
Tobacco companies target blacks 
CIGARETTE BILLBOARD ads 

100111 over the poverty-stricken core 
of nearly every Ameritan city. 

Black pub lications, like Ebony or 
Essence, run far more tobacco ads 
than most other adu lt-oriented 
magazines. And lately, black fash
ion shows, sponso red by cigarette 
compan ies, have featured beautifu l 
mode ls smoking as they walk 
down the runway. 

Welcome to the tobacco indu s
try' s new marketing target: blacks. 

Some 350 years after slaves were 
impo rted to perform the gruelling 
labor of tobacco cultivation, Amer 
ican blacks have become the in
dustry's grea test consumers. Al
most 45 percent of black men now 
smoke (compared to 35 perc ent of 
all U.S. males). And as more 
midt.lle- and upper-class Americans 
quit smoking , blacks are becoming 
an increasingly important market 
for cigarette manufacturer s. 

The shift to minority markets -
wom en and Hispan ics also remain 
attached to the habit - reflects a 
new strategy the tobacco industry 
has been forced to assume in re-
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cent years. 
Indeed, since relative ly mild 

warnings about smok ing's effects 
were first mandated by Congress 
2 1 years ago, tobacco comp anies 

have found thems elves mor e .and 
more under siege. Everywhere 
th ey" turn , it seems, they're 
swamped with mora l criticism: 
Why is the most letha l product sold 
in America today also the most 
heavily advertised? 

Medical reports consiste ntly 
blame cigare ttes for a variety of 
fatal diseases (claiming 350,000 
lives annually) . Anti-smok ing ac-

tivists now seek to extend the 
15-year-old injun ction against TV 
and radio adver tising of tobacco 
products to newspape rs, maga
zines, billboards and even skywr it-

ti cal lobby ing forces; they'v e 
downplayed national magazine 
advertis ing and emphas ized dis
coun t coup ons and event sponsor
ship s instead; and of cour se, 
they've begun targeting minorities. 

"Blacks may have begun smo k
ing long after whit es, but they've 
quickly caught up," said Dr. Alan 
Blum , founder and chairman of 

- Doctors Ought to Care (DOC), a 
· comm unity health organization 
1 which addresses issues like smok

ing. ''And with th e ads aimed at 
th em increas ing, I don't see [the 
habit] declining. 

ing. And most recently, new data 
on the effect of environmenta l 
smoke on non-smokers has further 
fueled the movemen t to restrict 
smoki ng in public places. 

These developmen ts have put 
the .tobacco industry on the defen
sive: So manufacturers have estab
lished a new magazine exclusively 
for the'smoking subcultur e; they've 
drama tically increased their poli-

'' 

"As long as you have a less ed u
cated, less sophis ticated audience 
surround ed by promo tions for a 
product, they're going to wan t that 
product. And the tragic thing is, it's 
devastating them, economically 
and physically :' 

Blacks now suffer the highest 
rates of coronary hear t disease and 
lung cancer - the illnesses most 
often linked to smoking - of any 
population group, accord ing to a 
report by a federal task force on 
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black and minority health. , 

"I see the patients who've s'uf
fered the results of ·a lifetime of 
smok in g," added Dr. Harold 
Freeman, dir ector of surgery at 
New York's Harl em Hosp ital and 
cha irman of the National Advisory 
Commit tee on Cancer and the So
cioeconom ically Disadvantaged for 
the American Cancer Society . 
"They tend to be middl e-aged to 
old, ·smokers for 20 or more yea rs 
and poor. Th ey come in coughing 
relentlessly. It' s usually cancer and 
that means th eir chances of being 
cured are almost lost .'' , 
. Over th e pa st decad e, cigar ette 
companies hav e succeeded in mak- , 
ing cert ain brands favorites among 

can't go after the mu ggers un til we 
get the rapi sts. These peop le are be

. ing exploited, and black leaders, in 
not spea kin g up, are selling them 
out. I'd like to know why someo ne 
like Jesse Jackson hasn't sa id 

. somet hing. It doesn't suffice to say, 
'Tl:iere are mor e important prob
lems .' You have to handle many 
prob lems . 

"[Blacks] are being 
. exploited and 

black leaders . . . 
-: are selling out." 

blacks through a combinat ion of in- "I've also been my stified that no 
tense advertising in black-orient ed majo r religious denominations 
publications, sponsorship of events have spo ken out and that some re
that draw large black audiences · ligiou s charitab le organiz at ions 
and generou s contri butions to have accepted con tributions from 
black charities and interes t groups . tobacco companie s. Don't -they 
' This mark eting .. strat egy, say know th ese people are not in bus i
many, has suc cessfuly neutrali zed . ness for the good of the comm uni- ' 
institutions that should be spea k- ty? Their product kills. Would these 
ing out against a serious healt h charities take money from the 
problem. Mob?" 

"There _are very few people in ' But blacks are by no· means the 
the black community will ing to on ly group explo ited by cigarette 
speak out," sa id Blum. "Us ually makers. R.J. Reynolds sponso rs . 
the ir line is th at they ·already have Hispanic heritage street fairs in Los 
too many other problems to worry Ange les and Brow n & Williams 
abo ut , but th at'.s like sayi ng we puts on num erous Spanish and jazz 

mu sic festival s in Miami and other 
Hispanic commu nit ies. Advertising 
Age lists Philip Morris as the 
leading mark ete r to the 17 million 
Americans for whom Spanish is 
the first language . 

Indu stry spokesmen accuse cri
tics who question the mora lity of 
market ing ciga rettes to d isadvan
taged people as "paterna listic:' But, 
said Blum , "everyone rips off mi 
nority groups: Th ere are more liq
uor stores in poor area; goods are 
more expensive; why should tobac
co companies be any different? But 
for them to accuse others of being 
pa terna listic while they rip th ese 
peop le off takes gall. 

"The thing to reme mber about 
the advertising of cigarettes is, 
every year [the industry has] to 
replace the more than 1 million 
America ns who qu it smok ing or 
die from smok ing-related illnesses. 
And the ones they recrui t are 
you ng, usually kids, and they're 
disproportionate ly from disadvan
taged backgrou nds. [The manufac
turers] don't spend all that money 
on adve rti sing for nothing.'' 
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