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ated and funded Rocksteady; he wrote the 
screenplay with Kevin Shine, and Khan 
then streamlined its multiple threads to 
emphasize the father-son relationship. 
“I was a 20-year veteran director making 
my first feature film,” Khan recalls now. 
“It was familiar—at heart, whether it’s a 
commercial, a docu-
mentary, or a feature, 
I’m a storyteller—but 
very different at the 
same time. I have a lot 
of experience directing actors in narrative 
formats, but nothing really prepares you 
for directing your first feature.”

Going into the five-week shoot, his 
greatest concern was endurance. “There 
are a thousand decisions you have to 
make every day and they all affect what 
you see on screen,” he explains. “You 
have to make it seem like things are going 
great when they are falling apart—and 
you can’t lose momentum. And I knew I 
had to bring it in on time and on bud-
get so I could live to fight another day.” 
The film (www.rocksteadymovie.com), 
completed in 2010, has been on the fes-
tival circuit since last year, winning the 
Best Feature award at the Litchfield Hills 
Film Festival and a jury selection at the 
Jamaica Reggae Film Festival. It’s now 
available on iTunes, DVD, Netflix and on-
demand; executive producer Hays isn’t 
concerned that it’s never appeared in 
general release. “Eight out of 10 indepen-
dent features are never seen in theaters, 
but that doesn’t mean they aren’t artisti-
cally noteworthy or commercially suc-
cessful,” he says, noting that films with 
modest production budgets can generate 
steady income streams for years.

Khan, like Rocksteady’s B.C., is the son 
of a Caribbean immigrant; his late father 

moved from Trinidad and be-
came a physician in Camden, 
New Jersey, practicing on a 
street now named in his honor. 
The younger Khan’s life took an 
unusual turn at 13: he was or-
dained an evangelical minister 
and spent his high-school years 
as a preacher and faith healer 
in storefront churches in Phila-
delphia. He stopped preaching 
shortly before matriculating 
at Harvard. (“I consider myself 
spiritual, but not religious,” he 
says now.) In college he stud-

Cigarettes, observes 
Robert N. Proctor, Ph.D. 
’84, “remain the world’s 
single largest prevent-
able cause of death,” and 
following roughly 100 
million tobacco-related 
deaths in the twentieth 
century, far more mor-

tality “lies in the future”—an estimated billion deaths in the twenty-first. The author, 
now professor of the history of science at Stanford, has written a large, and hotly pas-
sionate, book on the subject, Golden Holocaust: Origins of the Cigarette Catastrophe and 
the Case for Abolition (University of California, $49.95). From the prologue:

this is a book about the history of ciga-
rette design, cigarette rhetoric, and ciga-
rette science. My goal is to treat the ciga-
rette as part of the ordinary history of 
technology—and a deeply political (and 
fraudulent) artifact.…It is also, though, a 
story of how smoking became not just 
sexy and “adult” (meaning “for kids”) but 
also routine and banal. The banalization 
of smoking is one of the oddest aspects 
of modern history. How did we come 
into this world, where millions perish 
from smoking and most of those in pow-
er turn a blind eye? How did tobacco 
manage to capture the love of govern-
ments and the high rhetorical ground of 
liberty, leaving the lesser virtues of lon-
gevity to its critics? And what can we do 
to strengthen movements now afoot to 
prevent tobacco death?

Think again about the numbers: in the 
United States alone, 400,000 babies are 
born every year to mothers who smoke 
during pregnancy. Smoking is estimated 
to cause more than 20,000 spontane-
ous abortions—and perhaps as many as 
seven times that. Seven hundred Ameri-
cans are killed every year by cigarette 
fires, and 150 million Chinese alive today 
will die from cigarette smoking. Tens of 
thousands of acres of tropical forest are 
destroyed every year to grow the leaves 
required to forge the nicotine bond.

…[I]f we believe that smoking really is 
a kind of “freedom,” this is partly because 
the cigaretteers have spent billions to 
make us think this way. The propaganda 
machine is powerful and operates on so 
many levels—science, law, government, 
sports, entertainment—that it is hard to 
think outside the pack. Governments are 
entranced, hooked by the bounty of taxes 

brought in by selling cigarettes. (No single 
commodity brings in higher revenues.) 
The mainstream media are often inat-
tentive, partly because the tobacco story 
is spun as “old news.” So we are brain-
washed, nicotinized, confused into equat-
ing fumery with freedom.

Healthy people tend to forget how cru-
cial health is for other kinds of freedom. 
The tobacco industry wants us to think 
about smoking as an inalienable right of 
all free people, but how free is the ampu-
tee suffering from Buerger’s disease, the 
cigarette-induced circulatory disorder ex-
pressed as gangrene of the feet? How free 
was my beloved grandmother, the once-
lively South Texas flapper, rendered wheez-
ing and immobile on her deathbed from 
the emphysema scarring her lungs? Health 
so deprived is surely a kind of violation, a 
slow robbery of the spirit to which the 
strong and healthy will never bear first-
person witness. The industry sells this slow 
asphyxiation—and the unwary buy into it.

o p e n  b o o k

T h i n k i n g  O u t s i d e 
t h e  P a c k

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to view a 
video clip from the film.

Getting them while they’re young: tiny 
cigarette packs, meant for children to 
incorporate into their play with dolls 
or toy soldiers
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