1996 a study of Chinese smokers found
61 percent agreeing that tobacco did them “little or no harm.” And in 2009 Yang
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Gonghuan from China’s Center for Disease Control and Prevention reported that
67 percent of Chinese did not know that secondhand smoke could cause lung can-
cer. Many Chinese smokers seem to believe that foreign cigarettes are more dan-
gerous than domestics and that herbal brands are significantly safer. In a country
where nearly half of all physicians still smoke, we should probably not be surprised
that accurate medical information is not widespread.19

CHARTING IT S POWER TO CREATE D OUBT

Even today it is probably fair to say that the full range of harms from smoking is
not well known. Public understanding of tobacco has never been sophisticated, and
few people even today know there is cyanide in cigarette smoke—or insect excre-
ment or radioactive isotopes or “impact boosters” and “ameliorants” of various sorts.
Tar and nicotine are often misunderstood, as when people write to the companies
asking why tobacco cannot be “de-tarred” just as coffee is decaffeinated. Few seem
to know even the rudiments of cigarette design.20 There is a diversity even of expert
opinion when it comes to questions like whether smoking causes breast cancer—
so it is hardly surprising to find nonexperts in the dark. The more salient fact,
though, is that decades of industry propaganda have left their mark.

Indeed, we have some instances in which the industry set out to quantify the im-
pact of its propaganda, measuring the ignorance thereby created. In the late 1960s,
for example, Brown & Williamson conducted before-and-after tests of an adver-
tising message crafted to weaken public acceptance of smoking–disease links. Sep-
arate groups of smokers and non-smokers were asked, Do you regard the smok-
ing–health relationship as “proven,” “maybe proven,” or “not proven”? The goal was
to see whether an editorial attached to a Kool cigarette ad could weaken the confi-
dence people had that smoking was a proven cause of disease. As hoped, the frac-
tion of those answering “proven” dropped by more than 10 percent after being shown
the denialist ad. Smokers were more easily persuaded than non-smokers, with the
“proven cause” fraction dropping from 73 to only 60 percent. Those already in the
“not proven” camp were little affected, but the fraction answering “maybe proven”
doubled following exposure to the denialist message, from 7 to 15 percent among
non-smokers and from 14 to 28 percent among smokers.21 This was clearly the
opportunity the industry was looking for, these fence sitters vulnerable to the de-
nialist message. Cigarette companies after all don’t need to convince everyone; all
they need is enough converts to keep the enterprise going—meaning cigarette
sales—via whatever slivers of doubt can be insinuated.

We have other, equally blatant, examples of the industry charting its power to
create doubt. In the summer of 1973, for example, Tobacco Institute VP Anne Duffin
wrote to her superior, William Kloepfer, informing him that test showings of the
Institute’s propaganda film, Smoking & Health: The Need to Know, had generated
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“large and statistically significant shifts in attitudes favorable to the Tobacco In-
dustry.” A survey commissioned by the Institute showed that watching the film had
reduced by 17.8 percent the number of people agreeing that “Cigarette smoking
cause[s] lung cancer.” Duffin reported that the film had also caused more people to
agree that “the Surgeon General could be wrong about the dangers of smoking cig-
arettes” and that “reports have overemphasized the dangers of smoking.” These suc-
cessful results encouraged additional showings, and by October 1973 the film had
been viewed by “37,000 in community audiences . . . including 18,000 men, 9,600
women, 5,400 boys and 3,200 girls.” Four years later the film’s distributor, the Mod-
ern Talking Picture Service, reported that the movie had been shown to 318,724
people, including 38,851 boys and 27,429 girls. And that was just for one of several
industry-distributed films. An equally misleading propaganda piece, titledThe An-
swers We Seek, had been shown to 324,512 viewers by 1982, including tens of thou-
sands of children.22

TESTIMONIALS OF SMOKERS:
THE CONSUMER LET TERS

Public opinion polls show that millions of Americans still do not appreciate many
of the dangers of tobacco use.23 That is perhaps not surprising in a nation where huge
swaths of the population don’t know that humans share a common ancestor with
apes, or cling to the preposterous notion that Iraq—or the CIA or Israel—conspired
to blow up the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center or that Barack Obama is a
secret Muslim. H. L. Mencken once observed that no one ever went broke under-
estimating the intelligence of the American public; of course the real issue is not
lack of intelligence but rather the lingering effects from one of history’s most pow-
erful disinformation campaigns. What can we say about knowledge, beyond what
we’ve already learned from polls?

The letters written to the tobacco companies are useful in this regard, since here
we have the unfiltered testimony of consumers, or at least of those going to the trou-
ble of writing and mailing a letter. Tens of thousands of letters by people from all
walks of life are preserved in the industry’s archives, most of which are to or from
R. J. Reynolds, maker of Camel, Salem, and Winston cigarettes. People wrote to offer
suggestions or to lodge a complaint, or even to ask for help with medical bills or to
find out where they might buy their favorite brand of smoke. Still others wrote to
brag about their health, despite having smoked for thirty, forty, or even fifty years.
Much can be learned from such letters, as from the phone and email logs kept by
the companies recording comments or complaints.24

One thing we learn is that people have had lots of ideas about how the industry
should be running its business. “Suggestion” letters are preserved going back to the
1930s; people wrote to propose cigarettes that would make colored smoke or new
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ideas for tobacco substitutes or filters. Financial and marketing advice was offered,
along with advice on how to win a legal case.

Many of these letters recommend ways to make cigarettes safer—by adding cer-
tain chemicals or modifying some aspect of cigarette design. In 1954, for example,
two women from Pine Bluff, Arkansas, wrote to Reynolds suggesting that the com-
pany incorporate penicillin into its cigarettes, to help people ward off colds in the
winter. Other correspondents suggested packing cigarettes with the filter end up,
so workers with dirty hands could nab a fag using only their lips. Still others pro-
posed ways to fight anti-tobacco “hysteria” or “zealots,” or offered themselves as
guinea pigs to test claims useful to the industry—that smoking cures allergies, for
example. Smokers volunteered to serve as witnesses in litigation and asked for
advice on how one might sue for discrimination. A Vanderbilt engineer wrote to
propose stuffing wildflower seeds into the filter ends of cigarettes, so that butts
tossed from cars would end up germinating flowers, adding “beauty to our road-
side berms.”25

We also learn that many people have been profoundly ignorant about cigarettes.
One commonly encountered view is that simply having survived smoking is proof
it is safe. In 1985, for example, a Pocatello, Idaho, woman wrote to say she’d been
smoking for sixty years and found it “neither addictive, habit forming or fattening.”
A fifty-year Camel smoker from Granite Falls, Minnesota, reported that same year,
“This idea of smoking being bad for one’s health to me is a lot of malarky. . . . I don’t
think smoking is bad at all.” A Newcastle, Wyoming, man wrote of his view that
“drunk driving kills more people than smoking ever did,” and a man from Quebec
wrote to emphasize “how many lives have probably been saved, and most likely pro-
longed due to smoking when under stress . . . most likely many more than lost due
to lung disease!” (Reality check: in 2005, according to the U.S. Department of Trans-
portation, 16,885 Americans died from alcohol-related traffic accidents, compared
with 440,000 deaths from smoking.) Smokers characterized the cancer claim as bo-
gus, bunkum, balderdash, and baloney—and often jumped from this to complain
about people suing the companies. A woman in Casco, Maine, ruminated (in 1985):

I think the case of the woman suing for her husband’s death is full of baloney. I know
people who have died of Lung Cancer that never smoked.

Also no way can they pin point this is caused by cigarettes. When I put my white
lawn umbrella on the lawn in the summer and it is black in the fall—like soot—I am
sure it is not caused by cigarette smoke. In fact I don’t believe the lung association can
prove anything either. With so many other things in the air, where you work etc! I
love to smoke—why don’t people mind their own business. . . . This country is get-
ting just like Russia. No rights!

Reynolds was more than happy to agree, responding that “medical science” had not
shown that “any element in cigarettes, tobacco, or tobacco smoke causes human
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disease.” The true causes of human disease were to be determined “by scientific re-
search, not by statistics.”26

Many of these letters follow a kind of testimonial format: smokers claim to have
indulged for years without adverse effects, and the industry is urged to defend it-
self against charges from medical authorities or anti-tobacco fanatics. The cancer
evidence is often simply dismissed, as in 1970, when an Oklahoma City woman
wrote to inform Reynolds of her view that “all the hooy about cancer is all a big
nothing as far as I am concerned.” A Hartford, Connecticut, man in 1984 charac-
terized the cancer consensus as a bunch of “hysterical propaganda, shoddy science,
and bully tactics.” Many such letters are clearly from people with little formal edu-
cation, but some are from professionals with advanced degrees. The director of the
“National Institute of Inventors” wrote to say he had proof that “Smoking does not
create cancer”—and offered to share his secret for $5 million. A retired mathe-
matician formerly employed by the National Institutes of Health wrote that the war
on tobacco had been “a scam—the danger of smoking is vastly exaggerated.” And
many “alternate causes” are proposed for the lung cancer epidemic. Another man
from Hartford wrote to express his view that “cancer is caused by your emotions,
not cigarettes.” A retired navy man from Brooklyn protested all this talk about can-
cer as “a lot of bunk . . . you don’t get cancer from cigarettes, you get it from treated
foods.” Some of these skeptics linked the fingering of tobacco to other unwarranted
ideas, as when a Rialto, California, man compared the cigarette theory to Darwin’s
theory of evolution. Public health authorities were trying to “brainwash the coun-
try”: “That smoking causes cancer is a theory just like Darwin’s theory of evolution.
It’s someone’s idea of how things might be, but is by no means proven fact.”27

Ignorance of this sort is not surprising, given how hard the industry worked to
spread its denialist message. In 1958, for example, a Bloomington, Illinois, man
wrote to Reynolds asking about a rumor he had heard that Salem, “among a few
other brands, is conducive to lung cancer.” William S. Koenig from the company’s
public relations department wrote back to reassure him that despite all the “con-
fusing publicity,” the reality was that cancer claims were based “almost completely
on statistics” and disputed by “doctors and scientists of high professional standing.”
A similar exchange took place in 1959, when a Boston woman wrote to ask why the
companies didn’t “refute some of these allegations about cancer.” She was convinced
that “a great many doctors do not believe it” and that many people contract lung
cancer “who never smoked.” Reynolds wrote back, assuring her that many distin-
guished medical scientists had “failed to verify the charges of a causal relationship”
between cigarettes and lung cancer. Indeed the ongoing rise in cigarette consump-
tion had led the company to believe that “a vast number of consumers are of the
same opinion as you are.”28

Many other kinds of letters were sent to the companies. Parents complained about
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free cigarettes being sent to their kids (some as young as twenty months) and
protested infomercials disputing a hazard from secondhand smoke. Physicians
wrote to express their support for the companies, with some confiding in their be-
lief that moderate smoking was fine and problems arose only from overindulgence.29

People wrote to ask about tobacco ingredients, or to protest finding foreign matter
in their cigarette. (From Honolulu: “This letter is a complaint letter. I can’t smoked
this cigarettes. Because worm in cigarettes so dirty and gross! Reexamine this cig-
arettes. Please send new cigarettes to me.”)30 And while most of these letters sym-
pathized with the industry, many are more open-ended, asking whether cigarettes
really were as bad as people were saying. To which the industry invariably responded
with its denialist routine.

COLD HARD FACT S

The volume of such letters increased dramatically in the 1950s, and by the 1960s
R. J. Reynolds alone had more than a dozen people working in its public relations
department responding full-time, with the rhetoric in each case quite tightly
scripted. To a woman in Grapeview, Washington, Reynolds wrote, “notwithstand-
ing all the theories bandied about, actually the real cause of cancer in human be-
ings is still unknown.” And to a man in Cottage Grove, Oregon: “the truth is that in
spite of what the Surgeon General’s Committee had to say on January 11, the cause
of cancer in human beings is still unknown.” T. A. Porter from Reynolds’s Depart-
ment of Public Relations was a frequent author of such letters, which often included
his calming balm, “The fact still remains that the cause of cancer in human beings
is unknown. Research must go on to determine the real cause.”31

Reynolds employed skilled writers to draft such letters, and though each had his
or her own distinctive style, the common thread was reassurance. Thomas Dixon
concluded one such letter by emphasizing “the plain fact” that “notwithstanding all
the theories bandied about, actually the real cause of cancer in human beings is still
unknown. Condemnation by association has never managed to get very far with
the American people.” William S. Koenig from the same office characterized the
1964 Surgeon General’s report as having “nothing new in it, nothing that had not
been heard before. The fact still remains that the cause of cancer in human beings
is unknown. Research must go on and is still going on to determine the real cause.”
Thousands of letters offered this same basic message. Here is a version sent to a man
in Secaucus, New Jersey, reaffirming that “the case” against tobacco had “by no
means been proven”:

In spite of all the excitement stirred up, the cold hard fact is that no one knows the
cause of cancer in human beings.
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And another, sent to a woman in the Ideal Trailer Park in Ontario, California:

Now with regard to the present controversy relating to smoking and health, one in-
escapable fact stands out. No one yet knows the real cause of cancer in human beings.
The Surgeon General of the United States in releasing his committee’s report himself
indicated that there was a great deal yet to be known and rejected out of hand the sug-
gestion that no further research was needed.

And to a man in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania:

I earnestly hope you have not lost sight of the fact that after all no one knows the real
cause of cancer in human beings. This statement can be made with positiveness,
notwithstanding all the statistical fireworks with which the anti-tobacco forces have
tried to dazzle and befuse the American public. All of us know that cancer was an afflic-
tion of the human race long before tobacco was introduced by the Indians to Euro-
pean explorers in the Seventeenth Century.32

Reassurances of this sort continued into the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Tim K. Cahill
in 1973, for example, wrote to assure a biology teacher from Drake University there
was “no conclusive evidence that the ingredients in tobacco are causative of any
disease.” To a teacher in Wellesley, Massachusetts, Cahill characterized recent work
on tobacco as full of “a great deal of misinformation” and “faulty statistical inter-
pretations.” Cahill et al. were especially fond of saying that the “cold fact” or “cold
hard fact” was that “no one knows the real cause” of cancer; and from 1964 through
the 1970s there are more than a hundred letters to the public using this morbid turn
of phrase.33 Reynolds’s PR department generated a seemingly endless stream of such
letters, always with this same basic message: “cold hard facts,” which in reality were
cold-hearted lies.

COMBING THE ARCHIVES

One thing we learn from this correspondence is that many ordinary smokers trusted
the industry and distrusted “the government,” the Surgeon General, and doctors
generally. The industry’s archives are full of letters from people ridiculing medical
authority, deriding all the cancer talk as “nonsense,” “hooey,” “hoopla,” “hysteria,”
“bunk,” “balderdash,” or “brainwashing.” Many of these letters warn about infringe-
ments on smokers’ liberty, as when a South Carolina man in 1991 cautioned that caf-
feine could be “the next to go”: “You could be arrested for having a second cup of
coffee and be hauled off to jail in your housecoat, with curlers still in your hair.”34

How widespread, though, were such sentiments? It turns out there is a fairly sim-
ple way to find out.

What is wonderful about the seventy million pages of documents now online at
http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu is that they are full-text searchable by optical charac-
ter recognition—which means you can search a term, or string of terms, and ob-
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tain (theoretically) every document in which that term or string appears. Google’s
search engine works on essentially the same principle: you enter a phrase, and
Google will find and display that phrase wherever it appears. The same can now be
done with the tobacco archives. The archives can be combed for hot button ex-
pressions such as “cold hard fact” or “please destroy” or “no conclusive proof,” and
every document containing such a phrase will be displayed—theoretically. I say “the-
oretically” because the system is not perfect: documents that are handwritten, for
example, don’t generally show up, and not every odd font can be read, or old fuzzy
carbon copies or texts that are smudged or otherwise illegible. But the system is
fairly robust, and the possibilities virtually endless. The novelty (and utility) is ul-
timately in the form of search speed: rhetorical diamonds can be sifted from archival
dunes, and searches that might well have taken five hundred years if done manu-
ally can now be done in a matter of seconds. Scholars are going to have to think
much more about search theory, about new ways to comb and navigate through
massive online digital archives.

So how can this be applied to the consumer letters? One thing we can do is search
the archives for terms like propaganda or brainwash to see how or how often people
writing to the industry used them. We can then ask, when people used such terms,
were they using them against the tobacco industry or against public health au-
thorities? Whom did these people trust or distrust?

A search of “dt:consumer letter propaganda,” for example, returns 140 documents,
each of which is a consumer letter (dt: means “document type”) written either to or
from the industry containing at least one use of the word propaganda. Typical is this
1989 letter from an eighty-year-old Camel smoker in Pine Beach, New Jersey:

It is obviously impossible for government propagandists to state that smoking
shortens life since only God . . . and certainly not the government . . . knows how
long each of us will live and therefore cannot reasonably predict how many years
will ultimately be lost to smoking. . . .

Contrary to those who state, as if it were a scientific fact, that smoking causes
illness and shortens life, it has enabled me to live healthily into my eighties because
stress is the root of most illness. . . .

I expect you to defend your customers, not bow to governmental blackmail and
propaganda intended to fill Treasury’s coffers.35

Not everyone who used the term propaganda was referring to the government, how-
ever. Some people denounced the industry’s propaganda, as illustrated in this 1991
letter from “a concerned parent” in Vincennes, Indiana:

Gentlemen,
I am disappointed that a company can send propaganda to a boy that is only 17

years of age. Will you please stop sending CRAP through the mail to him. He is not
legally even able to buy your products.36
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So the question is, when the term propaganda is used in such letters, how often is
it used to characterize actions or opinions of the industry versus actions or opin-
ions of the public health community?

For those letters that have been preserved, it turns out that people have been
more likely to apply the label “propaganda” to public health authorities than to the
tobacco industry. Among the 140 letters using the term, 7 are from the industry
(all of which talk about public health propaganda) and 8 others are duplicates.
Among the remaining 125 letters, 70 are pro-industry, meaning that the reference
is to public health or governmental propaganda. And only 51 are anti-tobacco, com-
plaining about the industry’s propaganda—typically promotional materials or de-
nialist advertising. So people writing to the industry were more likely to worry about
medical than about tobacco industry propaganda.

Similar results are obtained when one searches for uses of the term brainwash
and related cognates (brainwashed, brainwashing, etc.). A search of “dt:consumer
letter brainwash*” yields 53 letters, more than three quarters of which reveal con-
sumers placing their trust in the industry. Here is a typical letter from a Hillsboro,
Texas, citizen worried about “brainwashing”:

I am appalled and angry at the misleading and erroneous information which is
bombarding and brainwashing the public by the news media with so-called health
hazzards [sic] as determined by “doctors.”

The facts are that people are living longer even to 100 years and over. These are
the people who were born at home with a mid-wife or other family member,
smoked, dipped and chewed tobacco and in their earlier years knew nothing of
“doctors” and their toxic drugs and medicine. . . . It is absurd that anyone would
attribute any problem to only one cause when every day the very air we breath [sic]
is contaminated with toxic fumes from factories, carbon monoxide from cars,
buses, trucks, etc., dangerous chemicals in drinking water and toxic chemicals used
by “doctors” in lab tests. . . . I can easily see where it would be to the advantage of
“doctors” to brainwash the public through whatever means, into believing that all
Americans problems are caused by cigarettes.37

Or consider this 1968 letter from a woman in Bel Air, Maryland:
Gentlemen,

Operation Brainwash has got me scared. . . . I have an excellent doctor who has
vanquished my depressive state . . . and who assures me that a pack a day and
twenty or thirty cups of coffee will do me no harm. He is far more competent in
internal medicine than the Public Health Service, which has strained “statistics” in
its cigarette attack. I’d be much interested in knowing how much lung cancer has
increased incidence as a result of their subtle scare psychology.38

Reading this entire set of “brainwash” letters, what we find is that correspon-
dents have been more likely to trust the industry than the public health commu-
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nity. Some people clearly believed the companies when they offered their reassur-
ances. Of course we don’t really know how representative such people were of the
general population; it could well be that industry supporters were more likely than
their opponents to write, for example. We don’t find a pro-industry bias among
correspondents in general, however, since those who wrote to the industry about
advertisements were critical of the industry by a ratio of about two to one.39 No-
table also is the fact that people who wrote to the companies were more likely to
say they were “addicted” than “not addicted.”40 All we can really say is that a sig-
nificant fraction of the American public seems to have taken the industry at its word,
or at least felt that “doctors” and “the government” were no more trustworthy than
the manufacturers.

Of course there are other kinds of letters that don’t mention health at all. A num-
ber of teenage girls seem to have fallen for the dark-haired mustachioed Winston
Man, for example, and wrote to request copies of his poster for their personal use.
Girls wrote on behalf of their (female) teachers, and mothers asked for such posters
for their daughters (to put up in their bedrooms). Anyone who doubts that such
ads appealed to teenagers should consider letters such as the following, sent to
Reynolds in 1976 from a girl in Wayne, New Jersey.

Dear Winston-Salem Co.,
During the last few months, I have greatly admired your Winston Box billboard.

It is the one with the man with dark hair and moustache.
I was wondering if you could possibly send me a copy. I would be glad to pay

a reasonable price for it. Please let me know if this could be worked out.
By the way, I have been smoking Winston cigarettes for nearly 3 years. And that’s

a lot considering I am only 15 years old.41

We also find letters of protest, many of which are heartwrenching. The compa-
nies often sent out promotional offers, and though some effort was made to weed
out the dead or underaged the volume was such—millions of mailings—that mis-
takes were sometimes made. In June of 1990, for example, a disgruntled parent wrote
to Reynolds:

I would appreciate it if you would stop sending my son your unhealthy literature
to try and sell him cigarettes.

Please take him off your filthy mailing list. He is only fifteen years old and we as
parents resent your corporation trying to brainwash our youth for your own greedy
purposes.42

Sharon Marvin of Mesquite, Texas, responded to a 1999 offer mailed to her home:
Please remove [my husband] from your mailing list—
I buried my daddy because of cigarettes. I’m not going to bury my husband

because of them.43
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Not everyone, though, was so polite or so well spoken. Many people returned
promotional items, as did Jana Clyne of Clive, Iowa, accompanied by a note saying
that the recipient “has been DEAD for 31 months” as a result of smoking. Clyne
scrawled “DEAD” in large capital letters all over the offer-insert and returned it to
the company.44 Others expressed anger in a form so harsh I cannot even print it
here. The word “filthy” often appears in such letters, as in, “How dare you name a
filthy cigarette after a noble Indian tribe and my home state?” (The reference is to
Reynolds’s Dakota brand.) Or: “Our only daughter died because of your filthy to-
bacco products.” Absent or invisible, of course, are the thoughts of those too dis-
heartened or angry to write to the companies—or the laments of those already dead.

THE “SIMPLE AND UNFORTUNATE FACT ”

Viewed in the aggregate, we can also find certain patterns in the letters written by
the companies. In 1986, for example, Miriam G. Adams, manager of consumer cor-
respondence at R. J. Reynolds, responded as follows to a certain Annette Rodrigues
from Cupertino, California, who had asked for information on smoking.

Despite all the research going on, the simple and unfortunate fact is that scien-
tists do not know the cause or causes of the chronic diseases reported to be asso-
ciated with smoking. The answers to the many unanswered smoking and health
questions—and the fundamental causes of the diseases often statistically associated
with smoking—we believe can only be determined through much more scientific
research. Our company intends, therefore, to continue to support such research in
a continuing search for answers.45

This exact same paragraph appears in hundreds of Reynolds letters to the public: a
search for the phrase “unfortunate fact” returns 660 separate documents, almost
all of which are letters from the company denying evidence of harms from smok-
ing. Indeed the archives preserve the original form letter instructing the firm’s PR
agents to use this terminology when answering questions about smoking and health.
A stamp on this document indicates that this phraseology was to be used for in-
quiries concerning “S & H” (smoking and health) in correspondence “Primarily for
Children.”46

Reynolds prepared hundreds of different form letters for such purposes. Form
letters were drafted for children, for “high school & below,” for people inquiring
about teen smoking or cancer or secondhand smoke or warning labels or tar and
nicotine yields—and so forth. Letters of this sort were usually handled by public
relations departments, but higher-level executives sometimes got involved. In 1977
William D. Hobbs, Reynolds’s chairman and CEO, reassured one angry woman from
Richmond, California, that “no element as found in cigarette smoke has ever been
shown to be the cause of any disease.” Hobbs assured her that “the questions of smok-
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ing and health are indeed still open” and that “the answers will be found through
careful research, not anti-smoking propaganda.”47

Not every letter, though, was judged deserving of a reply. Angry letters were often
simply ignored. In 1996 an exasperated woman from Charlotte, North Carolina,
wrote to Reynolds about her son:

I have a 16 year-old son who is addicted to cigarettes—he is very open about it
and wants to quit, but the addiction is so strong that thus far, he has been unable
to stop. My husband and I are both non-smokers—my father died of a smoking
related cancer at the age of 57. I also lost an aunt and a cousin to lung cancer—both
were heavy smokers. My son knows all of this, but he is as addicted to nicotine as
were my three now-deceased relatives. I find it totally ludicrous that you continue
to deny the addictive power of nicotine, and I am outraged that my young son is
now hooked to such a deadly product. He has no trouble buying cigarettes, even
though he is under-age. I want you to tell me what I can do—I am angry yet I feel
totally powerless to help my son, short of sending him at great expense to a drug
rehabilitation center. You tell me why 3,000 teenagers a day start smoking, and why
they cannot stop until, like my father, they are dead and buried way before their time.48

The policy seems to have been not to reply to such letters, which were numerous. In
1996, for example, a man from Metuchen, New Jersey, wrote to protest the company’s
call for people to speak out against tobacco regulation, accusing Reynolds of being
“nothing but organized thugs and criminals.” The company did not bother to an-
swer. Nor was any answer given to Meghan E. Colasanti of Denver, who in 1990 wrote
to ask, “Do you guys find it pleasing to kill people?” Colasanti’s letter, preserved in
Reynolds’s files, is stamped “Pub. Concerns—Unfav. NO RESPONSE” and filed as
part of a large collection of “unfavorable” correspondence, including missives com-
paring smoking to slavery or asking questions like, “Why are you still killing people
with your lousy cigarettes? You should be in jail for attempted murder.”49

Opinion polls and letters sent to tobacco manufacturers reveal many smokers
poorly informed about cancer, heart disease, and other cigarette-linked maladies.
Addiction also falls into this class, though many smokers do develop an intimate
grasp of this excruciating fact, as a result of trying and failing to quit. Most smok-
ers want to quit and eventually do try; smokers can even become “experts” in a
sense, experiencing addiction in ways quite foreign to non-smokers or to thirteen-
or fourteen-year-olds just starting to smoke. The sixty-year-old repeat quitter is un-
derstandably different from the novice in this respect. Letters documenting this des-
perate “awareness” have been preserved, as when a woman from Lakewood, Colo-
rado, sent Reynolds a 1994 letter she had published in Time magazine:

Your report [i.e., Time’s] on scientific experiments involving nicotine . . . quotes
a researcher as saying, “There’s an overwhelming body of evidence that it does
produce an addiction in humans.” No kidding! There is also an “overwhelming
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body of evidence” when my rear end hangs out of our fireplace as I rummage
through six-month-old butts trying to find one long enough to light up again.
This is after I “quit” for the 173rd time in three years. And I consider myself to
be somewhat dignified! There’s your proof of addiction. No kidding!50

Smokers prior to this time, however, don’t seem to have liked using the term ad-
diction to describe their relationship to cigarettes. A 1982 Roper poll conducted for
the Tobacco Institute found 52 percent of smokers considering smoking “a habit,”
while only 25 percent considered it “an addiction.” An additional 19 percent vol-
unteered that it was “both”—a habit and an addiction. Roper’s conclusion: “smok-
ers consider smoking to be only a habit (52%) rather than an addiction (44%).”51

Of course when smokers try to quit, most learn fairly quickly how difficult that
can be. Quit attempts increased following the 1964 Surgeon General’s report,
which is when millions of smokers discovered the strength of their addiction. Thou-
sands of consumer letters in the industry’s archives incorporate the word addiction,
and by the 1980s the writers of such letters—judging from those that have been
preserved—were more likely than not to recognize they are addicted. People do seem
to differ in how easily or deeply they become addicted, but for most smokers we
cannot really say that smoking, as the industry wants us to believe, is a “free choice.”
Smokers may well “choose” to smoke when they are first trying cigarettes at the age
of thirteen or fourteen, but the reasons people start are quite different from why
they continue. New smokers are not yet addicted and haven’t yet learned how hard
it is to quit. The industry has known about this for decades, and more recent stud-
ies provide confirmation.

In 2001, for example, the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of
Pennsylvania published a sophisticated study—based on four thousand interviews—
showing that young people underestimate how hard it can be to quit. Ninety-five
percent of the adult smokers interviewed reported cravings stronger than they had
expected, and few were happy they had ever begun smoking. Over 80 percent ex-
pressed regret at having ever started. The survey also found that young smokers
had profoundly unrealistic expectations for how long they would be smoking: only
5 percent expected to be smoking five years down the road, when in reality most
would still be smoking.52

This was old news for the companies, of course, who had long realized that most
smokers—even young smokers—want to quit. Imperial Tobacco’s Project 16 had
come to this conclusion in 1977, based on their study of English-speaking kids in
Canada, where it was found that teenagers once hooked “cannot quit any easier than
adults” and that most likely “few will.”53 Cigarette makers realized that while smok-
ers start smoking for one set of reasons (advertising, peer pressure, etc.), they con-
tinue for very different reasons—with the most important being physiological ad-
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diction. Trying to quit gives you basically a crash course in what it means—what it
feels like—to try to loosen this addictive grip. The letters written to the industry,
and especially those from after the 1970s, make it clear that most longtime smok-
ers are painfully familiar with the realities of addiction. But this is a lesson most
often learned after trying to quit and failing, by which time for most it is already
too late—or at least too late without a painful struggle.

STATISTICAL JIGGERY POKERY

For decades the mainstay of the industry’s legal position has been that the public
has long been “well informed” about the hazards of tobacco. Defense attorneys want
us to believe that people make an informed choice when they decide to take up
smoking or fail to quit—and therefore have only themselves to blame for whatever
illnesses they contract. Smoking by this logic is a calculated risk, a “risky decision,”
as one well-paid expert likes to put it.54

We have already seen from opinion polls and customer correspondence, how-
ever, that lots of people have what charitably might be called “gaps” in their knowl-
edge. That is also the assessment of polling professionals, appalled by the tobacco
industry’s misuse of polls in litigation. In 1999 Lydia Saad and Steve O’Brien of the
Gallup Organization commented on how

Time and again, the tobacco companies have successfully convinced juries that the
connection between smoking and diseases such as lung cancer has been common
knowledge in the American culture for at least a century and, therefore, plaintiffs are
responsible for the results of their voluntary decision to smoke. . . .

[A] review of historical Gallup surveys suggests that there was, in fact, a high de-
gree of public doubt and confusion about the dangers of smoking in the 1950s and
60s. There may have been widespread awareness of the controversy over smoking, but
public belief that smoking was linked to lung cancer trailed far behind this general
awareness of the controversy.

The legal question at the core of these cases is whether average Americans (or av-
erage teenagers) understood the risks they were taking when they began smoking
thirty or forty years ago. Looking at Gallup data in the public domain, it is difficult to
conclude that they did.55

This poor state of understanding is hardly surprising, given how hard the indus-
try has worked to obscure such hazards. The basic script never varied much, de-
spite some variance in the rhetoric used to belittle or ridicule the evidence. I’ve
listed below some of the terms used by the industry to denigrate the science im-
plicating tobacco in health harms; such terms were used in correspondence with
the public but also in Tobacco Institute brochures, press releases and “white pa-
pers” and the like:56
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“Astounding,” “unwarranted, absurd” (1945)
“colored by prejudice” (1945)
“crude experimentation,” “mere opinion” (1945)
“half-truths in the hands of fanatics” (1946)
“at best, only suggestive” (1955)
“nothing new” (1957)
“opinions of some statisticians” (1957)
“oversimplified thesis” (1957)
“biased and unproved charges” (1959)
“scare stories” (1959)
“time-worn and much-criticized statistical charges” (1959)
“extreme and unwarranted conclusions” (1959)
“the tobacco guilt theory” (1960)
“modern Carry Nations in science” (1962)
“foggy thinking” (1962)
“the easy answer to a complex problem” (1962)
“largely a rehash of the same old data” (1962)
“easy answers that may turn out to be misleading or false” (1962)
“fanciful theories” (1964)
“wild guesses” (1964)
“propaganda blast” (1964)
“theories bandied about” (1964)
“guesswork . . . statistical volleyball” (1965)
“statistical fireworks” (1965)
“utterly without factual support” (1965)
“slanted publicity . . . exaggerations and misstatements

of fact . . . fantastic figure of 300,000 premature deaths
annually . . . so-called ‘new evidence’ against smoking” (1967)

“guilt by association” (1968)
“ ‘guesses,’ assumptions, and suspicions” (1968)
“this game of statistical volleyball . . . worse than meaningless” (1969)
“claptrap” (1969)
“contrived semantics” (1969)
“a bum rap . . . half-baked” (1969)
“speculation,” “suspicion,” and “repetition” (1969)
“statistical allegations . . . products of surveys and

computer tapes” (1969)
“ridiculous statements” (1970)
“colossal blunder” (1970)
“one of the great scientific hoaxes of our time” (1970)
“claims of the anti-cigarette forces” (1971)
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“repeated assertion without conclusive proof ” (circa 1971)
“a disservice to the public” (circa 1971)
“a great deal of misinformation . . . faulty statistical

interpretations” (1972)
“press-conference science” (1972)
“conventional wisdom” (1974)
“the health furor” (1975)
“speculations, and conclusions based on speculations” (1978)
“weak conjectures based on questionable assumptions” (1979)
“an amalgam of unproved charges, exaggerated conclusions

and largely one-sided interpretations of statistical data” (1979)
“media events, propaganda barrages, self-righteous zeal,

or cabinet-level fiat” (1979)
“half the story” (1981)
“dogmatic conclusions . . . inconsistent statistics” (1982)
“Orwellian ‘Official Science,’ ” “Scientific Malpractice” (1984)
“irresponsible and scare tactics” (1988)
“unfounded and sometimes ludicrous” (1991)
“the current fervor of anti-tobacco evangelism” (1992)
“flawed . . . real travesty” (1992)
“outrageous claims” (1995)
“bogus statistics” (1995)
“biased rehash of old news” (1995)
“statistical jiggery pokery” (1995)
Such attacks were widely distributed. Addison Yeaman, vice president and gen-

eral counsel of Brown & Williamson, managed to have one especially vituperative
tirade printed in the Congressional Record (December 4, 1967), launched with a
quote from North Carolina governor Dan Moore characterizing the recent U.S. Sur-
geon General’s report as “unwarranted harassment and unnecessary confusion cre-
ated by headline seekers using biased information.” Yeaman then mocked Surgeon
General William Stewart as basically a scientific fraud, warning that the nation’s top
medical cop either had “lost the quality of objectivity” or was “misinterpreting the
information available to him.” Yeaman went on to denounce the “vicious attack”
on the industry organized by

a formidable coalition of government agencies, legislators, fund-raising organizations,
propagandists, and do-gooders—all engaged in a crusade against tobacco . . . disre-
garding and even stifling the truth . . . doing slight [sic] of hand manipulations with
statistics . . . weaving a tangled web of propaganda and deceit . . . blind to all but their
own position . . . outright statistical nonsense . . . devoid of ascertained facts . . . a
shabby piece of propaganda . . . bamboozled . . . arrogance of bureaucracy . . . the dan-
gers of demagoguery and arbitrary government actions [etc.].57

Measuring Ignorance 329



Yeaman’s bottom line: “no one—and I mean no one—knows whether cigarette smok-
ing causes any human disease.”

Yeaman’s vitriol in the Congressional Record was prefaced by an equally dismis-
sive rant by Samuel Ervin, the U.S. senator from North Carolina best remembered
today for his feisty role in the Watergate hearings. Ervin attacked Senator Robert
F. Kennedy’s reproach of the industry and had seventeen denialist screeds read into
the record. In Ervin’s view the arguments advanced in favor of the causal hypoth-
esis contained “little more than old platitudes, new hyperbole, and blatant nonse-
quiturs,” all based on statistics either “erroneous, irrelevant, or statistically mean-
ingless.” Ervin ridiculed the idea of requiring a health warning as an “absurdity”
and declared that Americans had “a right to know that there is no proof that smok-
ing causes lung cancer and heart disease.” Indeed it was “far easier to show statis-
tically that smoking cigarettes prolongs life.” The senator mostly followed the To-
bacco Institute’s playbook—he had obviously been well briefed—but also felt it
worth noting that the Encyclopedia Britannica (he doesn’t say what edition) defined
cancer as “an autonomous new growth of tissues of an unknown basic cause.”58 As
if archaic definitions could resolve matters of fact.

Ervin may have been just plain ignorant in this realm; lots of people were, after
all, and the senator may have been thinking only of the financial well-being of to-
bacco farmers in his native North Carolina. Such was still his view in 1972, when he
objected to a proposal for federal limits on tar and nicotine from cigarettes as requiring
“a police state far beyond that envisioned by Hitler.”59 It is unclear whether his opinion
changed after being diagnosed with emphysema, following a lifetime of smoking.

ASSUMPTION OF RISK

One thing we can say is that the industry’s assessment of popular understanding
has been opportunistic. In the 1950s and 1960s, for example, it was common to hear
them say that no one took such hazards seriously. By the mid-1960s, however, we
start to hear that everyone was “aware of the issue,” a theory first advanced as part
of a tactic to forestall warnings and to protect against lawsuits. Congressional hear-
ings on whether to require a warning label of some sort began shortly after the 1964
Surgeon General’s report, and the industry responded by claiming that people were
already aware of the “alleged health harms” caused by smoking—and therefore didn’t
need to be warned. The strategy was outlined at a secret meeting in May of 1964,
where the industry’s powerful Committee of Counsel decided to finance a survey
to help buttress the point: “At our meeting in Washington on May 7, 1964, a deci-
sion was reached to proceed, on a preliminary basis, with a public opinion survey
which we hoped would establish that there is a very high level of public awareness
concerning the health issue involving cigarette smoking. It was contemplated that
the results of this survey would be used as a basis for testimony at a Congressional
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hearing.”60 The survey had actually been proposed by two scholars of marketing
and communications—Gary Steiner from the University of Chicago and David
Berlo from Michigan State—who suggested to the committee that a public opinion
survey might help to provide “strong support” for the industry’s position that warn-
ings were unnecessary. As recorded by an attorney working for Arnold, Fortas &
Porter, the goal would be to try to establish six “basic propositions”:

1. That there is greater public awareness of the charges against smoking than
there is of numerous other important public issues;

2. That a very high percentage of the American public believes there are risks
to health involved in habitual smoking of cigarettes;

3. That the risk to health is overestimated (accepting as a basis for comparison
the statistics in the Surgeon General’s report and the Royal College report);

4. That there is substantially greater public awareness of the possible risks of
cigarette smoking than there is of such other health issues as the cholestorol
[sic] question, drinking and obesity;

5. That persons who do not know of the health issues probably would not be
reached by warnings in any event;

6. That advertising does not have as much to do with the social acceptability
of smoking as do numerous other personal and psychological factors.61

Projects of this sort were always carefully lawyered, and in this instance the Com-
mittee of Counsel sequestered polling results to make sure “unfavorable data” would
never see the light of day. All interviews, analyses, and statistical results were to be
forwarded to the committee; the goal was to reduce the danger of a successful sub-
poena and to make sure inconvenient findings “could be destroyed and there would
be no record in any office of the nature of the returns.”62

Similar arguments—about the universality of awareness—would be revived in
the 1980s, to counter calls to strengthen warnings but also to buttress the indus-
try’s “common knowledge” defense in court. Typical is the testimony of Reynolds
CEO Edward A. Horrigan on March 16, 1982, at congressional hearings on the ad-
equacy of warnings:

The evidence shows that over 90 percent of the American public is aware of the claim
that smoking is harmful. . . . This awareness level is virtually, if not totally, unprece-
dented in comparison to the awareness of the major issues facing this nation. The facts
demonstrate that the Federal Cigarette Labeling Act is working, that the public has
been made aware of the claimed health hazards of smoking, and that people are in a
position to make a free and informed choice of whether or not to smoke.63

Opposition to warnings and legal defense were the two main reasons industry lawyers
emphasized “universal awareness.” Indeed, this was precisely how the industry kept
winning all its lawsuits: the argument was that people had long known about the
hazards, or at least had known enough to make a free and informed choice.
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The oddity, of course, is that the companies themselves throughout this time were
refusing to admit such hazards, a disjoint finessed by radically separating expert
from popular knowledge. Expertise demanded caution and “more research”; pop-
ular knowledge—spun as “awareness”—was supposed to be universal. And so by
the 1990s the industry’s public stance on smoking and health had crystallized into
“We believe the general public has long been aware of the contention that smoking
may be injurious to health”64—but we ourselves, the experts, don’t believe there is
any proven harm from smoking. Such confessions were always carefully worded,
since the intent was not to admit that smoking was injurious but rather only that
some people had made this “contention.”

One last legal fact is relevant here. Historians of the law often point to the im-
portance of a 1963–64 treatise known as the “Second Restatement of Torts,” edited
by William Prosser and his colleagues at the American Law Institute and a bible of
sorts for American liability doctrine. Prosser et al. here state, in a famous passage
in Section 402A, that whereas a manufacturer might be held liable for selling “bad
whiskey” (containing, say, a poisonous contaminant), a maker of “good whiskey”
cannot. And the same is claimed for tobacco. A maker of “bad tobacco” might be
held liable, but makers of the good stuff cannot. The theory again was that people
were supposed to know that whiskey or tobacco can cause harm and that a prod-
uct to be defective would have to be unreasonably dangerous:

The article sold must be dangerous to an extent beyond that which would be con-
templated by the ordinary consumer who purchases it, with the ordinary knowledge
common to the community as to its characteristics. Good whiskey is not unreason-
ably dangerous merely because it will make some people drunk, and is especially dan-
gerous to alcoholics; but bad whiskey, containing a dangerous amount of fusel oil, is
unreasonably dangerous. Good tobacco is not unreasonably dangerous merely because
the effects of smoking may be harmful; but tobacco containing something like mari-
juana may be unreasonably dangerous.65

What is remarkable, however—and not discovered until recently—is that the Re-
statement (Second) of Torts (as it is also known) is partly a tobacco artifact. It turns
out that lawyers working for Big Tobacco—including H. Thomas Austern from Cov-
ington & Burling, chairman of the Tobacco Institute’s Committee on Legal Affairs—
were deeply involved in drafting this document, notably the tobacco-friendly Sec-
tion 402A, the founding text of strict liability. Elizabeth Laposata discovered the
intrigue in documents preserved in the archives of the American Law Institute,
where she found a record of tobacco industry attorneys trying to influence early
drafts of the Restatement, including the crucial passage about what can be consid-
ered “unreasonably dangerous.” Similar efforts were undertaken to influence the
Third Restatement, issued in 1997. We should perhaps not be surprised that Tobacco
tried to have its voice heard in such a crucial legal arena; what is surprising is how
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successful that effort has been. If American law exempts “good tobacco” from lia-
bility, that is partly because Tobacco helped draft the law.66

A FREE AND INFORMED CHOICE?

In court, the claim that the dangers of smoking have long been “common knowl-
edge” is deployed to suggest that smokers make a free and informed choice when
they light up. In private, however, the industry has been perfectly willing to admit
there is much that people don’t understand about cigarettes. Tar and nicotine num-
bers for many years were printed on packs, but few smokers knew the levels for their
preferred brands or (more important) the deception behind such numbers. And
few today know about the many poisonous gases in cigarette smoke—such as car-
bon monoxide and hydrogen cyanide. “Gas” became an area of intense industry re-
search in the 1960s, with the goal of reducing some of the more noxious ciliastats.
Several companies thought about educating smokers on this topic but quickly re-
alized this could backfire, stirring up fears of yet another tobacco menace. Smok-
ers didn’t seem to know or care about “gas,” so why raise the issue? Gas turned out
to be one of those many areas where the companies decided to “let sleeping dogs
lie.” American Tobacco had already decided this for carbon monoxide in the 1930s,
and forty four years later Brown & Williamson was still satisfied that “The subject
of ‘harmful’ gases in cigarette smoke is an issue of which the general public is
presently unaware.”67 And thankfully, from their point of view.

Radioactivity was treated in a similar manner. Harvard scholars had found ra-
dioactive polonium 210 isotopes in cigarette smoke in 1964, and the industry quickly
verified this fact, as we shall see in Chapter 26. Despite having several different tech-
niques to remove this isotope from cigarettes, however, the companies never took
such steps and never warned consumers. Public ignorance was clearly the indus-
try’s bliss—and Philip Morris made a conscious decision not to wake this “sleep-
ing giant.”68 Here, too, the industry preferred its customers ignorant.

There are other examples where the industry knew many people were in the dark
about specific aspects of smoking. Philip Morris research chief Helmut Wakeham
in a 1979 memo noted that people take up smoking long before they become aware
of its addictive grip, and Brown & Williamson about this same time remarked that
“Very few consumers are aware of the effects of nicotine, i.e., its addictive nature
and that nicotine is a poison.” The U.S. Federal Trade Commission in 1999 expressed
its concern that millions of Americans were wrongly interpreting the tar levels
marked on cigarette packs, imagining that a “5 mg” cigarette would deliver only
one-third the tar of a “15 mg” cigarette. The companies have long known that smok-
ers who switch to low-tar brands often end up smoking these more intensively, but
smokers have been poorly informed on this point.69

We should also keep in mind that there are many different kinds of tobacco use,
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each of which has its own ignorance micro-environment. Water pipes have recently
become quite popular on college campuses, for example, and many students smoke
“hookah” without even realizing this is tobacco—and no less hazardous. Most
hookah smokers believe water pipes are less harmful and less addictive than ciga-
rettes and that quitting will not be difficult.70 The industry appreciates such naïveté,
and depends on it to a certain extent. New tobacco fads often have health effects
that might not become manifest until twenty or thirty years down the road—which
means that a nimble industry can profit by changing fashions from time to time.
Think of people shifting from pipes or cigars to cigarettes, thence to long-stemmed
holders, king-sized, filters, menthols, “hi-fis,” slims, hookah, oral snuff, snus or
“e-cigarettes,” and so forth, apparently ad infinitum. Plus ça change . . .

Of course the industry itself is part of the public, and their long-standing refusal
to admit any evidence of harms has always created certain difficulties in the realm
of logic. How could knowledge of hazards be “common,” for example, if the man-
ufacturer wouldn’t even admit it? This is perhaps the biggest contradiction in the
industry’s “common knowledge” defense: if everyone always knew, why were man-
ufacturers so adamant in denying proof? The industry for many years denied the
reality of harms but also any knowledge of harms even among its own research staff.
Milton E. Harrington, Liggett’s former president and CEO (1964–72), in 1985 re-
sponded to questions along these lines by insisting that “Nobody in the company
thought smoking was harmful.”71

The example of Sam Ervin shows that politicians have also been ignorant in this
realm—which is hardly surprising. Politicians have often ignored tobacco hazards,
perhaps for fear of offending a powerful source of jobs and potential donations. U.S.
presidents have been required by Congress to issue an annual proclamation on can-
cer control ever since 1938, for example, recognizing April as “Cancer Control
Month,” and the remarkable fact is that neither smoking nor tobacco was even men-
tioned in any such proclamation until 1977, when President Jimmy Carter stated
that the fight against cancer depended on the willingness of Americans “to alter
their eating, drinking, and smoking habits and to seek early and appropriate med-
ical care.” (Carter in 1978 irritated health officials in his own cabinet when he
claimed that cigarette manufacturers were striving to make smoking “even more
safe than it is today”—implying it was already safe.) Smoking was not mentioned
in any of the next four presidential Cancer Control Month proclamations, and
Ronald Reagan did not issue a strong statement until 1984, when he announced
that avoiding smoking was the “single most important step which can be taken” to
decrease one’s risk of cancer. Smoking has figured in most subsequent presidential
statements but not in Bill Clinton’s from 1998 or 1999 or in George W. Bush’s from
2004. President Obama—himself a smoker until 2010—in his 2009 proclamation
noted only that smoking “accounts for thousands of cancer deaths every year” and
that quitting “can greatly reduce the risk of cancer.”72
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Pundits and presidential contenders have sometimes denied even the reality of
harms. Senator Robert Dole of Kansas, while campaigning for the presidency in
1994, denied the addictiveness of smoking, comparing it to drinking milk. The con-
servative syndicated columnist James J. Kilpatrick as recently as 1985 was still pub-
lishing widely read articles with titles like “We Still Don’t Know if Cigarettes Really
Do Cause Cancer.” And Rush Limbaugh—the notorious disinfotainer—gained fur-
ther notoriety for this 1994 pontification: “It has not been proven that nicotine is
addictive, the same with cigarettes causing emphysema.”73

PHONE AND EMAIL LO GS

I should mention one final way to assess public understanding, using the records
kept of phone calls and emails to the various companies. The companies sometimes
kept logs of such calls, and these, too, reveal the persistence of ignorance even in
the face of long-established medical wisdom.

The background here is that like many other large corporations, tobacco man-
ufacturers often receive thousands of calls per day from consumers. In 1997, for
example, R. J. Reynolds received 260,000 calls to its consumer relations department,
plus an additional 400,000 calls via its outside telemarketing contractors.74 Philip
Morris fields an even larger volume, which can increase dramatically during peri-
ods of special promotions. At the turn of the millennium the company was receiv-
ing three to four million consumer-initiated calls per year, most of which were re-
sponses to promotions.75

Calls are handled in a number of different ways, according to what the company
hopes to gain from such communications. In the late 1980s, for example, Philip Mor-
ris launched a “Bill of Rights” campaign essentially to identify smoking as a form
of free speech. Toll-free numbers were created for people to call to obtain a free
copy of the Bill of Rights, and by 1990 the company had received over three mil-
lion requests for the document. An even bigger response followed the company’s
1993–94 Marlboro Adventure Team promotion, during which smokers were invited
to call 1–800 MARLBORO to obtain free brand-linked merchandise after accu-
mulating “Marlboro Miles” (for smoking that brand). The response was one of the
largest in the history of telemarketing, generating 900,000 calls in the first forty-
five minutes and 2.5 million during the first four hours. Nearly 10 million smok-
ers participated in the frenzy, which Philip Morris marketers characterized as “the
largest promotion in consumer products history.” Some 4 million orders were placed
and 11 million items shipped.76

Telemarketing on such a scale requires complex and coordinated management.
In 1993, for example, just to receive calls and process orders for its Marlboro Ad-
venture Team promotion, Philip Morris established a new 450,000-square-foot
“fulfillment facility” in Lafayette, Indiana, staffed by 350 employees, and a new Cus-
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tomer Service Telemarketing Facility in Kankakee, Illinois, with a staff of 25 to han-
dle phone orders. Philip Morris in the year 2000 expanded its call-receiving capa-
bilities, implementing natural-language speech recognition, standby promotional
and apology mail packages, and a “new attitude” tailoring personal service to the
individual smoker. Callers were given a personalized consumer ID and PIN to al-
low personal logins, and email and fax programs were installed to reach consumers
more quickly. For a time the industry hoped to replace its telephonic contacts with
fax, email, and web-based interactions, though phone calls apparently still remain
important, with texting and interactive web 2.0 advertising close on their heels.77

Philip Morris is not the only tobacco company to engage outside firms for such
purposes. R. J. Reynolds in 1997, for example, contracted with the Young Ameri-
can Corporation (YAC) in Young America, Minnesota, to handle its promotions
fulfillment at a cost of $11 million. YAC responded to over 400,000 phone calls to
the company that year, handling also certain aspects of computer security. YAC was
the largest fulfillment vendor in the country at the time, with 250 separate pack-
aged goods accounts. Three of YAC’s facilities in 1997 had operators constantly
standing by, with up to 350 staffers taking calls for the Camel maker. Brown &
Williamson’s operations were on a smaller scale, but in the 1990s the company con-
tracted with the Cognos Corporation to handle its telemarketing and data pro-
cessing, including help with assembling logs of calls to the company.

Though tobacco companies may receive millions of calls and emails in any given
year, only a tiny fraction are recorded and preserved in the online archives. Phone
logs are generally low on the industry’s priorities for retention, which is why they
don’t usually survive for very long. Phone and mail logs are typically held for only
a year prior to destruction,78 and those few that have survived are probably just the
result of either bureaucratic accident or the chance timing of a subpoena. I stum-
bled onto one such log while searching for references to one of my books: a caller
had recommended my Nazi War on Cancer and two of my other publications to
Brown & Williamson’s PR department, a recommendation buried in a set of logged
calls to the company from 1999 treating “Smoking and Health.”79

Brown & Williamson’s phone log from 1999 summarizes 129 recent calls to the
company in which “smoking and health” was the principal focus. We usually have
only a sentence or two summary for each, but callers reveal a wide range of views
on cigarettes and their makers, from fawning sycophancy to derisive contempt (see
Figure 30).80 Accidents involving cigarettes are reported by a number of callers, as
are various kinds of contaminants in tobacco. A father called because his ten-month-
old daughter had swallowed some filters, for example, and a Japanese man called
because he had found a “glass fiber-like substance” in his cigarette and was “anxious
and worried about its harmfulness.” Some callers were looking for health informa-
tion: one wanted to know if the company had data about harms based on cigarettes
smoked per day; another asked whether smoking was addictive. Several were clearly
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irate: one said that the company “lied to our customers” about addiction; another
effused, “You are killing people with KOOL cigarettes. I hope you are happy.”81

Many of these callers reveal substantial ignorance. One had heard that whereas
filtered cigarettes cause cancer, nonfilters cause emphysema. Another expressed his
view that it was not cigarettes but rather cigarette lighters that cause cancer. An-
other asserted that “petroleum products cause more health problems than cigts.”
And another had heard Rush Limbaugh on the radio and endorsed his view that
“smoking is not addictive.” One was upset that people “blame every disease on cig-
arettes,” and another revealed his own personal cure for lung cancer—caused, as he
imagined, by a virus.

As in the written correspondence, many of these callers reported being in good
health despite having smoked for many years. This is a common refrain in the con-
sumer letters: a search for expressions such as “forty years” and “fifty years” returns
hundreds of documents, most of which are people bragging about having smoked
for decades without apparent harm. George Burns, the cigar-smoking comedian
who lived to the ripe old age of one hundred, is mentioned dozens of times in such
letters. A search for “George Burns” returns ninety-seven documents, most of which
are either contractual negotiations for the actor’s appearance in industry-sponsored
shows (such as Hollywood Palace) or letters from ordinary smokers extolling his
longevity.

One interesting aspect of Brown & Williamson’s phone log is that only six of the
129 callers were clearly angry with the company. One accused the company of hav-
ing “lied about cigt addiction,” another “ranted and raved” about how smoking “kills
people,” adding “You guys are worse than Hitler.” A much larger number, however,
were apparently unconvinced of smoking’s hazards. The sample size is not enor-
mous, but in these 129 calls touching on “Smoking and Health” callers were more
likely to say smoking did not cause disease than to say that it did. Email logs tell a
similar story: a 121-page Reynolds log kept by CEO Andrew Schindler snapshots
more than 1,400 emails from the year 2000, with correspondents (still) offering that
cancer is caused “by your emotions, not cigarettes,” or that people exposed to high
levels of radon “are prevented from lung cancer.” A Tyler, Texas, man in 1997 took
the trouble to fax a letter to Charles A. Blixt, Reynolds’s general counsel, assuring
him that “Microscopic Mites Cause Cancer Not Tobacco.”82

Perusing such correspondence, we learn that the techniques used by the indus-
try to respond to inquiries have changed dramatically over time. In 1958, for ex-
ample, the Tobacco Institute acquired its first electric typewriters—two sixteen-inch
Royals—at a cost of about $470 each. The IBM machines acquired in 1962 were even
more expensive ($535) and typically the costliest equipment in such an office. Type-
writers with storable memory meant that letters could be generated by changing
only the address and salutation, and in 1967 use of the IBM Magnetic Tape Selec-
tric was credited with allowing Reynolds’s public relations department to operate
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with eleven fewer people processing correspondence. Form letters were in wide use
by this time, as were computers by the 1970s and email by the 1990s. Automation
of correspondence allowed the industry to ramp up volume and to save on costs
while preventing potentially dangerous deviations from the syndicate’s PR and le-
gal lines.83

New clerical technologies (and media) are often easier to use and cheaper, but
they can also be used to target more consumers—in this instance smokers—more
directly. Highly focused communications also render marketing and promotions
essentially invisible to the non-smoking world. People who don’t smoke are often
shocked to learn that the tobacco industry still spends about $13 billion annually
on marketing and promotion just in the United States—mostly via discounts and
direct mail—since much of this is unseen by non-smokers. This is precisely how
the industry wants it: a fungus always grows best in the dark.

MORBID DISINFORMATION

Public opinion polls, consumer letters, and internal industry assessments make it
clear that the hazards of smoking were anything but “common knowledge” in the
1950s and 1960s—or even later in many respects. Smokers in particular seem to
have had a hard time grasping the breadth of the threat, which encompasses not
just lung cancer and heart disease but also emphysema, chronic bronchitis, cancers
of the lip, mouth, and tongue, blackening gangrene of the feet, injuries to the de-
veloping fetus, and myriad other maladies. Not to mention corruption of academia
and the legal profession.

Much of that difficulty can be traced to the industry’s coordinated campaign of
reassurance. The hucksterism of the 1930s and 1940s was followed by the “Frank
Statement” of 1954 and the barrage of distracting research, misleading ads, ma-
nipulation of governmental and professional organizations, and false marketing of
filters, “lights,” and low-tars. The companies said they would find and fix whatever
might be wrong with cigarettes and on occasion even promised they would “stop
business tomorrow” if genuine evidence of harms was ever uncovered. Such prom-
ises were never kept; indeed, the industry abandoned this responsibility while also
doing everything it could to prevent the public from learning the truth.

Tobacco use has now spread into other parts of the world, propelled by many of
the same strategies perfected in the United States. The golden weed already kills
about six million people every year, and that number will grow before it begins to
decline. Smoking rates are the ultimate proof of “common knowledge,” and while
total consumption peaked in the United States in the early 1980s there are many
places where cigarette use is still on the rise. And even in health-conscious Cali-
fornia we still have about eight hundred cigarettes smoked per person per year, a
figure not much lower than the global average. Each of these cigarettes is a mea-
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sure of the industry’s morbid campaign of disinformation, combined with the last-
ing grip of addiction. Ignorance is the seed, death the harvest.

It would be wrong, though, to place too much emphasis on knowledge or its
absence. The “consumer sovereignty” so often sanctified by economists places all
responsibility for tobacco death—or quitting—on consumer choice, giving the in-
dustry a free pass. We tend to forget that cigarette makers also have choices, that
they are the ones keeping nicotine in tobacco, fomenting addiction, robbing smok-
ers of their ability to make a free choice. So “full disclosure” is not enough; we should
not be satisfied with a highly addicted, even if highly informed, citizenry. And we
don’t have to grant unlimited freedom to manufacturers. The manufacture or sale
of cigarettes is not an inalienable right or the sine qua non of freedom; the oppo-
site is actually closer to the mark.
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1. The Ecusta company’s website, http://www.ecusta.com/products.htm, accessed Jan-
uary 2006, has since been taken down. For background on the company, see The Echo—
Anniversary Edition—1939–1949 (Pisgah Forest, NC: Ecusta Paper Corp., 1949).

2. Richard Doll and A. Bradford Hill suspected arsenic; see their “Smoking and Carci-
noma of the Lung: Preliminary Report,” British Medical Journal 2 (1950): 739–48. Franz Her-
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ing Company of Orange, New Jersey, in the 1890s. Bates numbers allow large sets of docu-
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retrieve documents from the online Legacy Tobacco Documents Library by entering the first
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3. See Louis Kyriakoudes, “Historians’ Testimony on ‘Common Knowledge’ of the Risks
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they were doing harm; it is enough that they failed to act in accord with the “state of the art.”
For legal purposes, then, the question is not so much when the industry “knew” but rather
when they “should have known.”

5. Testimony of the “Seven Dwarfs” before Henry Waxman’s congressional committee
can be found at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/settlement/timelines/
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March 2, 1998, Bates BIBLEG030298, p. 5782.
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cember 14, 1953,” Bates 680262226–2228.

8. On January 26, 2006, the Air Resources Board of California’s Environmental Protec-
tion Agency recognized secondhand smoke as a significant cause of breast cancer, based on
a five-year review of epidemiology. The report also concluded that secondhand smoke con-
stitutes a “toxic air contaminant” responsible for more than fifty thousand American deaths
per annum. For documentation, see http://www.arb.ca.gov/regact/ets2006/ets2006.htm;
and for an updated assessment, Canadian Expert Panel on Tobacco Smoke and Breast Can-
cer Risk report of April 2009, http://www.otru.org/pdf/special/expert_panel_tobacco_breast
_cancer.pdf.

9. Industry executives were privately admitting the reality of cigarette addiction more
than a quarter-century prior to the Surgeon General’s report of 1988, the first to arrive at
this conclusion. British American Tobacco (BAT) Chief Scientist Sir Charles Ellis in 1961
characterized smokers as “nicotine addicts,” for example, and two years later Brown & Wil-
liamson’s chief counsel and executive vice president confessed (privately) that “nicotine is
addictive” and that the company was “in the business of selling nicotine, an addictive drug.”
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Addison Yeaman, “Implications of Battelle Hippo I & II and the Griffith Filter,” July 17, 1963,
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10. Louis Kyriakoudes notes that American etiquette guides as late as the 1970s (Amy
Vanderbilt’s, for example) were still recommending that a good hostess provide cigarettes
and ashtrays for her guests after a dinner party; he cites this as evidence that many people
were not yet ready to talk about smoking as a deadly addiction. See his testimony in Boerner
v. Brown & Williamson, May 9, 2003, Bates Kyriakoudesl050903.

11. On baldness: J. G. Mosley and A. C. C. Gibbs, “Premature Grey Hair and Hair Loss
among Smokers: A New Opportunity for Health Education?” BMJ 313 (1996): 1616. On pre-
mature menopause: E. R. te Velde, P. L. Pearson, and F. J. Broekmans, eds., Female Reproductive
Aging (London: Parthenon, 2000), p. 255. On Hollywood films: M. A. Dalton et al., “Effect
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362 (2003): 281–85; also James D. Sargent, “Effect of Seeing Tobacco Use in Films on Try-
ing Smoking among Adolescents,” BMJ 323 (2001): 1394–97. On plasticizers released into
the lungs: D. E. Mathis (Eastman Kodak Co.), “Factors Affecting Filter Firmness,” n.d., Bates
599006814–6819. On hookah: Wasim Maziak, “The Waterpipe: Time for Action,” Addiction
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