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Traditional Tobacco

 What is traditional tobacco?

 Used as medicine in Native American tribes throughout the Americas. 

 Used in traditional Native American ceremonies.

 May contain tobacco (Nicotiana rustica) and/or other ingredients.

 Different forms and names (Cansasa, Kinnickinnick) varying between regions, even similar 
tribes. 

 How is it used?

 Ceremonial use to honor and welcome guests; Communicate with the Creator; Bind agreements 
between tribes; payment to the Healer.

 Not used often.

 Less “frequency”, “duration”, and “intensity” than commercial tobacco.

 Rarely inhaled.

Source: National Native Network: Keep It Sacred
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“Loss” of Traditional Tobacco 

 Intent to eliminate beliefs and ceremonies of Native American people

 1883 Indian Religious Crimes Code and 1885 Indian Major Crimes Act

 Ban ceremonies and religious acts of Native Americans

 Limited access to wild and cultivated tobacco plants

 Moved ceremonies “underground” and led to substitution of traditional tobacco with 
commercial tobacco

 American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978

 Efforts to restore traditional tobacco and educate on traditional use

 “It is not respectful use of the sacrament, ‘tobacco’ when you hold the cigarette away from 
your body, drop the ashes to the ground, and smash the butts with your foot-that is not how 
we treat sacraments”-Paul Ortega, Mescalero Apache Traditional Healer

Source: The University of Arizona Healthcare Partnership

Commercial Tobacco

 Substitution

 Gifts to honor people

 Cigarettes often in baskets for people to use after contemporary ceremony (funeral)

 Commercially-produced tobacco has nicotine levels designed to create addiction 

 Commercial tobacco, specifically cigarettes, are carefully engineered and highly 
processed product utilizing numerous chemicals most efficiently deliver nicotine 
to the human brain

 Use of these products as directed result in the production of more than 7,000 
chemical compounds.

 Commercial tobacco is the leading cause of preventable disease and death in the 
United States.

 Cigarette smoking rates in North Dakota in 2016: 49.7% Source: North Dakota Behavioral Risk factor         
Surveillance System
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Nicotine and Addiction

 Nicotine is one of the most addictive substances on earth, with brief periods 
of usage creating a lifetime of addiction

 Nicotine use during adolescents causes changes in the brain that may make 
individuals more susceptible to drug addiction later in life

 Nicotine, alcohol, and drugs of abuse all stimulate overlapping pathways in 
the brain that are involved in addictive behaviors

 Many researchers have explored the connection between smoking and drug 
use, and the statistics show that there is a very strong correlation between 
these behaviors. The exact numbers vary among different surveys, 
but between 75% and 98% of people with SUD also use tobacco, compared 
to only 16.8% of US adults, in general

Source: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration

Questions?

Contact: Neil Charvat

Director, Tobacco Prevention and Control Program

North Dakota Department of Health

njcharvat@nd.gov

701.328.3344


