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WASHINGTON» Preaching mo-
rality while practicing cupidity
can be tricky, but various Amer-
ican governments have done it
for years regarding smoking.
This mental contortion
now has a new chapter.
The four largest Ameri-
can tobacco companies
(Altria, R.J. Reynolds, Lo-
rillard, Philip Morris) are,
under government com-
pulsion, funding newspa-
per and television ads to
tell — actually, to remind
— people that their prod-
ucts are sickening:
“Smoking kills, on aver-

age, 1,200 Americans. Ev-
ery day. More people die every
year from smoking than from
murder, AIDS, suicide, drugs,
car crashes, and alcohol, com-
bined.” “Cigarette companies
intentionally designed ciga-
rettes with enough nicotine to
create and sustain addiction.”
Etc.
Please. Tell us something ev-

eryone hasn’t known for de-
cades. In 1988, the surgeon gen-
eral declared tobacco addictive.
Since 1966, there have been in-
creasingly severe health warn-
ings on cigarette packs. In
1964, the surgeon general de-
clared tobacco carcinogenic.
In 1906, a character in an O.
Henry story used a common
slang phrase: “Say, sport, have
you got a coffin nail on you?” In
1604, England’s King James I
called smoking “harmful to the
brain, dangerous to the lungs.”
Eight years later, a colony

named for him, Jamestown, in
a place, Virginia, named for his
immediate predecessor (Eliza-
beth I, “the virgin queen”) be-
came an enriching source of to-
bacco — until a tobacco farmer
named Washington disrupted
things. The strange, mean-
dering path of tobacco — a le-
gal commodity that is harm-
ful when used as intended — to
the present began in contradic-
tions. They are crowned by this

one: Many state governments
are addicted to revenue from
tobacco taxes. The federal tax
on a pack is $1. The lowest state
tax is Missouri’s 17 cents; the

highest, Connecticut and
New York’s $4.35; the av-
erage, $1.72. So, many
governments have huge
stakes in a steady sup-
ply of new smokers to
replace those killed by
smoking.
Hence these govern-

ments cannot afford for
their anti-smoking ef-

forts to be too successful. Fur-
thermore, if every smoker quit
tomorrow, Social Security’s
slow-motion crisis would accel-
erate and many public and pri-
vate pension systems would be
staggered by having to revise
downward their actuarial as-
sumptions about the number of
persons who will die before col-
lecting many or any benefits.
In 1998, 46 states, in a mu-

tually lucrative collaboration
with trial lawyers (some of their
$13 billion in fees amounted to
tens of thousands of dollars an
hour), sued the tobacco com-
panies. The companies agreed
to — if they will pardon the ex-
pression — cough up $246 bil-
lion over many years. The the-
ory, more successful than plau-
sible, was that health care
for smoking-related illnesses
makes smoking a huge net cost
to the states. Actually, smok-
ing might be a net financial
gain for government: Cigarettes
are the most heavily taxed con-
sumer product and, again,
many smokers’ premature
deaths limit their receipt of en-
titlement benefits for the elderly
— Social Security, Medicare,
Medicaid, nursing homes, etc.
The lawyers also argued that

tobacco is so addictive that
quitting requires heroic will-
power that few can manage.
Even then, however, there were
about as many ex-smokers as
smokers. In 1845, former Presi-

dent John Quincy Adams wrote,
“In my early youth, I was ad-
dicted to tobacco.” Its addictive-
ness was known and surmount-
able long ago.
Much of America’s health

care expenses (from lung can-
cer, coronary artery disease,
AIDS, Type 2 diabetes brought
on by obesity, violence, vehic-
ular accidents) result from
known-to-be-risky behaviors in-
volving eating, drinking, smok-
ing, driving and sex. The most
cost-efficient thing government
does is dispense health infor-
mation about smoking, cho-
lesterol, automobile seat belts,
sunscreen use, etc. This is why
only a sixth of adults, compared
to nearly half 50 years ago, are
smokers.
But the anti-smoking mes-

sage that government is now co-
ercing from the tobacco com-
panies — Trust us, we are un-
trustworthy — merely confirms
common sense: Filling one’s
lungs with smoke from a burn-
ing plant is dumb. Smoking
is increasingly concentrated
among downscale, low-infor-
mation Americans. (Hence to-
bacco taxes are regressive.) It
has lost the cachet that once
made it a marker of sophistica-
tion. Ninety percent of smokers
begin by age 18 and vanishingly
few after 21. So, the way to ex-
tinguish smoking is not by bela-
boring the health issue (smok-
ing is the leading preventable
cause of death, it has killed
many more than all of Ameri-
ca’s war deaths, etc.) but with
the sort of broadcast ads Cal-
ifornia used years ago to cut
smoking 17 percent: “I tried it
once and I, ah, got all red in the
face and I couldn’t inhale and
I felt like a jerk and, ah, never
tried it again, which is the same
as what happened to me with
sex.”

George Will’s email address is
georgewill@washpost.com.
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We don’t need government to
remind us that smoking kills

Promotional emails have
been arriving fast
and furious through-
out this holiday sea-
son. Some are wel-
come. For example, as
a diehard fan of the
band 10cc, I was in-
duced to order a new
boxed set from the
duo that split from
the founding quartet,
Lol Creme and Kevin
Godley. Some emails aren’t
welcome, including pizza cou-
pons addressed to a guy who
loves the stuff but must dil-
igently keep track of his ca-
loric intake.
Other emails just leave me

scratching my head. An out-
door apparel company sent
out an email with an intrigu-
ing subject line: “2017 sucked.
This sale doesn’t.” Well then.
How do they do it? How did
they suss out my wife and I
continue to mourn the loss
of a close family member this
past year? Or perhaps they
determined other perceived
setbacks in my life as possess-
ing varying degrees of suck-
iness. Will wonders never
cease?
This observation despite

the fact I consider any year
surrounded by books, music,
film, friends, family, two tail-
wagging dogs, quality cigars
and the occasional whiskey of
the Irish and/or Scotch vari-
eties to be the extreme oppo-
site of “sucked.” That and the
aforementioned woman with
whom I have chosen to spend
the remainder of my life in
adoration as well as the four
amazing women I’m proud to
call either daughters or step-
daughters. It’s a happy lot,
and I’m a fortunate man.
Whatever possessed a

clothing retailer to send me
an email that assumes my
complicity in the notion 2017
was somehow less than op-
timum, and that further-
more their terminology would
be acceptable language in a
marketing missive to anyone
much less yours truly? I took
the bait, opened the email,
and found no explanation of
the company’s negative ap-
praisal of 2017.
As one who once toiled in

the advertising salt mines, I
was more than a wee-tad an-
noyed. This was “nod-and-
wink” advertising for those
in the know. The better edu-
cated, better able to under-
stand the nonspecific, highly
enlightened individual exist-
ing on an advanced intellec-
tual plane. All others need

not apply.
Who cares if it has

nothing whatsoever to
do with outdoor ap-
parel? Those items of
clothing now make a
political statement be-
cause the company that
produces them creates
garments from ideolog-
ically pure fabric and
secular-humanist inten-
tions. These are mat-

ters more related to politi-
cal tribalism, which I dare-
say (and the company banks
on) is far more prominent left
of center than of the right of
center contingent.
The world will be provided

safe spaces by DUER Perfor-
mance’s politically correct
khakis, doncha know. To pur-
chase those dungarees and
whatnot is to make a state-
ment that brands oneself as a
rugged individualist capable
of navigating the great out-
doors who nonetheless com-
munally soils his or her BVDs
at some perceived political ca-
tastrophe. What this Canada-
based company seems (to me
at least) to be communicating
is the world needs a $50 pair
of pants as insurance against
the Trumpocalypse.
Like, gnarly, dude. Every

political movement needs a
uniform, so why not make
DUER Performance the uni-
form of the Resistance? If
nothing else, those who wear
it will tip the rest of us off to
avoid any attempts at a ra-
tional conversation with you
and your alternating flights
of tinfoil-hat conspiracies,
smug condescension and hys-
terical breast beating that it’s
the End of the World as We
Know It.
The Resistance and, to

a lesser extent, the Never-
Trump movement on the
right are both yielding dimin-
ishing returns for their aco-
lytes. Daily meltdowns about
everything from the President
putting ketchup on a steak to
awkwardly sipping water dur-
ing a speech are making you
all appear ridiculous to the
rest of us. This renders any
policy disagreements legiti-
mate or otherwise merely re-
flexive noise. But … pants.
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Michigan used to have one of
the highest rates of child vaccine
waivers in the country. Since new
state health department guide-
lines took effect two years ago,
those numbers have dropped sig-
nificantly. That’s a victory for
children’s health, and it doesn’t
hamper parental rights. The rules
should stay in place.
Yet some Republican law-

makers have proposed bills that
would reverse the requirement
for parents who do not want to
vaccinate their children. Un-
der the current health directive,

parents of school-aged children
must first speak to medical pro-
fessionals if they wish to get a
waiver. Those conversations have
informed and changed parents’
opinions, many of whom admit
to health professionals they sim-
ply didn’t understand the value of
vaccines.
The lawmakers fear Michi-

gan Department of Health and
Human Services officials are in-
terfering with their turf and the
vaccine guidelines conflict with
existing state law. As the law
stands, unless parents signs an

immunization waiver, they must
prove their children have been
vaccinated before beginning
school or daycare.
Parents who are philosoph-

ically opposed to vaccines can
still get a waiver, however, as
state law allows this for personal
or medical reasons. Health offi-
cials simply want to make sure
parents understand the risks for
their child — and others — if they
opt out.
“No one changes their mind

immediately,” says Shane Bies,
administrator of public health

nursing services for Oakland
County. “These are conversations.
If they have 10 reasons not to vac-
cinate and they leave with one
reason, the result doesn’t change
for that day. But eventually, con-
versations with their health care
provider may nudge them to get
their children vaccinated.”
Bills introduced earlier this

year, sponsored by Rep. Tom Bar-
rett, R-Potterville and Sen. Pat-
rick Colbeck, R-Canton, would
serve to keep Michigan residents
ignorant about the realities of
vaccination by rolling back the
health department’s waiver rule.
Lawmakers also are concerned
about the department having the
ability to block some children
from attending school if an out-

break were to occur.
Both bill sponsors claim the re-

quirement hinders individual free
choice and inconveniences Michi-
gan parents unnecessarily.
Nevertheless, the education

that parents have received in
the meetings has changed their
minds. Since the requirement has
been in place, there has been a 35
percent drop in waivers, accord-
ing to state health officials.
Ignorance is not freedom. Law-

makers should support the efforts
of health officials to educate par-
ents about vaccination and al-
low them to make an informed
choice.

— The Detroit News via
AP Marketplace (Dec. 27)
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