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SMOKING 

COLD TURKEY 
B Y  S T A N T O N  P E E L E  

tobacco use as an addiction is criti- 
cal ... for understanding why people 
continue to smoke despite known 
health risks,’’ the report says. 
“Tobacco use is a disorder which 
can be remedied through medical 
attent ion.” 

There are good reasons to call 
smoking an addiction. Many 
smokers have a strong desire for 
nicotine, develop tolerance for its 
effects, and suffer withdrawal 
symptoms without it. In several sur- 
veys, addicts and alcoholics in 
treatment have said that cigarettes 
were 1,ougher to give up than crack, 
cocaine hydrochloride, or alcohol. 
But the evidence does not support 
the idea that smoking is a disease 
with a medical cure. Not only is that 
approach misleading, stressing 
nicotine’s addictive power and the 
need for expert assistance under- 
mines, efforts to quit. 

urgeon General C. Everett Koop’s promotion. Employees sometimes had to cupations than in others. When I looked S 1’988 report on the health consequen- hide their smoking or restrict it so for a new car last year, every salesman I 
ces of smoking compared nicotine addic- dramatically that they went through most saw smoked cigarettes. According to one 
tion to a heroin habit. “Recognizing of the work day without a cigarette. survey, almost half of all waitresses n 

efforts to quit. 

While some 46.5 million Americans 
smoki:, the Centers for Disease Control 
report that nearly as m a n y 4 4  million- 
have kicked the habit. Furthermore, over 
90 percent did so on their own, without 
any formal treatment program. Now if we 
could only learn how more than 40 mil- 
lion Americans gave up cigarettes, we 
would know the most successful method 
ever used for quitting addiction. It turns 
out thlat good information, social forces, 
and concern for one’s health work better 
than any kind of treatment. 

To begin with, the government, the 
news media, and national health or- 
ganin.ati0n.s publicized accumulating 
evidence that smoking is toxic. At the 
same time, individuals and employers 
began to disapprove of smoking and 
smoklers. In many companies, smoking 
actually impaired one’s chances for 

Meanwhile, smokers’ friends and 
families began indicating that smoking 
was abhorrent to them. They expressed 
concern about smokers’ self-destructive 
behavior and complained that tobacco 
smoke was annoying and disgusting. 
(As techniques for quitting, try having 
your small daughter cry every time you 
come home, “Daddy/Mommy, I hate that 
you’re killing yourself,” or having your 
spouse refuse sex until you stop:) 

f course, these efforts at personal 0 persuasion haven’t made everyone 
quit. Advising and pressuring people to 
quit smoking works (in the long run) 
only about half the time. Why doesn’t 
social pressure work better? For one 
thing, the pressure is felt unevenly. In 
many groups, such as working-class 
adolescents, smoking retains its cachet. 
Smoking is more accepted in some oc- 

smoke, compared with fewer than 
one in 10 doctors. 

Epidemiological data from the 
CDC and other sources support 
these impressions. The pattern 
resembles that of cocaine use: 
After much publicity about the 
negative effects of cocaine, mid- 
dle-class experimentation has 
declined dramatically, while inner- 
city addiction has remained high 
and even intensified in some areas. 
Similarly, the percentage of former 
smokers among those who ever 
smoked is highest for college 
graduates (60 percent). While 
about 16 percent of college 
graduates continue to smoke, the 
smoking rate for those without a 
high school diploma is 36 percent. 

One way to think about these 
discrepancies is to imagine the 
function smoking serves; many 

people use it as a way of rewarding them- 
selves during the day. If you are relatively 
affluent, you can substitute other 
rewards: “I’m having a tough time today, 
but I’ll go out for dinner with my wife or 
play tennis tonight to make up for it.” If 
you’re poor, smoking may seem the most 
ready alternative. Many smokers accept 
the risks of their behavior in exchange for 
the benefits they receive. 

But for those who want to quit, some 
methods clearly work better than others. 
A recent national survey by the CDC 
found that, of smokers who had tried to 
stop in the previous decade, “47.5% of 
persons who tried to quit on their own 
were successful whereas only 23.6% of 
persons who used cessation programs 
succeeded.” I hear skeptics saying, “I bet 
the ones who entered the programs were 
mo re -add i c t ed , he a v i er  smokers. ” 
Wrong. According to the researchers, 
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“Daily cigarette consumption ... did not 
predict whether persons would succeed 
or fail during their attempts to quit.” 

Overall, smokers attending treatment 
programs were twice as likely to fail as 
those who did it on their own. These 
programs included Smokenders, which 
relies on group exhortation combined 
with some behavior-modification tech- 
niques. Nicotine gum was the least effec- 
tive method. Ironically, this is also the 
most heavily advertised method. Merrell 
Dow, maker of Nicorette, has bombarded 
the media with ads explaining that 
nicotine addiction is a form of chemical 
dependence. Because of the “physical de- 
pendence on nicotine,” the ads say, “your 
chances of quitting successfully are 
greater with a program that provides an 
alternative source of nicotine.” 

Aclinical study published in TheJour- 
nal of the American Medical Association 
in 1989 tested this proposition. At the end 
of a year, smokers given Nicorette were 
not significantly more likely to be off 
cigarettes than those given a placebo 
gum. 

A Merrell Dow spokesperson immedi- 
ately declared that calling the gum inef- 
fective because people were smoking a 
year after taking it was “like blaming an 
antidepressant [medication] if a person 
gets depressed again a year after discon- 
tinuing the drug.” The manufacturer 
seems to expect “patients” to continue 
taking nicotine in gum form forever. 
While this might help them stay off 
cigarettes, it wouldn’t be a cure for 
nicotine addiction. 

ow do smokers succeed in quitting H on their own? Surveys reveal that 
most ex-smokers say something like, “I 
decided I had had enough, so I threw my 
last pack of cigarettes away.” Many begin 
smoking again. But over the long run, 
half of those who have smoked-includ- 
ing many who relapse one or more 
times-eventually achieve their goal of 
a nicotine-free existence. When 
psychologists ask people what cognitive 
techniques they used-what mind games 
they played-they find ex-smokers 
employ just about every trick under the 
sun. Only one such method didn’t work 

well for at least some smokers: negative 
and self-punitive thoughts (for example, 
“I’m a self-destructive wimp who is a 
slave to nicotine”). 

One reason crutches such as Nicorette 
are so unsuccessful may be that they rein- 
force people’s beliefs that they can’t suc- 
ceed on their own. Along with a desire to 
stop smoking, the most important in- 
gredient in quitting seems to be the belief 

that you can succeed, that you can live 
and function without cigarettes. When a 
program strives to convince you how 
overwhelming your addiction is and tells 
you that you’ll never be able to overcome 
it on your own, it isn’t surprising that the 
results are so dismal. 

Contributing Editor Stanton Peele is a 
psychologist and health-care researcher. 
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PEELING THE BIG APPLE 
B Y  M A R T I N  M O R S E  W O O S T E R  

ost of America’s older cities M are in decline. Detroit is the 
most depopulated; Washington, 
D.C., the most violent; Philadelphia, 
the cllosest to bankruptcy. But New 
York is the only American city with 
a national reputation. Its leaders are 
national figures; its struggles are 
reported by journalists from around 
the world. Few Americans care 
about local politics in Chicago or 
Los .4ngeles, but everyone has an 
opinion about New York. 

Arecent editorial in the Philadel- 
phia Inquirer explained the roots of 
our love and fear of the Big Apple. 
The editorialist confessed that he 
doesn’t like to read stories about 
crime in his own city, but he enjoys 
reading about New York thugs. 
Hometown crime, he said, is  
depressing. New York crime ... well, 
that’s theater. 

It’s the melodramatic nature of New 
York life that makes the city endlessly 
fascinating to those of us in the provinces. 
Compare new arrivals to New York City 
with their counterparts in Washington, 
D.C. People come to Washington to be 
conformists, to join a collective crusade 
with people who dress, think, and act 
exactly as they do. People come to New 
York in the hope that the city can become 
the backdrop for the drama of their lives. 

Washingtonians yearn to be courtiers; 
New Yorkers strive to become products 
one cannot l ive without.  If the 
Waslhingtonian desires to be as provoca- 
tive as a government report, the New 
Yorker wants her life to be as packed with 
incident and adventure as a Victorian 
romance. Other cities can barely manage 
a campfire of the vanities, but New York 
always offers a full and hearty bonfire. 

Most writers describe only a portion of 
Near York life. But Joan Didion, in the 
Jan~ary 17 New York Review of Books, 
attempts to capture the voice and spirit of 
the city as a whole. The center of Didion’s 

article is the affair of the Central Park 
jogger. For the first half of her piece 
(lengthy even by NYRB standards), she 
describes the basic facts of the case, how 
the jogger was assaulted by a gang of 
brutal thugs who nearly killed her. The 
case interests Didion because it is Rife 
with Mythic Significance. The jogger 
was raped and beaten in Central Park, so 
Didion gets to give us the history of the 
park, “an artificial pastoral in the 
nineteenth-century English romantic 
tradition .” 

Then she discusses why New Yorkers 
don’t like to compete; how bribes have 
ensured that the city has few super- 
markets (a supermarket, she helpfully ex- 
plains, “is a market that does an annual 
volume of two million dollars”); why 
Mexico City is more efficient than New 
York; why the city bans trash compactors 
(“a kitchen appliance accepted 
throughout the rest of the United States as 
a basic postwar amenity”); the experien- 
ces of innocent tourists maimed by thugs; 
why blacks feel paranoid about whites; 

the curious history of the Rev. A1 
Sharpton; and many other subjects. 

idion’s prose is the literary 
equivalent of unflavored 

yogurt. It is digestible, nutritious, 
and naturally sour. But the hard 
edge her work had in the ’60s has 
been lost.’ She does not interview 
anyone, content to hide in the 
library and flood the reader with 
information. Further, her con- 
clusions are hardly original. “What 
is singular about New York,” she 
writes, “is the minimal level of com- 
fort and opportunity its citizens 
have come to accept.” (The city 
doesn’t work very well.) “It was 
only within the transforming nature 
of ‘contrasts’ that both the essential 
criminality of the city and its related 
absence of civility could become 
points of pride, evidence of ‘ener- 

gy.’ ” (Crooks love New York.) “This 
perception that something was ‘wrong’ in 
New York had been insidious, a slow 
onset illness at first noticeable only in 
periods of temporary remission.” (The 
city doesn’t work very well.> 

The problem with Didion’s article is 
that she offers no solutions and no diag- 
noses of how New York became as 
decayed as it is. Such an article would be 
difficult to write, as the author would 
have to combine the literary talents of a 
great novelist and the analytic skills of a 
master social scientist, the strengths of 
Tom Wolfe and Charles Murray. But ar- 
ticles can be helpful if they provide case 
studies of New York’s decline. Take Peter 
Hellman’s “How to Cut the Budget” in 
the January 21 New York. 

Hellman notes that while New York 
City’s population in the 1980s stayed 
constant at 7.3 million, the city boosted 
its workforce from 292,000 to 363,000 
and its budget from $13.3 billion to $28.1 
billion. As developers and banks fail, the 
city’s tax collections are steadily falling, 
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