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On October 8 2006, the Sunday evening news show Grand Jury on the French 
national channel LCI featured Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin making a 
bold announcement of the country’s new smoking policy. Due to what he termed 
the “unacceptable reality” of 65,000 tobacco-related deaths per year, his govern-
ment had now decided to ban smoking in public places within less than four 
months, while dedicated tobacco bars would be given an extra year to adapt (de 
Villepin, 2006), an extension later widened to include all restaurants, bars and 
cafés. 
 The smoking ban took effect in February of 2007 and although the rules in 
themselves are hardly different from what other European countries have imple-
mented lately, a few things in his argument stand out as noteworthy. First of all, 
the sense of urgency is remarkable. Not only was the policy process extraordinar-
ily blunt compared to most countries, but the French government even chose to 
implement the smoking ban by decree thereby bypassing the normal channels of 
parliamentary debate and decision-making. Enough has been debated, now we 
need to act, the Prime Minister argued (de Villepin, 2006).  

Second, he argued that once having realized the unacceptable reality of 
these death tolls, the process of passing the decree was really only a question of 
“… adapting public health to necessity” (de Villepin, 2006). In this sense, new 
scientific facts are not only seen as one factor among others in the normal policy 
process, but rather as creating a state of necessity in which the element of politi-
cal choice or debate is effectively annihilated. 

Third, while it is very common to find smoking bans legitimated on scien-
tific grounds, the Prime Minister’s gave the argument an unusual twist by refer-
ring to the people. With this knowledge in hand, Villepin said the following day in 
parliament, ”The French people would not understand if we do not make a deci-
sion” (Sciolino, 2006). By referring to the will of the people, he not only paid hom-
age to the revolutionary ethos of French democracy, but he also underlined that 
tobacco risk is no longer just established knowledge within governmental health 
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departments, but something that everyone knows, at least in this part of the 
World. 
 Finally, when asked if the same logic could be extended to alcohol regula-
tion, Villepin lapsed quickly from necessity to laissez-faire by saying that “… we 
live in a free society and we can’t ban everything. A lot of human activities are 
dangerous” (de Villepin, 2006). So even if the French smoking ban does refer to 
general public health arguments as we just saw, tobacco control is nevertheless 
seen as belonging to a different logic than the usual set of lifestyle characteristics 
such as alcohol, diet, and physical exercise. While the latter three are apparently 
subject to a political choice between freedom and regulation, tobacco risk is so 
great as to exclude any such choice.  
 
 
Science and politics 
 
The French discussion raises a number of interesting theoretical questions. The 
general issue is the relationship between scientific knowledge and public policy 
and although tobacco control is quite clearly an interesting case in such respect, 
it is less clear what theoretical approach is the most fruitful to pick. 
 One possible approach would be to focus on the role of knowledge in ra-
tional decision-making, which is often discussed with a normative angle on the 
dangers of replacing democratic influence with expert rule (Collingridge & Reeve, 
1986; cf. also Dahl, 1989). What this literature does not address so much, how-
ever, are some of the questions made obvious in the opening discussion of the 
French smoking ban. There seems to be a political dimension of the demand for 
knowledge-based decisions in tobacco control, and yet it appears as if 
knowledge in some situations seems to create a situation that in itself calls for 
immediate action, so it is difficult to take a simple point of departure in either sci-
ence or politics. 

Another typical approach is to delineate the historical background of the 
relationship between knowledge and politics, not only in the history of science 
and philosophy, but also in political theory. The question of philosophy and sci-
ence giving advice to the prince is a long-standing affair in political theory ranging 
from Plato’s philosopher kings through Machiavelli and Francis Bacon’s famous 
statement ‘knowledge itself is power’ to its broader integration in Enlightenment 
philosophy (cf. Foucault, 2004: 91-113, 261-284; 2008). Another impressive liter-
ature is on the role of knowledge and science in modern state-building from the 
early-modern reason of state (Foucault, 2004: 243-314) to modern examples 
such as Weber’s theory of bureaucracy, which is also about dominating through 
knowledge (see Wittrock, 1991; Rueschemeyer & Skocpol, 1996). This type of 
historical genealogy of political knowledge would certainly add a broader per-
spective to the topic of science and tobacco control and perhaps clarify the cate-
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gories that politicians such as Villepin draw upon in these discussions. It is not 
clear, however, how the historical background can help us to address the key is-
sue here, which is how and why knowledge or scientific evidence – in some situa-
tions but not in others – creates a demand for decisive political action to regulate 
the moral behavior of individual citizens. 
 One way to approach the irregular impact of science would be a compara-
tive analysis. The use of cross-country comparisons is often a useful strategy to 
develop more qualified ideas about the importance of individual factors within a 
well-defined set of theoretically relevant variables. Here, we do not really have 
such a clear set of theoretical expectations that would make a given comparative 
selection of different countries or policy areas obvious. Furthermore, since tobac-
co control as well as tobacco knowledge have developed into highly international-
ized agendas, it would be difficult at best to maintain the independence of indi-
vidual cases. 
 Instead of the comparative approach, the strategy here is to discuss the 
broader development of tobacco control as a critical case of how science influ-
ences public policy. Not necessarily in the sense that it is representative of any 
interaction between knowledge and policy, because in some ways the struggles 
have been much more heated in tobacco control than in say education or health 
care. Tobacco control could work well as a critical case, however, for while at first 
sight it seems like the most clear-cut case of science-based policy, the policy 
process has been no less complicated for that reason. 
 The purpose of this article is thus to discuss the connection between sci-
ence and policy-making in relation to tobacco control, but with an ambition to also 
contribute to the general theoretical debate about this delicate relationship. Since 
both two sides of the equation – tobacco-related risk knowledge and policies of 
tobacco control – each constitute huge areas in themselves, the strategy here is 
to review only what the literature on tobacco control has already said about the 
relationship. 
 The impact of knowledge upon public policy is not a simple object you can 
study without a theoretical lens. The purpose of this article is not to test one pre-
given theory of science and politics, but rather to develop the theoretical concep-
tion of this relationship further by magnifying how academic scholars on tobacco 
control understand and explain it. For this reason, the article proceeds from what 
is strictly speaking not a ‘theory’ of, but rather a particular perspective on the poli-
tics of knowledge, which is a Foucauldian perspective on the ‘will to knowledge’ 
(Foucault, 1976).  
 In his seminal study on the history of sexuality, Foucault demonstrated 
how the modern conception of sexuality was facilitated by a specific ‘will to 
knowledge’ about the sex. Instead of focusing on the material object of 
knowledge, Foucault turned the question upside down and inquired instead how 
at a specific time, sexuality suddenly became the object of interest, curiousness, 



 4 

systematic scrutiny and knowledge production. Although this has often been tak-
en to imply a completely instrumental view of knowledge, the idea is really to un-
derline the interaction between political, societal, and scientific interests in a giv-
en object, not to reduce the latter to power in a crude sense. 
 On the question of tobacco, an examination of the will to knowledge 
means to ask why there is such a strong interest, not only among policy actors 
but also among academic writers – to make science count as a political argu-
ment. We might remember Foucault asking why people said with such enthusi-
asm that their sexuality was repressed, and in this case instead pose the analyti-
cal question: why does everyone say with such enthusiasm that new, scientific 
evidence is the cause of smoking bans even when this causation is obviously 
counter-factual? To be clear, the claim here is not that all writers on tobacco con-
trol actually say this. The point is that a theoretical focus on the will to knowledge 
suggests some kind of overemphasis on presenting science as the cause of poli-
cy, and the following readings of tobacco control literature should try to clarify in 
what sense this is the case. 

Because the relationship between science and policy is currently under-
theorized, it is often represented rather implicitly in the way an author explains 
the development of tobacco control. The following sections try to reconstruct the-
se conceptions, but since the goal is to develop science and politics as a two-way 
junction, we should also discuss some of the implications and possible problems 
for politics of seeing it as a direct consequence of science. 

Broadly speaking, one can separate two varieties of literature with respect 
to this question. The first variety sees tobacco control as science-driven, i.e. it 
views public policy as something that either follows or definitely should follow 
from the clear imperatives of scientific knowledge; and where tobacco control has 
clearly not developed so automatically, this literature tends to interpret the short-
fall not as much as due to political obstacles, but typically as a result of some il-
legitimate interests of the tobacco industry or a lack of courage among policy-
makers. According to this view, tobacco control is basically a war with enemies 
whose complete lack of moral integrity precludes the possibility of political com-
promise. 

The second variety of literature only sees scientific knowledge as one 
among many factors, while the progress of tobacco control is generally ascribed 
to dynamics internal to the policy process, such as agenda setting, interest group 
participation and institutional constraints. It views the development of tobacco 
control as being policy-driven, in other words. The policy-driven literature is closer 
to the mainstream of political science and therefore much less inclined to remove 
the element of political struggle from the issue. 

Finally, after discussing some of problems encountered in each part of the 
literature, the article attempts to clarify how this case as well the Foucauldian fo-
cus on will to knowledge contributes to some of the existing literature on science 
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and knowledge utilization. Does the case of tobacco control help us to develop a 
better understanding of the relationship and separation between science and poli-
tics? 
 
 
The Science-driven Literature on Tobacco Control 
 
The basic assertion in what I call the science-driven literature on tobacco control 
is the idea that documented knowledge on tobacco risk leads or should lead di-
rectly to strict political regulation of tobacco smoking. This is comparable to the 
French Prime Minister’s view that tobacco-related mortality figures constitute a 
political necessity, but here with the expectation that the causation is automatic. It 
is also the viewpoint typically found in both national and international policy doc-
uments such as the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, which bases it 
recommended regulation on the recognition that the scientific evidence against 
tobacco is unequivocal (WHO, 2003: 5).  

The science-driven point of view is not the easiest phenomenon to docu-
ment in the academic literature, however, because in many cases it mainly 
shows in the way an author fails to address any obstacles whatsoever between 
the discovery of scientific facts and political decisions. It is thus better to look at 
how authors reflect upon the perceived shortfalls of tobacco control. A prime ex-
ample here is Roemer (2004) who gives a general overview of previous tobacco 
control legislation. Not only does she identify ‘a smoke-free world’ as the ultimate 
target, but she also specifies that since the legislation is “not commensurate with 
the risk” at present, the immediate challenge is to “… make the policy fit the sci-
ence” (Roemer, 2004: 691). Although she sees an immediate association be-
tween risk knowledge and policy, it is clearly not a question of establishing some 
sort of balance between the two. Rather, the relationship is hierarchical in that it 
is the policy that needs to fit the science. Public policy is then subjected to the 
critical test of whether or not it is ‘commensurate’ with risk knowledge, but of a 
total ban on tobacco, it is very unclear how one is supposed to evaluate this 
commensurability. 
 Policy has a bad fit to science, this literature says, and which some con-
tributions claim to be able to rectify by using some other set of standards to me-
diate between them. In the context of a general discussion on morality and 
health, Gostin evaluates the normative case for tobacco control and concludes 
that strict intervention is legitimate and morally justified as long as it is grounded 
in solid, scientific knowledge (Gostin, 1997: 332). Seemingly straightforward, this 
argument is very difficult to assess mainly because of what it chooses to ignore. 
Nowhere in the discussion does the question arise what else is required for inter-
vention to be politically legitimate in the normal, democratic sense, such as the 
consent or participation of popular representatives. 
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A more recent contribution attempts a similar strategy to Gostin by making 
a very thorough argument for why there is (or should be) a basic human right to 
tobacco control (Dresler & Marks 2006). Like the French Minister, Dresler and 
Marks cite an endless line of numbers and facts on the spread of the ‘tobacco 
epidemic’ and proceed with the logical conclusion: “Tobacco control is (…) more 
than sound public health; it is a necessary strategy to ensure the human rights of 
the affected populations” (Dresler & Marks, 2006: 650). What we should notice 
here is not just the quick jump from facts to norms, but also how the political are-
na of public health decision-making is superseded by the higher power of a 
claimed legal necessity. 

We will return to the question of politics below, but first focus on another 
common issue in the science-driven literature, which is time. As the science-
driven literature expects hard-proven facts to lead to rational policy decisions al-
most automatically, it becomes more difficult for these arguments to understand 
why this has clearly not happened already. 
  
 
The Problem of Timing 
 
A critical issue for science-driven conceptions of tobacco control is what Theo-
dore Marmor has correctly termed ‘the problem of timing’ (2006: 383). As most 
observers notice, there is a huge time gap between firm evidence on tobacco-
related risk on one hand and effective regulation on the other. It is very common 
to ascribe the present wave of smoking bans to the evidence on second-hand 
smoke (ETS – environmentally transmitted smoke), but with twenty years be-
tween the events, it is difficult to maintain a direct relationship of cause and ef-
fect. Already in 1981 did the first studies point to a causal relationship between 
ETS and lung cancer, and in 1986 both the US Surgeon General, the US National 
Research Council and the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) 
recognized these findings officially (Samet 2004: 289). Later studies have obvi-
ously increased the depth of our knowledge on ETS and associated it with other 
complications, but this does not change the basic problem that policy-wise, the 
timing is seriously off. With a few exceptions, it is not until the late 1990s and es-
pecially in the past five years that comprehensive tobacco control has emerged in 
most countries, especially in Europe (Roemer, 2004). 
 It is pretty obvious that the actual development of tobacco control has not 
followed automatically from scientific facts, a situation which makes it all the more 
difficult to understand why the literature has not conceptualized the intermediar-
ies of this long process more thoroughly. Instead, there is an almost apocalyptic 
belief in the urgency of tobacco control in our present period, because now – with 
a 20-year delay – science can finally determine policy as it is supposed to. For 
example, a World Bank sponsored book on tobacco control argues that we live in 
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an important time today, a ‘watershed’ (De Beyer & Bridgen 2003: 9). Many au-
thors have similar views, such as many contributors to the major edited volume 
by Boyle (2004), but we might also recall the paradoxical argument of Prime Min-
ister Villepin here. On the one hand he said that the numbers speak for them-
selves, i.e. scientific facts call for action – but on the other hand he completely 
ignored the ironical situation that these facts have spoken the same message for 
20 years. So why is he listening now? 

The point is not that one can determine at what exact time science 
‘should’ have impacted upon tobacco control, but to notice how the authors in the 
science-driven literature interpret the obvious gap between facts and political ac-
tion. Some parts of the science-driven literature try to make sense of why the to-
bacco control policy process has been slow even though it is still urgent. Indica-
tive of a very science-driven perspective, these authors explain the drawn-out 
process of tobacco control by referring to the tobacco industry’s ability to present 
the evidence against tobacco as being controversial, in other words a struggle 
between different sets of scientific facts. 
 
 
The Science Wars 
 
Parts of the science-driven tobacco literature do not only consider knowledge to 
be the logical basis for political action, but see it as a weapon we should use 
against the tobacco industry and its lies. For instance, Michael Pertschuk boldly 
states that since we are at war with an opposing enemy, it is vital to have truth 
fighting on our side (Pertschuk, 2004: 669). It is also framed as a ‘war against 
misinformation’ (de Beyer & Bridgen, 2003: 9) and as a fight in which both activ-
ists and political actors come ‘armed with science’ (Bayer & Colgrove, 2004: 25). 

The activist turn of tobacco control research is expressed very clearly in 
an earlier text by Pertschuk (2001). There he he says that in order to unleash the 
full ‘power of science and truth’ against the tobacco industry, it is not sufficient 
just to have science: You also need scientists working the field as anti-tobacco 
advocates (Pertschuk, 2001: 225). What began as the seemingly simple process 
of putting knowledge into action now turns out to be a struggle at a personal lev-
el, and the tobacco industry is accused of throwing the first first stone by bringing 
in their own ‘paid liars’ as expertise (Pertschuk, 2001: 225). With the opponent 
already playing dirty, Pertschuk explicitly prefers not to use those scientists that 
are “… intoxicated with the endless recitation of arcane data”, but instead he 
needs ‘scientist advocates’ who are able to “… frame the proposed regulation as 
moderate” (Pertschuk, 2001: 225). 

This discussion recalls a long-standing debate in public health policy over 
the role of science in health information. A classic text here is the 1974 Lalonde 
report in which the Canadian health minister said that scientists should dispense 
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with all the ‘ifs, buts, and maybes’ of scientific epistemology and instead just tell 
people what to do (Lalonde, 1974: 57; Larsen, 2005: 164-9). The thought of sacri-
ficing one’s academic standards in exchange for a policy goal is probably not 
very appealing to most scientists, but this has not stopped many of them from 
playing a more active role in the struggle against tobacco. In fact, this is a re-
markable characteristic of the science-driven literature that even though it com-
prises actors from both scientific, political and NGO camps, this does not lead to 
as diverse arguments as one would expect. For example, the editorials of the 
highly esteemed British medical journal The Lancet have often made political 
statements with exceptional clarity. One editorial called for an immediate smoking 
ban in the UK by blaming tobacco deaths on the PM personally, exemplified in 
the not so subtle heading “How do you sleep at night, Mr. Blair?” (Lancet, 2003: 
1865). 
 Besides urging scientists to speak out against tobacco, this literature also 
devotes a lot of attention to document the science-related misdeeds of the tobac-
co industry. Simultaneously with the US Surgeon General’s report on ETS in 
1986, the tobacco industry formed their own research centers for so-called ‘In-
door Air Research’, basically with the sole purpose of undercutting the evidence 
against ETS and creating controversy (Bayer & Colgrove, 2004: 23). A similar 
process took place in Australia where an official recognition of ETS risk was fol-
lowed by the industry’s own report saying that there is “… little evidence and 
nothing which proves scientifically that cigarette smoke causes disease in non-
smokers” (quoted in Ballard, 2004: 105). 

Throughout the 1990s, the Philip Morris Tobacco Company pursued a 
public relations campaign called ‘sound science’ and whose goal was to make 
ETS risk data available for the industry’s own analysts to reinterpret according to 
corporate interests (Baba et al., 2005). Likewise, the German tobacco industry 
has been accused of making ‘shameful science’ over the course of several dec-
ades (Hirschhorn, 2000; see also Bornhaüser et al., 2006), while the newest sci-
ence-based initiative from Philip Morris is met with similar skepticism (Hirschhorn 
et al., 2001). Finally, Proctor documents how the tobacco industry has used indi-
vidual medical histories to undermine the individual claims of tobacco-related ill-
ness, which the author interprets as being an ‘epidemiology of expertise’ (Proctor, 
2006). By making their own health research, the industry seems to have accept-
ed the premise that today’s battles over tobacco control will be settled, at least in 
part, in the field of science. 

The battle is no longer about whether smoking is unhealthy, since the in-
dustry seems to have turned away from pure denial and adopted an allegedly 
more ‘balanced’ view on smoking. The science-driven literature obviously sees 
the general recognition of tobacco risk as an important step on the way to a com-
prehensive smoking ban, but the sudden benevolence of the tobacco industry 
poses problems of its own. Because the industry now acknowledges the detri-
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mental effects of tobacco use, this could make them seem more credible in mak-
ing related and seemingly moderate statements about passive smoking, the use-
fulness of alternatives measures to smoking bans, etc. While such views are per-
haps not as flatly untrue as when the industry denied everything, they might be 
more dangerous to the advance of tobacco control, the general view seems to 
be, because they present themselves as being credible and balanced. 

In order to protect both science and the idea of politics based on science, 
this has led members of the international tobacco control community to disallow 
any research funding that is even remotely associated with the tobacco industry. 
The problem of industry-based research funding was debated fiercely in relation 
to the case of Enstrom and Kabat. They published an epidemiological study in 
the British Medical Journal in 2003, which concluded – based on the major 40-
year cancer prevention study of the American Cancer Society – that there was no 
significant causal effect between passive smoking and tobacco-related mortality 
(Enstrom & Kabat, 2003). The article caused an outrage, not only because its 
message was so controversial, but also because the well-esteemed journal had 
allowed any publication by researchers who publicly declared to have received 
funds from tobacco-related sources (Enstrom & Kabat, 2003: 9). In order to re-
deem himself, one of the authors, Dr James Enstrom of UCLA, subsequently 
founded the ‘Scientific Integrity Institute’ and accused much of the epidemiologi-
cal evidence against passive smoking of being ‘Lysenko pseudoscience’ 
(Enstrom, 2007).  

Disputes such as these are indications that regardless of the industry’s 
admittance of tobacco risk, some of the political struggles over tobacco control 
are played out in the field of science. Much attention in the science-driven litera-
ture is devoted to track even the tiniest influence of tobacco interests upon 
knowledge production, for example in a journal such as Tobacco Control. From 
an epistemological viewpoint it is somewhat paradoxical that all parties to this 
controversy seem to take several conflicting roles with respect to the status of 
science and politics. All of them praise the laurels of scientific truth and integrity 
in high terms and accuse their opponents of polluting science with interests, polit-
ical or economic; and yet, several of these writers also seem willing to sacrifice a 
certain amount of scientific facticity in exchange for reaching their respective ob-
jectives be it profit or strict health promotion laws. Apparently, this literature often 
frames the discussion of tobacco control as being something beyond the scope 
of politics, such as a confrontation between friends and enemies. As the final 
characteristic of the science-driven tobacco literature, the next section considers 
this tendency to redress political conflicts in the form of a moral division between 
good and evil. 
 
 
The antipolitics of science-driven policy development 
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It is basically an old discussion whether a strong dependence on scientific exper-
tise in political systems can lead to a democratic deficit, because technocratic 
expert influence takes the place of public deliberation. Paul Feyerabend, for one, 
calls science a threat to democracy with reference to this conflict (Feyerabend, 
1978: 76). The French Prime Minister’s argument expressed a highly centralized 
version of this problem, because he chose to dispense parliamentary debate by 
decree simply because the facts were so overwhelming. Although related to this 
problem, the following discussion concerns a similar part of the science-driven 
argument that tends to extract any sign of political discussion from tobacco con-
trol. It does not necessarily lead to a complete absence of democratic debate, but 
to an ardent moral framing of smokers – active and passive – as being the vic-
tims of the tobacco industry as the supreme evil. 
 As Leichter and others describe, the evolution of tobacco control is partly 
synonymous with a fierce struggle against the tobacco industry whose continued 
profits from selling lethal drugs have given them names like ‘the merchants of 
death’ (Larry White quoted in Leichter, 1991: 97). Some commentators have 
even compared the misdeeds of the tobacco industry to both the holocaust and 
nuclear weapons (see Leichter, 1991: 97), and often the science-driven literature 
portrays the industry as being enemies beyond the scope of negotiation and 
compromise. The question is what political implications follow from this type of 
adversarial framing. 
 Within contemporary political theory there is a growing interest in antipolit-
ical arguments (Schedler, 1997; Weltmann & Billig, 2001; Hay, 2007). Antipolitics 
is when a controversy is framed as being beyond the normal parameters of poli-
tics typically because the adversary is characterized as being corrupt, illegitimate 
or in other senses beyond moral reach. These are just characterizations, of 
course, because at the heart, these conflicts are indeed highly political even if 
some actors claim them selves or the present to be beyond politics. Although the 
tone varies, the science-driven literature generally characterizes the tobacco in-
dustry as being morally corrupt to the extent that political negotiation or compro-
mise becomes futile. One of the more extreme voices whose arguments typically 
extract the political element from tobacco control is C. Everett Koop, former U.S. 
Surgeon General who initiated the 1986 report that first recognized ETS as po-
tentially lethal: 

“It is clear that the motivation of Big Tobacco is greed. I believe greed that 
flourishes at the expense of the destruction of millions of lives every year 
can only be described as evil; it cannot be reconciled with personal and 
corporate ethics and morality. Such greed is infectious and pervasive (…) 
President Reagan called the Soviet Union ‘the evil empire’, and President 
George W. Bush referred to Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as ‘the axis of evil’. 
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Yet these entities to whom evils were attributed have not killed more than 
400.000 citizens of the United States, or millions worldwide, each year. The 
evil empire is Big Tobacco and unlike military and political enemies who 
say, ‘I intend to kill you if I can’, Big Tobacco disguises its evil with the invi-
tation to light up and become alive with pleasure” (Koop, 2004: xii). 

Outside of vulgar Marxism, it is rare to find an entire business characterized as 
fundamentally evil. Unlike categories such as ‘problematic’, ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’, the 
word evil is almost never used in the language of politics with the exception of the 
few foreign policy examples mentioned in the quote. The word evil denotes will-
ingly hurting others to an extent where the evildoer is beyond repair. The last 
sentence in the quotation adds the final stone to a deep antipolitical argument, 
seeing as it puts the tobacco industry one step below murderers by associating 
its willful killing with a sense of pleasure and satisfaction. This is what is normally 
known as sadism. 

It is pretty clear that what is described here is not so much a policy pro-
cess as it is a war in which some objects are sacred while the enemies are evil. 
The ultimate point, however, is not just that these authors frame the industry as 
evil, but rather that science plays a key role in this antipolitical argument. It is 
worth to mention that Koop is quoted here not from a dedicated policy document, 
but from his preface to Oxford University Press’ 800-page volume of state-of-the-
art tobacco knowledge. It is reasonable, then, to assume that the editors see a 
relatively tight connection between the facts to values of tobacco control, a con-
nection that seems to leave very little room for political discussion or compro-
mise. Science is seen as having an active and even crucial role in the war 
against tobacco, such as when Pertschuk speaks of a war with an opposing en-
emy and with truth fighting on our side (2004: 669), or when Koop characterizes 
his surgeon general’s position against tobacco as guided by scientific truth and 
motivated by justice and service to humanity (2004: xv). There is a potential con-
nection, in other words, between seeing public policy as science-driven on the 
one hand and using this automatic relationship as a vehicle for antipolitical argu-
ments on the other. 
 There is another side to the antipolitics of the science-driven literature, 
which has to do not with framing the tobacco industry, but with how we see 
smokers. It is not uncommon to find smokers characterized either as sinners or 
as victims, and the latter category is most interesting here. Victims of smoking 
are generally worthy of help, but typically on the premise that since their depend-
ence keeps them from making rational decisions themselves, others should make 
the tough calls on their behalf. This is difficult in modern democracies where the 
victims are also citizens, because while politicians are expected to help the for-
mer with a certain amount of paternalism, they are also expected to listen to the 
latter and respect their opinions.  
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One of the things that make political discussions on tobacco control par-
ticularly difficult is precisely this duality where citizens are both objects and sub-
jects at the same time. If you say that smokers are nothing but helpless victims of 
a fierce battle between science and a reckless industry, you also somehow lose 
respect for their integrity as responsible citizens. This accentuates a general ten-
sion in public health policy between the ambition to make citizens more responsi-
ble for their own health behavior on the one hand and the unwillingness to accept 
some of their unhealthy choices on the other hand (Larsen, 2005: 174). As the 
similar argument of Howard Leichter goes, making citizens responsible for their 
own health also means giving them freedom to be foolish (1991). The point here 
is that reducing smokers to helpless victims also means depriving them of some 
of their political authority, hence the antipolitical nature of this type of framing. 

This is where the science-driven view on public policy reaches its epito-
me, because the imperatives of putting knowledge into action become so resilient 
as to ignore how citizens might want to set the limits of public health intervention. 
The claim is not that democracy actually works this way, only that several authors 
in the science-driven literature happen to reconstruct tobacco control in a way 
where facts speak for themselves and by the same token they lose interest in 
what citizens actually think. 

Not all parts of the science-driven literature take the argument this far, 
since there are many variations of what is clearly a normative perspective on the 
impact of science. The science-driven literature on tobacco control contains many 
descriptive elements as well. If any conflict or tension should emerge between 
the normative and the descriptive dimensions, this literature appears to maintain 
the normative expectation that under the right set of circumstances scientific facts 
should be the driving force of rational policy. 
 
 
The policy-driven literature on tobacco control 
 
A separate but comparatively smaller literature has emerged within mainstream 
political science and although it contains several different views on what governs 
the policy process, the relationship between science and public policy is typically 
seen as much less automatic than in the former. This other literature focuses on 
the dynamics and institutional surroundings of public policy, but unfortunately this 
also means there is less literature to review, because these authors do not write 
very much on the influence of scientific knowledge. By not addressing the rela-
tionship between science and policy as directly, it is still somehow taken for 
granted in this literature, although in a less automatic fashion. Some of the same 
problems as we have seen already turn up again in the policy-driven literature, 
such as the problem of how to account for the time gap between the emergence 
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of tobacco-related risk knowledge and the introduction of severe political inter-
vention. 
 
 
Timing in a policy-driven dynamic 
 
It is interesting to notice how the same historical events are subject to highly dif-
ferent interpretations depending on the particular perspective. This is very much 
the issue here, because the first reports about the risks of ETS did not appear in 
a political vacuum. They responded to political struggles in the new public health 
movement in place well before 1986. The health risk of passive smoking was, as 
Virginia Berridge ironically writes, a “scientific fact waiting to emerge” (Berridge, 
2004: 124). Already in the 1970s had anti-tobacco organizations such as the Brit-
ish Action on Smoking and Health (ASH) begun to demand intervention against 
passive smoking armed with arguments about rights and protection against nui-
sance (Berridge, 2004: 124; cf. Feldman & Bayer, 2004a: 293). There was a def-
inite demand for knowledge saying that ETS was risky. Although this was clearly 
countered by strong interests in proving tobacco innocent, it goes to show that 
the political struggle over passive smoking was not caused single-handedly by 
scientific facts. So, even though the recent development of tobacco control indi-
cates a time gap between knowledge and politics, this does not involve an earlier 
‘golden age’ when rational policies sprang spontaneously from the honorable 
fountains of scientific knowledge.  

It is not that knowledge plays no part in policy development at all. Several 
authors rightly point to the centrality of knowledge in the broader ‘culture shift’ 
surrounding ETS, a shift that changed the overall public image of smoking, 
smokers and the tobacco industry from positive or balanced into an exclusively 
negative one (Brandt, 2004: 262; cf. also Baumgartner & Jones, 1993: 91). Thus, 
the key point in the policy-driven literature is not that knowledge plays no part in 
tobacco control, but that it is just one factor among many other policy detemi-
nants and one that needs a political interpretation to have a policy effect. The de-
fining characteristic of the policy-driven literature on tobacco control is precisely 
that it puts the main theoretical focus on the internal dynamics of the policy pro-
cess even in the event of new scientific discoveries. 

A good example of a policy-driven focus on timing is Studlar’s work, which 
separates the development of tobacco control into five phases between the late 
19th century and the present (Studlar, 2002: 25-40). What appears to be decisive 
in the shifts from one phase to another is not the emergence of facts in itself, but 
the way in which both facts and the culture shift are incorporated by political au-
thorities as well as by social movements working against big tobacco. 

A similar focus on timing exists in the tobacco control literature that draws 
on theories of agenda setting (Studlar, 2002; Albæk et al., 2007; Princen & Rhi-
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nard, 2007). Although tobacco control could provide us with a classical example 
of what Kingdon terms ‘idea whose time has come’ (Kingdon, 1984: 1), most of 
this literature draws on Baumgartner and Jones’ version of agenda setting theory 
(1993). Their original book actually uses tobacco as a core example of a change 
in policy monopoly. Several measures of shifts in public attention document the 
shift in tone and choice of topics from positive to negative (Baumgartner & Jones, 
1993: 91, 109-17), which is basically what was previously referred to as the cul-
ture shift around tobacco. Another key part of their argument is that the shift in 
policy monopolies on tobacco control is also mobilized through a venue shift. 
While most congressional hearings on tobacco previously took place in commit-
tes related to agriculture who are likely to focus on its positive sides, it is now 
mainly being discussed in health-related committees with a much more negative 
view on tobacco (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993: 209-10). 

In a very broad sense, Baumgartner and Jones’ theory of agenda setting 
and punctuated equilibrium seems to fit the case of tobacco pretty well, because 
of the focus on long periods of stability followed by short periods of major policy 
change. It is not entirely clear, perhaps, how the shift in both the tone and venue 
of attention to tobacco ultimately leads to a substantial change in tobacco control 
on the level of actual policy instruments. In most countries, the attention of both 
the public and of policy-relevant venues had shifted from positive to negative way 
before the recent wave of smokefree legislation. The ability to explain the major 
changes and dynamics of the policy process may come at the expense of ex-
plaining specific instances of policy change, although this is in fact attempted in 
more recent contributions such as Princen and Rhinard (2007). 

Another limitation of the agenda setting perspective, which is even more 
important here is that it only considers the impact of science in a very indirect 
form. For example, Baumgartner and Jones quote an argument from Bernard 
Cohen saying that scientific controversies are often exaggerated in mediated 
public debate, because it gives the impression of a balanced presentation of the 
topic (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993: 119). This would indicate that scientific 
knowledge can not only lead to policy change, but also stall a possible change. 
Aside from this, the theory’s expectation seems to be that knowledge can affect 
the policy process indirectly by either shifting the general tone of an issue or by 
getting the attention of policy-makers in a relevant policy venue. This is another 
way of saying that there are no specific conditions for the impact of science in the 
agenda setting perspective as opposed to any other set of policy ideas that 
someone tries to get on the policy agenda, and the general conditions under 
which it can have an effect are largely determined by the internal dynamics of 
policy subsystems and mediated public attention. 
 
 
Delays and obstacles 
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Rather than explain the actual impact of knowledge upon public policy, what the 
policy-driven literature on tobacco control often does instead is to explain the 
comparative variation in policy development by referring to various delays and 
obstacles, typically of a political or institutional character. Indicative of this differ-
ence is Wendy Parmet’s review of Martha Derthick’s book Up in Smoke about the 
litigation procedures against big tobacco (Parmet, 2006). It strikes Parmet as odd 
that Derthick portrays the tobacco wars as a purely political contest between in-
terest groups, which means that the facts – the mortality and morbidity of tobacco 
use – have little or no relevance in the matter (Parmet, 2006: 386). Obviously, 
this is only worth mentioning if one is under the impression that scientific facts 
should be decisive, a group to which Parmet apparently belongs while Derthick 
does not. 

Two of the more comprehensive contributions on the politics of tobacco 
control make similar observations. Studlar concludes a broad assessment of to-
bacco control and policy change by saying that a “… simple model of science 
transferred to policy in this area is too simplistic, given delays in time and cross-
country variation in policy adoption” (Studlar, 2007: 21). Similarly, the collabora-
tive work Unfiltered edited by Feldman and Bayer concludes that science and 
evidence “… influence but do not determine public policy” (Feldman & Bayer, 
2004: 293). Both these quotations leave the impression that in a sense, we 
should expect to find a more direct relation between science and public policy 
were it not for the obstacles of the policy process. 

It does not mean that these writers take the same normative edge on the 
lacking impact of science as we saw in the science-driven literature, because the 
policy-driven literature on tobacco control generally has a descriptive approach to 
the issue trying to understand how it works and not how it should work. Both 
Studlar’s and Feldman and Bayer’s observations should be read in this light. 
While both the quoted passages provide us with reasonable descriptive accounts 
of the somewhat limited impact of science on policy, it does not tell us what influ-
ence to expect in the first place. The political science literature on tobacco control 
does little to theorize the translation or conversion process of putting knowledge 
into policy decisions. What precise dynamics are in fact obstructed by the many 
obstacles and internal dynamics of political systems? 
 Some political science analyses of tobacco control ascribe the delays and 
variation in policy change to factors that have little to do with the impact of scien-
tific facts. A prime example here is the comparative study by Marmor and 
Lieberman, who finds federalism to be a determinant of strong tobacco control 
regimes because it provides many access points for anti-tobacco interest groups 
influence (Marmor & Lieberman, 2004: 289; Marmor, 2006: 382). The importance 
of social movements is analyzed more directly in the work of Nathanson who use 
the strategies of anti-tobacco groups to explain variation in policy change (2005). 
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The decisive factor for policy change in Nathanson’s view is the social move-
ments’ construction of tobacco as a credible health risk, and while the perception 
of risk may draw upon scientific sources, it depends more upon ideology than 
science in practice where the perception of credible risk often precedes actual 
knowledge (Nathanson, 1999: 479). 
 Other analysts explain the variation by referring to concepts such as poli-
cy learning, transfer, diffusion, emulation, epistemic communities, etc. (Studlar, 
2006; 2007; Brandt, 2004). These concepts emphasize various ways in which 
policy ideas travel between countries, but it varies a lot to what extent these ideas 
are only policy instruments or if they really represent a specific way of thinking. 
Brandt’s analysis emphasizes diffusion of ideas, but less so for knowledge than 
for the shifting cultural norms about where and for whom smoking is seen as ap-
propriate (2004). 
 The comparative analysis by Studlar initially puts the focus on the transfer 
of policy instruments in the strict sense, but includes some discussion about the 
travel of ideas and information in itself (2006: 383-4). For example, the tobacco-
related reports from the US Surgeon General and the UK Royal College of Physi-
cians seem to have become points of reference for tobacco control policies way 
beyond their countries of origin. Also, anti-tobacco NGOs have played and con-
tinue to play an active role in establishing a constant flow of tobacco-related risk 
knowledge into most Western countries, obviously with the aim of getting national 
actors to lobby for a stronger regulation of tobacco use. In these studies, there 
seems to be some room for analyzing and even measuring the varying impact of 
knowledge, but on the premise that nothing specific separates the role of science 
in this respect from any other set of policy-relevant ideas. 
 In general, the policy-driven literature on tobacco control analyzes the 
time gap in tobacco control as a result of obstacles or delays that political sys-
tems will set for just about any external input, not just scientific knowledge. The 
focus on obstacles gives a more accurate descriptive representation of the time 
gap and the many inconsistencies of an overly linear view of science and public 
policy. 

On the other hand, these policy theories only do what they were designed 
to do, i.e. to theorize and analyze the dynamics of the policy process. In this 
sense, even if this literature gives a more credible account of the policy process 
around tobacco, it still seems to leave intact an underlying theoretical assumption 
of a linear relationship between knowledge and politics were it not for the proper-
ties of the policy process. Hence, we do not yet know how knowledge would im-
pact public policy in situations that could not be blamed on the structural inertia of 
political systems. In the concluding part of the article, a brief attempt is made to 
begin this theoretical discussion and connect the previous observations on sci-
ence and tobacco control with a few insights from the general literature on sci-
ence and public policy. 
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Conclusion 
 
The previous discussion has accentuated the need for a better theory of how sci-
entific knowledge interacts with decision-making processes in public policy. If we 
take into account that tobacco is an issue where the facts have been both rela-
tively clear and bearing serious human consequences, it is remarkable how un-
derdeveloped the interaction between the two regimes really is. The concluding 
section begins with a few observations of what we can be learned from the points 
where the two literatures clash and then proceeds to connect these observations 
with the broader theoretical questions about the separation between science and 
politics. 
 It is interesting how differently the two literatures conceptualize the policy 
impact of knowledge, or rather, even though neither of them really conceptualizes 
the relationship, they both have implicit understandings of what it is about. In the 
science-driven literature on tobacco control, there is an implicit understanding 
that tobacco bans follow from undisputable scientific facts. The strange thing is, 
of course, that this has clearly not happened, which creates a peculiar ambiva-
lence in the science-driven literature between urgency and delay. The facts are 
so overwhelming that severe steps against tobacco should be imminent, the ar-
gument goes, but due to the deceitful dealings of Big Tobacco, we keep on wait-
ing for the tobacco-free society to emerge. The policy-driven literature gives simi-
lar attention to the timing of tobacco control, but since political science has a 
ready arsenal of theories about the obstacles of the policy process, the time lag 
causes less confusion here. As already mentioned, this does not explain why 
scientific facts do turn into political decisions eventually, so we are still left with an 
undertheorized relationship of science to politics. 
 Comparing the two literatures, another peculiar difference spring to mind. 
It seems clear that many authors in the science-driven literature see themselves 
more as policy activists than it is the case with the political scientists in the se-
cond half. It is paradoxical that the scholars who believe that science speaks for 
itself are also the ones who find it most compelling to speak on its behalf in terms 
of being involved in anti-tobacco advocacy work. The more esoteric political sci-
ence literature has a much more distant relationship to practice and produces 
knowledge about tobacco control for knowledge’s own sake. Another way to 
characterize this split is to underline the normative character of the science-
driven literature and the descriptive purpose of the policy literature. The classical 
dichotomy between normative and descriptive approaches does not really ex-
haust the complexities of the two literatures, however, in particular because the 
science-driven literature constantly conflates the two.   
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 Not only the role of science, but also the politics of tobacco control is con-
ceptualized very differently across these two types of literature. Again, it is mainly 
the position of the science-driven literature that is ambivalent. As we have just 
seen, scholars in this literature believe that knowledge should be used to reach 
the policy objectives of anti-tobacco even if sometimes this goal comes at the ex-
pense of scientific purity. On the contrary, the science-driven literature also has 
clear affinities with antipolitical arguments where the usual workings of political 
dispute are dispensed in favor of decisions based on fact. One could argue that 
policy-driven authors do not focus much on the democratic dimensions either, but 
still it is a long way from separating the political world into good and evil. 

It is also interesting to notice here that the antipolitical inclinations of the 
science-driven literature are quite different from the classical way in which schol-
ars have seen science as the end of politics. A classic problematic is whether 
science will replace politics with expertise or if the advance of science would fos-
ter a broader decline of politics in society (Dahl, 1989; Albæk, 1995; Lane, 1966; 
Bell, 1976; Lindblom, 1990: 213-4; Redner, 2001). On the issue of tobacco con-
trol, science does not lead to a depoliticized society, but rather to an intensified 
moral dispute, which we should not forget is still deeply political despite the 
presentation as being in opposition thereto. 
 A third aspect of the antipolitics in tobacco control was discovered with 
respect to the ambiguous position of the people, who are seen as both victims 
and villains at the same time. The relationship between government and the peo-
ple is ambiguous in any circumstance, because while the French Prime Minister 
said that his people demanded government action in response to irrefutable facts, 
a large proportion of the same people continues to ignore health information on a 
daily basis. Saying that the people demand action is also a way of removing the 
question of tobacco control from the normal parameters of politics where people 
may have conflicting and even contradictory opinions on where to draw the line 
between freedom and health protection. In this case, the equivalence between 
knowledge and political action is established by annihilating the controversy and 
ambivalence of the latter. 
 Turning to the theoretical discussion, we should begin by reassessing the 
initial question about the ‘will to knowledge’ around tobacco control. Do we now 
know why science is so often presented with great enthusiasm as the treadstone 
of political action? At least we now see different shades of enthusiasm given the 
reservations of the policy-driven literature, but generally the ‘will’ seems to drape 
public policies in a coat of neutrality and absolute urgency. Most significant is 
perhaps the tendency to employ the will to knowledge as a means to replace a 
situation of messy, political controversy with a clear moral stand to save human 
lives. 

This does not mean, however, that the will to present science as the 
cause of action only functions for proponents of stricter smoking policies, be-
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cause we have also seen how the allusion of scientific controversy can be used 
to block policy change. This process is similar to discussions about climate 
change and global environmental problems (Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1996) as well as 
to some general observations in the knowledge utilization literature (Cohen quot-
ed in Baumgartner and Jones, 1993: 119). The point is that no singular policy di-
rective follows from presenting science as an externally given reason, because 
the function of such a will to knowledge is ‘tactically polyvalent’ as originally 
termed by Foucault (1976: 132). 
 The two literatures on tobacco control each have a tendency to reduce 
science and politics to the other. Not in the same sense as Lindblom and Cohen’s 
classical observation that policy making often leaves both suppliers and users of 
knowledge dissatisfied because one part does not listen while the other does not 
hear what he wants to listen to (1979: 1). Here, the conflict is not just between 
different interpretations of the same facts or the same political decisions. It is in 
the conceptions of the field of science and politics respectively that these two lit-
eratures each reduce the other. The science-driven literature bluntly reduces a 
controversial political question to the crudest form of scientism. The policy-driven 
literature, on the other hand, does not sacrifice politics for science, but it quickly 
reduces knowledge to just another input factor, which does not enlighten us why 
it should be any different from policies driven (or not driven) by say culture, reli-
gion or the media. What we need is a theoretical conception of the relationship 
between knowledge and public policy that analyzes the interaction and interde-
pendence of each type of social phenomenon, but without depriving each of its 
own proprietary complexities and controversies. 
 There are several ways to conceptualize the division between the fields of 
science and politics. Many scholars in the present literature on science and pub-
lic policy approach this division by analyzing and describing some of the empiri-
cal situations in which science and politics meet. For example, Grunwald (2006) 
examines the importance of scientific independence for appearing trustworthy in 
parliamentary technology assessments, while both Braun (2008) and Slipersæter 
et al. (2007) analyze the impact and responsiveness to science and politics in 
several countries’ research and innovation policies. 
 The theoretical underpinning of these and related studies (see also Lein-
hos, 2005; Waterton, 2005) is often some version of the Latour-inspired focus on 
‘boundary work’, ‘boundary objects’ and ‘boundary organizations’ (see Raman, 
2005; Guston, 2001). The main idea is that the boundaries between science and 
non-science are not given by the basic parameters of epistemology, such as in 
the classic idea of demarcation of science. Instead, the boundaries have to be 
maintained by scientists doing boundary work or designated organizations de-
signed to administer the boundaries of what can be called scientific (Guston, 
2001: 399). 
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 Although the boundary perspective is perhaps less developed on the side 
of politics, it contributes to the present discussion by effectively rejecting the 
basic premises of arcane scientism. The reason we should reject the scientism 
as theoretical lens is not that science or knowledge is bad, but that both scien-
tism and the critique of science have become mundane observations in both so-
ciety and political disputes (Latour, 2004), which stands out with surprising clarity 
in the conflicts over tobacco.  
 However, the blurring of the old division between science and nonscience 
– for example politics - does not necessarily mean that no separation can exist 
between the two fields. The present study has demonstrated the existence of two 
quite separated perspectives on the same development of tobacco control. This 
does not suggest a general ‘blurring’ of boundaries, but perhaps the need is for a 
different theoretical conception of the differentiation of science from politics. 

The article has drawn upon and maintains Foucault’s idea of the will to 
knowledge as the key lens to understand the complex interaction between sci-
ence and policy. It would be possible, though, to expand the Foucauldian per-
spective with some insights not only from the boundary literature, but also from 
Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory (1994). Luhmann argues that society’s subsys-
tems such as politics and science are functionally differentiated and operationally 
closed. Science can still reproduce its own boundary even after the fall of old 
world scientism, but at the same time it has lost the ability to instruct other func-
tional systems such as politics about what to do (Luhmann, 1994: 20). While sys-
tems such as science and politics are operationally closed from each other, they 
are nevertheless cognitively open and thus able to communicate about science in 
the political system and about politics in the scientific system. 

Perhaps this is precisely what we see in the case of tobacco control and 
science? Politicians such as the French Prime Minister can use old world scien-
tism to legitimize a blunt, political decision on tobacco while some scientists can 
turn to political arguments when trying to settle a heated scientific debate about 
the dangers of smoking. 
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