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Fractured Media Sphere and
U.S. Health Promotion: Parsing
Cigarettes as an Icon of Flawed
Modernity

This article argues that in the early 1990s, a new discourse on cigarette smok-
ing arose in the U.S. in both public health campaigns and commercial media
that challenges us to rethink theoretically the nature of the media sphere in
relation to the assumptions and goals of public health promotion. The article
examines the California antismoking media campaigns and contemporary U.S.
television and film that reframed smoking as an icon of “flawed modernity”
marked by a polluting industrial economy and the Cold War. However, the
wide variation in critical revision of the older smoking culture from one site to
another within the media landscape suggests that the public media sphere may
be far more fractured than is commonly acknowledged in social marketing and
health promotion discussions.

Health Promotion and the Public Media Sphere
In April 1990 an event took place that altered forever the media land-
scape in which public health campaigns in the United States operated:
The California Department of Health Services launched the first of sev-
eral large waves of innovative antismoking ads on radio and television.
Gone were the spartan, didactic PSAs broadcast in the small hours of
the morning to an indifferent or sleepy public. In their place were spots
televised in English (and later in Spanish, Mandarin, Cantonese, Viet-
namese, and Korean) that bore all the hallmarks of professional produc-
tion afforded by advertising purchased at going commercial rates: high
production value; clever, fluid visuals; smart sound tracks; punchy nar-
ratives and dialogue; and a polished final product.

The California campaign arguably marked the ascendancy in health
promotion of social marketing’s conscious ambition not only to help set
public agendas but also to intervene through the tools of commercial
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advertising directly in the wider culture that had long been dominated
by images and narratives circulated by cigarette advertising, Hollywood,
independent cinema, and television serials. The crossing of the long-
standing divide between commercial “popular media” (advertising, news,
and entertainment) and public health “promotional media” (Kline, 2003,
pp. 557–558) by the California campaign will serve here as an opportu-
nity to revisit theoretical questions concerning media-based health pro-
motion efforts in relation to electronic media and the larger culture. In
this article, I will explore how this campaign, in conjunction with films
and television serials, produced a discourse that recast cigarettes as an
icon of a fatally flawed modernity. However, I will argue that this dis-
course was paradoxical in terms of its possible effects. On the one hand,
by virtue of its historical scope and its ability to define citizens and con-
sumers in vital new ways, it was poised to be more powerful than what
is termed cultural “frames” or “themes” in the public health literature.
Yet, on the other, its potential reach was circumscribed by an electronic
media landscape far more fragmented than is commonly acknowledged
in social marketing and health promotion discussions.

The relationship between health promotion and commercial popular
media has been a subject of investigation more in recent cultural history
and cultural studies than in the policy-driven fields of public health and
health communication. Scholars in cultural history, cultural studies, and
critical communication studies have focused on how scientific studies,
medical practices, public health policies, and health promotion cam-
paigns inadvertently drew on and reproduced dominant ideologies and
narratives in popular culture and the mass media, especially around the
HIV/AIDS pandemic and reproductive health issues (Cartwright, 1995;
Crimp, 1989; Gilman, 1995; Lupton, 1995; Martin, 1994; Rosenberg
& Golden, 1992; Treichler, 1989).

At the same time, with the advent of campaigns seeking to address
health issues of underserved populations, questions of how health pro-
motion campaigns intersect with popular media and public culture
emerged in debates among public health advocates and researchers over
outreach, community development and empowerment, community in-
put, and culturally appropriate health promotion. In particular, discus-
sions focused on the risk of untoward fallout of social persuasion cam-
paigns for public health in terms of treating citizens as consumers, the
trivialization of issues, and the reproduction of old state paternalism
(Becker, 1986; Grace, 1991; Lupton, 1995; Wallack, 1990). They also
reviewed the dangers of inadvertently stigmatizing groups, blaming the
victim, and cultural insensitivity (Beattie, 1991; Montes, Eng, &
Braithwaite,1995; Neighbors, Braithwaite, & Thompson, 1995; Pollay,
1989). These problems were what Nurit Guttman later called campaigns’
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invisible “ethical dilemmas” (Guttman, 1997, 2000). The rise of a new
media discourse on cigarette smoking in the early and mid-1990s chal-
lenges us to bring together these two discussions in a new theoretical
framework that rethinks jointly the structure of the media sphere in the
U.S. and the question of “modernity” as an operative narrative in U.S.
tobacco control and the wider culture. Such is the task of this article.
Herein, I follow Clive Seale’s call for use of a comparative approach to
media types in relation to health promotion, but I extend his method to
include the question of mainstream and nonmainstream media produc-
tion, audiences, and communities (Seale, 2002, p. x).
Reframing Cigarettes as Icon of Flawed
Modernity
As new media campaigns in California, and later on in Massachusetts,
Florida, and Arizona, fought to undo the image of smoking in the U.S.,
the popular media culture of smoking itself underwent unheralded shifts.
Analysis of the form, structure, and content of selected artifacts from
different types of commercial media between 1990 and 1995 suggests
that even as smoking scenes increased in U.S. films during the 1990s
(Hazan, Lipton, & Glantz, 1994; Stockwell & Glantz, 1997), smoking’s
significations within popular media began to change dramatically with
the appearance of mainstream and independent films like Waterworld,
Kids, and Clerks and of openly antismoking serials such as Fox’s The X-
Files or CBS’s Murphy Brown. The new discourse broke with the cul-
ture of cigarettes—the values, meanings, and styles attached to smoking
(individualism, personal freedom, Americanness, pleasure, power, etc.)—
that the tobacco industry has tirelessly promoted for decades. Given
smoking’s preeminently visual qualities in cultural representations, vi-
sual electronic media continued to dominate as purveyors of social sig-
nifications of cigarette consumption, and they are the primary focus of
my study here.1

The new discourse reframed cigarettes as part and parcel of a deeply
flawed late modernity (understood as the ceaselessly self-revolutioniz-
ing process of capitalist development and democratic government; see
Giddens, 1990). It cast smoking as the tragic persistence in the post-
industrial present of practices stemming from the recent but discredited
past, namely that of industrial-based economies and the Cold War.
Wracked not only by urban decay, oppressive and dirty factory work,
industrial pollution, and violent crime, but also unaccountable political
authority and governance, secret power brokers, and the unspeakable
terror of possible nuclear annihilation, the older era in many of these
media narratives continues to haunt the present and compromise the
future. Cigarette smoking is made to stand as the individual and social
practice that jeopardizes citizens’ chances for a stable and healthy future
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and symbolizes all the risks, irrationality, and fear associated with the
nightmare of the recent past, which refuses to go quietly in the night.
Smoking arguably began to operate as a privileged instrument for pro-
ducing historical difference, reflection, and self-understanding within
media culture in the 1990s.

As such, I suggest that this new discourse was potentially more en-
compassing and powerful than particular cultural “themes” and
“frames,” which can have undesirable consequences. This is so for sev-
eral reasons. First of all, new media narratives of smoking entailed a
sweeping historical tableau comprising entire economic and political ar-
rangements that inflected the content and form of promotional and popu-
lar media artifacts. These narratives dramatically produced a new sense
of “self” (living in the present) that was opposed to a disavowed “other”
(rooted in the past). This self would serve as the new norm in terms of
which the practices of generations and social systems alike could be mea-
sured and judged.2 Second, this discourse was promoted by electronic
media (both popular and promotional), which, according to anthropolo-
gist Arjun Appadurai, enjoy a privileged role in an era of globalization
marked by renewed mass migrations, for “electronic mediation trans-
forms preexisting worlds of communication and conduct” and offers
“resources for the experiments with self-making in all sorts of societies”
(Appadurai, 1996, p. 3). Indeed, it was precisely the California Tobacco
Control Program’s attempt to mobilize communities of color and recent
immigrants through sophisticated multilingual paid advertising as well
as through ethnic networks that prompted the World Health Organiza-
tion to reprise the California health promotion strategies in its Tobacco-
Free Initiative against the global increase in tobacco consumption (Yach,
1999).

However, this historical and theoretical point is qualified by a second
one: that the potential reach of these new constructions of smoking in
film and television in the early and mid-1990s was weakened by the
fractured structure of the public media sphere. Closer examination of a
range of U.S. films and television serials in the early and mid-1990s
reveals that the recasting of smoking as part of a flawed modernity was
not produced evenly across electronic media types and sites. This was
especially striking for nonmainstream independent films of color. For
example, cable and broadcast television provided the most consistently
antismoking narratives while mainstream Hollywood productions, which
had glamorized the culture of smoking for so long, did less so. At the
same time, U.S. independent cinema, traditionally resistant to positive
portrayals of model behavior and middle-class propriety, displayed an
unexpected ambivalence on the matter of smoking, and films seemed no
longer able to embrace defiantly the pleasures of lighting up. However,
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emerging Black, Asian American, and Latino/Chicano cinema, whose
community audiences were considered by antismoking advocates to be
the privileged targets of tobacco industry marketing, by contrast offered
an inconsistent engagement (either positively or negatively) with the older
culture of smoking as a social practice and a cultural icon. In their films,
cigarettes have played a comparatively limited role as indexes of moder-
nity, national or community identity, or the recent historical past. Draw-
ing on films such as Boyz n the Hood, Juice, To Sleep With Anger, America
Me, My Family, The Wedding Banquet, and The Joy Luck Club, I specu-
late that this intermittent engagement may have something to do with
their communities’ position within U.S. society and their strife-torn his-
tories of oppression, exclusion, resistance, and partial assimilation. That
position, as one health promotion researcher put it to me, was the expe-
rience of “being in the culture but not of it” and thus not enjoying the
privileged sense of entitlement and ownership that comes with first-class
citizenship. In U.S. media, a cigarette was never simply a cigarette,
and it often played a powerful cultural role, but one, I argue, that
varied in intensity and importance from one site of production and
reception to another within the media landscape. This suggests that,
as powerful and pervasive as visual electronic media may be in glo-
balizing societies, mainstream cultural narratives circulating through
standard media channels may not provide the tools of self-making to
all citizens and residents.
Counteradvertising’s Attack
on Smoking Culture
Historians and observers of the tobacco industry have long noted that
tobacco has been associated with Euro-American modernity from its
very beginnings with the rise of mercantilist nation-states and the colo-
nization of North and South America and, later, of Africa and Asia to
the era of industrialization (Goodman, 1993). The late 19th century
witnessed the invention of machine-made cigarettes, one of the first mass
consumer products (widely adopted in France, Japan, the U.S., China,
and Europe in the 1920s and 1930s) and along with it the beginning of
modern marketing practices. A product virtually like no other, cigarettes
not only were identified with early mass consumption practices that
helped create the first national markets of consumer goods but also, by
the same token, became a privileged icon of modern American identity
(Brandt, 1990; Foster, 2002; Kluger, 1996; Schudson, 1993). Early cin-
ema was quick to capitalize on cigarettes’ potential as visual and dra-
matic devices serving as indexes of character, social origins, and twists
in the plot. A new culture of smoking arose that, as described by Robert
Klein (1993) and Lesley Stern (1999), interwove cigarettes, on the one
hand, with the fascinations and fears of urban, democratic social mixing
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in which citizens from different walks of life rubbed shoulders in crowded
streets, restaurants, bars, clubs, the workplace, and, on the other, with
the thrill of the illicit pleasures of social and sexual independence less
available in small-town life. This culture, whose heyday stretched from
the 1930s to the 1950s, arguably began to dissolve with citizens’ experi-
ence of tobacco-related illnesses among family and friends, published
reports of deaths of celebrities, and publicity generated by early epide-
miological studies. Its decline was accelerated further by (a) the shift
from industrial-based economies to service-based ones with their large
white-collar middle classes for whom quality of life issues became para-
mount, (b) the influence of health and environmental movements
and their expanded sense of risk and physical vulnerability, and (c) new
alarm concerning the hazards of secondhand smoke (Armstrong, 1993;
Beck, 1992; Castel, 1991; Hacking, 1990; Kluger, 1996; Troyer &
Markle, 1983).

I take as my first examples three California ads that delegitimized
smoking and a big-budget Hollywood film, Waterworld (1995). Mak-
ing extensive use of social marketing techniques, including paid adver-
tising, and drawing on the latest research in public health communica-
tion and recent community health interventions that recommended ex-
tensive use of broadcast/cable media (National Cancer Institute, 1989;
R. Romano, personal interview, August 25, 2000),3  the California anti-
smoking media campaign attacked the tobacco industry’s marketing prac-
tices, the misinformation dispensed by its lobbyists, and its exploitation
of the African American community. It also deglamorized smoking and
focused on underage access, teenage peer pressure, cessation, and sec-
ondhand smoke. The campaign strove to avoid the frequently cited pit-
falls of traditional public health campaigns that ignore the symbolic value
of cigarettes and the cultural and political power of the tobacco industry
(Beaglehole & Bonita, 1997, p. 65; Lupton, 1995, p. 149). To reprise
the words of social marketing proponents, it was a combat of “words
and images” over lifestyles and the behaviors and meanings attached to
them (Ling, Franklin, Lindsteadt, & Gearson, 1992, p. 358). By virtue
of its message design, treatment, and professional presentation, the me-
dia campaign, in the minds of its creators, set itself apart from its prede-
cessors, not only in the U.S., but around the world. It constituted a unique
response to the challenges of economic and cultural globalization posed
by new waves of immigration and tobacco industry marketing targeting
women, youth, nonmajority communities, and immigrant populations
(California health official, personal interview, June 9, 1998; Keye,
1993, pp. 6–7; P. Keye, personal interview, December 18, 1999; Philip
Morris Communications, 1990; Roan, 1995). From the outset, the
media campaign created a sensation among public health advocates
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and advertising agencies and provoked consternation in the tobacco
industry (Garfield, 1990; Glantz & Balbach, 2000, pp. 33–75; Hinsberg, 1990).4

One of the most powerful spots aired in 1993. Titled “Lonely People,”
it took direct aim at the older smoking culture dating from the 1930s
and 1940s from which it sought to distinguish late 20th-century Califor-
nia. Against the sound of a match striking and an eerie, melancholic jazz
trumpet on the sound track, the spot featured a series of short clips shot
in slow motion of isolated, mostly middle-aged smokers indulging in
their solitary habit in abstract, alienating urban spaces, from men’s and
women’s restrooms to back alleys, rainy sidewalks, restaurant entrances,
and hotel lobbies to which smokers have been relegated by the new health
ordinances banning smoking in enclosed public spaces.The final clip was
a long shot of a single sports fan alone in a vast stadium hallway who
turns toward the off-screen bleachers as the crowd roars. The spot con-
cluded with a white title against a black background, which read, “There
has always been a name for this: addiction,” or alternatively, “If your
closest friend is a cigarette, you need new friends. Call 1-800-NO-
BUTTS” and with the tag: “Paid for by the California Department of
Health Services.”

The spot transformed the older culture of smoking, for all that re-
mained of the seduction of modern urban life signified by cigarettes were
the cold ashes of alienation, the obverse side of modernist individual-
ism, now stripped of its charm and of its youth. This seemed to be the
fate of smokers in the encroaching future of a smoke-free society. The ad
brilliantly located viewers in an impending future by evoking settings of
an earlier modernity—those public spaces of an old, mythical black-
and-white urban America glamorized in film and advertising (in fact, all
that was missing is a shot of a train station from the 1930s). This immi-
nent future was thus a transformed, revamped past that clarified and
made visible what was already there but unacknowledged years before—
the truth of smoking and smokers. Here, smoking no longer involved
opportunities for social pleasure, consolation, self-possession, or pri-
vate self-reflection, but rather the tired reiteration of gestures of addic-
tion. The fascination and fear of losing oneself to the enticements of a
chance encounter or conversation in a crowd were collapsed into the
pitiful sight of mostly misshapen, middle-aged bodies “lost” to the mean-
ingless repetition of smoking.
Hollywood Breaks With Its Past
During the 1990s in Hollywood, the most explicit link between the cul-
ture of smoking and a problematic industrial, urban modernity was to
be found in Kevin Costner’s environmentalist film, Waterworld (Costner
& Reynolds, 1995). This science-fiction extravaganza—the most expen-
sive film made up to that time ($175 million)—extended the sweep of
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the indictment to an entire economic system. In this film, the smoking
subject is literally the carbon embodiment of a polluting, petrochemically
based society that survives in a postapocalyptic world. There, inhabi-
tants eke out an existence in an environment submerged by the melting
of the polar ice caps. In this landless world, human society has reverted
to anarchic tribalism, and the most precious commodity is soil, the great-
est obsession is finding land. Some inhabitants, like the hero Mariner,
have mutated and sport gills and webbed feet and are much feared as
less than human. However, in this transposition of the postapocalyptic
film Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior (Miller, 1981), set in the Australian
outback, to a landless world, still greater fear is aroused by the Smokers,
a band of antisocial misfits who, cigarettes stuck between their lips, ter-
rorize their neighbors with their smoke-spewing firearms, gas-driven jet
skis, and flying machines—technologies they alone still possess. They
are led by Deacon, their shaven-headed, one-eyed leader.

The Smokers’s base of operations in Waterworld is none other than
the rusting hulk of the former supertanker, the Exxon Valdez, which had
created in 1989 what was, at the time of the film’s release, the most
destructive oil spill off the Alaskan coastline. As the Exxon Valdez sets
out in search of land, viewers get to descend into the ship’s steel bowels,
which resemble nothing so much as a vast industrial forge. There, view-
ers are treated to the spectacle of hundreds of gang members pulling on
steel oars as the smoking slave driver scans “Smoke!” (instead of
“Stroke!”). The supertanker as slave-powered Roman galley articulates
smoking as an addictive habit in terms of not only a violent,
petrochemically dependent, industrial civilization, but also as an un-
democratic political culture that did itself and nearly everyone else in
before the beginning of the film’s drama. By the film’s end, it is finally
dispatched once and for all by the Mariner, the loner-hero, who sends
the Smokers and the Exxon Valdez to a watery grave.
The “Industry Spokesman” Spot:
Corporate Malfeasance
The Smokers in Waterworld are so many lumpen proletarians of a past
industrial era. They are the poor cousins—and lower class customers—
of another group, the tobacco industry executives, who in the California
campaign’s best recalled spot, “Industry Spokesman” (1990), were de-
picted as plotting the recruitment and death of future consumers. This
anti-industry ad, too, projected cigarettes as the product of another era
marked by undemocratic practices of power and authority. Released with
the first wave of California antismoking spots in 1990, the spot pictures
White executives gathered in a smoke-filled boardroom listening to the
chair as he presents strategies for replacing smokers who have just quit
or died. In a marked non-Californian, non-middle-class accent, the chair
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presents the main item on the agenda to the assembled board as the
camera cuts back and forth between the speaker and his smoking col-
leagues:

Gentlemen, gentlemen, the tobacco industry has a very serious multi-billion dollar prob-
lem. We need more tobacco smokers pure and simple. Every day, 2,000 Americans stop
smoking and another 1,100 also quit. Actually, technically, they die. That means that
this business needs 3,000 fresh new volunteers every day. So, forget all about that can-
cer, heart disease, emphysema, stroke stuff. Gentlemen, we are not in this business for
our health.

A peal of eerie laughter erupts around the table and the Mephistophelean
chair joins in as the camera shifts to slow motion and the image fades
out to a black screen against which appears the white tagline, “Paid for
by the California Department of Health Services.”

This spot tore away the façade of legitimate business and middle-
class propriety to reveal a ruthless group of men bent on generating
profits for a few at the expense of their fellow citizens. Mafiosi of sorts,
they do not share our fear of dying, death, and disease. Doing in others
along with themselves through cigarettes, they are corporate murderer-
suicides to whom no reasonable appeal may be made. They stand some-
where between autocratic aristocrats of a feudal era and fearless urban
thugs. As such, they seem to be leftovers of an older society character-
ized by oppressive industrial practices and their persistent feudalisms,
secrecy, and tribal, working-class ethnic identities of European descent
now made to seem out of place in contemporary multicultural Califor-
nia and its service-based economy. In this fashion the ad locates the to-
bacco industry and its representatives and deadly products outside of
California temporally, economically, geographically, and even ethnically.
They embody all that was flawed in American modernity.
Cigarettes and the Cold War
Still other antismoking TV ads and other media productions condemned
cigarette smoking not only as the unsettling persistence in service-based
economies of polluting practices of presumedly bygone industrial soci-
eties, but also as part and parcel of corrupt power practices of the Cold
War and illiberal modes of governance. Take, for example, another Cali-
fornia TV spot that accompanies one of the boardroom executives on a
plant inspection. Titled “Factory” (1993), it features a sequence of shots
that follows a black stretch limousine with tinted windows as it clears
security at an old plant gate. The camera, alternating between exagger-
ated low and high angle shots, follows a silver-haired executive as he
strides across the dirty shop floor to where he joins a group of tradition-
ally clad workers manually sorting cigarettes and gingerly inspects a
single cigarette as his face breaks into a self-satisfied smile. An accompa-
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nying male voice-over comments above the din of factory whistles and
sirens: “The Cold War is over, yet one of the most threatening devices
known to man is still being manufactured right here in America.” Against
a shot of an unmarked tractor-trailer exiting a town identified by a sign,
“Greenfield, pop. 7,411, Elev. 346,” the voice-over concluded, “And
the really frightening part is that it is aimed at men, women, and inno-
cent children.” The usual white on black California Department of Health
Services tag then closed the spot.

Here, to penetrate the secrets of the cigarette manufacturing process
is to take a step back in time to another age. Gone are the gleaming
automatic machines spewing thousands of cigarettes per minute in an
immaculate, laboratory-like setting, which was a common image in me-
dia reportage on the U.S. tobacco wars in the 1990s. Instead, the ad
deliberately treats us to an older industrial process invoking anonymous
workers toiling in a dirty, dark décor of clanging gates, whining eleva-
tors, and scurrying forklifts with no automatic machines in sight. There,
away from the eyes of public scrutiny, a weapons factory continues its
deadly operations with impunity even today. The ad transferred the uni-
versal horror at an earlier generation’s development and deployment of
nuclear weapons that, following a U.S. defense policy called MAD (Mu-
tually Assured Destruction), primarily targeted civilian population cen-
ters to an entire culture of smoking and the industry that underwrote it.
In so doing, it gave the antitobacco industry narrative an unexpected
Cold War inflection, for in a sense it now counterposed the industry to
mythical preindustrial small-town America not simply as a polluting
industry but as a political threat approaching that of Communists and
New Deal liberals who, during the height of McCarthyism, were ac-
cused of secretly undermining U.S. institutions and way of life. Interest-
ingly, the ad mobilized one U.S. Cold War narrative, the (Communist/
liberal) enemy within, against another, the nuclear arms race, in order to
discredit the tobacco industry.
Television’s The X-Files: The National
Security State and Illiberal Governance
In the wider U.S. media culture, the most sustained antismoking pro-
ductions of the 1990s were by television, led by Fox Television’s im-
mensely popular series The X-Files (Carter, 1993–2002), which won
numerous Emmy and Golden Globe awards over nine seasons. A pro-
vocative mix of spy, horror, science fiction, and melodramatic genres, it
powerfully articulated questions of governance, health, and historical
difference to an immense national and international audience. During
the 1990s, The X-Files was the most consistently antismoking television
drama in the United States. The series both ridiculed cigarette smoking
and exploited the larger culture’s fascination with it. Virtually every week,
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The X-Files intertwined narratives of betrayal of citizens’ trust by high
government and industry officials with the culture of smoking and gave
them an explicit generational twist. There, unaccountable, absolute
power, the balance of terror, and the possibility of mutually assured de-
struction live on in The X-Files’s Cigarette Smoking Man, whose nick-
name, the Cancer Man, substituted the disease for the pathogen. Mem-
ber of a shadowy government within government, he was one of a group
of gray-haired men in dark suits (called the “Syndicate”) drawn from
the old White, Anglo-Saxon, protestant (WASP)-dominated business and
government elite, who still held the secret reins of the national security
state as if the Cold War were still on (Knight 2002). Omnipresent, he
would be virtually invisible were it not for the tell-tale palls of smoke,
ashes, and crushed cigarette butts and packs he left behind as he glided
through dark rooms and the halls of power. Nameless, he was appar-
ently without wife, children, family, or friends. A failed artist to boot,
he’s the abject modernist individual personified, whose lack of human
ties freed him to decide effortlessly the fates of ordinary citizens, FBI
agents, presidents, and aliens from other galaxies alike. At his com-
mand stood a contingent of expressionless agents and baby-faced soldiers
who executed his orders wordlessly.

Each episode followed young FBI agents Fox Mulder and Dana Scully
as they investigated cases that exceeded the explanatory categories of
forensics, criminology, and known science. More often than not, the
trail of evidence led back to abuses of secret government-sponsored re-
search, weapons development, and eventually, to a possible conspiracy
by the Syndicate’s aging Cold Warriors to collaborate in the ultimate
betrayal—the alien colonization of Earth through the hybridization
of human and alien genomes with the help of various governments.
Here, Cold War realpolitik led straight to the destruction of the very popu-
lations with whose protection the Cigarette Smoking Man and his colleagues
had been presumably entrusted by the old state paternalism.

From its inception, The X-Files mixed the detective and spy genres
not only with horror and science fiction, but also with family melo-
drama that opposed a younger generation of Americans to its elders and
their deeply flawed modernity. The scandals of Cold War government
cover-ups of what it knows about UFOs and its botched human experi-
ments affect Mulder and Scully directly: Scully’s father was a senior na-
val officer and Mulder’s was an employee for a national security agency
and, as it turned out, a close collaborator of the Cigarette Smoking Man
on various projects, including the development of a virulent strain of the
smallpox virus that involved former Nazi scientists.

In The X-Files, the bankruptcy of the national security establishment,
the abuses of public trust, the crisis of Cold War scientific certainties
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faced with paranormal phenomena, and the wrenching twists and turns
of family melodrama converge to deliver an indictment of an entire gen-
eration and the industrial, Cold War society it managed and ran. The
sheer indifference of those gray-haired men to the lives of fellow citizens
and foes alike was relentlessly signified by cigarettes, which destroy both
its users and those around them. If, according to the traditional ideal of
government, the government of others always involves as its precondi-
tion the government of oneself (Foucault, 1985, pp. 3–13), then smok-
ing signifies the greatest violation of that principle. The Cold War logic
of mutually assured destruction is identical to the logic of smoking ciga-
rettes. In the words of an antismoking billboard in California, which
featured a lit cigarette, it is “a weapon that kills at both ends.” Like
cigarettes, there is nothing more collectively significant and entailing of
others, yet nothing more intimate and personally involving than the Cold
War and its legacy of a deeply flawed industrial modernity.

Meanwhile, in other televised serials, police detectives—those remain-
ing tokens of hard-boiled alienation whose cynicism and minimalist ur-
ban styles of urban living had their own world-weary heroism—began
to go smoke free. This occurred at a time when antismoking discourse
spread across the ideological broadcast spectrum, as television series,
liberal and conservative, like CBS’s series Murphy Brown (Bergen &
Bragen, 1988–1998) and Touched by an Angel (Williamson, Andersen,
& Visciglia, 1994–2003), regularly began to focus attacks on smoking
and the tobacco industry. Witness NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Street
(Fontana & Levinson, 1993–1999) set in the Homicide Division of the
Baltimore Police Department. Critically acclaimed for its gritty realism,
innovative scripts, camera work, and superb acting, it featured a group
of intense homicide detectives of all ages and backgrounds, most of whom
smoked at the start of the series. Beginning with the eighth episode of its
opening 1993 season, macho cigarettes began to disappear from the lips
of detectives like Howard, Kellerman, Lewis, Felton, Bayliss, and
Pembleton as they attempted to quit. Several seasons later Kellerman
and Baylis continued to smoke, but their habit was no longer woven
into their tense negotiations with their surroundings or an intimate part
of their personal style. The cigarettes just hung there awkwardly from
their lips.
Independent Cinema’s New Ambivalence
Independent cinema in the U.S. was not immune to the new discourse
on smoking emerging in the 1990s in big-budget movies and highly rated
TV shows. Generally speaking, non-Hollywood films are not known for
promoting favorable representations of conventional middle-class be-
havior, but one can detect subtle shifts in terms of its culture of smoking.
In films, the pleasures and cares of smoking receive extended embodi-
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ment and articulation, but in a narrative form rife with doubts and am-
bivalence.

Take, for example, film director Wayne Wang and writer Paul Auster’s
two films released in 1995, Smoke and Blue in the Face. In these films,
the action centers on the comings and goings of patrons in a Brooklyn
neighborhood cigar store. The center of neighborhood activity, the store
is presided over by Auggie Wren, played by Harvey Keitel, the quintes-
sential native New Yorker who belongs to the generation born around
World War II and still embodies the older U.S. urban modernity of White
ethnicity. These films are among the very few in the U.S. in the mid-
1990s that allotted smokers space to voice their experience of the habit.
However, what was striking was that Smoke and Blue in the Face were
able to evoke cigarette smoking positively but only in a nostalgic mode.
In this case, it was nostalgia for old Brooklyn smoke shops and their
declining working-class neighborhood culture of straight males who
engaged in cross-class and cross-race (Black, White, Latino) sociality of
shooting the breeze, sports talk, betting, business deals, local gossip,
and disquisitions on women. The nostalgia showed through in the films’
charm but also in characters’ shopworn tales common to modernist novels
and film noir of masculine friendship and betrayal, lost fathers, middle-age
crises, parasitic former wives, murdered loved ones, lost savings, and writer’s
block. It is an urban culture that is on its way out but with no hint as to
what will replace it and the culture of smoking that it supported.5

Grunge and Slacker Cinema
Unexpectedly, in another site within U.S. independent film that focuses
on White slacker, grunge, and skateboard youth cultures, cigarettes did
not fare much better. Teenagers and young adults, if they practiced the
habit, were considered likely candidates for a sorry fate or simply fools.
A case in point is Larry Clark’s AIDS drama Kids (1995; cowritten by
Harmony Corinne), a film that caused a sensation by virtue of its raw
depiction of the speech and sex lives of young teenagers (12–14 year-
olds) hanging out in the summer with other skateboarders in Manhattan’s
Washington Square Park. The film follows the sex-obsessed protagonist
Telly, who is ignorant of the fact that he is HIV+, and his group of
friends over the course of several days, as they smoke, do drugs, get
drunk, beat people up, make love, and rape. Across the East River from
Smoke’s beloved cigar store, a new generation of working- and middle-
class kids pursue a dissipated and violent existence in the decaying
postmodern landscape devoid of any promise.

Telly is something of an updated straight, younger version of “Patient
Zero,” the Canadian flight attendant Gaëtan Dugas, blamed for spread-
ing HIV among U.S. gays by CDC officials and by reporter R. Shilts,
author of And the Band Played On (1987), one of the most influential
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accounts of the early years of the HIV/AIDS pandemic (Treichler, 1989).
In the HBO film version of Shilts’s book of the same title, broadcast in
1993 (Spottiswoode, 1993), Dugas’s “irresponsible” gay sexual behav-
ior was marked by the camera’s focus on his stylized smoking. Interest-
ingly, in a new twist to the generational smoking narrative, it was not
Telly who smoked but his mother. In a sequence that encapsulates well
the film’s gritty but moralizing narrative about out-of-control teenagers
and lack of adult supervision, Telly returns home with his friend Casper
in search of spending money. After quietly ransacking his parents’ bed-
room for cash, the two boys emerge to find Telly’s mother smoking while
nursing Telly’s baby brother. In a sequence of shots, the camera trans-
fixes the breast, the cigarette, and Casper’s lecherous gaze. Here, the
adolescents’ unconscious behavior is more than matched by the mother’s;
the cigarette and breast are framed as drug delivery devices that the
sequence seems to suggest are the special attributes of an older, discred-
ited generation that has let the world of unregulated private and public
space of Kids come to pass.

Another example is director Kevin Smith’s first full-length feature,
Clerks (1995), which won prizes at the Sundance and Cannes film festi-
vals. It, too, marked a shift in the culture of smoking in U.S. indepen-
dent film but in a comic vein. With considerable humor, the film affec-
tionately recounts the ups and downs in the lives of two nonsmoking,
White college-age clerks, hard-working Dante and his cynical, lazy friend
Randall. They work in adjoining convenience and video stores in de-
pressed, small-town New Jersey. Their colorless existence in deadend
jobs lends itself to the deadpan irony of 20-somethings with no pros-
pects. Many, if not all, characters smoke, and, as one might expect in an
art house film, Clerks indulge in funny comments on contemporary anti-
smoking sentiment and the new restrictions on the sale of cigarettes to
minors, which convenience store clerks must enforce, an almost impos-
sible task given the low pay and crushing boredom of their jobs. Thus,
in one episode, Randall, while minding the store for Dante, distractedly
sells a pack of cigarettes to a 5-year-old girl, and Dante winds up slapped
with a $100 fine by a state health official. In another scene, one vehe-
mently antismoking man berates fellow customers for smoking and starts
a protest against the sale of tobacco during which customers pelt Dante
with cigarettes. Things come to a humorous halt only when the conve-
nience store clerk’s girlfriend douses the crowd with a fire extinguisher,
and the irate customer turns out to be a chewing gum sales representa-
tive trying to undermine tobacco industry competition. However, here,
the independent film’s mockery of conventional attitudes takes a turn
and ends up satirizing young smokers as mindless creatures of their habit
and vulnerable to the manipulations of others—in this case, salesmen
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masquerading as antismoking activists. In contrast, the film’s two heroes,
the sole repositories of smarts, are made to witness and suffer the foolish
behavior of their less enlightened peers throughout the film.
On the Margins of the Culture of Smoking?
Filmmakers of Color6

The 1990s also marked the emergence of new Black, Latino/Chicano,
and Asian American film in the U.S., much of it independently produced.
Here, in terms of the culture of smoking, it is not a question of an unex-
pected ambivalence, as in the case of other independent films, but rather
one of a lack of sustained engagement altogether with smoking as an
individual or social act. Moreover, smoking is largely absent as a funda-
mental frame or metaphor for contemporary social life or the passing
world of generations belonging to another era, or even as a symbol of an
imperfect modernity rife with, say, histories of repression of non-White
communities. These new films suggest that the public media sphere and
its respective audiences are not as unified by a shared culture as the
traditional theoretical assumptions of social marketers and health pro-
moters might lead us to believe, based as they are on population samples
drawn from male populations of European decent (Kar, Alcalay, & Alex,
2001, p. ix). This lack of unity holds true even within the sector of inde-
pendent cinema production.

In a sense, the challenge represented by a deeply fractured media sphere
to traditional health promotion theory has also been highlighted by the
rise of non-English cable channels in the U.S. and the controversial deci-
sion of the California Tobacco Control Program in the early 1990s to
favor mainstream media and large media markets over community-based
media for many of its multicultural ads (Reid, in press). Interestingly,
the fragmented nature of media audiences (if not of media channels)
was one of the operative assumptions of the tobacco industry’s own
marketing campaigns in the 1990s. These campaigns caused an outcry
by seeking to tailor their messages to the cultures of particular commu-
nities. These included R. J. Reynolds’s 1990 launch of the Uptown ciga-
rette—the first ethnically specific cigarette brand—in Philadelphia’s Black
community, and Philip Morris’s Virginia Slims “Find Your Own Voice”
print media campaign in 1999, which appealed to community identities
within a larger story of assimilation. The strains put on the old market-
ing paradigm are especially clear in the Virginia Slims campaign, which,
on the one hand, tried to square the marketing circle by at once aggres-
sively exploiting and appealing to cultural differences between ethnic
communities and, on the other, attempted to articulate a unified na-
tional market across disparate audiences through the deployment of a
“one size fits all” common narrative of acculturation in mainstream media
channels (Reid, 2004, in press).
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Within U.S. independent cinema, African American films focused on
the desperate situations nonmajority communities faced in the 1990s as
they struggled with not only dismal economic prospects for many of
their non-middle-class youth, but also pressures of the criminal drug
trade, the rise of gang violence, and oppressive police tactics dating from
the 1980s. In Los Angeles, these conditions led to the riots in May 1992
following the acquittal of the police officers responsible for beating Black
motorist Rodney King (Massood, 2003). As one might expect of pro-
ductions staging community dramas for a national audience, in these
films smoking is an index of wayward youth, such as the protagonist
Strike’s homeboys in Spike Lee’s Clockers (1995), or the murderous
Bishop and his friend Raheem in Ernest R. Dickerson’s Juice (1992).
Even so, the smoking is rarely stylized or developed in African American
films as in other contemporaneous independent films such as Quentin
Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994). In other Black films touching on simi-
lar material, smoking has been either barely present, as in Albert and
Allen Hughes’s Menace II Society (1993), or absent altogether, as in
John Singleton’s Boyz n the Hood (1991) and Poetic Justice (1993). Per-
haps the purest reproduction of the older smoking culture in African
American film has been in a middle-class female setting: Forest Whitaker’s
Waiting to Exhale (1995), based on Terry McMillan’s novel about the
twists and turns in the lives of four African American women who con-
sole one another and share friendship and, occasionally, cigarettes. It
stands as very much the exception rather than the rule. Smoking has no
cultural role in other films featuring middle-class dramas, such a Charles
Burnett’s To Sleep With Anger (1990), Lee’s Jungle Fever (1991), and
Singleton’s Higher Learning (1994), in which not even the heinous neo-
Nazis indulged in cigarettes.

Many Latino and Chicano films at that time recounted histories of
immigration and economic struggle that involved generational narra-
tives that move back in time to the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s and for-
ward to the 1990s. Smoking works as a sign of gang membership or a
brush with the law but inconsistently, as, for example, in Gregory Nava’s
My Family (1995): Chucho Sanchez, the older brother involved in drug
trafficking and later murdered by the police, never smokes whereas his
younger brother Jimmy, jailed for armed robbery, does. When Nava cre-
ated Selena (1997), based on the tejano music star Selena, whose life
was cut short when the head of her fan club shot her, cigarettes did not
operate as privileged signifiers of the irregular lifestyle of musicians. The
most systematic association of smoking with the hard-bitten criminality
of prisoners and former prisoners can be found in Edward James
Olmos’s American Me (1992), which followed the story of a Chicano
crime gang boss Santana from the 1940s through the 1970s. In Ameri-
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can Me, moments of decisive action, self-reflection, and macho pos-
turing among men were underscored by lighting and stubbing out
cigarettes and blowing smoke.

Overall, nowhere has the older culture of smoking been consistently
reproduced in African American and Latino films. By the same token,
nowhere is the culture of smoking designated as such and made to stand
in for an older generation or historical period or for oppressive govern-
ment practices, as in antismoking spots, Waterworld, Smoke, or The X-
Files. Revealing in this respect is the case of Charles Burnett’s To Sleep
With Anger (1990), which recounted the disruption of a middle-class
family’s life by the sudden appearance of old friend Harry on their door-
step. He’s a mesmerizing, seductive ghost out of their distant Southern
past who brought with him the old folkways, superstitions, and vices of
the Black rural poor who later migrated to West Coast urban centers
during World War II in search of industrial work. Harry’s troubling pres-
ence caused family tensions to come to a boil. Although he wielded a
switchblade, gambled, drank grain alcohol, and told stories of murder
and mayhem, Harry didn’t smoke or chew tobacco; neither did his old
cronies when they came by to see him and later when they got together
on a storm-driven night to drink and play cards. In Burnett’s film, smok-
ing did not function as a tool of establishing historical difference, reflec-
tion, or self-understanding. Smoking did not tell a story of any kind.
Even in a properly historical drama like Julie Dash’s lush Daughters of
the Dust, set in the Sea Islands off the Georgia and South Carolina coast
in 1902, no one in the four-generation extended family visibly consumed
tobacco except the matriarch Nana, who quietly indulged in chew. In
the drama of the family’s abandonment of its African folkways and its
migration to the mainland in search of a better future, beckoning mo-
dernity was not signified by cigarettes.7

Similarly, in the early and mid-1990s, films directed by Asian Ameri-
cans on Asian American topics and Asian films staged in the U.S. did not
replicate the allure and fascination of cigarettes stemming from the older,
dominant culture of smoking dating back to the 1930s and 1940s. They
stood in marked contrast to contemporary Hong Kong, Taiwanese, Chi-
nese, Korean, and Japanese films by directors such as John Woo, Wong
Kar Wai, or Takeshi Kitano, which explicitly reprise this culture against
the background of unparalleled East Asian economic growth. Nor has
there been much in the way of traces of cinematic depiction of smoking
in ordinary people’s lives, as in the case of Wayne Wang’s breakthrough
film, Chan Is Missing, dating from the early 1980s. For example, Wang’s
later film, The Joy Luck Club (1993), which delivered the involved story
of four women and their scattered families who survived the upheavals
of the Asia Pacific War and Chinese Revolution and immigrated to the
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U.S., contains no smoking whatsoever by older, younger, men or women,
soldiers, courtesans, police, or refugees. None. In Taiwanese director
Ang Lee’s English-language film, Wedding Banquet (1993), a comic story
set in a gentrifying and globalizing New York about a gay Taiwanese-
American couple and their attempt to negotiate the pressures of the Tai-
wanese character’s parents for him to marry, the only major character
who smoked was the gay groom’s father, a retired senior officer of the
Taiwanese army. During the lavish wedding reception, smoking was seen
but remained undramatized. Smoking would appear to index a genera-
tional difference marked by the experience of immigrating to the U.S.
and assimilating to an alternate modernity presumably more tolerant of
gay sexuality. This was suggested at best, and the film didn’t develop
these connotations of smoking in a systematic way.
Hollywood’s Cautious Backlash
My last example returns us to mainstream Hollywood production. Just
as Hollywood was poised to break with its own culture of smoking,
cable and broadcast television seemed to be on the verge of going smoke-
free, and independent and nonmainstream filmmaking underwent shifts
or revealed in some cases an indifference to smoking as a cultural icon.
In commercial cinema the first major signs of a negative reaction against
antismoking sentiment and the promotion of healthy lifestyles appeared
in the satirical film Demolition Man (Brambilla, 1993). Even so, as it
will become clear, this herald of a building backlash nonetheless bore
the indelible marks of the shift in the U.S. media culture away from
extended, positive representations of smoking. Like the antismoking
spots, Waterworld, and The X-Files, Demolition Man staged a drama of
past industrial urban civilization and postindustrial present or future,
but here a smoke-free 21st-century science-fiction future became the tar-
get of much humor. Starring Wesley Snipes, Sandra Bullock, and Sylvester
Stallone, the film was set in postapocalyptic Los Angeles in the year
2032, 22 years after the “Big One” (the 8.9 earthquake) leveled south-
ern California in 2010. From the ashes of greater Los Angeles has arisen
a utopian society named Sanangeles Metroplex, a sparkling new city
combining the areas of San Diego, Los Angeles, and Santa Barbara. Run
by the authoritarian Dr. Raymond Cocteau, Sanangeles was a peaceful,
nonviolent communitarian-based society devoid of crime, where healthy,
clean living was mandatory. The consumption of alcohol, cigarettes,
caffeine, chocolate, and meat was banned; so were the use of foul lan-
guage, protected or unprotected genital sex and kissing (“fluid trans-
fers”), pregnancy, violent toys, graffiti, and pornography. Opposed to
the new social order was an ineffective movement of homeless and po-
litically incorrect renegades who led an autonomous existence under-
ground but at the price of near starvation.
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All was well until two hypermasculine men from the 20th century
burst in upon the city. Simon Phoenix, a psychopathic killer (Snipes),
broke out of cryo-prison, where he had been in suspended animation
since 1997, and began a murderous rampage. Helpless before the on-
slaught, the nonviolent police department appealed to have John Spar-
tan (Stallone), the violent cop who had Phoenix put away, thawed out to
stop him. Besides a violent, masculine nature, another 20th-century char-
acteristic Phoenix and Spartan shared was smoking. We encounter
Spartan’s cigarette habit when he reenters the land of the living 35 years
later after a stint in cryo-detention. The issue that initiated the humor-
ous clashes between him and his 21st-century surroundings was smok-
ing: Immediately upon awakening from suspended animation and being
informed that his wife and daughter died in the Big One and that a new
world has arisen in place of the old Los Angeles, Spartan’s first request
to the perplexed guards was, “Give me a Marlboro!” “What is a
Marlboro?” “A cigarette, just give me a cigarette, any cigarette!”

The remainder of the film followed through on the drama’s initial
premises: Spartan ended up, once again, breaking the rules in order to
bring in Phoenix; he even allied himself with the underground to over-
throw Dr. Cocteau when he discovered that Phoenix was deliberately set
free by the powers that be in order to protect their secret racket; and
Spartan, in true Hollywood fashion, pursued a love interest in which the
urges of the body won out over the rules of order. As such, the film
could be read as the revenge of the 20th century on proponents of the
21st and its revamped modernity, and the return of masculine, non-
middle-class behavior (Black and White ethnic) to an all too middle-
class California. What was striking, though, in this satire of new middle-
class health norms was that cigarettes that made a dramatic entry early
on in the film were never seen again in Demolition Man. Even as the
film made fun of current narratives that wished to relegate smoking to
the dirty and violent past, never after the opening sequences that estab-
lished character and plot did it picture people casually smoking on screen,
even in the underground or after the overthrow of Dr. Cocteau. In the
end it would appear that the drama of historical difference set limits on
the film’s satirical high spirits: Cigarettes did not cross over into the 21st
century even as the new political order stood poised to integrate the bodily
pleasures of the preceding century. Cigarettes did not operate as ciphers of
reborn pleasure and renewed American heterosexual masculinity.

Summary and Conclusions
The foregoing pages have been an all too brief foray into the culture of
smoking in U.S. electronic visual media in the early and mid-1990s and
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allow little room to appreciate the playfulness and irony driving many
of the examples from popular media. The goal was not a complete tax-
onomy and statistical sampling of television, film, and antismoking ad-
vertising. Rather, its point and purpose were to broach important theo-
retical issues for public health communication raised by the emergence
of discourses that made smoking and its health hazards operate at once
as symbols of the recent but discredited past, markers of historical dif-
ference, and a tool for reflection on the economic and political liabilities
of late U.S. modernity. At stake were the implications for health promo-
tion campaigns of the potential power and sweep of this new discourse
and the question of its reach across what I claim to be a highly frag-
mented media landscape in which shared national narratives con-
cerning smoking and modernity may no longer be confidently as-
sumed. Analysis of the structure of the visual electronic media sphere
and the question of modernity as an operative narrative in U.S. to-
bacco control and wider culture required bringing together the streams
of theoretical investigation in cultural history, cultural studies, and
critical communication studies and public health communication and
social marketing.

I opened this article by arguing that the unprecedented use of com-
mercial advertising in electronic media by California’s antismoking cam-
paign beginning in 1990 marked the ascendancy of social marketing in
U.S. health promotion and altered the media landscape in which health
campaigns traditionally took place. The adoption of paid advertising (at
going commercial rates) to target tobacco industry marketing practices,
the hazards of secondhand smoke, and the very culture of smoking as a
symbol of glamour, pleasure, American individualism, and power stood
as an intervention within the wider media culture whose images and
narratives had underwritten cigarette smoking throughout the 20th cen-
tury. At the same time, television and commercial and independent film
underwent a shift away from the older representations of smoking. As
local, state, and national campaigns deglamorizing and denormalizing
smoking gained in intensity, there was a moment in which the older
culture of smoking faltered: In major Hollywood productions it briefly
became the object of scorn whereas in television series it began to disap-
pear altogether. To be sure, by the mid-1980s smoking had largely ex-
ited from the small screen (Hazan et al. 1994) with the exception of
broadcast films and TV series like NBC’s Cheers (Burrows, Charles, &
Charles, 1982–1993), which was set in a Boston bar. In the 1990s, it
made a comeback, but in many cases only to be attacked (Murphy Brown,
Touched by an Angel), marginalized (The X-Files), retired and consigned
to irrelevancy (Homicide), or otherwise assigned to an outmoded past,
either dangerous or regretted.
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My findings also suggest that the media landscape is not a homog-
enous one and that the greatest changes took place in mainstream film
and television, which had the deepest investments in smoking as an icon
of U.S. modernity. At the same time, a movement between rejection of
and nostalgia for the older smoking culture emerged in U.S. indepen-
dent cinema, traditionally a cultural haven of resistance to middle-class
norms. There, smoking remained an index of violent character (Juice,
American Me) and social anomie or marginality (Clerks, Smoke, Wait-
ing to Exhale), but now often unattractively (Clerks, Menace II Society,
Clockers) and without purposeful style (Kids), when it wasn’t absent
altogether from films exploring similar or related themes (Boyz n the
Hood, Poetic Justice, Selena).

I have argued that as this discourse took root across these multiple
sites within the public media sphere, it offered a deeper, more potent
narrative from what is understood by culture “themes” or “frames” in
health communication literature and was potentially quite powerful in
its unintended effects. Sense making of this sort through an overarching
narrative is not only capable of disposing of an “other” by dismissing it
to the dustbin of history—another example of the “ethical dilemma” of
stigmatization and victim blaming discerned in health campaigns—but
also of elaborating a fundamental sense of a hegemonic self living in the
present and looking toward the future, on the basis of which precisely
entire generations, communities, and social systems come to be under-
stood. The dangerous consequences of such a powerful discourse of the
self would be particularly at issue in societies where the majority is no longer
secure and its values less widely shared, as is the case in an increasingly
globalized, multicultural United States (Kar et al., 2001, p. xvi).

Overall, it would appear that the deepest engagement with smoking
as a social practice, cultural icon, and index of character and identity lay
in films and television serials written and produced by and for members
of mainstream U.S. culture. It is as if, in the end, many attempts to re-
think dominant U.S. culture and problematize the present in terms of
the past had as their obligatory reference the culture of smoking. Fol-
lowing the work of other scholars, I have proposed several reasons for
this, not least of which is the fact that manufactured cigarettes help lay
the foundation for national markets in the U.S., which in turn under-
wrote new patterns of consumption that, in the words of U.S. anthro-
pologist Robert Foster, “materialized” a national American identity (Fos-
ter, 2002, p. 113). The connection between everyday consumption and
national culture was perhaps deepest for those who could see them-
selves as not simply in but also of the culture—groups of European
descent assimilated into the norms of middle-class life. All of which leads
me to suggest that cigarettes in the U.S. in the late 20th-century may
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have played a more powerful role defining and shaping mainstream cul-
ture than those cultures standing on the margins, if recent African Ameri-
can, Latino/Chicano, and Asian American film production is any indica-
tion. After all, these other communities’ relation to 20th-century U.S.
modernity and American identity has arguably been complexly different
and marked by particular histories of racism, exclusion, and limited as-
similation. In any case, it seems that the older U.S. culture of smoking
does not make claims on the attention of these filmmakers of the same
order it does for directors and producers stemming from the majority
population. It would appear that for these directors, working from the
position of little experience in owning the dominant culture, smoking
does not serve as an icon of life in the U.S. today in their films as they
reassess the present and the past and imagine possible futures for their
own communities.

These histories may indicate the limits of public health approaches
based on theories of assimilation that seek to include marginal commu-
nities through the introduction of a shared timeline of modernization
and globalization (Kar et al., 2001). Such approaches may acknowledge
cultural differences between population groups and even gesture toward
the necessity of producing culturally “sensitive” interventions, but in
the end they often remain faithful to the paradigm of modernization
theory that confidently assumes that over time nonmajority cultures will
always fold themselves into the mainstream (Resnicow, Baranowski,
Ahluwalia, & Braithwaite, 1999).

The productions of filmmakers working from within communities on
the margins of U.S. society indicate a sporadic or even indifferent rela-
tionship to the meanings U.S. mass media have traditionally attached to
cigarettes. In the light of my analysis, the mass-mediated culture of smok-
ing that was the target of the California campaign may have remained
circumscribed to that of mainstream media whose audiences at that time
were largely middle-class and of European descent—the very same audi-
ences of traditional marketing (Schudson, 1984). Thus the adoption of
marketing techniques (segmentation practices, focus on large urban
markets, etc.) and mass media channels in health promotion campaigns
with the express purpose of mobilizing marginal communities may be
self-defeating, insofar as the cultural meanings and symbols addressed
are not always shared across all communities of the fractured public
media sphere.8  Other modernities or narratives of modernity may be at
issue for different viewing publics in which cigarettes may, or may not,
play a formative role in terms of rethinking the present and imagining a
better future. At the very least, my findings suggest that within different
communities, cigarette smoking may well occupy very different posi-
tions within the symbolic repertoire of community cultures (are they
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reliable symbols of glamour, individualism, power, sexuality?), positions
that escape the new shared narrative frames of mainstream U.S. mass
media and public health campaigns about modernity.

Thus, tobacco industry marketing efforts such as the Virginia Slims
“Find Your Own Voice” campaign (in print media) can be understood
as much as an attempt to introduce cigarettes as an icon of U.S. moder-
nity to nonmajority populations as a gambit to capitalize on the cultural
icon presumably already present in their communities. By the same to-
ken, public health communication researchers may want to think twice
before assuming that the newer narratives in mainstream culture, such
as those that link cigarettes and a (flawed) modernity, work as a potent
force in other sites and audiences of the public media sphere. Because, in
an era of growing globalization, electronic media serve increasingly as
powerful tools for self-making (Appadurai, 1996, p. 3), it becomes ever
more vital for public health promotion to locate the various meanings
(or even nonmeanings) of health hazards in the margins of the fractured
media sphere and to attend to how they work in tension with meanings
produced by more mainstream media. These processes are worthy sub-
jects of future investigation by culture-centered approaches to public
health communication in which community participants and research-
ers elaborate together what the significations of health and health threats
are and which issues need to be addressed (Dutta-Bergman, 2004).

Roddey Reid (PhD, Yale University) is a professor of French studies and cultural studies at the
University of California, San Diego.

1 This article extends arguments made in a forthcoming book on globalization and antismoking
campaigns (Reid, in press). For the California campaign, research included interviews with over 25
collaborators in California tobacco control, including state health officials, antismoking activists,
community representatives, epidemiologists, health promotion researchers, and advertising
executives.
2 Thus, for example, at that time news reports began to appear that freely compared U.S. anti-
smoking measures to those of “backward” countries in Europe and East Asia (see Reid, in press).
3 Actually, the Minnesota Health Department in 1985 was the first in the U.S. to do a statewide
media campaign with purchased spots (based on pre- and posttesting but including no formal
evaluation) in a comprehensive campaign but on a much smaller scale.
4 The media-based initiative was a major element of a multicomponent campaign designed to
establish an antitobacco public agenda in California and to reduce smoking prevalence and to-
bacco-related deaths. As such, the media component constituted one of the signature features of the
California campaign throughout the 1990s along with the anti-industry approach, cigarette tax
increases, the passage of local ordinances and statewide laws (Assembly Bill 13) banning smoking
in enclosed public places, and the formation of local and community tobacco control infrastructure
throughout the state.
5 In the realm of print media, similar nostalgia suffused Robert Klein’s book Cigarettes Are Sub-
lime, which appeared in 1993. An explicit paean to Euro-North American modernism (as embod-
ied in poetry, novels, film, and photography) and the rise of the cigarette as a tool and symbol of
individualism, risk taking, and sexual and aesthetic pleasure, for Klein the richest acknowledgment
of the pleasures of smoking is located in the past, in the bygone Euro-North American cosmopoli-
tan culture of modernist aesthetics and subjecthood (Klein, 1993).
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6 This section and the conclusion have benefitted from exchanges with Robert Robinson of the
CDC, whose suggestions are gratefully acknowledged.
7 In its first wave of ads, the California Tobacco Control Program did release a spot that articu-
lated the experience of the African American community with aggressive tobacco industry market-
ing with its historical experience of slavery as field workers on tobacco plantations. Titled “Rap-
pers” (1990), it was set to hip-hop music and featured Black teenagers scanning the phrase, “We used
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