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Abstract.  This study explores the discourse around tobacco use, mainly 
cigarette smoking, as it related to changing values of citizenship in Eng-
lish Canada between 1890 and 1930. It focuses particularly on chang-
ing perceptions of working-class male youths who had taken up cigarette 
smoking in this period. Despite the general attraction of smoking to other 
sectors of the population after World War One, including middle-class 
male youths and adults as well as young women, this paper will argue 
that cigarette smoking had special symbolic meanings for those relatively 
disenfranchised from mainstream civic order and respectability. Conven-
tional wisdom has long held that in addition to tobacco’s threats, there are 
also certain benefits. These benefits have been presented as age-, gender- 
and product-specific. After 1920, smoking represented different terrors 
for those establishing and monitoring Canada’s civic norms, and different 
“performative” possibilities for those contesting them.

INTRODUCTION

Few Canadians would today argue that smoking is good for the individual 
or society.1  Recent figures indicate that lung cancer, mainly resulting from 
smoking, remains the leading cause of death in Canadian men and women.2  
Yet since smoking—pipe, cigar, cigarello or cigarette—became a fairly com-
mon leisure activity from the end of the nineteenth century, there has been 
an uneven and contradictory public assessment of its dangers.  In fact, con-
ventional wisdom has long held that in addition to tobacco’s threats, there are 
also certain benefits.  These benefits have been presented as age-, gender- and 
product-specific.  

From the nineteenth century, official discourse argued that only mature, 
middle-class males benefitted from tobacco, and only in certain forms.  Ac-
cording to popular wisdom, a hierarchy of consumption governed tobacco 
use, with pipe-smoking seen to be most beneficial and cigarettes as most 
dangerous.  Expert opinion argued that if cigarettes were consumed by young 
males, however, their physical, emotional and moral well-being hung in the 
balance.  Arrayed against this apocalyptic vision of a sickly, inept generation 
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burdening a weakened society was a counter-image of rebellious young men 
engaged in hilarious and socially-supportive masculine culture in both private 
and public spaces and forging new roles in a modern age.  Of all forms in 
which tobacco was consumed before World War One, cigarettes were most 
freighted with symbolic meanings, both for the users and the worried observ-
ers. 

One of the prime functions of any civic authority in a given society is to 
naturalize a code of citizenship through everyday rituals to the extent that a 
“given culture produces and sustains belief in its own ‘obviousness.’”3 This 
normalization of particular public behaviours is often expressed as “citizen-
ship” or “character” codes, and, since the introduction of compulsory school-
ing in late nineteenth-century Canada, has been a primary function of the 
educational system.  Unfortunately, those most in need of “citizenship train-
ing”–typically, young, poor, low-skilled and rebellious males–had not yet 
been corralled by the formal educational system.  In our own era, too, they 
remain one of the most difficult populations to hold in the school system be-
yond the legal leaving age, generating a disproportionate amount of time and 
energy as the work of civilizing wayward youth progresses.4  In the broadest 
sense, education delivers its message of citizenship through various authorita-
tive “texts,” both print and visual, and by societal leaders’ continual interpre-
tation of these directives.  

This process of civic indoctrination is paralleled by one of resistance by 
the subjects being “tamed.”  For their part, rebellion against the developing 
code can most easily take the form of public performance.  Limited as they are 
through lack of resources, including access to opinion-makers, their strength 
is in their control of street culture.  Judith Butler has carefully decoded ritual-
ized and transgressive performances by those with little social capital: mar-
ginalized groups like raucous male youths, who took over public spaces for 
themselves, smoking, swearing and taunting respectable folk.  Butler invites 
us to pay special attention to how these performances are engaged, how lan-
guage and props become normalized through ritual in the “theatrical remaking 
of the body”5 with profound effects on the performer.  Ritualized acts, repeat-
edly performed, not only invest the performer, but actually create a material 
body with certain predictable characteristics, she argues.6  Hence, in this case, 
it might be said that the smoker becomes the citizen or the non-citizen, de-
pending on the period.  

The space created by the act of contesting authoritative models of be-
haviour with the alternative “performances” by groups not yet captured by 
the civic code is fertile terrain in understanding how this code is imagined, 
moulded, and mocked by consumers.  At the same time,  civic and educational 
authorities witnessed ritualized public displays of rebellion, as for example, 
langorous cigarette smoking on streetcorners, and drew conclusions about 
the intentions and consequences of such activities.  Their worries, rooted in 
broader concerns about the civic health of their society, found expression in 
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much of the prescriptive literature of the day.  And despite their attempts to 
resist such bold-faced and dangerous displays as public smoking, the value 
system of how the good citizen would be defined did change through the cata-
clysm of war.  Indeed, it had been under attack for some time, as expressed 
through these street-based performances; war provided the coup de grace in 
more ways than one.  The public assessment of who should smoke and why as 
well as its relationship to citizenship is amply demonstrated by this period’s 
public debate. 

Between 1890 and 1930, Canadian civic authorities saw the need to prepare 
a new kind of citizen who could contribute effectively to an industrializing, 
urban, increasingly secularized nation within a North American context.  Ca-
nadian citizens, it was thought, needed to be respectful of authority and yet 
self-reliant, imaginative and yet disciplined in order to participate fully in the 
new economy. The first part of this period, lasting until the First World War,  
drew heavily on citizenship ideals which had been honed in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century as the Canadian middle class—Protestant, Catholic and 
Jewish—was being constructed.  This was a period characterized religiously 
by the evangelical consensus across most Protestant denominations, and be-
haviourally by its reliance on personal duty to self, family and community.

The working-class male’s ability to participate fully as a citizen in this mi-
lieu was a particular concern.  This anxiety was reinforced by a consolidating 
middle class which defined itself as distinct from the lower orders through 
better formal education, more white-collar and professional occupations, so-
cial purity, temperance and citizenship responsibilities to the wider national 
and even imperial community.7  The danger presented by cigarettes in this 
period was seen to be one of damage to the personal welfare of the new model 
citizen: to his health, his spirit, his intellect, and ultimately to his capacity to 
contribute to society as a leader or responsible follower.8

The effect of the Great War on notions of citizenship was profound.  Dur-
ing the war, tobacco took on positive, and, for the first time in the dominant 
discourse, patriotic connotations.  The fighting man— usually a young, work-
ing-class man—now appeared in official photographs with cigarettes com-
pleting his uniform.  By 1918, evangelicalism had largely given way to the 
Social Gospel Movement and wartime Canada was much more heavily indus-
trialized.  Thus, civic authorities were increasingly conscious of the need for 
civic virtues which contributed to a sense of Canadian nationalism. By the 
last decade of this period, from 1920 to 1930, the imagined citizen was likely 
to be an urban dweller frequently required to interact with new Canadians as 
well as with old, and with labouring, and middle-class men and women.  The 
redefined model citizen would also be more aware of gendered behavioural 
codes.  Newly enfranchised, women were more inclined to debate and occa-
sionally subvert gendered expectations of purity, including the powerful im-
age of smoking.  In short, an increasingly diverse citizenry and new economic 
opportunities presented challenges to Canada’s developing civic code. In this 
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urbanized, nationalistic and secular period after 1920, smoking represented 
different terrors for those establishing and monitoring Canada’s civic norms, 
and different “performative” possibilities for those contesting them.

Given the prominent position of tobacco use in temperance campaigns, 
with rejection of tobacco constituting part of the common “triple pledge,” it 
is striking how little scholarly attention has been devoted to tobacco in Can-
ada, either as a product or social symbol.  A small body of work considers 
the anti-tobacco campaigns within a temperance framework,9 particularly as 
it was taught to children within the school system or children’s club move-
ment.10  Some studies focus on the particular vulnerabilities of young men11 
or women12 as smoking came to represent a sophisticated lifestyle.  A grow-
ing literature investigates the role of smoking (with drinking) as a constituent 
of masculine identity codes,13 especially for working-class males.14  A few 
policy studies have examined the attempt to legislate controls on tobacco pro-
duction and advertisement.15  The international literature is somewhat better 
developed, with suggestive studies of tobacco and corporate ethics,16 the link 
between tobacco and medical professionalization,17 smoking as an indicator 
of the death of “respectability” and the rise of the consumer ethic,18 and as a 
symbol of liberation19 or social and moral failing.20  But if compared to a simi-
lar movement in scope and significance, such as the campaign to eliminate 
alcohol, the literature on the history and significance of smoking or tobacco 
use generally is far smaller and less developed. 

This study aims to add to that small body of literature by exploring the dis-
course around tobacco use, mainly cigarette smoking, as it related to changing 
values of citizenship in English Canada between 1890 and 1930.  It focuses 
particularly on changing perceptions of  working-class male youths who had 
taken up cigarette smoking in this period.  Despite the general attraction of 
smoking to other sectors of the population after World War One, including 
middle-class male youths and adults as well as young women, this paper will 
argue that cigarette smoking had special symbolic meanings for and of this 
group, relatively disenfranchised from mainstream civic order and respect-
ability.

CONSUMING TOBACCO

Through much of the nineteenth century, tobacco was accepted as a benign 
relaxant for mature men, though the form in which it was consumed changed 
with fashion.  Tobacco taken as snuff—a  finely dessicated tobacco meant to 
be inhaled in order to produce sneezing—had been popular in Britain from the 
end of the seventeenth century21  especially among the British upper classes.  
As it became less conventional after mid-century, snuff-takers were often 
satirized, especially in North America, as effete, flamboyant and dirty.  There 
seems to have been good reason for this assessment.  There are many accounts 
of snuff-users, eyes permanently inflamed, nose reddened and even ulcerated, 
having destroyed their sense of smell.  The violent sneezes doubtless made 
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snuff the “untidiest form of using tobacco,” leaving users like Frederick the 
Great “disfigured by being covered with snot and snuff.”22  Never very popu-
lar in North America, it steadily lost popularity in the later nineteenth century 
to chewing tobacco, which accounted for 58 percent of the tobacco market in 
the United States by 1880.23  Chewing tobacco in its turn came to be associ-
ated with ill-mannered frontiersmen and oafs, habitually taking poor aim at 
the spittoon.  

By the early twentieth century, chewing-tobacco spittle on the floor or on 
pathways aggravated many women whose long dresses were soiled by the 
tars.  With norms of cleanliness amongst the middle class on the rise at the 
same time that women’s dress fabrics were difficult and expensive to clean, 
this seemingly wanton disregard for women’s use of public spaces gave fuel 
to first-wave feminism which demanded, among other things, that women’s 
public lives be respected.  Even women and men who were unsympathetic to 
the feminist cause could find much to support in the anti-tobacco movement 
of that era which took aim at smoking, chewing and spitting as odious male 
pastimes.  Nevertheless, as the popularity of chewing tobacco waned before 
pipes and cigars, it, along with snuff, became a cult object, lending an air of 
rebellion and independence to its consumers.  

Smoking tobacco overtook chewing varieties in the United States by the 
start of the twentieth century with cigars slowly taking on a connotation of 
middle-class male respectability and even statesmanship through strenuous 
advertising.  Cigars had become the most common form of smoking by Amer-
icans between 1870 and 1890 with the importation of better quality tobacco 
from Spain after the Napoleonic Wars.24  They retained a significant portion of 
the Canadian market as well until the First World War.25  In time, cigars would 
develop their own transgressive qualities because of their strong odour and 
size, but until the 1920s, they shared the market with pipes in providing a pre-
sumably harmless and respectable male diversion.  Almost from the beginning 
cigarettes were defined as “foreign” because of their use by certain European 
immigrants, and as “deviant”26 since they were favoured by bohemians and 
women, “a fashion set by barmaids and actresses,” sniffed Saturday Night 
magazine in 1912.27  That the term “cigarette” is the feminine diminutive of 
“cigar” indicates its suspicious origins and weaker status. 

THE EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY CHOICE: CIGARETTES 
In the early 1880s,  American James Bonsack had patented the cigarette-roll-
ing machine and, by the time it was fully operational in 1884, and first intro-
duced in Montreal in 1888, mass-produced machine-manufactured cigarettes 
were on their way to replacing the hand-rolled variety because of their much 
lower cost.28  The manufactured cigarettes were also cleaner to use, as new 
varieties of tobacco was more tightly packed into the wrapper, reducing the 
flaking on clothing and the disintegration of the cigarette if held too long on 
the lips.29  A further incentive to cigarette smoking resulted from James B. 
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Duke’s aggressive marketing strategies during the 1890s, and by the develop-
ment of the self-striking match around the turn of the century.  All these suc-
ceeded in making cigarette smoking an inexpensive, portable and independent 
act, tailor-made for posturing.  This might help to explain why the cigarette 
became a favourite theatrical prop for virtually everyone who used it: middle-
class adult men, self-styled intellectuals, counter-cultural women and work-
ing-class youths. 

After a slow start in Canada, cigarettes rapidly gained in popularity by the 
turn of the century, causing much concern amongst Canada’s legislators.  To-
tal cigarette consumption rose from 89 million in 1898 to 184 million in 1903 
to 277 million in 1906.30  To combat the challenge presented by cigarettes to 
Canada’s future citizens required a response on several fronts.  When the gov-
ernment chose to act at all, its intervention  was limited entirely to legislative 
enactments against youth, not adult male, smoking.31  Interestingly, in light of 
this concern with young people, the federal government had an explicit policy 
not to be involved in any “smoking-related education” prior to 1963.32  The 
educational initiative was expected to remain with the formal school system 
and informal system of interest groups. 

The first piece of federal legislation to tackle tobacco usage was a 1903 free 
vote in the House of Commons to ban cigarettes entirely; however, it lacked 
parliamentary support and a private-member’s bill to the same effect later 
that year also failed.  Part of the problem with both bills was that adult males 
would have been denied the pleasure of smoking along with youths.  The re-
sult was far weaker legislation, also introduced in 1903 and strongly lobbied 
by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union [WCTU], to forbid the sale of 
tobacco to anyone under 18 through an amendment to the Criminal Code.  
This too failed, though a bill setting the age of purchase at 16 was passed 
in 1908, The Tobacco Restraint Act.33  Maximum fines were set at $10 for a 
first offence, $25 for a second, and $100 for a third.  This act remained on the 
books until it was replaced in 1994.34 

A similar approach to limit young peoples’ access to tobacco was taken at 
the provincial level.  Rather than placing a total ban on cigarettes, legislation 
to outlaw the selling of tobacco to minors was enacted in most provinces 
between 1890 and 1900.  For example, New Brunswick passed a law prohibit-
ing the sale of tobacco to “minors,” in this case under 16, in 1890 and then 
strengthened it in 1893 by providing for incarceration for those who ignored 
the statute;35  British Columbia passed legislation prohibiting the sale or giv-
ing of tobacco (or opium) to those under the age of 15 in 1891;36 Ontario 
enacted laws applying to youths under 18 in 1892;37 and the Northwest Ter-
ritories did the same in 1896.38  The Nova Scotia law was passed a little later 
in 1900 to prevent the “use of Tobacco and Opium by Minors,”39 and Prince 
Edward Island enacted a much tougher law in 1901 to control the sale and 
possession of tobacco, and providing for imprisonment of minors found with 
“cigarettes, cigars, or tobacco in any form” on their person.40  Thus, while the 
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legal age to smoke varied across provincial jurisdictions, there was a common 
legislative will to keep tobacco, often considered the companion of opium, 
away from youths.  

At the same time as legislation was being prepared to stop youth smok-
ing, however, a parallel process of normalization for adult smokers was well 
advanced.  Popular wisdom, as expressed by Canadian legislators,41 medical 
authorities and the popular press agreed that grown men could be protected 
against many of the worst physical effects of smoking through moderate use. 
In this echo of alcohol-control rhetoric, many of the same opinion-makers 
invoked the distinction between youthful excess and mature moderation.42  A 
sympathetic and even admiring profile was constructed for adult male smok-
ers principally by advertisers, but supported as well through authoritative 
commentary in family magazines like Saturday Night and Maclean’s.  Print 
advertisements claimed pipe and cigars to be a “harmless pleasure,”43 a “com-
fort, and solace”44 to the over-burdened man of the world, even a quick correc-
tive and source of improvement in athletic performance because of its calm-
ing effect.45  Smoking was even a nationalist act: billboards erected by the 
E.L. Ruddy Company in Toronto offered the Imperial Mixture pipe tobacco 
through the Hudson’s Bay Company, assuring smokers that this was “Cana-
da’s Most Famous Tobacco.”46  Journalistic commentary followed this line 
very closely, claiming that cigars and pipes acted as reasonable companion-
ship for the lonely or bored, a replacement for snacks, and a means to blunt 
“the edge of hardship and worry.”47  Male smokers were portrayed through 
columns in both Maclean’s and Saturday Night as being discriminating,  pros-
perous, artistic and athletic.48  The construction of the responsible and intel-
ligent pipe smoker was reinforced in photographs from the period where the 
subjects adopted poses and a wardrobe to confirm this flattering image, as in 

Figure 1. Burwash Hall Residence, University of Toronto, 1911
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this photograph of student digs at the University of Toronto in 1911 (Figure 
1).49 

Given the popularity, accessibility and charged symbolic power of ciga-
rettes, concern for youthful cigarette smokers, middle- as well as working-
class,  was widespread.  The caricature, “Song After Song Was Sung,”50 
appeared in an 1896 issue of a popular boys’ magazine, Chums (Figure 2).  
Well-healed youths  relax in a comfortable room within what appears to be a 
domestic space, mimicking their elders by socializing, smoking and drinking.51  
The casual stance of many of these young men showed a willingness to flaunt 
correct posture and behaviour, at least in the imagination of this caricaturist. 
Yet, even granting the fears arising from these vaguely rebellious acts, the 

masculine culture shown here is undeniably fun and supportive.  They look 
very much like young men in training to be men of the world.  More alarming 
by far is a second representation of the smoking youth, one where this easy 
comaraderie could become habitual dissipation.  The caricature, “Midsum-
mer Resolutions, And the circumstances under which we are induced to make 
them” appeared in a 1902 issue of a popular boys’ magazine, The Moon.  A 
young dandy lists his many failings—drinking to excess, laziness, graft, bet-
ting, associating with bad company, and of course, smoking.  The caricature’s 
punch-line that the only truthful resolution is “I’m going along in the same old 
way,” suggests that bad habits can easily turn into habitual dissipation (Figure 
3).52  Young men with lives full of promise could be reduced to ill, criminal 
and immoral wrecks.  These two sets of caricatures reflect both the common 
fear of youths sliding from smoking into other unhealthy, illegal and immoral 
leisure activities (when any will power to improve oneself would be lost for-

Figure 2.  “Song after song was sung”
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ever) and the promise of smoking as a socially-binding masculine activity.  
The worry presented in both was whether the Victorian middle-class youth 
would be unready for the new industrial order or whether he would bring too 
casual an attitude to work and other duties, familial and civic.  

In their edited collection, Adamoski, Chunn and Menzies argue that ques-
tions of citizenship have entered Canadian public discourse through a wide 
variety of fundamental concerns.  Among these are “the character and destiny 
of Canadian nationhood, the identity of its populace… the scope of civilian 
duties and entitlements, the experience of belonging, the relations between 
public and private.”53  The parameters of social citizenship are finite, inclu-

Figure 3.  “Midsummer Resolutions and the Circumstances under which we are 

induced to make them”



Social History of Alcohol and Drugs, Volume 21, No 1 (Fall, 2006)78

sionary in theory, but exclusionary in practice.  As Eric Gorham suggests, 
citizenship “divides people as it unites them… States designate citizens by 
excluding outsiders”54 and many within its own borders as well.  The work-
ing-class youth in turn-of-the-century Canada occupied a vulnerable position 
in the social structure, and his proclivity for cigarette-smoking symbolized 
his separation and potential exclusion from some important civilian duties, 
particularly those exercised in the public sphere.  

The consensus which developed about the dangers presented by cigarettes 
to male youths was voiced by most authoritative sources in the society.  The 
eminent medical journal, the British Lancet, had warned of a wide range 
of health dangers; an editorial in 1868 argued that “we are certain that it is 
improper to subject the organism to the action of tobacco at all, during its 
period of development, and especially before and during the establishment 
of puberty.”55  As noted earlier, Canadian Members of Parliament supported 
increased legislative controls on tobacco because “with the boys at least, [it 
is] … very very injurious;”  “productive of serious physical and moral injury 
… impairing health, arresting development, weakening intellectual power, 
and thus constituting a social and national evil.”56  School health textbooks 
agreed.  One popular school reader from 1883 warned that tobacco use caused  
“faintness, nausea, vomiting, giddiness, delirium, loss of power of the limbs, 
general relaxation of the muscular system, trembling, complete prostration of 
strength, coldness of the surface, with cold, clamming perspiration, convul-
sive movements, paralysis, and death.” Most troubling of all, however, was 
the tobacco user’s “powerlessness to improve the character” since “it is a habit 
which grows; and constant indulgence renders the person powerless to resist 
the desire.”57  

Family-oriented periodicals like Saturday Night argued that smoking would 
damage the lungs, reduce eye-hand coordination (with less success in sports 
the result), and induce mental confusion.  But beyond the health risks, many 
Victorian Canadians were concerned about the lifestyle adopted by many 
young male smokers.  Cigarette use, it was darkly noted,  was  associated with 
drinking, poor diet, late hours and public “lounging,” often on street-corners 
and in the company of other like-minded youths.  Craig Heron describes the 
raucous culture of the saloon where working men felt free to drink, “smoke, 
spit, swear, whistle, sing, fart, tell off-colour jokes, laugh loudly and shout, 
ridicule women, and generally ignore the civilizing constraints of domestic-
ity.”58  A sub-text in much anti-smoking (and anti-drinking) rhetoric amongst 
the young and working-class, then, concerned the use of public space for pre-
sumably debased acts.  In thus subverting the civic landscape, young men were 
declaring their compromised commitment to citizenship within the develop-
ing Canadian state.  If his choice were to smoke, the young male, especially 
the working-class youth, would compromise not only his health, his future 
and perhaps his soul.  Without a doubt, he would relinquish the possibility of 
becoming a responsible citizen.
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CIGARETTES AND THE WORKING-CLASS MALE CITIZEN 
If Canadians worried about the physical, moral and civic future of their fa-
voured middle-class boys, concerns were even greater about working-class 
youths.  Their uncertain self-discipline or capacity to contribute to the new 
industrial order was evidenced by their weaker constitutions, their relative 
failure to stay in school and by their predilection for violence, indolence and 
disrespect.  Regular reports went out about young toughs carousing on public 
by-ways, placing others and their own future in jeopardy.  It was not unusual 
for the polite press to excuse the working-class male smoker, given the many 
difficulties of their lives.  “The poor little beggars have very few joys in life, 

and they may be more easily excused than their betters.”59  
Working boys’ tendency to offer only limited deference to authority is tele-

graphed by these working youths’ bold stance and rakish sense of fun.  The 
jaunty “Stores Room Gang at the Royal Muskoka Hotel”60 pose for the camera 
in various rebellious poses that would likely not have been countenanced by 
their middle-class guests (Figure 4).  None of the men hold cigarettes for the 
incriminating evidence of the camera, but one would not look out of place, 
nestled in their cupped hands.  Even if they here eschewed cigarettes for the 
camera’s benefit, observers would wonder how this group would spend its 
leisure hours.  On the other hand, a young man viewing this convivial and fun-
loving “gang” would not miss the promise of good times with good mates.

Since smoking, then as now, was so ingrained a feature of male working-
class culture, and since a large percentage of working-class boys left school 

Figure 4.  Stores Room Gang at the Royal Muskoka Hotel
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early before their civic values were fully formed, it was widely believed that 
if they were to be dissuaded from smoking it would not be through the school, 
but instead through youth support groups.  Thus, the anti-tobacco component 
of citizenship training for working-class youths was delivered in this period 
primarily through extra-curricular groups which enticed young men into their 
fold by offering a range of attractions designed to replace the easy blandish-
ments of tobacco, or indeed, its companion, alcohol. 

In this mission, the anti-cigarette forces were largely supported by the mid-
dle-class public, judging from mainstream writers and editorial commentators 
who accepted both the character and “physical degradation” arguments asso-
ciated with tobacco use,61 but contested the claim that tobacco was a greater 
danger than alcohol.62  The tendency in the popular press was to treat the 
tobacco and alcohol problems as distinct issues, rather than interwoven phe-
nomena, as temperance advocates preferred.  The insistence that tobacco and 
alcohol presented different problems and should therefore be tackled sepa-
rately was based on three rationales.  First, the visible effects of alcohol use 
differed dramatically from the apparently benign results of smoking.  Second, 
the wholesale “ban all pleasures” puritanism, that treated tobacco and alcohol 
as one, caught too many middle-class men in its net, rather than boys.  Third, 
the waning authority of the temperance lobby after 1900 invited a critique 
of the conventional temperance principle of the “twin evils” of alcohol and 
tobacco.  As its star began to set, temperance forces could still terrify the pub-
lic with alcohol’s obvious horrors, but their power to enforce the same fears 
about tobacco was reduced.  Hence, if smoking had lost the fears associated 
with drinking in official discourse, it needed to attach itself to some other fun-
damental framework in order to claim public attention.  That construct turned 
out to be responsible citizenship.  

Anti-tobacco support groups for boys in this period were led by a coali-
tion which subscribed to ideals of masculine self-improvement as essential 
for personal and societal health through education and purity.  Many of these 
groups were deeply marked by the evangelical ethic which situated morality 
in the personal relationship of the sinner and Saviour, with beneficial effects 
of personal reform accruing to society as a secondary, but very important, re-
sult of cathartic religion.  Hence, the prescription for citizenship presented in 
this period to working-class male youths was also marked by principles rooted 
in dutiful self-improvement as a route to responsible masculinity.  The mes-
sage was clear: personal success in the new industrial order was dependent on 
the male citizen’s acceptance of authority, with the young man agreeing to a 
subservient role, if only temporarily, until he had acquired the skills and capi-
tal to move up the hierarchical ladder.  The posturing of street life, complete 
with vulgar language and the free use of alcoholic beverages and cigarettes, 
spoke not of quiet submission, but of crude rebellion.  The long-term failure 
of the disrespectful and ignorant rebel to “get on” was resented by the middle 
class, and therefore targeted for reform; not to do so undermined the values by 
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which the middle class was defining itself. This social code remained largely 
intact until the First World War.

Two important organizations offering peer support and anti-smoking citi-
zenship to working-class males were the WCTU and the International Anti-
Cigarette League.  Both groups exercised a wider mandate than curbing in-
dividuals’ smoking, including spirited lobbying of government to eliminate 
cigarettes altogether, or failing that, to set and enforce an age ban on their sale. 
But until a legislative solution was found to tobacco’s curse, both groups led 
anti-cigarette campaigns to “tame” male youth so that upward mobility would 
be a real possibility, and so that society would benefit from their responsible 
direction.  In most cases, both groups sought out working-class as well as 
middle-class boys.  

In addition to the WCTU’s political pressure to control the availability of 
tobacco to youths under 18, which it applied at all levels from its founding in 
1874, it also pioneered the development of resources and effective methods to 
convince young men of the dangers to which they were exposing themselves 
through smoking.  Its educational programs were developed in the evangeli-
cally-inspired belief that change was individual, that it must engage the soul 
through the emotions and the intellect, and that it required transformative 
behaviours to endure through inevitable temptations and set-backs.63  Local 
WCTU members taught themselves the various arguments against tobacco 
use in the Anti-Narcotics Departments of Work (as the local work committees 
were called), after which they set up a network of youth groups for boys and 
girls.  The WCTU produced many anti-cigarette tracts for youth-group lead-
ers.  Complete with lesson plan outlines, colourful and terrifying anecdotes, 
songs and poems, all with a strong anti-cigarette moral, the tracts offered 
suggestions for parents’ meetings, edifying essay topics and public entertain-
ments.64  The group for which this tract was designed was the Loyal Temper-
ance Legions, its prime youth group for young men, but the WCTU also used 
similar materials with other youth groups like the Bands of Hope.  In all cases, 
the message to the self-improving young man was clearly put: tobacco was 
dangerous for all of the physical reasons recited in hygiene courses; but more 
than the power to kill a young man, tobacco’s stealthy influence created an 
appetite for hard drugs and alcohol, and compromised the soul through dead-
ening the conscience, honour and the desire for progress while encouraging 
impurity and sloth.  Even when it appeared that smoking had no effect on the 
male’s finer nature, commonplace evidence showed that smoking corroded 
sensitivity.  One temperance catechism offered examples of male discourtesy 
encouraged by smoking: “They will puff smoke into any one’s face and never 
seem to care how offensive it is… They will spit tobacco juice in car seats 
and other places where it gets on ladies’ dresses, and ruins them… because 
tobacco has so deadened their sensibilities that they do not realize they are 
discourteous.65  In this and other lessons, “discourtesy” is used as a synonym 
for “crude” or even “abusive,” painting a scene where tobacco pollutes every 
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act until the perpetrator is closer to an animalistic rather than civilized state.  
The same materials were shared amongst organizations engaged in similar 
work.  For example, the WCTU bought and distributed materials originally 
developed by the Anti-Cigarette League.  

Founded at the turn of the twentieth century by Frank Johnson, editor of 
the Sunday School Chronicle and Christian Outlook, both small British evan-
gelical journals, the Anti-Cigarette Leagues put their case against smoking 
to both middle-class and working-class lads in the British Empire and the 
United States.  Middle-class boys were approached mainly through the print 
media where social icons, such as famous sportsmen, provided testimoni-
als of clean living.  The League pursued young men in the working classes 
through other well-established and sympathetic organizations, including the 
Sunday Schools, the Bands of Hope, the Young Men’s Christian Associations 
(YMCA)and the WCTU.  All of these groups agreed to disseminate League 
materials and sponsor anti-cigarette speakers.  

As was common with temperance organizations, the Anti-Cigarette Leagues 
conveyed their message to young men through formal instruction, culminat-
ing with the signing of a pledge “for the good of … [the] country.”  Like the 
Bands of Hope and the YMCA,  the cigarette abstinence message was mixed 
with requirements for orderliness and discipline in dress, speech and bear-
ing.  Hobbies were introduced at meetings to replace lounging and smoking.  
These included reading, board games, collecting, body building, fishing and 

Figure 5. Treating the demon Messenger Boy”
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other more competitive sporting events approved by the middle class.66  Per-
formances were often staged, and these accomplished another means to an 
end: discipline was required to present the theatrics and the mastery of other 
discrete skills such as declaiming convincingly, literacy and numeracy.  As 
well, meeting other supportive fellows embarked on the same self-improve-
ment journey helped to redefine masculinity and keep the young men from 
back-sliding.  The aim of the Leagues seems to have been to support an image 
of clean living while also encouraging upward class mobility.  

Sometimes dramatic responses were required to “kill the cigaret [sic] hab-
it,” including painting the throat with silver nitrate, as is shown in Figure 5.67  
The caption under the photograph, “Treating the Demon Messenger Boy,” 
puts the case squarely: the working boy who continued to indulge in this odi-
ous habit would be barred from salvation.  The appearance of the reformed 
smoker is persuasive of his self-discipline and order—hands rest dutifully 
on a neat and clean uniform, while the “demon” helpfully tilts his head for 
Dr. Kress’ antidote.  Compare this youth with the dandies and scoundrels in 
Figures 2 and 3 to witness what fate would befall him if he were unwilling to 
take “the cure.”  

The Anti-Cigarette Leagues were also avowedly patriotic and even imperi-
alistic, though interestingly, not militaristic.  One of the earliest advocates of 
the British organization was Lord Baden-Powell, whose address to the Liver-
pool Anti-Cigarette League in 1906 attracted 2,500 boys.  By 1908 the British 
Anti-Cigarette League boasted more than 80,000 members.68  The astonishing 
rise in membership in the Leagues was not sustained, however.  While the 
Anti-Cigarette Leagues did not survive the First World War, their methods, 
which had been copied from other youth groups, were in turn taken up by 
newer boys’ organizations, such as the Boy Scouts. 

The Scouts consciously prepared their members to be accepted in their so-
cial group, and to aspire to membership in the middle class through this re-
fined code of masculinity which flirted with militarism through the prescribed 
activities and costumes.  The magazine The Scout warned its readers in a 
column entitled “Easily Led” that sometimes young men took to smoking to 
avoid being called a milksop or a “goody-goody,” or to invoke younger boys’ 
admiration in a cheap bid to be seen as a leader. “But, make no mistake about 
it,” the column warned, “ he who is easily led, at least in the wrong direction, 
is lacking in manliness.  He is not ‘the captain of his soul,’ he has no mind 
of his own, he is a mere follower and imitator.”69  Its founder, the same Lord 
Baden-Powell, regularly reminded Scouts that it was their moral and imperial 
duty as citizens to shun tobacco in all forms while still young.  And in mixed 
messages that have become commonplace in our own age, although Baden-
Powell could imagine some former Scouts as grown men taking up tobacco, 
he could not imagine that these would be cigarettes: “they’re what women 
and little boys smoke.”70  Thus, while the image of the mature and responsible 
male could coexist with older forms of tobacco use, this  masculine and quasi-
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militarist code for youths disallowed smoking, and most particularly cigarette 
smoking.  And yet, the very persistence of this theme in youth groups’ litera-
ture and prescriptions for getting ahead suggests that many young men were 
anything but convinced to give up smoking, even those involved in youth 
groups and otherwise holding to the civic code.  The allure of smoking as 
a personal and socially fortifying act, as a means to telegraph personal au-
thority and “transgressive” identities in the face of official resistance, as a 
prop for public display and quiet acts of rebellion, all of these remained as 
continual reminders to young men of a contrary masculinist code, which we 
would now term “cool,” and which was not easily displaced.  Despite there 
being very little direct documentary evidence to draw on to detect how these 
young men themselves viewed the act of smoking—cigarettes are removed 
from hands when the camera is brought out, smoking is rarely mentioned in 
personal memoirs or letters of the age—we know that large numbers of young 
men persisted in their smoking as evidenced by the strenuous efforts to deter 
the practice. 

In the official rhetoric of all of these groups, cigarettes presented dangers to 
all young men yearning for a better future for themselves and truncating their 
route to masculine citizenship.  Sapping physical, moral and emotional vigour 
in the developing male, the future leader and informed citizen of the Canadian 
state, cigarettes were feared both for a range of articulated threats to young 
men, and for lurking anxieties fuelled by rapid societal change.  At the same 
time, cigarettes’ availability and performative possibilities offered young men 
a means to contest the civil code born of a previous era, a code which also had 
the objective of limiting their freedoms and expression.

THE MALE SMOKER AND WORLD WAR ONE  
In June 1914, the House of Commons struck a Select Committee on Cigarette 
Evils, signalling the last hurrah of the anti-cigarette forces in Canada.71  At the 
public hearings, the alignment between cigarettes and disorder was made clear 
through the testimony of an assortment of child-welfare officials: probation 
officers and judges traced the link between “cigarette fiends” and delinquency 
and insanity, dredging up old fears of irresponsible and violent working men, 
confirmed in their addictions.72  The solution, it was argued, was to reform 
youths while still young.  J. J. Kelso, the Ontario Superintendent of Neglected 
and Dependent Children, recommended raising the minimum smoking age to 
18, prohibiting free samples or prize coupons in cigarette packages and limit-
ing advertising, especially in moving pictures.73  Unable to reach a conclu-
sion before the distractions of the First World War overtook it, the Committee 
made no policy recommendations.74 

 Within a matter of months, the public climate had changed so dramatically 
that expressing worries about “cigarette evils” seemed impossibly puritanical 
and even unpatriotic.  In particular, public opinion about cigarettes’ value for 
young men swung 180 degrees, from a dangerous and soul-destroying evil to 
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an essential balm for the fighting man’s ragged spirit.  Many of the fighting 
men in the trenches were so young and of the working class that they would 
have been sheltered by Kelso’s Department of Neglected and Dependent Chil-
dren a few years earlier.75  This point was lost during the international emer-
gency, and the whipping up of public opinion to support the fighting man im-
plicated most pleasures, including tobacco.  In the new style of trench warfare, 
the young soldier’s enemy was as much boredom and fear of silent gas attacks 
as the embodied enemy and shell-fire.76  Cigarettes, it was argued, “enabled 
[the soldier] to endure suffering and win victories.”77  This view was even 
propounded by the eminent medical journal, the Lancet, which noted in 1915 
that smoking “undoubtedly affords relief and diversion in all nerve-straining 
tasks.”78   

If the cocky young man of 1900 had flaunted his cigarette as a badge of re-
bellion, the trench soldier casually fingered his smokes, whether pictured with 
his buddies in the rough French trenches in 1915,79 at work cooking “Mulligan 
Stew” with a cigarette clamped between his teeth80 (Figure 6), or posing with a 
cigarette prominently displayed for a studio photograph with members of his 
battalion (Figure 7).81  Even the wounded were shown benefiting from ciga-
rettes, as an image from Beaverbrook’s Canadian War Pictorial from 1917 
demonstrate (Figure 8).82  Gone is the brash rebel; smoking is utterly conven-

Figure 6.  Cooking Mulligan Stew in the trenches
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Figure 8.  “Though Badly Wounded, Tommy enjoys a smoke”

Figure. 7  Posed photograph.  Soldier back row (left) holds 

cigarette. 
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tional in these images, even patriotic and heroic.   
Indeed, the link between smoking and militarism was a well established 

one by 1914.  In Canada, the patriotism of such tobacco magnates as Montre-
al’s Sir Mortimer Davis, head of the American Tobacco Company of Canada, 
was demonstrated by his funding of the Canadian Automobile Machine Gun 
Brigade as well as his outfitting of a six-man motorcycle corps,83 amongst 
other initiatives.  The major tobacco producers contributed large numbers of 
cigarettes to the fighting men.  But the association meant that tobacco produc-
ers did not need to argue their case very forcefully.  Tobacco was considered 
to be so essential for morale that the Canadian Expeditionary Force and other 
Canadian Overseas Military Forces published The Maple Leaf, a periodical 
for the fighting men.84  One of its campaigns was to encourage pledges of 
cigarettes to be delivered to men in the trenches and in prisoner-of-war camps.  
Administered by the Canadian Pay and Record Office Prisoners of War and 

Figure 9.  Players Navy Cut Cigarettes
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Field Forces Tobacco Fund, the project allowed contributors to arrange for 
the mere cost of $1.00 a month for packets of Wills’ Wild Woodbine, Players’ 
Navy Cut or Wills’ Three Castles Cigarettes or Wills’ Capstan Tobacco to be 
delivered to the men.  The gift from the grateful home-bound supporter was 
delivered with a postcard for the fighting man.  Editor Crean helpfully de-
fined cigarettes’ value to potential female supporters in England and Canada: 
“Cigarettes are to them what pretty clothes are to you; neither they nor you 
are content without those things.”85  To further cement the association between 
Player’s “Navy Cut” Cigarettes from the Imperial Tobacco Company and the 
fighting man, the brand displayed a full-page illustration of  “The Iron Duke: 
Flagship of Great Britain’s Home Fleet” in periodicals, with the image of the 
stoic naval soldier prominently displayed (Figure 9).86  “If armies march on 
their stomachs, as Napoleon the Great said,” wrote Oliver Minns in The Maple 
Leaf, “in this war, at any rate, they march all the better when they have a ciga-
rette between their teeth—and more things have been wrought by the aid of 
a ‘Wild Woodbine’ or a ‘Navy Cut’ than C.O.’s dream of.... for the man who 
smokes thinks like a sage and acts like a Samaritan—and a soldier.”87  

Such rhetoric added support to the popular view that tobacco steadied the 
“jaded nerves” and offered a “feeling of restfulness,” and thus served as a 
special restorative for combatants.  The calming value that had been ascribed 
to pipe tobacco and cigars in the nineteenth century was now invoked for 
cigarettes as well. “Our soldiers must have tobacco; it relieves the monotony, 
helps to pass away the weary hours of waiting in the trenches,”88 and “[i]f the 
soldier on ‘active service’ in the trenches enjoys his ‘whiff,’ how much more 
the passive prisoner encased in a ‘Kriegsgefangenenlager’ (war prisoners’ 
camp), seeking to solace the slowly passing hours?”89  

To be sure, more than Woodbines and Players’ were available for the fighting 
men. With the break up of the American tobacco trust in 1914, the R.J. Reyn-
olds Tobacco Company introduced a new brand of cigarettes, Camels, which 
it also energetically marketed to the young men serving overseas.  Reynolds’ 
“Prince Albert” pipe tobacco,90 Macdonald’s pipe tobacco and cigarettes from 
the Macdonald Tobacco Company of Montreal, and Virginia Ovals, made by 
Philip Morris, “a quality smoke at a moderate price,”91 were all offered to the 
working soldier, and to many on the home front seeking inexpensive tokens of 
support for their boys.  Note the authoritative tone in the Prince Albert adver-
tisement: “Take it from me, I know!” insists a middle-aged man.  

Here then was the redefined code of patriotic  citizenship, now materially 
aided by cigarettes rather than subverted by tobacco’s magnetic charms.  The 
civic virtues of intelligence, generosity, kindness, patience, maturity and en-
durance and especially noble self-sacrifice for King and Country, were all 
reinforced by such advertisements and public campaigns as desirable charac-
teristics of the young male smoker.
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SMOKING AND CITIZENSHIP IN POST-WAR CANADA

The anti-cigarette forces were utterly unequal to this potent combination of 
patriotism and civic  virtue.  Their efforts to remind the public about the in-
calculable damage presented by the “tobacco weed” only infuriated many 
Canadians, including middle-class women who just a few years earlier had 
been implacably opposed to tobacco in all forms.92 Of course, some stalwarts 
did remain vocal enemies of smoking despite the drive to portray tobacco as 
a necessary prop in times of trouble. The Methodist Church Conference con-
tinued to deplore smoking, angering the popular press by its persistence.  An 
editorial in Saturday Night, just two days before the armistice, accused the re-
cent Methodist Conference of attempting to make public smoking “a criminal 
offence.”93  Interestingly, the magazine implicitly recognized the ambivalent 
status of tobacco and the varied groups using it.  It distinguished between 
cigarette smoking—favoured by the young and working-class—and pipe or 
cigar smoking, the choice of society’s higher orders.  It recognized the relative 
difficulty in extending a ban to the latter: “Had they [the Methodist Confer-
ence] started in with the cigarette they might have got farther than they did.  
But they made the mistake of including pipes and cigars.  They should, like 
the WCTU, have begun at the bottom, as it were, and worked up.  One thing 
at a time is the proper method for the reformer to adopt.”94  Nevertheless, 
cigarettes were clearly taking over increasing sectors of the smoking market 
in Canada.  By the late 1920s, cigarette sales had soared to 2.4 billion, up from 
about 100 million at the turn of the century,95 with per capita consumption 
steadily rising during the 1920s from about 1,450 to about 1,750.96  

Curiously, even the success of prohibition during the 1920s did not help the 
anti-tobacco cause.  Various symbolic gestures suggested that tobacco was 
again regarded as dirty and dangerous, such as the decision in 1920 by the 
Toronto Globe that it would no longer accept advertising copy from cigarette 
producers.  But in the main, public acceptance of cigarette smoking was much 
greater than had been the case before the Great War.  The tide had been per-
manently turned, it seemed.  The now-conventional strategy of distinguishing 
between tobacco and alcohol served to remind readers of the popular press 
of the blunt instrument presented by prohibition contrasted with tobacco’s 
presumably benign effects.  “The ultimate effect of these brainy and decided 
well-organized [anti-tobacco] campaigns… is, of course, impossible to fore-
cast, but after what has happened within the past few years the impression is 
left that most anything is possible.  Of course, it is going to be hard for these 
kill-joys to prove that a pipe drove the husband away from his fireside, or that 
smoking cigarettes caused a man to beat up his wife and family.”97  Thus, in 
limiting alcohol’s depredations, tobacco was regarded as almost the last legal 
pleasure.  The battle to protect this harmless diversion, for both adult and 
young men, now returned to civilian life after the War, would be strenuously 
engaged and undertaken with countless repetitions of the same claims.

This relaxed tolerance towards smoking was not extended to the same de-
gree to young women, however, who had taken up smoking in ever increasing 
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numbers.  Their behaviour was still startling enough to elicit comment and 
counter-comment.  On one side were tobacco advertisers and anti-prohibition 
forces who portrayed smokers, including women, as liberated from outmod-
ed societal constraints.  They consciously appealed (yet again) to self-styled 
rebels as they arrayed themselves against traditionalists.  At the same time, 
women were active combatants in this struggle to redefine the civic code, 
engaging in their own campaign to extend their provincial civic rights through 
the vote.  For these and other reasons, the cigarette appealed to many as a 
symbol of their general enfranchisement, sense of sophistication and gaining 
power as consumers.98  On the other side of this debate remained the anti-
tobacco lobby, far less active than in the pre-war era, but still active.  By this 
time too, medical authorities had joined this camp.  The 1929 report of the 
American Surgeon General, Hugh S. Cumming, condemned the rapid spread 
of smoking, especially amongst women.  He noted that if young people con-
tinued to smoke, “the physical tone of the whole Nation would be lowered.”99  
John Burnham has carefully considered why this report received such a tepid 
response in the community at large.  Amongst the many reasons was the men-
talité of the age which largely supported smoking by adult males, in no small 
part a remnant of war-thinking.  

 By the 1920s too, cigarettes had been appropriated by the working-class 
male youth as an essential component of this theatrical presence. For most, 
the magnetic appeal and promise of sexuality, power and endurance of the 
male screen idol or his female “siren” counterpart, with cigarette hanging 
from a curled lip or between elegant fingers was obvious: the cigarette had 
become mainstream.  What young man could resist the Devil-take-the-Hind-
most image (Figure 15) of the glamorous Rudolph Valentino from his 1922 

Figure 10.  Rudolph Valentino in Blood  and 
Sand (1922)
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hit, “Blood and Sand”?  Very few, it seemed.  That consensus would be shat-
tered by the U.S. Surgeon General’s Report of 1964, but that is a story for 
another day.
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