INTRODUCTION

Torches of Liberty

by Mark Dowie

On the surface it seemed like an ordinary publicity stunt for
“female emancipation,” the pre-Depression equivalent of women's
liberation. A contingent of New York debutantes marched down
Fifth Avenue in the 1929 Easter Parade, each openly lighting and
smoking cigarettes. It was the first time in the memory of most Amer-
icans that any woman who wasn't a prostitute had been seen smok-
ing in public.

It was dubbed the “torches of liberty contingent” by Edward
Bernays, its brilliant behind-the-scenes organizer. Bernays, a nephew
of Sigmund Freud, later admitted that he had been paid a tidy sum
to orchestrate the march by George Washington Hill, president of
the American Tobacco Company. But long before the public learned
who had engineered the parade, it had achieved its goal of break-
ing the taboo against female smoking. Within months, in fact, the
politest of American ladies were puffing in public and sales of Hill's
Lucky Strikes were soaring.

The event is still hailed in public relations lore as a “triumph.”
Some people consider it the coup that launched a whole new, dis-
tinctively American industry.

Most of us are aware of public relations. “That’s just a lot of PR,”
we say, with smug confidence that we have pierced the veil of hype
around us rather than be taken in by some anonymous huckster.
But few outside the public relations industry know how well PR
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