Editorial

Louis M Kyriakoudes
The manipulation of history has been a
key strategy in the tobacco industry’s long
campaign to promote its products in the
marketplace and to defend itself in civil
litigation. I ﬁrst wrote about the tobacco
industry’s use of professional historians as
expert witnesses in US courts in this
journal in 2006.1 In that study, I explored
how historians retained by the industry’s
legal defence testiﬁed that the public had
long known that cigarettes caused addiction and deadly disease. To support this
misleading testimony, industry historians
developed idiosyncratic, indeed absurd,
concepts of ‘common knowledge’ and
‘public awareness’ to claim that the prevalence of antitobacco news coverage indicated public understanding that cigarette
use caused disease, disability and death.
Industry-retained historians bolstered
their conclusions in court with highly
selective presentations of historical evidence from newspapers, magazines and
other public sources reporting on the connections between smoking and disease. To
historians defending Big Tobacco, the
industry’s own disinformation campaign to
discredit the public health community had
no historical impact whatsoever. Cigarette
advertising and the extensive evidence in
the tobacco industry’s internal ﬁles measuring smoker ignorance of the health
dangers of cigarettes were of no interest to
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these historians. I concluded that the
ﬂawed methodology employed by these
scholars resulted in a profoundly misleading analysis in which the tobacco industry,
the most important agent in the rise of the
cigarette, had been written out of history.
Cynthia Callard’s study in this edition
of Tobacco Control extends this line of
inquiry by looking at the use of historians
in Canadian tobacco litigation. Callard
applies the tools of content analysis to systematically examine a data set of historical
media materials produced by tobacco
industry experts to support their opinion
that the risk of cigarette use was widely
known in Quebec. Callard’s analysis of
the industry’s own defence materials tells
a story that directly contradicts that of the
tobacco industry’s experts. Callard ﬁnds
that up through the mid 1980s, prosmoking messages prevailed over antismoking
messages. This is an important ﬁnding
that reminds the tobacco control community that the industry, with its language of
uncertain science and smoking as a
choice, successfully controlled the narrative over smoking and health until very
recent times—and to an extent continues
to do so even to this day.
The tobacco industry has long understood the importance of shaping historical
knowledge about its products. In the
1950s and 1960s the Tobacco Institute
sponsored histories that celebrated the rise
of the cigarette in American life.2 In the
1980s, Philip Morris underwrote the costs
of the national bicentennial tour of one of
the original parchment copies of the Bill
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of Rights, drawing directly the connections between American’s core political
freedoms and the ‘freedom’ to smoke
cigarettes.3 And as Callard’s study shows,
the industry still employs historians to
whitewash the history of the tobacco
industry in the courtroom. Our understanding of the past shapes our future. As
the industry brings new tobacco and nicotine products to market in its efforts to
ensnare yet another generation of young
people, the tobacco control movement
must continue to insist on an accurate
understanding of the industry’s history.
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