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1 Scientists. distinguish between' “proximate” and

2. “ultimate” explanations (Bell 600). An ultimate, long-
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range explanation of smoking, based on a study of
human evolution, has greater appeal for many people
than a more localized proximate explanation—like
chemical changes in the body or an oral fixation. But

ultimate’ explanations may conflict with proximate

evidence that seems more obvious, as does the

explanation proposed by physiologist Jared Diamond in
his recent book The Third Chimpanzee. Diamond cites
the theory of zoologist Amotz Zahavi that self-
endangering behaviors in animals (such as a male bird
displaying a big tail and a loud song to a female) may be
at once a signal and a proof of superior powers (196}.
Such a bird has proved, writes Diamond, “that he must
be especially good at escaping predators, finding food,
resisting disease; the bigger the handicap, the more
rigorous the test he has passed. ” Humans share the
same instinct that makes birds give dangerous displays,
he suggests; and risky human actions, including the use
of drugs, are designed to impress potential mates and
competitors in the way Zahavi suggests risky animal

actions are { 198). Diamond’s characterization of the

‘message that teenagers send by smoking and drinking

creates an image of a strutting animal

I'm strong and I'm superior. Even to teke drugs

once or twice, I must be strong enough to get past
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the buming, choking sensation of my first puff on
a.cigarette, or to get past the misery of my first
hangover.. To do it chronically and.remain alive

and healthy, I must be superior. (199)

An apparent problem with this ultimate, evolutionary
explanation of smoking, however, is that people were
smoking long before they knew it was dangerous, before
they knew that doing it chronically made it harder to
“remain alive and healthy. ” Public concern about
smoking did not appear until the 1950s ( Schmidt 29).
Before that, moreover, many people smoked in private —
removed from potential mates they might impress; men
had a quiet pipe by the fire or actually left the ladies (or
the ladies left them) to have a cigar after dinner. Finally,
Native Anierican peoples smoked tobacco for centuries,

apparently for its pleasantly elevating effect { Wills 77).
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