R.J. Reynold’s ‘cleaner’ cigarettes:
A breakthrough or a smoke screen?

By Simson L. Garfinkel

Banning cigarette smoking has been quite the rage lately.
Both my undergraduate alma mater—MIT—and Columbia
decided last spring to tell smokers they couldn’t indulge their
habit in campus buildings. But for all the legislation, the fact
is that these new rules are nearly impossible to force on un-
willing members of our community.

Imagine how much simpler life would be for smokers and
nonsmokers alike if cigarettes were smokeless. Smokers could
indulge themselves without fear of reprisals—and without
bothering the rest of us.

Fortunately, we don’t have to imagine any more. Last
month, R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co. announced a new kind of
cigarette, one that uses a charcoal heat source to generate hot
gases. The user sucks these gases through a wad of tobacco,
a ‘‘flavor capsule,’” and a filter—and finally into his (and in-
creasingly her) lungs. Reynolds plans to start marketing this
new contraption in 1988. We should be suspicious of the
cigarette maker’s newest defense against the anti-smoking
lobby.

Since charcoal burns more cleanly than tobacco, the new
cigarette is supposed to generate less smoke than today’s
cigarettes. And since the paper casing doesn’t burn, there’s
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no need for ashtrays. The new cigarette even solves the fire
hazard of today’s smokes by extinguishing itself when the user
is finished.

Reynolds is gambling that ‘‘Operation Black Hole’s’’
technological fix can overcome the resolve and growing
legislative power of the anti-smoking movement. Perhaps the
company’s efforts would be better spent finding a new use
for its tobacco plantations.

The company has been very careful to avoid saying that its
new cigarette is ‘‘safe.”” (It isn’t.) Instead, Reynolds claims
that the product is ‘‘cleaner,”’ but the impression conveyed
is the same. And the claim of ‘‘cleaner’’ smoking may have
the unintended effect of landing RJR in court, either for
fraudulent advertising (in the case of the new cigarette), gross
negligence (for not developing the new cigarette sooner), or
both.

Excitement over the new cigarette is probably misplaced.
Smokers, like most other drug addicts, are notoriously loathe

' See Smoke, p.5

Simson Garfinkel, a 1987 graduate of MIT, is a first-
year student at the Journalism School.




October 5, 1987

COLUMBIA DAILY SPECTATOR

Page 5

continued from page three

Smoke

to substitute one form of addiction for another
until forced to. Reynolds is already admitting
that the new cigarette will probably cost more
than existing brands, so few smokers are likely
to switch. Nor is the new cigarette likely to
deal a death blow to the anti-smoking cam-
paign, for smoke is not the real issue.

You’ve heard all the reasons for the public
smoking bans: cigarette smoke is irritating and
unhealthy to nonsmokers, lighted cigarettes are
dangerous (as I can attest, having seen a child
burned in the face by a careless smoker), and
nonsmokers have a right not to be exposed to
these sorts of risks. The party line follows that
we also have a duty to protect smokers’
children from growing up in smoke-filled
homes.

The hidden motive is the belief that smok-
ing is unhealthy for the smoker and highly ad-
dictive-to casual users (including children).
Thus, we as a society have a responsibility to
protect our citizens from the influence of
tobacco. The same rationale is used successful-
ly to ban other drugs, such as marijuana and
cocaine.

Personally, I have a third motive for oppos-
ing smoking: aesthetics. Smokers have terri-
ble breath, their mouths taste funny, and they
have a tendency to litter. Almost anywhere you
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travel in the United States today, you can find
cigarette butts strewn about on the pavement
or ground out on floors in office buildings.

Although Reynolds’ new cigarette may pro-
duce less smoke, it seems unlikely that it will
be completely free of the noxious and cancer-
causing fumes of today’s cigarettes. Other-
wise, why would smokers bother with it?
Although the problem of passive smoking may
be reduced by the new cigarette, it is by no
mean*eliminated.

And as an answer to the health hazards caus-
ed by smokers, RIR’s smokeless smokes are
likely to exacerbate the public’s fear of smok-
ing, not ease it. The problem is the proposed
*‘flavor capsule’’: nobody outside RJR knows
what’s in it, and RJR isn’t talking. And it
doesn’t have to. Tobacco is specifically ex-
empted from control by the Food and Drug
Administration and from the Consumer Pro-
duct Safety Agency.

So RIR could put a deadly poison inside the
flavor capsule, tell people that the poison
enhances taste, and legally sell it. Indeed, this
is exactly what the company has been doing
with its conventional cigarettes all along,
resulting today in 350,000 deaths a year.

One of the greatest dangers of the new
cigarette is the advertising campaign likely to
accompany its introduction. The idea of a
**cleaner’’ cigarette may attract some children
who otherwise wouldn’t have taken up smok-
ing. And it may convince some smokers who
had considered quitting to switch to the new
smokeless smokes.

With national cigarette consumption falling
every year since 1981, both of these trends
could help shore up profits at the world’s
largest marketer of cancer sticks. We should
recognize R.J.Reynolds’ new cigarette for
what it is: a smoke screen.

SERVICES GUIDE

Camalitare | Satewnara |

Dacrarde fo \VVidane

Council

sit on them; they form the policies and design
the dormitories that will affect students now
and for years to come. But students need to
go beyond this intermediate committee level.
Students rarely comprise the majority of such
committees. In fact, having the inside word on
some issues can be a disadvantage, because
committee members sometimes have to accept
the word “‘no.”” A student committee member
is presented with the same realities and dif-
ficult decisions, often due to a scarcity in
financial resources, that administrators com-
monly face. Students may want the Pub to be
reopened as a social spot. Students may also
want the FBH Cafe opened for studying as late
as the rest of the student center. A student on
an administrative committee could easily be
presented with plenty of good financial reasons
for not opening these places for night time stu-
dent use. A committee member would be ir-
responsible to push for something she or he
was shown to be impossible.

This is where the responsibility of the vast
majority of student governments fall short.
Students should never forget that they or their
parents are paying around $68,000 to go to
college here, that they should expect the best
from Columbia’s student services and educa-
tion, because they are paying one of the most
expensive undergraduate tuitions anywhere.
Forget fiscal reality—students should not take
““no’’ as a response.

Few student governments go beyond “‘no.”
And that is irresponsible. Every component of
a university commonly bargains and competes
for what it wants except for students. Conflict
need not be destructive. The deans of Colum-
bia’s approximately dozen and a half divisions
routinely vie for limited funds and resources.
This is healthy and normal.

For whatever reasons, students are not
organized enough to be equal players in the
university game. Many students are
dissatisfied with various aspects of Columbia
life—the dorm sign-in policy, the quality of
instruction, financial aid—and this is blamed
on the evil institution. If this institution is in-
deed evil, then we students share the blame;
we are not sufficiently organized to advocate
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for what we want here.

An institution is composed of people. The
administrators who run this place are too busy
with their routine duties to seek out more work
for themselves.

It is up to students to decide what we want.
It is up to us to formulate the campaigns
necessary to get things accomplished. This
means work. It is immature to assume that dif-
ficult beneficial changes will be made on our
behalf.

This is where the ultimate level of student
government comes into play. Unlike the
previous two levels, this one is not defined by
tangibles like controlling one’s student activity
fee or membership on administrative commit-
tees. Instead, it is defined by action, method,
and results. Once on this level, one can only
Judge a student government by how effectively
students can get what they want from college.

Student government here is not playing at
the third level well enough. Students are not
expecting enough from Columbia or its stu-
dent government. Together we can improve
Columbia College by utilizing our resources.
The student council can and should rally stu-
dent support for issues. On the other hand, the
council needs students to push it; the council

_needs students to help. If students feel that the

whole Columbia College community should be
involved in our disciplinary process, for ex-
ample, then students have to move beyond
empty complaining. They have to work for
change. Changing something means knowing
what you want, which means research. It
means getting student support through forums
and referendums. It means presenting a pro-
posal for a new disciplinary process to those
who can change it. It means that you have to
show you mean business, because a dean won’t
willingly change a disciplinary process if it has
worked fine for him years before.

We, like everyone else, have to work for
what we want. We, unlike everyone else, also
have to keep up with our academic work.
That’s why it will take the organization of
many motivated students to change the things
that need changing. This isn’t easy, but the
first step is giving a damn.



