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Introduction:  

‘Man ehrt die Gesundheit. “Wir haben das Glück erfunden” – sagen die letzten Menschen und 

blinzeln.’ (Nietzsche) 

In this quotation, Nietzsche states, with a satirical tone, that humankind’s strive to 

become the healthiest version of themselves lead them to near extinction. He further tells us 

that once humankind is able to equate well-being with health only a few humans will be left 

because the path to such a state, ironically, destroyed them.  

For instance, due to the popularity of movies, humans are exposed to the television and 

the likes since their early age. We experience a multitude of behaviours that we most likely 

will try to imitate. It may be that we do not associate ourselves with a physical athlete hero, but 

with the smoking rocker driving a Harley, or the whisky tasting gentleman, or even with the 

underdog boxer. Subsequently, individuals would be tempted to endorse such activities, which 

are proven to be dangerous and unhealthy. However, their need to belong or to be socially and 

mentally in unison of what they think as right is positioned above health.  

As such, this essay will analyse the cigarette and tobacco in movies, similar to the 

presentation of Dr. Johannes Pause titled ‘Leistung am mechanisierten Test. Die muskulösen 

Körper des Kinos’ presented the 20th of March 2019 in the course Gesundheit Als Metapher.  

On one hand, this essay will depict the danger the portrayal of cigarettes in movies can 

have on health, on the other hand, this essay will try to decipher how cigarettes are still equated 

to well-being by using writings of Luxembourgish author Batty Weber.  

For the sake of overview, the various arguments will be divided and subsequently titled, 

amalgamating them together in the conclusion. 

 

Cigarettes in movies:  

Since the film industry emerged and expanded its reach throughout the world, cigarettes have 

become a standard item used in a multitude of movies. Be it because the population was 

ignorant of the harm the cigarettes were doing to their body, and not smoking would show a 

false contemporary society, or because the cigarettes play a certain role for a certain character. 

A young high schooler like Danny Zuko played by John Travolta in Grease1, shows by 

smoking cigarettes that he is indeed against societal standards and a rebel, thus imitating stars 

such as James Dean in Rebel Without A Case2 only to be considered cool by his peers. 

 
1 Grease, directed by Randal Kleiser (USA, 1978). 
2 Rebel Without a Cause, directed by Nicholas Ray (USA, 1955). 
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Furthermore, cigarettes can be used to set a tone, a setting or even a time period. Considering 

that the 2007 created series Mad Men3 plays in a 1950s America, most of the characters had to 

smoke because the cigarette at that point of American history was part of daily life. 

Subsequently, if the smoking would not exist in the series it would certainly loose its reality. 

Hence, the importance of cigarettes, or smoking in general, does hold a position in pop culture 

and especially in the movie world. However, the question arises, how does this portrayal of 

cigarettes impact the audience?  

In a 2013 published study in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine a group of 

researchers recruited about ten thousand teenagers with non-smokers status and exposed them 

constantly to movies with cigarette and tobacco depiction. The study has been done in countries 

like Germany, Iceland, Italy, The Netherlands, Poland, and the United Kingdom. Result of the 

study was that4: 

 

‘During the observation period (M = 12 months), 17% of the sample initiated smoking. 

The estimated mean exposure to on-screen tobacco was 1560 occurrences. Overall, and 

after controlling for age; gender; family affluence; school performance; TV screen time; 

personality characteristics; and smoking status of peers, parent, and siblings, exposure 

to each additional 1000 tobacco occurrences increased the adjusted relative risk for 

smoking onset by 13% […].’ (American Journal of Preventive Medicine, p. 339) 

 

Nearly 20% of the recruited teenagers started smoking only due to being exposed to movies. 

This study thus proves that movies have a massive influence on the audience, especially 

teenagers, whom are easier to influence. After only 1560 occurrences a big percentage of the 

teenagers effectively became part of the tobacco industry and new consumers, hence spending 

money on products. 

The World Health Organization published in 2011 a pamphlet called ‘Smoke-Free 

movies: From evidence to action’5, which tries to actively fight against the depiction of tobacco 

products in movies. They state that: 

 

 
3 Mad Men, created by Matthew Weiner (USA, 2007 – 2015). 
4 American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Smoking in Movies and Adolescent Smoking Initiation: 

Longitudinal Study in Six European Countries, 44.4 (2013), 339 – 344 (p. 339) < 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2012.11.037 > [accessed 12 June 2019]. 
5 ‘Smoke-free movies: from evidence to action’, World Health Organization, (2011) < 

https://www.who.int/tobacco/publications/marketing/smoke_free_movies_2nd_edition/en/> [accessed 

12 June 2019]. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2012.11.037
https://www.who.int/tobacco/publications/marketing/smoke_free_movies_2nd_edition/en/
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‘There is clear evidence that imagery emanating from the media and wider society plays 

an important role in encouraging the onset and continuance of smoking. The tobacco 

industry may reap as much as US$ 894 million each year as a result of new smokers 

influenced to start by the movies (17).’ (World Health Organization, p. 4) 

 

Hence, the movie industry is a valuable source of income for the tobacco industry. Both benefit 

from each other and live in a symbiotic relationship. The audience, essentially, becomes a target 

buyer only valued through the expenses and investment in the said industry. From a health 

perspective is the use of tobacco and cigarettes in movies especially harmful for the audience, 

because it does influence individuals to copy the shown behaviours making them addicts to 

tobacco and other products. 

However, the same pamphlet states that ‘Film makers often assert the need for smoking 

imagery in a movie to tell a story.’, which the World Health Organization argues by saying 

that ‘the presentation of smoking on screen is rarely realistic, often showing images more 

consistent with cigarette advertising than with the death and disease tobacco use causes’. 

(World Health Organization, p. 6) 

This particular statement may correlate when smoking is purely considered a damaging 

activity to health. Nevertheless, smoking is also often seen as a tool of well-being and self-

imagery. As already mentioned at the beginning of the argument, smoking has some valuable, 

even philosophical use for individuals. Or else why do people still smoke, even though the 

health issues are well known?  

 

Batty Weber and cigarettes 

One such firm believer of smoking as a tool of well-being had been the Luxembourgish author 

Batty Weber. The text he wrote on the 17th of April 1918 in Abreißkalender6 starts with the 

following sentence: ‘Es träumt sich nicht schöner, als im Rauch der Zigarette’ (Weber, 1918). 

Here Batty Weber, arguably, states that smoking for him is a pause. A small window 

where he can sit back, and dream of things he had no time before. A tool that initiates his brain 

differently than what he did before. The smoke emerging from the cigarette becomes a capsule 

for him in which he is able to meditate for a few instances. He is taking time for himself, and 

he is taking time for his own well-being.  

 
6 Batty Weber, Abreißkalender <https://battyweber.uni.lu> [accessed 12 June 2019]. 

https://battyweber.uni.lu/
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Furthermore, in a text which had been written on the 22nd of December 1921, he argues 

with a report written by a doctor in which the smoking of tobacco has been deemed unnecessary 

and unhealthy. Here Batty Weber argues that the enjoyment of smoking is above health and 

influences, arguably, the well-being. It becomes something an individual yearns and catapults 

said individuals to a superior realm. He repeats his argument used in the first presented text:  

 

‘Denn zum Genuß des Rauchers gehört es, daß er den Tabakwölkchen nachträumt, die 

sich in die Höhe kräuseln, daß er Ringlein ruacht, daß er seine Gedanken in die blauen 

Ruchfädchen hineienspinnt und sie an der Sonne und an der Luft zergehen läß.’ (Weber, 

1921). 

 

Batty Weber uses a multitude of metaphor linked to nature. He depicts the act of smoking as 

something natural to the human. As if smoking was able to bring the individual shortly back to 

a layer of nature state. Back to a time without problems, like childhood, which he even indicates 

slightly by saying that one should produce rings when smoking. He essentially says that 

smoking is a time of short freedom where one can forget current problems.  

Furthermore, he states that smoking is: 

 

‘Sie ist ein Genuß ganz eigener Art, eine einzigarige Mischung von sinnlichem und 

geistigem Lustempfinden. Wenn schon der Durft derjenige Sinneseindruck ist, der die 

feinsten Stimmungsnuänces auslöst, so kommt hier dazu, daß einerseits die 

Beschäftigung des Rauchens in wohltuender Weise Gedanken und Empfindungen löst, 

zugelich beschwichtigt und anregt, und daß auf der andern Seite der positive gerichtete 

Geschmack seinerseits beteiligt ist.’ (Weber, 1921) 

 

The sole act of smelling cigarettes activates in a smoker a yearning on two levels, physical and 

mental. It immediately evokes emotions that are probably in a relationship with the above-

mentioned feeling of being close to nature, childhood and meditation.  

Smoking is for Batty Weber a activity of freedom that gives an individual time to think 

and relax at the same time. A five-minute window of pause, which is able to restart the mind, 

and satisfy the body. A time where his thoughts can roam free. As such, arguably, Batty Weber 

positions his well-being above his health. He rather has multiple small pauses filled with 

dreamy thoughts than take too much care of his health.  
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Lacan, desire, movies, and cigarettes 

In the last shown quote by Batty Weber he talks about the desire to smoke. As this essay focuses 

on movies, the word of ‘desire’ must be analysed, because it does play a major role in a 

multitude of movies. Every character shows a certain internal and external desire. The theories 

used to analyse the aspect of desire are often psychoanalytical and focus on the theories of 

Lacan. Desire explained in Psychoanalytic Film Theory and The Rules of The Game by Todd 

McGowan7, states that: 

   

‘Every desire, no matter how apparently idiosyncratic, is animated by the lost object. 

When we desire any particular empirical object, it functions as a stand-in for the 

primordially lost object that we can never find because it doesn’t exist and has never 

existed. It is like the final solution to pi. There is no endpoint that will provide an 

ultimate answer, but a satisfaction resides in the desire itself.’ (McGowan, p. 43) 

 

If this quote is applied onto the written ideas of Batty Weber, I would argue that his desire of 

the empirical object, in this case tobacco, is only a substitute for his lost object. His lost object 

is in this case the constant freedom and well-being which he can momentarily and only shortly 

produce by smoking a cigarette. He would never be able to be in that constant state. His 

satisfaction is only as long as the last ashes of his cigarette.  

 

Conclusion 

Subsequently, movies do impact the audience with their exposure to tobacco and cigarettes to 

such a extend that individuals will simulate the shown behaviours, making them addicts to the 

tobacco products. Hence, their health is negatively impacted by movies. 

However, as Batty Weber demonstrates, the cigarette, or rather the act of smoking, has 

a meditating effect on him. Majority of smokers have probably similar experiences as Batty 

Weber. A phenomenon that can be described by psychoanalytical theories based on Lacan or 

Freud.  

Nevertheless, with the help of these theories and the intricate writings of Batty Weber, 

I would suggest an answer to why tobacco is still being used even though it is massively 

deteriorating to health. Movie goers often desire something too. They want to find a certain 

 
7Todd McGowan, Psychoanalytic Film Theory and The Rules of The Game, (Bloomsbury Academic; London, 

2015), Kindle Edition. 



6 

 

lost object, and maybe imitating a character that resonates to them is in this case the empirical 

object. And as it so happens, the empirical object, so the character and behaviours one seeks to 

imitate, might be smoking. The subconscious desire to be like the chosen characters leads an 

individual to smoke. And even though smoking is harmful, it acts as an empirical object giving 

short enjoyment, as Batty Weber experienced too. 

Hence, humans subconsciously choose to feel well in their own skin by projecting or 

imitating a character they enjoy, positioning their health underneath their well-being. This 

behaviour would agree with Nietzsche’s initial quotation. Humans would probably become 

incredibly sick, or simply die if they would strive to be completely healthy. For the sake of 

one’s well-being, humans might sacrifice some aspect of their health, because in the end, life 

is more tolerable if one feels well. 
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