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I ntroduction

In this discussion | plan to focus on whether smoking can be morally
unobjectionable, something some persons morally may do or ought to refrain
from. The issue of whether what is morally objectionable aight also be
banned by law is one of political theory, not of ethics per se.”

As to whether smoking is morally unobjectionable views have varied
from one extreme to the opposite. Ayn Rand, in her best selling and influen-
tiad novel, Atlas Shrugged, praised the symbolic significance of smoking
cigarettes. It is supposed to signify the power human beings have over re-
ture. One character says, "l like to think of fire held in a man's hand. Fire, a
dangerous force, tamed at his fingertips. . . | wonder what great things have
come from such hours. When a man thinks, there is a spot of fire alivein his
mind--and it is proper that he should have the burning point of a cigarette as
his one expression."?

On the other hand there are those who not only object to smoking
cigarettes and consider it morally wrong to light up but believe that the gov-
ernment ought to prohibit smoking. As a posting on one anti-smoking web
dite states, “We think smoking is too wide spread vice and too little things
have been told about danger and harm of smoking.”® Teens these days are
given tickets in certain states for smoking cigarettes on public sdewaks and
adults are prohibited from smoking in private restaurants, bowling aleys and
other commercid placess But more importantly, many consider smoking
morally wrong and they ostracize smokers not only because they may find
the activity nauseating, with dangerous side effects, but because they deem it
aprivate vice.

The gist of what | will defend is this: Adult human beings are not
bound by any categorical imperative to refrain from smoking despite the
evident health hazards of the practice because health, though vitad, is by no
means most important in human living. FHourishing as a human individua is
most important.

Moral Objectivism and Pluralism

Most of us often make ethica, political, and aesthetic claims’® yet
many doubt that such claims can be true. Instead, such clams are said--by
some of the most prominent figures in the socia sciences and philosophy--to
be “subjective’ or “relative’ or even beyond the pae of reason. Political
economist Milton Friedman, for example, states that “of course, ‘bad’ and



‘good’ people may be the same people, depending on who is judging them,””
and philosopher Richard Rorty tells us that concerning political principles,
“we cannot say that democratic ingtitutions reflect a mora reality and that
tyrannical regimes do not reflect one, that tyrannies get something wrong
that democratic societies get right.”®

This view of subjective truth is widespread,” even as nearly universa
agreement can be found regarding some norms. People in different cultures
and at different periods of history clearly treat some of them as “objective’;
that is, they think that the truth of such claims could be known.® For exam-
ple, it is nearly universally agreed that parents ought to rear their children so
as to ready them for adulthood; that life-preserving actions are superior to
life-destroying ones, a least in nonextraordinary circumstances, and even
that one ought to stay out of the way of angry beasts and powerful, angry
persons.” | say “nearly” only to make room for cases where someone refuses
to ascent to the truth of such claims because, for example, he or she wishes
to disguise a failing or is airing a wholly contrarian philosophica position.™
In the main, however, such claims, as well as many others, are treated as if
they were true, a least for specific circumstances involving particular per-
sons and their choices.™

While | will not defend the following view in detail here, | wish to
suggest that objective ethical clams appear to be subjective because, briefly,
ethical clams pertain to how individual human beings ought to act, and that,
in turn, depends to a considerable extent on who these individuas and their
particular circumstances are. Only at the most fundamental level--vis-avis
some very rare universal considerations--can we expect what is objective to
be also universaly applicable. Asfar as| can asses this, the best candidate
for such a universal imperative is “One ought to think, be thoughtful, use
one's mind conscientiousy. Wittgenstein, for example, makes the point—
one many other philosophers, from Socrates, Aristotle, Spinoza to Kant and
Rand have made, that it is vigilant thinking that makes someone a good hu-
man being. He says, in a letter to Paul Engdmann, “I work diligently
enoughlzbut wish that | were better and wiser. And these two things are the
same.”

In some respects this idea is close to the way health-related claims go-
pear subjective. Even though some basic claim(s) concerning human hedlth
Is universally applicable, more often we face clams made in the discipline
that apply to peoplein terms of their special or even unique situations.™
The Moral Imperativeto Care for one’s Health

In the context of the ethics of virtue, there is an imperative to care for
one's health as well as other matters of benefit to onesdlf. The moral virtue



of prudence supports this unequivocally. The exception would be if some
value, say the spiritua life or preparing for the life hereafter, requires that
prudence vis-aVvis one' s mundane existence be superceded by prudence vis-
avis such an overriding value. Another sort of exception would be if some
higher virtue might override prudence, such as courage or justice.

Is there some vaue pertaining to one’'s mundane life--leaving asde
now the troublesome matter of whether an &fterlife or purey spiritua life
could be shown to be of value to human beings--that might require or at least
permit neglecting one's hedth?

We can consider some examples to show that this is not an implausi-
ble suggestion. Athletics, sports, the arts, politics and adventure all may be
values in support of which health might not be of primary vaue for a human
being. Itis, after al, not an unfamiliar idea that some good persons have
pursued the goals of such ways of life in the face of very serious risks to
their health, even their sheer lives. A dedicated mountain climber, race car
driver, soldier and movie stunt person dten takes such risks and is some-
times admired for it.

It perhaps strains credibility to compare smoking cigarettes to risking
one's health for some higher purpose. Yet, it is not uncommon for people to
take reasonably serious health risks in order to cdebrate a birthday, attend a
gports even or go to the barber shop. Most such activities involve driving a
car, and accidents are always possible. Individuas with health problems
routingly take risks to take part in family and fraternal celebrations.

Human beings would have to routindy live moraly disreputable lives
If we were to congder al this risk taking to be morally objectionable. But
we recognize that we are not responsible merely to live, but to live well, to
flourish. Flourishing, moreover, requires that different people will adopt dif-
ferent ways of life. This is what Isaiah Berlin meant when he said that the
values of human life are both objective and not universdizable. And while |
do not go so far as to maintain, mostly because of certain metaphysical con-
siderations Berlin did not seem to fully appreciate, that the pluraity of val-
ues often lands us with contradictory commitments, | would wish to argue
that the diverse contexts of judgment created by our individua circum-
stances will often result in moral assessments that are by no means universal
Imperatives.

I ntegrity and Moderation

Although certain mora theories do not regard the virtues as prime
candidates for guidelines to mora excellence, it is still arguable that a mor-
aly good life is a virtuous life. This means that we would live best not by



following rigid rules, but by habituating ourselves to practice virtues such as
honesty, courage, prudence, generosity, and, yes, moderation.
What makes such an approach to morality different from and more redistic
than a system of rules is a kind of economization. Although human beings
are rationa agents in that they guide their actions with theories, we are not
the perpetua caculators that rule-driven moral systems depict.

Instead it is more plausible to view morality more on the andogy of a
skill, such as driving or carpentry or being a business executive. In dl these
endeavors human beings must initially acquire some measure of proficiency
by means of concentration and focus, only to have that proficiency turn into
what we might refer to as second nature. And while our conduct should d-
ways be monitored and supervised by reason, conduct itself is not the prod-
uct of constant calculation or cost-benefit analyss. Rather we gain confi-
dence in the principles that become our virtues, even though we have the
added responsibility to make sure that they are used in proper measure and
we do not become fanatical about any of them as we use them to guide usin
our lives.

Pleasures and Moderation

Barring the prospect that a morality of self-denia, such as champi-
oned (on metaethically highly dubious grounds) by Peter Singer and Peter
Unger™* (on grounds that none of us is morally right to enjoy life too much
if there are others who are destitute), as well some religions (on the more
genera grounds that a life of mundane indulgence distracts from our spiri-
tua potentid), is sound, it is a feature of the moral life for human beings to
develop oneself in al benign respects, mgor and minor. According to an
ethics of sdlf-actuaization, happiness requires that we cultivate our capaci-
ties for excellence. Excellence requires that we have serious purposes in
life--that we become artists, merchants, parents, friends, athletes, citizens,
educators, and so forth. But there is dso a dimension of self-development,
as Aristotle noted long ago, that pays heed to pleasures. To put the matter
bluntly, for some people there is pleasure that comes from smoking--as from
drinking, gourmet eating, exotic travel, entertainment and so forth. All these
may be enjoyed well or badly, moderately or immoderately. There is noth-
ing blameworthy about the sensible and moderate enjoyment of life and
there is no honest way of using these arguments to rationalize senseless and
Immoderate conduct.

The issue is whether morality makes room for smoking or other pos-
sibly idiosyncratic pleasures in life that may be good for some but bad for
others. What | have been proposing calls attention to the fact that there is a
difference between imperatives about, for example, smoking as far as they



concern an opera singer or frequent lecturer versus someone who writes
novels, directs movies, studies the structure of the atom or does accounting
for a career.

Of course when we turn to the socia dimensions of smoking, other
variables, such as whether one has people in one's home who are senditive to
the irritation smoke can produce for some person or who have emphysema,
would enter the discussion. | have dealt elsawhere with some of these -
sues.” For present purposes, however, the issues is whether as a matter of
one's private conduct smoking could be moraly justified.

Bad Smoking, Whose Fault?

Let me turn briefly to cases of bad smoking--people who would not
smoke or who smoke in immoderation. The issue here is not smply what is
wrong and who is at fault but aso whether fault can be ascribed at al and
tom whom it may be assigned. First of al, the issue arises of who is respon-
sible for the behavior in question?

There has been an attempt on the part of many--including legd au-
thorities and some victims of smoking related ailments who have sued -
bacco companies--to blame the tobacco company executives for ill effects
smokers experience from smoking. The ssue goes back © one frequently
discussed in connection with advertising.

The most prominent advocate of the idea that the evil that follows e
counters with advertisements for any product or service, including smoking,
has been John Kenneth Galbraith. In his book, The Affluent Society,’® he
advanced the view that advertisers create a dependence effect by producing
desires in potentia consumers who then become hooked on what is being
sold to them. Thisis especialy true in the case of products and services that
are by many experts considered to be addictive. Thus, if smokers, espe-
cialy, cannot help themselves in the face of the “pressure” exerted on them
by advertisements by tobacco companies, aren’t the executives at least mor-
dly--but perhaps aso legally--guilty of causng their aillments?

Let me for now ignore the reply to Gabraith given by F. A. Hayek,
who did not so much deny that advertising creates desires but did undermine
the claim that we are helpless in the face of this. (He argued that al creative
activity by human beings produces desires in us but we are able to determine
which desires to satisfy, which to ignore or reject.””) What is more impor-
tant for my purposes here is that the Galbraithian thesis of how potential
consumers are caused to depend on products and services being advertised to
them has within it an implicit determinism that can then be applied equally
to the tobacco executives.



Are we, in other words, going to blame company executives for caus-
ing people's smoking habits, only to have these executives defend them-
selves by pleading that they were, of course, helpless in the face of their up-
bringing--for example, when they went to college and took classes in mar-
keting, advertising, and sales? If potentia consumers are victims of manipu-
lation, were not arguably the executives brainwashed into peddling their ©-
bacco wares? So they had no control about becoming tobacco and other
product peddlers, so they cannot be blamed either. And their teachers, too,
went to various universities and learned how to teach their own students €-
fectively, so they would do well at their professons. And so on and so
forth--everyone is a victim of someone else's influence, ad infinitum. Which
Is to say, in the end none of us is responsible for anything and dl the mora
blaming is pointless. que sera, sera.

Advertising and Selling Cigarettes

In this discussion | will discount the determinist thesis that leaves no
room for moral praise or blame or, more importantly, for moral responsibil-
ity, including in the matter of whether one smokes or not and whether to ad-
vertise and sell tobacco products.

It is generaly understood that to advertise and sell hard drugs, ones
that are either immediately very dangerous to--or produce a desire for con-
tinued use that is eventualy very dangerous to--anyone's hedlth is moraly
wrong. It is on par with encouraging some innocent person with much to
live for to commit suicide. This is especially moraly objectionable when
directed at young persons not generaly deemed capable of deciding for
themselves. Even to adults it should not be done for it is a kind of support
for something they should not do, especiadly when clothed in the normal
garb of advertising, namely, gimmickry, celebrity endorsement, and the bias
that all promotiona activity contains.

Is the advertising and sdlling of cigarettes on par with the advertising
and sdling of hard drugs or smilarly immediately dangerous or addictive
and eventually very dangerous drugs? If everyone were susceptible to only
heavy smoking or addiction to heavy smoking, advertisng and sdlling to-
bacco products would be (nearly categorically) morally objectionable. If,
however, thisis not so, then advertising and selling tobacco products is not
different from advertisng motorcycles, skiing equipment, and mountain
climbing gear.

All this, however, presupposes that the advertisng and sdling in-
volved do not distort the facts about the products involved. For example, if
there are factors about smoking that aren’t generally known but would be
deemed by reasonable persons to be dangerous, advertising and selling -



bacco products would be unequivocally morally objectionable. It would
amount to deception and perhaps even fraud. If, however, the hazards of the
product are widely known, so that reasonable persons could not be misead
by any biased promotional efforts, the advertising and selling would not be
objectionable. Nor would it be moraly objectionable to alvertise and sdll
tobacco products if their danger to (some) persons would be made evident in
the process.”® The reason is that individuals are responsible to attempt to
earn their living, including by advertisng and sdling products that may only
be of rea value only to a few persons, while others being appealed to with
the pitch are responsible to determine what they ought to consume or use
that is available for sdle in the market place.

Health and the Human Good

| wish to return here to the point hinted at before, namely, that health
is redlly not al there is to human life. A piecein The New Republic™ makes
the point beautifully--smoking has been with us way before advertising
made its marketing so visble. Millions choose to smoke not without aware-
ness that it is dangerous to their health (meaning it is going to reduce their
lives by an average of 2.2 years).

There are purely recreational smoker who will light up maybe once a
day, with a cup of espresso, so clearly addiction, assuming that it is a genu-
ine phenomenon,® is not a universa reaction to taking up the practice. Peo-
ple quit al the time, so tobacco is not for everyone a specia kind of com-
modity with which people who try it necessarily endanger their health.
Parental Responsibility and Smoking

Perhaps one of the most explosive public issues, with distinct mora
dimensions, is what parents are responsible for in their children’s behavior,
including hedth-impeding ones such as smoking, drinking, and other mat-
ters. Although in some States it isillegal for those under 18 to smoke in pub-
lic, never mind what the parents views are on the matter, we can consider
the issue apart from this fact of the law.

Once again the issue is one of context, not of categorical mora prin-
ciples. Parents often rightfully expose their children to hazards that are as
great if not greater than exposing them to various health hazards. They take
them on long weekend vacations when the risk of automobile crashes are
greatest. They let them swim in the ocean, go rafting in roaring Colorado
rivers, and encourage them to take part in sports that sometimes cause seri-
ous injuries, even deaths.

Of course, many of these practices can be understood as quite justifi-
able, consider the importance of the goals they serve to achieve. Visting
grandparents or other family on vacations, building character through sports



and so forth can all be seen as not only permissible but valuable aspects of
child raising. Can one say the same thing about allowing one's children to
smoke, drink, even use some narcotics (apart from their sometimes being il-
legd)?

We might start addressing this issue by noting that certainly people in
various cultures around the globe bring up their children differently, includ-
ing alowing them to smoke, drink and otherwise indulge, at least in modera
tion. Hungarian children routine drink wine at the dinner table when they
are only 8 years old. And that is but a rather mild instance of the diversity
involving the raising of children around the world. It would be very difficult
to argue that in each case child abuse is going on. Even child labor, which
in the United States is outlawed or officially regulated, cannot sensibly be
uniformly condemned.

It is arguable, of course, that the context of American culture is such
that given the information most parents could obtain about the health risks of
various practices and given that taking certain health risks, such as those
arising from smoking cigarettes, serves no overriding vaued purpose, pa-
ents in America and smilar cultures are mordly irresponsible if they alow
their children to smoke and indulge in smilar risky practices. Yet America
and many other developed societies are these days multicultural, despite the
fact that information about hedth risks are nearly universally available. |If,
thus, some persons consider it valuable to encourage or permit independent
decision making on the part of their, say, teen aged children, who then de-
cide to smoke, this could be seen as no less moradly justifiable than encour-
aging or permitting children to ride horses, play ice hockey, surf, ski, or even
gamble a little for enjoyment. Similarly, letting children smoke or drink, es-
pecialy in moderation, would be no parental mal-practice.

Morality and Smoking

Adults and even children might well choose to moderately indulge in
smoking, drinking and smilar practices, even granting the health hazards of
such activities. Hedlth is not the highest good and guarding it is not a cate-
gorical imperative for anyone. It cannot be said gpart from knowing a rea-
sonably detailed context of someone's life Situation whether the person
ought to or ought not to smoke. For some smoking would be morally
wrong, self-destructive, impede persona growth and flourishing, for others
this would not be the case. In most instances a moderate degree of such in-
dulgence is morally unobjectionable.

When it comes to imposing the side effects of smoking on others, this
too cannot be condemned categorically. If a proprietor of a restaurant or
bowling aley or persona home consents, patrons and guests, respectively,



may indulge, taking the permission to indicate a judgment on the owner’s or
host’s part that for him or her the side effects of smoking will not be a seri-
ous impediment or injury. To know if there is anything morally amiss, we
would need to gain detailed enough information about the smokers and
companions so as to see if what they ought to strive for in ther lives is un-
dermined through their indulgence in the practice.
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