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Introduction: Reimagining tobacco

Sarah Inskip and Jason Hughes

Tobacco’s global trajectory – From sacred plant to trillion-dollar industry

Within human history, there are arguably few non-food plants that have had such a wide range of effects and such a long-lasting impact on the lives of people as has tobacco. Tobacco is produced from members of the Nicotiana genus, of which nearly all are indigenous to the Americas, with a few species also found in Australia and Africa (Kew Plants of the World 2025). Tobacco use can be traced back thousands of years in the Americas, where burnt tobacco remains in a hearth from a hunter-gatherer camp in Utah suggest over 12,000 years of interactions between humans and the plants (Duke et al. 2022). Direct evidence for the practice of smoking comes from tubes and pipes over 4000–5000 years ago in North America (Carmody et al. 2018). In Australia some species were chewed by Indigenous peoples prior to the arrival of Europeans (Brady 2002), and less well known is the use of a specific species, N. africana, in Southeast Africa (Marlin et al. 2014). However, it is American tobaccos that have come to dominate the globe. Over time, tobacco had become entwined with identity, ritual and everyday life in indigenous communities. On arrival to the Americas, observation of these uses captured the imaginations of Europeans searching for plants with the medical potential to cure ‘Old World Diseases’ (Goodman 1993). Within forty years of its ‘discovery’ by early European explorers, tobacco was being grown in Western Europe as a possible disease panacea, but within a hundred years, tobacco smoking was a well-established habit that had become embedded in multiple European cultures (Goodman 1993). It proved to be highly lucrative for farmers, merchants, corporations and states, and initially spread around the globe with Western European colonial and imperial endeavours. It is this platform that gave tobacco its global reach that has left profound legacies today. The global tobacco industry is projected to be worth around $988bn in 2025, with an annual growth projection of 2.6 per cent such that its total worth will soon exceed $1tn (Statista 2025).

This edited volume seeks to challenge dominant ‘canons’ of scholarship that have long characterized historiographies of tobacco. Through bringing together anthropologists, historians, sociologists and biomedical researchers, we explore how interdisciplinary approaches and perspectives can reveal the multiple, often Janus-faced, characteristics and facets of tobacco: how these intertwine and interplay and can only be properly understood through their being approached ‘in the round’. Thus, rather than approaching tobacco as a passive commodity that is shaped through human agency, we explore how tobacco has in itself been an emergent force shaping social relations, economic processes and human bodies through millennia of developments.

Tobacco’s direct effect on people is through consumption. Upon use, whether by smoking or otherwise, it releases thousands of chemicals including multiple alkaloids, of which the most significant is nicotine. This and other components/compounds are implicated in the dependency that has become so synonymous with the plant’s usage – a practice that goes back hundreds of years before tobacco use was widespread (Wilbert 1987). However, tobacco and other components from the combustion of it, including any preparatory materials, are today strongly linked to the development of multiple preventable diseases, including cancers, cardiovascular disease and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), which ultimately costs people and governments vast amounts in health bills and loss of life quality.

While the health ramifications of tobacco use have been subject to intense public debate, it has been much easier to overlook the indirect effects that tobacco has had on people, both in the past and today. Much research has focused on the cigarette as it is now the predominant form of usage, and, due to its more recent emergence in the late nineteenth century, there are plentiful historical sources for analysis. However, researchers have identified that the effects of tobacco use prior to the cigarette, and via other modes of consumption, are both vast and deep. These broader and much longer-established effects relate to the spaces that tobacco inhabits, the manifold and shifting roles that it plays in society, and through the various networks and chains in which it has long been entangled. It is a plant of many contradictory personalities that are variously expressive of its embeddedness in complex webs of human interdependencies (Elias 2012; Hughes 2003). It has come to have immense cultural significance, playing a central role in personal and public rituals, in forming and maintaining relationships, in symbolizing various kinds of exchange. It has been adapted to a vast array of social and psychological uses – to excite and energize the senses, to provide comfort, relaxation and solace, to suppress hunger and boredom, to stimulate focus and alleviate stress. However, it also kills, disables, subjugates and is centrally implicated in manifold forms of disadvantage and deprivation.

Given how important the plant has been, and continues to be, certain aspects of its history remain surprisingly under-researched. For a long time, accounts of the long-term development of tobacco use have been dominated by economic historians, who continue to have some of the best and most accessible sources to draw upon. However, this has led to a rather linear focus due partly to the character of the sources and the sociocultural contexts in which such scholars are located. These sources have tended to focus on particular periods, utilizing relatively narrow temporal frames, with many studies covering the late nineteenth century onwards, and relatively few concerned with periods prior to the mass production of the cigarette and its ascendancy as a major global commodity. At present, our knowledge is strongly focused on European experiences, whether in Europe or from European perspectives of tobacco in other locations.

Such Eurocentric and ‘hodicentric’ (i.e. concerned with the recent past and understood through the prism of the present) (Goudsblom and De Vries 2002) tendencies are intimately bound up with the colonial power dynamics that fuelled the global spread of tobacco from the fifteenth century onwards. Indeed, tobacco has been central to key developments in global geo-politics of the past few centuries, figuring prominently in major shifts in channels of trade, patterns of forced migration, exploitation, racialized appropriation and cultural exchange. Yet these aspects of tobacco’s history too remain somewhat underexplored. For example, comparatively little is known about the role of tobacco in the rise of the slave trade, in the development and maintenance of colonial interests, and of experiences and uses of tobacco outside of Western European contexts. As such, much of the extant evidence relating to the early history of tobacco bears the imprint of the processes of which it forms an integral part: the European encounter with tobacco use by indigenous ‘others’ whom they considered to be their social inferiors. Such evidence remains to be the most accessible and influential in the historical record, effectively eclipsing millennia of pre-Columbian use in the Americas and early use in Australia (Brady 2002).

Accordingly, European understandings and experiences of tobacco have dominated a central ‘canon’ of scholarship on tobacco which has hitherto tended to focus on tobacco use (1) from Columbus onwards and, more typically, from the nineteenth century on following the rise of the cigarette; (2) on transatlantic patterns of dissemination and transition rather than, say, the influence of Middle Eastern smoking traditions on tobacco use there and elsewhere; (3) on ‘Western’ experiences, principally the Americas after Columbus and the introduction of tobacco into Western Europe; and, most significantly, (4) on a limited range of data sources and studies, particularly economic data, and extant documentary sources that have survived processes of colonial archival selection.

This has left significant gaps in our understanding of tobacco through time. For example, pre-Columbian use in the Americas has tended to be treated as a singular temporal ‘block’ spanning millennia of (what are highly differentiated) patterns and practices of use, with few studies tracking developments over time and in ‘deep history’. Similarly, the focus on the pivot from pre-Columbian to post-Columbian use has focused on the transition from indigenous American to early-European use (as opposed to Indigenous use before and after contact) and has tended to depend on accounts of Indigenous American use collected through the quixotic gaze of European travellers, and later, anthropologists. Furthermore, the bulk of scholarship has explored historical developments from the early-modern introduction of smoking onwards in countries such as the United States, Britain, France, the Netherlands, Spain and other parts of Europe, with developments in the rest of the world somewhat sidelined.

Beyond the Western canon: Challenging Eurocentric and Hodicentric tobacco narratives

There are, of course, some notable exceptions. Goodman’s excellent (1993) Tobacco in History: The Cultures of Dependence remains one of the most authoritative and wide-ranging accounts of long-term developments in tobacco from pre-Columbian to contemporary patterns of use. There is also a growing body of work that explores the history of tobacco outside of Europe, in particular, the edited collections of Gilman and Xun (2004), and van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith (2024). The most recent of these, van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith’s volume, seeks centrally to consider the conditions under which tobacco came to be successfully disseminated to diverse regions of the world, casting light on the when as well as the why of the global spread of tobacco. The volume explores how a ‘first globalization’ of tobacco based around transatlantic trade flows was later supplanted by a ‘second globalization’ from around the 1780s onwards. In the latter, Western imperialism expanded beyond the Atlantic and, in tandem with developments in capitalism, tobacco supply chains, processing, production and consumption became globally reconfigured. A consideration, then, of tobacco histories in Africa, the Middle East, Asia and lesser-known regions of Europe helps not simply to update existing accounts of the history of tobacco but to cast light on the importance of a combination of state and non-state actors, in particular transnational corporations, whose operations transcended geopolitical boundaries.

Van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith et al. explore how the ‘second globalization’ (which ran from around 1780–1960) was marked by a decline in mercantilist monopolies and a rise of free trade. It involved, they suggest, an array of historical agents – Chinese and Filipino enterprises who competed with Spanish tobacco monopolies in the Philippines; Palestinian fellahin who actively resisted corporate and imperial control through what authorities deemed as their ‘smuggling’; East African import-export firms maintaining markets for hand-rolled cigarettes and out-competing British American Tobacco’s mechanically produced counterparts – involved in fiercely conflictual negotiation and contestation between local and global forces. Van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith show how the ‘contradictory personalities’ of tobacco played out in the manifold ‘glocal’ integration conflicts that characterized its introduction into diverse cultural and socioeconomic contexts.

This emphasis on the complex interplay between global forces and local resistance and adaptation finds parallel expression in some regional studies that have examined the introduction and assimilation of tobacco in specific cultural contexts outside of Europe and North America. For instance, over the past few decades there has emerged a rich seam of scholarship on the development of tobacco use in China. This includes Carol Benedict’s detailed historical (2011) account, Golden-Silk Smoke. Benedict highlights the distinctiveness of the Chinese case, taking economically determinist accounts of the rise of tobacco in Europe (particularly of the cigarette) as her point of departure. She explores the profound importance of developments prior to the rise of the cigarette in twentieth-century China, locating the assimilation of tobacco as part of a complex pattern of ‘cultural borrowing’ that persisted long after the plant came to be considered a ‘native’ crop. For instance, the water pipe was brought from India and the Middle-East into China by caravan traders via the Western borderlands, and madak (an opium-tobacco mix) from parts of Southeast Asia and was adapted and partly transformed through its incorporation into local cultures of consumption (2011: 20).

Benedict describes highly differentiated patterns of tobacco consumption that spanned social divides: an exotic indulgence to the rich, and a quotidian luxury for the rural poor. However, in partial contrast to the European case, a wide range of practices were able to exist alongside one another in a manner that was, over time, more inclusive and less socially competitive, ultimately culminating in an increasing proletarianization of smoking in rural China. Contrary to received paradigmatic narratives of tobacco arriving on European ships, Benedict shows how Asian actors played a crucial role in disseminating tobacco along multiple Chinese frontiers. For example, Koreans played a significant role in introducing tobacco into Manchuria. Additionally, on the southeastern coast of China, interactions between Chinese, Japanese and Southeast Asian merchants in key ports facilitated the early entry and reception of tobacco. Similarly, amid the political instability of the seventeenth century, tobacco was introduced by migrants, merchants, diplomats and soldiers via the northeastern frontier of Manchuria and Eastern Mongolia. Benedict’s account is of a fluid interdependence between global and local trade networks in the introduction and subsequent ‘nativization’ of tobacco in Chinese society, and of the enduring significance of deeply embedded social practices relating to tobacco use, particularly among less affluent groups, to contemporary tobacco control efforts.

The importance of such ‘glocal’ interdependencies can also be observed in scholarship on the development of tobacco in the Middle East. For instance, in his (2006) study of the ascendancy of tobacco markets in Egypt, Relli Schechter has sought to bridge economic history with consumption studies through a focus on the role of tobacco in exchange relationships, tracking the early introduction of tobacco throughout the Ottoman Empire in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Schechter highlights some of the complexities and conflicts in the introduction of tobacco in the Middle East, tracing what was initially considerable opposition to tobacco use due in part to concerns about its impact on health, its socio-economic impact (e.g. as resources for food crops were redirected towards tobacco cultivation) and its highly contested religious status. In a pattern that echoes developments elsewhere, the Ottoman state moved increasingly to regulate and tax tobacco only after a series of unsuccessful attempts to eradicate it. Schechter traces the shift from early tobacco use practices and modes of consumption – e.g. chewing, snuffing and smoking via the long-pipe (chibouk) and water pipe (narghile) – which involved (particularly in relation to the narghile) technologies and cultural practices that pre-dated tobacco, all of which served to mediate local adaptations and patterns of use. He shows how different technologies of use came over time to be markers of social rank and distinction: for example, how the narghile gradually fell out of use among higher social ranks, and by the nineteenth century came to be associated with backwardness, indolence and a lack of ambition. Around the same time, cigars came to be associated with upper-class Egyptian use, and elite decadence; here the importance of associations with Western affluence was central.

Schechter’s central interest is in the rise of the Egyptian cigarette industry (from the mid-nineteenth century through to the end of the twentieth century), highlighting the ‘new but traditional’ (2006: 7) market for tobacco, whereby the cigarette came culturally to bridge a symbolism of new global consumerist lifestyles with enduring and much older associations between smoking, time and sociability. He highlights the key role of Greek and Armenian immigrants in the development of the Egyptian cigarette market, particularly as tobacco cultivation shifted from the Sham provinces (now Syria) to Anatolia (Turkey) and Europe, thus favouring migrants who had connections to the new cultivation centres. Migrants were also crucial to the development of new kinds of retailing experiences – novel tobacco stores, sometimes clustered together in modern urban centres, which offered a retail experience distinct from the traditional bazaar, all of which served to sediment the associations between cigarettes, modern consumerism and adaptation to a rapidly changing social environment. Schechter ultimately examines the global ascendancy of Egyptian cigarettes: with a growing export trade to Britain and other parts of Europe and the United States, and their significant influence on American production and branding.

Schechter’s account serves to challenge the standard canonical association of cigarettes with exclusively Western origins. It demonstrates a more dynamic and reciprocal exchange of tobacco commodities and a multi-centre convergence in global tastes for tobacco rather than simply a (Western hegemonic) dissemination. Like Benedict, Schechter’s work also highlights a dialogue between tradition and modernity in the introduction and spread of tobacco; the significance of local adaptations of tobacco, particularly those that pre-date the rise of the cigarette (and some which have endured despite its growing popularity); and the complex interplay between social distinctions, different modes of consumption (e.g. the water pipe, chewing tobacco, snuffing) and multi-directional inter-cultural flows where certain symbolic associations and understandings are exchanged alongside the import and export of material tobacco.

Other key challenges to the standard canon of historical scholarship can be seen in the case of the somewhat tortuous introduction of tobacco into Russia. There is now a significant body of historical work on the development of tobacco use in Russia (see, in particular, the collection edited by Romaniello and Starks (2009); plus Starks’s excellent (2018) history of tobacco, particularly the cigarette or papirosa, in imperial Russia). A striking feature of this work is how the Russian case problematizes the notion of a rapid and largely unhindered spread of tobacco as part and parcel of an early-modern process of what Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith refer to as its ‘first globalization’. As Romaniello (2007) explores, English merchants hoped that the introduction of tobacco would lay the foundations for the establishment of free trade in Muscovy, and act as a vehicle for the spread of (supposedly superior) English normative standards – ‘civility’ replacing ‘rustick and barbarous humor’ (2007: 914) – establishing Russia as a market for English goods and bringing the region within the sphere of its influence. Romaniello explores how such hopes were founded upon a hubristic economic ideology which dramatically underestimated the significance and strength of Muscovite resistance. The Muscovy Company, a joint-stock trading organization representing English merchants in Muscovy, drew parallels between themselves and the East India Company, who, after meeting with major opposition in Mughal India and Safavid Iran, were nonetheless able to overturn initial bans on tobacco and establish successful markets and supply centres for its cultivation and processing from as early as 1612 (2007: 918).

However, tobacco faced steadfast opposition in Muscovy. Particularly since Tsar Ivan IV’s reforms of the mid-sixteenth century, there was conscious and concerted opposition to Western influence and culture by both political and religious authorities. The Russian Orthodox Church condemned tobacco use as lawless, noting its absence from the Bible and its foreign origins, both of which meant it was an excellent candidate to be classed as illicit. Such religious condemnation, which expressed the Church’s long-standing opposition to foreign customs, resonated with the tsars, who sought both to resist cultural influx and to establish a protectionist economic system under which imported tobacco was undesirable. Ivan IV’s reforms included the Stoglav – a 100-chapter document of 1551 – that explicitly banned ‘evil’ and ‘lawless’ customs of other countries and faiths to prevent their pernicious influence on Russian culture. Bans on tobacco specifically followed, possibly as early as 1618 in certain regions, and throughout the kingdom ‘on pain of death’ by 1634 (2007: 921).

Somewhat ironically, tobacco came to be established in the region despite the best efforts of the Tsars, the Orthodox Church and English merchants alike. Flouting official bans, tobacco was introduced into Muscovy principally through smuggling, primarily via English and Dutch merchants at Baltic entrepôts trading with Swedish intermediaries who in turn sold to Russian smugglers, and from the Ottoman Empire via Moldova (Romaniello 2007: 922–3). In response, the English aimed (again largely unsuccessfully at first) to establish market control through direct trade, eventually finding some rather qualified and short-lived success after Peter the Great legalized tobacco in 1696 and granted them an exclusive contract for tobacco importation.

Ultimately, Romaniello uses the fraught introduction of tobacco into Muscovy as a case to exemplify the limitations of globalization in the early modern world. Together with the examples of China and Egypt above, this work challenges a received narrative that tobacco rapidly conquered the world. Indeed, many of the ‘contradictory personalities’ of tobacco that we referred to earlier in our discussion can be traced back to a series of integration conflicts and oppositional tensions that are, if anything, characteristic of its introduction into Europe and other parts of the world.

Tobacco was variously approached as simultaneously a bridge between early European and indigenous American cosmologies, and as a nexus of ‘othering’ and cultural distancing; as both a source of cultural distinction and refinement in courtly and aristocratic circles, and a badge of dissolution and plebeian vice; as at once a ‘need’ and an indulgent, frivolous luxury; as an early panacea prescribed for ailments ranging from toothache to ‘cancer’ and, particularly later, as an addictive disease spreading across the globe. As Norton (2008) proposes, adverse reactions, and in some cases vitriolic opposition, to the introduction of tobacco, chocolate and other substances/practices from the New World constitute a ‘compelling rebuttal’ to the notion that early Europeans were almost immediately won over to the practice of tobacco use upon encountering it. Norton rejects the culturally constructivist argument that tobacco ‘was granted a passport’ to the Old World only after it was divested of its indigenous American associations, granted the status of a materia medica and ‘Europeanized’ in terms of adding to, or modifying, tobacco to suit ‘Western’ tastes. We would agree that this received canonical narrative of an undifferentiated cultural transmission of tobacco is problematic, and definitely oversimplistic. However, it is also problematic entirely to discount the role of cultural and cosmological adaptation in the transfer of tobacco, and, moreover, to posit a singular axis of transference from the ‘New’ to the ‘Old World’.

That notwithstanding, as the collection of chapters presented in this volume serves to demonstrate, there are considerable complexities and differences, both in patterns of transfer and in the cultural position of tobacco in early practices and throughout the history of tobacco. Moreover, like Norton, we wish to steer a course between, on the one hand, biologically determinist accounts of transition and dissemination (where the global spread of tobacco can be explained principally through recourse to its pharmacological addictiveness), and on the other, culturally determinist ones where the global spread of tobacco is reduced principally to a process of cultural adaptation. However, we would suggest that considerations of how it was that tobacco use came to be transferred between and across societies, including the extent and spread of this transfer and its impacts, need to take account of an array of imbricated material, biological, economic, cultural and social processes through which we might approach ‘tobacco’ as a fluid nexus of shifting practices, associations and uses. This involves a shift away from a focus solely on what tobacco ‘is’ towards what ‘it’ means, what it is ‘like’ (Russell 2019), actual practices of use and so forth: a shift away from tobacco as a singular plant that changes over time and space, and towards the morphology of forms, practices, associations and uses as what we mean when we refer to tobacco. This orientation towards tobacco necessitates acknowledging complexity and finding new ways to approach its history.

The collaborative interdisciplinary approach we advance in this volume brings together, inter alia, evidence from dental calculus and pipe residues, travel diaries and legal depositions, ethnographic accounts and genetic studies. These combinations allow for new kinds of evidence triangulation – from a conversation between archaeological, bioscientific and archival method – to rethink certain aspects of canonical accounts of tobacco and its role in human history. It is through this dialogue of evidence and disciplinarity that scholarship on tobacco can move beyond the confines of single-discipline studies to capture more of the nuances and complexities of its development across an array of spatial and temporal contexts.

Interdisciplinary perspectives: New approaches to tobacco through time

Over the past two decades, there has been a major shift in modes of academic working and research as scholars realize that some of the most complex and significant challenges facing humanity cannot be resolved from an individual discipline or perspective (van Helden et al. 2024). Interdisciplinary approaches, which combine knowledge, perspectives and theories from multiple disciplines, are increasingly being used to tackle multifaceted problems and are seen as a key driver of innovation. Such an approach is highly appropriate for understanding tobacco, its emergence as a global phenomenon, and its legacies, because tobacco becomes manifested in multiple ways across and in a range of evidential sources that are not solely written textual, pictorial and other forms of document. This includes sociocultural practices, environment and space, material culture and biology. Accordingly, in addition to looking beyond the canonical histories of tobacco use in the West, a number of scholars have begun to explore a range of such new sources and approaches, particularly in relation to work at the interface between several disciplines, for example: bioarchaeology, ethnopharmacology and biomedical anthropology. At the forefront of this scholarship is the common quest for a truly interdisciplinary history of tobacco, based on a growing recognition that different disciplines can contribute something unique to a discussion that together is greater than the sum of its individual constituents.

Here we aim to demonstrate the value that interdisciplinary history can bring to understanding our long tobacco past. By moving away from traditional perspectives and narratives, and showcasing the potential of interdisciplinary scholarship together for the first time, this volume aims to contribute not just to better understanding the history of tobacco, but to new ways to approach investigations of tobacco through time and, through doing so, ultimately to inform present-day policy and public health debates relating to tobacco use, tobacco control and possible future developments involving other emerging products and situations.

From bodies to empires: Organizing tobacco’s complex histories

The chapters in this volume are organized into three main parts. Part I, Bodies and Health Entanglements, encompasses three interrelated endeavours. First, to explore long-term developments in tobacco use that help enhance understanding of its history before the rise of the cigarette in the nineteenth century. Second, and interrelatedly, to draw upon new kinds of sources and evidence – such as dental calculus, pipe residues, bone records – and novel techniques for their analysis, making possible a broadening of the scope of historical investigations and allowing for new kinds of perspectives. Third, examining the fundamental entanglement of tobacco with human bodies and population health: from its material and symbolic potency in the medical and cultural practices of ancient indigenous societies to its wide-ranging impact on population health in early-modern Europe.

In the first of the chapters in this part ‘Investigating the Long-Term Consequences of Tobacco on Health in England and Western Europe’, Sarah Inskip and Anna Davies-Barrett consider the development of tobacco use and its impact on population health in England and Western Europe, primarily before the 1900s. The historical overfocus on the cigarette and the lack of detailed epidemiological data on the relationship between tobacco use and population health prior to the twentieth century have, they suggest, compounded a popular misconception that people in the past were largely unaware of the health risks of tobacco. However, given the commonalities, as Inskip and Davies-Barrett explore in Chapter 4 of this volume, in the biomolecular composition of present-day and past tobaccos, there is a strong case to re-examine historical accounts of the health consequences of tobacco as something more than naïve conjecture and quackery, albeit that many were written from the perspective of humoral medical cosmology. Rather, such accounts, particularly when combined with new insights drawn from osteoarchaeological research, provide important insights into the prevalence of tobacco-related illness prior to the 1900s and, furthermore, on whether and how early tobacco might have impacted upon subsequent generations. Thus, for example, observations from the seventeenth century that excessive smoking was linked (both positively and negatively) with the incidence of scurvy might now be corroborated – we now know that smoking reduces levels of vitamin C in the blood and is a significant risk factor for the condition – through analysis of archaeological skeletons since scurvy-induced lesions are observable from such remains.

Osteoarchaeologists have begun to undertake work that, for the first time, provides direct evidence of the prevalence of tobacco use (e.g. through the observation of pipe notches in teeth and dental staining) across social strata, and of the correlation between evidence of use and poor oral health, chronic lung inflammation and lower age at death. Inskip and Davies-Barrett further explore how the rapid expansion of scientific periodicals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries provided a forum through which medical authorities across the globe could compare cases and, they propose, established a nascent international consensus that tobacco, inter alia, lowered life expectancy; damaged the lungs, throat and pharynx; impacted the heart; and was implicated in nasal and oral cancers.

A high point in the development of such debates was the ‘Great tobacco controversy’, a major exchange in The Lancet, in which a consensus was forged among both proponents and opponents that tobacco was harmful when not undertaken in moderation. While it is possible to read the influence of prevailing notions of temperance expressed in such exchanges (see, for example, Hughes 2003), Inskip and Davies-Barrett show how, particularly when analysed in conjunction with direct empirical evidence from archaeological skeletal and dental remains, such debates might now be triangulated as valuable sources. These illustrate, for example, that the impact of tobacco-related harms was disproportionately represented among poorer communities, particularly in rural settings, likely compounding generally lower levels of health and physical resilience among such populations, and that there was a growing understanding that certain tobacco-related illnesses would often improve upon cessation of use. Ultimately, Inskip and Davies-Barrett propose that while such records are insufficient definitively and comprehensively to capture the harm that tobacco caused to past populations, and to establish in some causally definitive sense the impact of tobacco on population health, combining present-day knowledge with emerging evidence based on osteoarchaeological analyses helps to close the gap on understandings of what was happening in this period. It also, they suggest, provides something of a cautionary tale of how early concerns about the negative health consequences of tobacco were dismissed, despite early warning signs, and of the potential for our making similar mistakes today regarding new modes of nicotine consumption, whether out of scepticism or in the pursuit of profit.

In their chapter ‘Sacred Plant to Global Crisis: Tobacco’s Deep History in the Americas’, Shannon Tushingham and Mario Zimmermann examine the deep history of tobacco in the Americas, tracing its long-term development over millennia from a sacred plant whose use was carefully managed through ceremonial and healing practices, through to its colonial transformation into a commercial product and a major global health concern. Tushingham and Zimmermann posit a co-evolutionary relationship between humans and tobacco, with rustic varieties and cultivars transforming over some 500 years into modern commercial varieties through controlled selection, experimental breeding, genetic modification, and the use of various additives and chemical controls. Their account is of ancient indigenous tobacco varieties, uses, associations and symbolism being appropriated over centuries of colonial exploitation and in the process creating an epidemic of tobacco dependence and disease that, paradoxically, remains to this day to be at its most acute within the indigenous communities from which its use originated.

Like Inskip and Davies-Barrett, Tushingham and Zimmermann show how a range of innovations in biomolecular archaeological techniques, ancient metabolomics and phylogenetic research together have allowed for significant new insights into pre-contact tobacco use by Indigenous peoples. This includes, for example, much higher levels of use by women than was previously understood to have been the case, few restrictions by age and differentiations in use across the sexes, whereby, for example, women were more likely to be chewers of tobacco – with the majority of samples of nicotine-positive dental calculus from back teeth – and men more likely to have nicotine-positive samples from their anterior teeth, possibly suggesting a greater incidence of pipe use. Tushingham and Zimmermann show how analyses of a range of archaeological samples – bone, teeth, hair and preserved brain tissue – can be combined with, for example, multivariate analysis of demographic and pathological data at key burial sites to build a picture of possible correlations between age, gender, diet, substance use and a range of oral and postcranial pathologies. Their analysis reveals a rapid escalation in levels of tobacco-related dependence and illness among Indigenous peoples post-contact, particularly through the substitution and symbolic conflation of commercial tobaccos and modes of consumption augmented to enhance physiological nicotine delivery, and traditional varieties and practices. Such processes, they suggest, involved reciprocal symbolic and material shifts through, for example, the misappropriation of American Indian culture in tobacco branding and advertisement, effectively collapsing a distinction between sacred traditional use and modern hyper-consumption. Ultimately, they explore the implications that an understanding of these longer-term processes has for addressing present-day health challenges of indigenous communities, suggesting that intervention strategies should be decolonized such that they are not solely concerned with the abatement of tobacco use, and must properly acknowledge the distinction between sacred use and commercial abuse in a manner that respects the epistemic sovereignty of indigenous practices.

Further consideration of the profound social and cultural contingency of tobacco use is provided in Sarah Inskip, Anna Davies-Barrett, Diego Badillo-Sanchez and Maria Serrano Ruber’s chapter ‘Not All Smokes Are the Same: Exploring the Variability of Tobacco and Its Significance in Early Modern and Modern England (1560–1850)’. Inskip et al. set out in part to correct a tendency in the historical literature to focus on smoking as a principal mode of tobacco consumption, noting the importance of, for example, snuffing and chewing tobacco in the early-modern period, and of the many different niches in people’s lives that tobacco came to occupy. A further tendency in the literature has been to explain the rapid spread of tobacco predominantly in terms of the addictive character of tobacco, somewhat underplaying the importance of the social factors that underpinned its growing demand. However, this approach overlooks key questions regarding the initiation of use. To put it bluntly, they propose, people were not addicted before they started. Equally, however, Inskip et al. do not wish to deny the important biological and psychological effects of tobacco. They argue that it is only through adopting an interdisciplinary approach that we might move towards a fuller understanding of the dissemination of tobacco and the breadth of its influence. Through bringing together a range of historical, archaeological, biomolecular and botanical sources, Inskip et al. trace the development of tobacco culture focusing on experiences in England from the seventeenth to the late nineteenth century.

A key debate explored in the chapter is whether tobacco in the past had similar qualities to modern-day species and varieties. Inskip et al. examine recent archaeobiomolecular research comparing historical samples of tobacco which suggests that such earlier variants were capable of producing similar effects to those of today, and that variations in a single species over time might not be significantly greater than between different species in the same period. Again, this highlights the significance of the social practices surrounding different modes and practices of consumption (e.g. routes of administration, such as snuffing powdered tobacco into the nostrils; and techniques of consumption such as the depth, duration and directness of smoke inhalation) in accounting for varying levels of pharmacological potency. It also lends credence to accounts from physicians and other commentators of the early modern period that the effects of tobacco they variously observed may well have been possible (e.g. observations of tobacco dependence and of acute nicotine intoxication), as might the ascribed medicinal benefits of tobacco since these likely corresponded with direct experience (e.g. mucus expectoration was a form of direct evidence of tobacco restoring humoral balance). Taken together, Inskip et al. propose, a combination of archaeological, metabolomic and historical evidence points towards the need to think in multiples about species, varieties and practices of tobacco use where no singular form or mode of consuming tobacco can account for the development of the wide array of social and cultural uses of tobacco and the emergence of what was a highly dynamic and differentiated market.

The final chapter in this part, Kayesha Coley and Chiara Batini’s ‘Genetics of Smoking Behaviours’, provides an overview of recent scholarship on the genetics of smoking behaviour, serving effectively to ‘bridge’ the biological and social dynamics of the entanglement of tobacco with human bodies. Coley and Batini acknowledge the central importance of environmental conditions – for example, the role of family members and peers, plus the role of cultural values and religious beliefs – in influencing smoking behaviour, but suggest that genetic variation may also play an important role in the commencement, intensity, duration and cessation of smoking behaviours. They note the considerable complexity of smoking behaviours, their multifaceted character, which typically involve a range of part processes – initiation, regular use, dependence, cessation – each of which is affected by an interaction of environmental and genetic factors. Accordingly, genetic research on smoking has focused on combinations of related traits, variously: age of initiation, cigarette intake, levels of dependence and smoking cessation, with now standardized benchmarks and definitions of each of these developed as a basis for systematic comparison.

Both twin studies and Genome Wide Association Studies (GWAS) provide, respectively, evidence for an inherited component to smoking traits and, through modelling statistical inference of genotyping arrays, strong associations between genetic variants and one or more of the key smoking traits suggesting shared genetic factors. Such studies include the path-breaking work of the GWAS and Sequencing Consortium of Alcohol and Nicotine Use (GSCAN), which undertook large-scale studies involving millions of individuals. The GSCAN studies identified thousands of genetic variants, many implicating the (nicotinic acetylcholine) nAChR receptor, and highlighting specific genes (​​CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4, CACNA1B, NRTN, PAK6) relating to neurodevelopmental pathways. A key limitation of the existing field, however, is that most genomic studies refer to genetically defined ancestral groups to minimize the confounding effect of population differences in determining associations. To date, the bulk of these studies has been conducted in individuals of European ancestries, with the genetic variations present in other populations somewhat underrepresented. Coley and Batini argue that, given the complexity of smoking behaviours, plus the major influence of economic, social and religious factors, it is crucial that any comparison of smoking and other forms of tobacco use across different periods and regions needs more careful and representative data collection to serve as a more secure basis for assessing the influence of genetic factors. Furthermore, the increasing publication of genetic data retrieved from the skeletal remains of archaeological individuals will open the door to assessing for when and how some of these ancestral differences may have emerged, potentially allowing us to link this factor with other key behavioural or natural events.

Part II of this Volume, Power and Practices, explores how tobacco is imbricated with various interrelated power/knowledge complexes, material–discursive practices, and tandem geopolitical and micropolitical developments. A key area, often overlooked in consideration of historical analyses of tobacco, is how dominant understandings – the received canon of tobacco narratives we have referred to throughout this introductory section – have come to develop. Crucial in this respect is the teaching of tobacco histories. In his chapter ‘Tobacco and Colonialism – Teaching Tobacco History through a Decolonizing Lens’, Andrew Russell centrally explores how the study of tobacco history might be reframed through a decolonizing approach. Drawing upon material culture studies, Russell theorizes tobacco as a non-human agent, a colonizing force, both at the biological level of the individual user and as an exploitative tool for manipulating indigenous populations and appropriating revenue to fuel the colonial project. Like Tushingham and Zimmerman, he suggests that the longue durée development of tobacco use in the Americas is better understood when explored as a co-development with human populations: from its significance in indigenous societies prior to contact to its ascendancy as a global commodity, tobacco has been deeply entwined and implicated within the dynamics of colonialism. Such processes, he suggests, continue to this day, with enduring patterns of colonial exploitation finding expression in major disparities globally in rates of tobacco-related illness: as much as 80 per cent of the projected one billion people likely to be killed through tobacco use in the twenty-first century are expected to be in low- and middle-income countries (WHO 2019; Russell in this volume).

However, Russell proposes, if we are to take seriously a shift away from a humanist and anthropocentric understanding of these developments, then tobacco might be seen less as a passive commodity refigured through colonial relationships and more as a decisive actant with ‘superhuman’ powers to get people to do things: to cultivate it, distribute it, perhaps even to research it and write about it. This paradigmatic shift posits the question of ‘who is colonizing whom’, particularly when one considers that the two principal cultivars of tobacco following colonial contact, N. tabacum and N. rustica, had developed nicotinic potency millions of years before the first humans of the Americas. Tobacco, from this perspective, generates its own contradictory personas – it forces shifts in perspectives and produces particular kinds of subjectivity. In colonial history it has been both an inducer and enhancer of trade, manipulating indigenous populations into labour while simultaneously absorbing them into the global exchange economy. From Russell’s perspective, tobacco has also facilitated anthropologists’ complicity in colonial expansion. For example, early anthropologists would sometimes pay indigenous informants with tobacco, and it remains widely acknowledged in anthropological circles to this day that tobacco is a kind of ‘secret tool’ to build rapport in fieldwork. Russell’s aim is not so much to absolve or even downplay the role of powerful commercial and colonial agents in the global expansion of tobacco but rather to see tobacco itself as among their number, perhaps as the prime mover and central impetus behind so many others.

The theme of exploring the emergent practices through which power is operated is continued in ‘Tobacco, Social Practices and Legal Dispositions in Early Modern England: The Curious Case of William Dennis’. Here, Phil Withington explores tobacco in late seventeenth-century England through the evidential lens of legal depositions, focusing on the case of William Dennis, a cleric accused variously of immoderate drinking, smoking, visiting dissolute alehouses, and engaging in a range of lewd and immoral behaviours. By analysing witness testimonies through a praxeological approach – i.e. examining the actual practices of historical subjects, not simply narrations of these – Withington challenges the standard notion that the development of tobacco use in Europe and elsewhere involved a linear development from initial medical legitimation through to recreational popularization.

Withington’s work demonstrates the utility of exploring novel historical sources, particularly legal depositions when approached as forms of ethnographic evidence. He shows how church court records, particularly depositions, provide valuable insights into how historical subjects actually practised tobacco use in their everyday lives, exploring how smoking (in this case) involved particular customs, deportments and material articulations. When used in this way, such sources serve effectively to close the gap between the valency and uses of representations of tobacco in popular print, on the one hand, and what people actually said and did with tobacco in their everyday lives, on the other. In this way, Withington uses the case of William Dennis, who faced accusations of immorality partly based on his ‘excessive’ and ‘unseemly’ tobacco smoking, as a vehicle to explore the complex, overlapping frameworks through which the use of tobacco and other intoxicants came to be understood in late seventeenth-century English society.

Withington shows how Dennis’s story involves simultaneously medical and therapeutic framings of tobacco which existed within recreational cultures of consumption, rather than being supplanted by these (from, for example, earlier humoural classifications). After Dennis suffered both physical and mental trauma (around 1695), he came to use tobacco more specifically as a self-medication. However, Withington shows, this occurred within a social milieu in which tobacco use had already become widespread, and to a degree, normalized, as a social practice. As such, his ‘immoderate’ smoking involved an array of overlapping understandings: as variously a symptom of a mental disorder, as a therapeutic intervention to address trauma, and as a violation of social norms regarding restrained and decorous consumption. Withington argues that this polysemy of interpretations serves to highlight the coexistence of medical, moral and recreational frameworks through which tobacco use was understood during early modern England, rather than their linear and sequential succession.

More generally, Withington’s chapter shows how a praxeological approach drawing on alternative sources serves to problematize assumptions that medicalized conceptions of dependency emerged from the mid-eighteenth century onwards (again, with a linear pivot from moral to medical, badness to sickness, etc.). Rather, the case of William Dennis shows that as early as 1690, smoking was being framed as an ‘addiction’: with the term employed as a medical, not solely moral, category. Indeed, as Withington demonstrates, even at this early stage in the development of such concepts, Dennis’s immoderate smoking was viewed as a compulsion arising from a mental disorder, which required understanding and treatment, not punishment.

The final chapter in Part II, Cheri Kuncheria’s ‘Remaking Tobacco in Colonial Twentieth-Century India’, explores how colonial power dynamics fundamentally shaped the transformation of tobacco cultivation and markets in India. Kuncheria examines how, following the introduction of tobacco to India in the late sixteenth century, tobacco cultivation rapidly expanded such that by only half a century later, Indian tobacco was being exported as far afield as the Persian Gulf and Sumatra, and by the eighteenth century, India was likely second only to China in terms of its national production of tobacco. The rise of the global cigarette market, however, spurred a series of radical transformations in tobacco. These ranged from the microscopic, at the level of genes in the experimentation and selective adoption of new hybrids of the tobacco plant, to the macroscopic, with Indian tobacco eventually coming to shake up the global tobacco market, ultimately prompting serious concerns about the longer-term sustainability of Virginian tobacco exports and forcing the US government to introduce certain protectionist measures.

As discussed in earlier sections of this Introduction, Kuncheria’s account serves as a corrective to the dominant narrative of the expansion of the global tobacco market as being one, principally, of a largely unchallenged American hegemony. A key driver in such transformations, Kuncheria proposes, was the shift towards more closely aligning tobacco varieties grown in India with British tastes and, relatedly, a distinct set of colonial geopolitics that shaped key developments. Key in this respect was the British policy of ‘imperial preference’, favouring and prioritizing goods from British colonies by taxing them at a lower rate than those from elsewhere – a policy that, as Kuncheria observes, ran counter to the laissez-faire economic ideology that had prevailed in England since the repeal of the Corn Laws. However, he proposes, wartime experiences, in particular threats to Atlantic shipping during the First World War that had led to a massive depletion of imported stocks of tobacco and other commodities from America, created the exigencies under which they came to be accepted by policymakers, prompting a significant diversification in the supply.

Imperial preference policies nonetheless presented a major challenge in convincing manufacturers to make use of empire tobacco. Kuncheria explores how the task essentially boiled down to two alternatives: either smokers in Britain and elsewhere would have to develop a taste for empire tobacco or empire tobacco would have to better approximate the American product to which they had become accustomed. Kuncheria traces how the latter route was successively pursued, first through the development of new hybrid tobaccos based on Virginian varieties, and second through developments in curing, notably flue curing. Such new techniques and, in particular, new varietals of tobacco necessitated novel cultivation practices, and novel forms of production organization, including the introduction of contracts and advances (of seeds, money, expertise) to cultivators in return for the option to buy the crop at a predetermined price. Ultimately, these practices, along with Indian tobacco itself, were successfully exported elsewhere, and were of central importance to major shifts in the global tobacco economy.

Part III of this volume, Indigenous Traditions and Global Dissemination, explores the dynamic interplay between local practices and traditions and global processes of tobacco dissemination and commercial growth. A central theme in this part is the significance of a complex web of processes through which indigenous practices were both appropriated and refigured within expanding global trade networks.

In the first chapter of this part, ‘Othering Spain through Tobacco, 1750–1830’, Rosemary Sweet and Richard Ansell examine how British travellers constructed notions simultaneously of difference and distinction through and in their observations of Spanish tobacco practices. Sweet and Ansell again use sources that have hitherto been underutilized in historical scholarship on tobacco: here the published tour accounts of British travellers to Spain between 1750 and 1830. These are approached as a prism through which to explore processes of othering, exoticization/orientalization and the formation of understandings of Spanish national identity. While the British ‘discovery’ of Spain as a tourist destination is generally understood to have developed from the 1830s onwards, Sweet and Ansell propose that the latter half of the eighteenth century was a crucial period for the formation of interest in the region. Before this period, they propose, Spain was an uncommon destination for British travellers, who typically avoided a country that was perceived as unwelcoming, intolerant of religious differences (reinforced through associations with the Black Legend and the Spanish Inquisition), and characterized by challenging travelling conditions. However, after the accession of Carlos III (1759–88), major improvements to infrastructure accompanied more ‘enlightened’ policies which promoted a greater openness to foreign visitors. Accordingly, British visitors, who were increasingly travelling in Europe, became more interested in Spain, seeking a warmer climate for health, or out of touristic curiosity.

In published tours of visitors from this period, tobacco emerges as a central concern, and one that related to a preoccupation with the American empire. As such, the British fascination with tobacco was with a colonial product that was grown in Cuba but processed and exported via Spain and, as such, a key object defining the ‘otherness’ of Spanish cultural life through such associations. Accordingly, the Royal Tobacco Factory in Seville was encountered as a hub of the imperial system and a nexus of key differences in practice – from what the British saw as a quasi-religious fervour of tobacco workers to the widespread production of cigars, which contrasted with the British, who, in more affluent circles, typically used snuff. Such observed points of differentiation also extended to behavioural standards surrounding tobacco use, with the British ostensibly disgusted by the immoderate and widespread practice of smoking, and, relatedly, of the lack of social distancing between social classes in Spain in the sharing of tobacco. As Sweet and Ansell explain, underpinning such concerns were comparisons with the labouring classes in Britain among whom tobacco smoking was widespread. Similarly, observations of cigar smoking by women of all social classes in Spain challenged British norms of elite distinction and feminine refinement. Together, such observations served to reinforce existing British stereotypes of the Spanish as unrefined, immoderate and as lacking in distinction and civility.

Sweet and Ansell propose that such accounts, in their expression of moral outrage and of what required explanation, can be observed to say as much about British attitudes towards tobacco – which, in turn, can be seen as profoundly enmeshed with intersectional concerns about gender, class and ethnicity – as they do about the practices observed among the Spanish people whom they encountered. Their account raises important issues regarding how researchers approach such source materials: as at once woven into the fabric of the social worlds they variously document, and simultaneously, as ways of seeing and saying that are expressive of distinct power figurations that extend beyond these.

Continuing in this vein, the remaining chapters in Part III explore the significance of indigenous modes of tobacco consumption across different locales and regions, not only in standard canonical narratives of how tobacco ‘conquered the world’ (Braudel 1977:11–12 in Withington, Chapter 7 of this volume) but also of the dynamic interplay of traditional and modern, indigeneity and imperialism, in the dissemination of tobacco. As a key case in point, Upendra Bhojani, Sreenidhi Sreekumar and Pranay Lal explore the significance of indigenous modes of tobacco consumption in India prior to the ascendancy of the cigarette. Their chapter, ‘Beyond the “Colonial” Cigarette: A Short History of the Major “Indigenous” Tobacco Products in India (1600–1900)’, in part sets out to challenge the Eurocentrism and economic focus of the canonical global history of tobacco. The authors document the rapid ascendancy of tobacco cultivation in India during the early seventeenth century, and highlight the significance of indigenous practices, particularly chewing and smoking via the bidi, a leaf-rolled cigarette, and the hookah water pipe to developments in the region.

Chewing was particularly important in India since the practice of chewing paan (betel leaf, Piper betle) and supari (betel nut, Areca catechu) was long established prior to the arrival of tobacco. In the north Indian Paan Daribas (wholesale markets for betel leaves), tobacco leaves were at first sold alongside paan and supari, and later came to be combined with more traditional offerings. This market route had major significance for the consumption of tobacco in India with paans, triangular quids of chewing tobacco wrapped in betel leaf, rapidly becoming one of the most popular modes of consuming tobacco, particularly among labouring classes. Chewing tobacco remains to be the most popular mode of consuming tobacco in India to this day.

Bhojani, Sreekumar and Lal also explore the important role of the hookah, first in courtly and elite circles, later spreading to colonial officers and throughout Indian society. They note that while the hookah soon became widespread, its use in social mixing was curtailed by class, caste and religious divisions. This in turn spurred considerable differentiation in the materials from which hookahs were made and the practices surrounding use. For example, among British colonial elites, a conspicuous sign of affluence and status was the employ of a ‘hookah burder’, a servant dedicated to prepare and maintain the device while on the move and in polite company. Such practices contrasted significantly with indigenous use of the hookah among lower social ranks which typically involved smaller, considerably less ornate devices made from wood and coconut shells. Bhojani, Sreekumar and Lal explore how the hookah eventually fell out of favour (though some usage always remained, and had a renaissance in recent decades), giving way to widespread use of the bidi. The bidi exemplifies how local adaptations of tobacco use in India drew on longer-established traditions. Indeed, the term bidi derives from the Marwari word beeda, which refers to betel leaf-wrapped offerings which have long had an enduring symbolism for reverence and respect across the Indian subcontinent. The authors trace how, over time, the bidi came to be a major commodity, with its domestic production eventually synonymous with exploitation and industry deregulation, and yet later still, it was adopted as a symbol of resistance to colonial rule and to the boycott of imported colonial cigarettes. Bhojani, Sreekumar and Lal’s discussion highlights the central importance of indigenous modes of tobacco consumption through which practices elsewhere are modified and reframed through negotiation with local sociocultural traditions. Moreover, it highlights the conscious opposition and rejection of the cigarette in India as the definitive symbol of colonial domination.

Similarly, Omer Merzić’s discussion of ‘The Role of “Non-standard” Tobacco Products in Everyday Life: The Use of Nargila in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the Centuries’ centrally explores the significance of the nargila (water pipe) to tobacco use in Bosnia and Herzegovina prior to the ascendancy of the cigarette. As discussed earlier in this Introduction, Merzić’s work serves to highlight the importance of tobacco’s dissemination from the Middle East via Ottoman trading networks. He traces the development of nargila use in the region from the time of the Ottoman era through to the early years of the Austro-Hungarian period. Merzić’s explores some of the uncertainties surrounding the origins of the nargila, variously called the huqqa, qaylan, shisha, hubble bubble and nargilah elsewhere. The latter term is a derivative of the Sanskrit word for coconut, the shells of which would typically be used in its construction. He notes its popularity as a mode of consuming tobacco in India during the Mughal era, from where its use spread elsewhere; though he suggests its use may have pre-dated the arrival of tobacco, possibly as a vessel for opium and cannabis. Despite considerable religious opposition to tobacco by Muslim scholars of the time, its use became widespread in Bosnia and Herzegovina, particularly by men in coffee houses, often sharing the same nargila, and was favoured over other forms of tobacco consumption, with evidence to suggest that, for instance, rolled tobacco in early cigarettes were culturally taboo until the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Merzić accounts for why the use of the nargila eventually declined with the beginning of Austro-Hungarian rule and following the establishment of a tobacco monopoly by the Austro-Hungarian government in 1880. However, he suggests, despite this decline, the nargila endured as a significant cultural artefact symbolic of orientalism, and was often depicted in paintings, travelogues and literature throughout the nineteenth century. In a manner similar to Sweet and Ansell’s observations in their analysis of nineteenth-century tour accounts of British visitors to Spain, Merzić highlights how such depictions in themselves are indicative of key relations of viewing involving particular constructions of orientalism. Merzić explores how these associations later morphed into explicitly pejorative tropes, where the nargile came to be synonymous with Ottoman hedonism and a shorthand for the depiction of Muslims. Finally, he shows how, as elsewhere, Nargila use has had a resurgence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, particularly among young generations, where nargila cafes (nargihane) have become increasingly popular, and where the orientalist constructions of use have persisted in the naming and theming of such venues.

The final chapter of this part, Melissa Morris’s ‘Tobacco and Colonization in the Americas’, analyses how tobacco cultivation came to be fundamental to colonial expansion and the establishment, and later consolidation, of exploitative labour processes. Morris centrally argues that tobacco was central to the colonization of the Americas by the English, French and the Dutch who planted the crop in almost every region they colonized. She proposes that the planting of tobacco was, in many cases, the first step to colonial endeavours: even if the plant itself was replaced by other crops, it was often instrumental in generating investment interest in a place, and historically was used as evidence of the potential worth of a newly colonized region. Nonetheless, Morris suggests, the received narrative that tobacco made Virginia – the first permanent English colony of what was to become the United States – viable requires some modification, firstly because tobacco was present in the region before it was colonized, and second because the English (along with others) had a longer history of experimenting with tobacco in other Atlantic regions prior to Virginia. Unlike sugar, indigo and other commodities, tobacco presented several key advantages: it was indigenous to the Americas whose people had extensive experience of cultivating and preparing the plant, plus, with the rapid growth in consumption in Europe and elsewhere, it offered significant potential for profit. Morris centrally explores how tobacco cultivation rapidly became intertwined with the use of slave labour, particularly from Africa, establishing a pattern of exploitation that would become a bedrock of colonial expansion.

With the rapid emergence of tobacco as a global commodity, there were important shifts. For example, in the eighteenth century, a new style of tobacco that was grown and prepared in Brazil became increasingly important for Atlantic trade, with Brazil being one of the few places where both tobacco and sugar were grown in the Americas. ‘Brazilian tobacco’ was twisted into ropes, releasing juice from the leaves that, in turn, was mixed with molasses and other flavours and aromatics. This mixture would be painted on to tobacco leaves, creating a sweet-flavoured tobacco that was much sought after, particularly by fur traders in the Great Lakes, and in West Africa, where it catalysed a further expansion of the slave trade. Morris shows how the legacy of the colonial empires that were forged through tobacco persists to this day, with major tobacco companies now targeting Black consumers and developing markets, as demand for tobacco in the Global North has gradually declined.

Finally, in our Conclusions section, we draw together the main themes of the book and consider the implications of the collection of work presented in this volume for how we might approach and theorize tobacco through time in future research.
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Investigating the past impact of tobacco on health in England and the Netherlands (1600–1900)

Sarah Inskip and Anna Davies-Barrett

Introduction

In 1950 and 1954, Doll and Hill published studies that outlined the significant relationship between cigarette smoking and lung cancer. Over multiple papers, they demonstrated that smoking was associated with nearly all cases of lung cancer observed in a cohort of British physicians (Doll and Hill 1950; 1954). At the same time, Wynder and Graham (1950) made similar findings in US males. This research is seen as a key milestone in the demonstration of the ill effects of tobacco use (Di Cicco et al. 2016), and the harbinger of what was to come: an onslaught of research that unequivocally demonstrated that people were slowly killing themselves, and others, for a smoke. A huge list of conditions is now shown to be either directly caused or exacerbated by tobacco use (see WHO 2025); by the turn of the millennium, the clinical and scientific evidence of the link between tobacco and disease was so overwhelming that people started to successfully sue tobacco corporations on health grounds (e.g. Hoang 1999). It is now well known that health is also affected indirectly through the economic and environmental impacts created by the tobacco industry; people can spend a large proportion of their income on tobacco at the expense of other necessities (ASH 2023). In addition, tobacco exhausts soils and its preparation can be toxic, while whole communities have become so financially dependent on tobacco production that it is very difficult for them to disengage from the industry (ASH 2019).

Even though tobacco use and smoking as we know it today – that popularized by Europeans – commenced in the sixteenth century, there has been little consideration of its impact on the health of people in the past. This gap has potentially arisen for multiple reasons. Firstly, there has been an overfocus on the modern cigarette, the main subject of Doll and Hill’s research and the most popular form of smoking in the twentieth century (Doll and Hill 1950; 1954). In addition, the detailed empirical data required to prove the relationship between tobacco use and ill-health for populations prior to the twentieth century simply does not exist. In Britain, for example, there has been no way to directly calculate tobacco-use rates prior to the 1970s (during which time the General Household Survey was established and provides some data on tobacco consumption frequencies) (e.g. Beard et al. 2019). This means it is not possible to link tobacco use and disease in a way that would be familiar to epidemiologists. To compound this issue, there is debate surrounding whether past tobacco and its methods of delivery would have had similar physical results today (often perceived of as ‘purer’ or less harmful than cigarettes [Doll 1998]). This lack of research has arguably resulted in the common misconception that people of the past were not aware of the health risks related to tobacco consumption and that it was, instead, considered a ‘miracle’ drug of sorts.

However, as Inskip et al. (this volume) show, a great similarity still exists between the biomolecular make-up of modern and past tobaccos (Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2023). We should also not ignore historical descriptions of the physical impacts of tobacco, which, although mostly written from the perspective of humoral theory, provide great insight into past effects. There is a rich resource of historical books, pamphlets, early medical journals and court depositions (see Withington, this volume) that provide descriptions of the ways in which tobacco affected people. Together this information suggests that past tobacco would have had similar chemical effects on the body as that used today. Concrete evidence for this is now emerging from the analysis of archaeological skeletons. As such, by bringing together historical and archaeological data, this chapter aims to begin to address a significant gap in our understanding of the effect that tobacco had on health prior to the 1900s, with a focus on England and the Netherlands. In doing so, it opens up further questions about whether these impacts could also be influencing the generations that came after and how we might consider the effect of the emergence of new tobacco/nicotine-based products today. This also feeds into current debate around the glamorization of older or more unusual forms of smoking, used to expand tobacco markets with a purview that these are less harmful than the cigarette.

Prior to delving into the data, it is imperative that we outline what we mean in terms of ‘health’, since the meaning of this term can be significantly different depending on geographic, temporal and social context. Here we mainly consider physical health, that is how the presence of disease affecting the body in individuals and communities relates to tobacco use in the past. Within the confines of this chapter, it is not possible to explore all aspects of health and, as such, here, we aim to begin a wider dialogue about tobacco’s influence on the health of past people. Future research will consider wider issues of social and mental health, but see Withington (this volume; 2021) for a consideration of mental health.

Early European tobacco use

The story of modern tobacco use starts in the Americas, from which the major species originate. Here, it was, and is still used, by many indigenous groups in multiple ways recreationally and medicinally (see Tushingham and Zimmermann, this volume, for detail). Biochemical analysis of plant residues from archaeological smoking paraphernalia (Brownstein et al. 2020; Duke et al. 2022; Zimmerman et al. 2021) highlights the long history of pre-European use in the Americas. Writings by European adventurers and sailors describe indigenous use of tobacco via mediums such as balms, oils, poultices, drinks, smokables and enemas (Norton 2008). Europeans, searching for potential candidates to cure old diseases, were extremely interested in tobacco as a possible panacea (a cure for all diseases) (Norton 2008) and modelled their tobacco use on their encounters with native American groups (see Goodman 1993). When the plant first arrived on European shores, it had already been written up into various botanical books and pharmacopeia as a medicinal herb (see Stewart 1967). It was administered in multiple ways, including as leaf, dried leaf, balms, ointments, tinctures, powder, pulps, oil, pills, soaked in other fluids and smoked. At the same time as appearing as a medical remedy, recreational smoking also became popular. In England, smoking pipes likely spread from the ports via sailors and adventurers into the general population (Taylor 2018). It also likely spread quickly via ports in the Netherlands, and students at Leiden were described as using it in the early 1600s (Brongers 1964). It is unclear how those using it justified its use; for those on voyages, it was described as alleviating thirst, hunger and boredom, which perhaps through its alleviating effects might have placed it in the medical realm rather than as a recreational item at this time. However, wherever it went, it quickly found a place within pre-existing intoxicant cultures (Taylor 2018; Withington 2014).

Tobacco as a risk factor for health

It is difficult to gauge the magnitudes of tobacco’s influence on health when it first arrived in Western Europe as there is no direct data on consumption patterns. However, we can be guided by historical economic evidence for import quantities, commentaries by travellers on the frequency with which tobacco consumption was observed, and some archaeological evidence. In reference to economic sources, there is the caveat that tobacco was also smuggled and grown locally, so quantities imported are likely to reflect minimum amounts (Goodman 1993). In England, work by Taylor (2018) and Shammas (1990) shows the significant growth in imports of tobacco from 1600 to 1700; by the mid-seventeenth century there was enough imported into the country for a quarter of the population to have a pipeful a day (1990: 78, cited in Goodman 1993: 56). Goodman (1993) also suggests that tobacco was likely mass consumed in Holland at a similar time to England, and Snelders (2023) highlights that over 700,000 kgs were imported into Holland by 1629. While much might have been exported, there was significant Dutch domestic production unaccounted for in this sum. Critically, Casna et al. (2024) identified five of thirty-two skeletons with dental evidence for tobacco consumption in a cemetery layer dating up to 1590 in Vlissingen, a Dutch port town. This shows that smoking was not uncommon in Holland by as early as the end of the sixteenth century, and it was frequently depicted in Dutch paintings throughout the seventeenth century (Figure 2.1). Of course, by the first quarter of the seventeenth century, in both England and the Netherlands, there was a formal clay pipe industry, a testament to the demand for smoking (Fox 2015).


[image: A historical illustration depicts a person sitting at a table with a pipe, next to a wall with a framed picture. The person wears a cap and a jacket. There is a bowl on the table.]
Figure 2.1 A seventeenth-century man preparing to smoke his pipe (Mezzotint after A. van Ostade). Wellcome collection 24709i.


Though the economic sources are imperfect, these data are supported by historical travellers’ and commentators’ accounts, which, although potentially biased, are still valuable (see Sweet and Ansell, this volume). For example, Snelders (2023: 13) cites a Flemish historian, Emanual Van Meeteren, who in 1598 described people sitting around taverns smoking all day in Holland. In the same year, Paul Hentzner, a German on a visit to London, described the English as constantly smoking (cited in Gately 2001: 47). There was a widespread concern for this behaviour in scholarly publications or treatises of the time. In 1602, a physician calling himself Philaretes published a treaties on the excessive use of tobacco in England, where he stated that it was being used ‘at all times, at all houres, and of all persons’, something built upon by King James I just two years later in A Counterblaste to Tobacco (1604), and similarly repeated by physicians Edmund Gardiner (1610) and Tobias Venner (1621). While imperfect, the evidence aligns to show that tobacco use was not an uncommon sight by the early seventeenth century in multiple countries, and that a sizeable proportion of these populations were likely using tobacco; therefore, enough people had regular access to tobacco for it to be a risk to public health.

Early insights into tobacco’s impact on the body

The coveting of European herbalists and physicians for a panacea meant that there was a desire to investigate and describe potential candidates that could fill this role; after observation of the many modes of medicinal use by Indigenous Peoples, tobacco met this criterion. As such, there are descriptions of tobacco’s impact on the body from the late sixteenth century onwards. In 1565, Conrad Gessner, a Swiss physician and naturalist, wrote to fellow physician Adolph Occo about his self-experimentation with tobacco. In it, he describes the ‘wondrous’ drunkenness he felt from both chewing and smoking tobacco, noting that the former mode of consumption produced stronger effects (see Leu 2023: 317). Descriptions of smoking tobacco in the English translation of traveller André Thevet’s work highlighted how too much smoke would ‘make them light in the head’ and, if one is not used to it, it causes ‘sweats and weakness’ in first time users, as well as fainting (syncope) (Thevet 1568: 49). Similar phenomena are also mentioned by French physicians Charles Estienne and Jean Liebault (1564 (translation Geruase Markha 1616: 221) and by the Spanish physician Nicolás Monardes (1577), one of the strongest and most influential proponents of tobacco, who wrote that tobacco was known to stupefy and to cause fainting.

In addition to the benumbing effects of tobacco, authors also commented on its use as a highly efficient purge (Chute 1595; Estienne and Liebault 1564; Gerard 1633; Hariot 1585; Monardes 1577), a remedy to induce evacuation or vomiting. For example, in Occo’s letter, he described giving it to a dog to eat, which made the animal vomit (see Leu 2023: 317). Within humoral theory, which structured medical practice at the time, purging could remove excess humours that lay behind ill health; the now-known toxic nature of tobacco, which when ingested induces vomiting and has a laxative effect, filled this role well. While fainting, drunkenness and purging were not necessarily considered as negative effects at the time, and indeed were potentially desirable, they highlight that, despite changes in tobacco through time and modern additives, it is likely that it still had the same immediate effects as today, if not more strongly so (see Hughes 2003: 13).

While these early descriptions do not voice concern about these effects, it was not long until some scholars did, and these very early seventeenth-century works signal the start of a significant debate on the health impacts of tobacco. These criticisms emerged at the same time that tobacco had become popular both medicinally and recreationally, and, as a result of this, there had been more opportunities to observe tobacco’s effects both immediately and over time. The immediate effects of tobacco use previously described were now deemed as potentially harmful by some. For example, the English pamphleteer Anthony Chute (1595), a general supporter of tobacco for medicinal purposes, identified that excessive use could cause ‘drunkenness’ and ‘profound sleep’. Philaretes (1602) suggested that tobacco was ‘a strong and violent purge’ and cited a case where it possibly caused death. William Barclay (1614) also conceded that tobacco oil or infusions were dangerous and should only be administered by a physician. Finally, Venner (1621) recognized that tobacco had venomous qualities, such as ‘stupefying’ and ‘benumbing’ a user. Clearly, this demonstrates that physicians had now identified that both smoking and the ingestion of tobacco were harmful and potentially lethal.

In addition to immediate physical effects, within these narratives we also begin to see what is likely to represent dependence within the population. As highlighted by Charlton (2005: 105), Philaretes discussed dependency with an example of a leading physician who expressed craving for tobacco and an inability to quit. King James I proposed that people were unable to ‘forbeare’ tobacco like an ‘olde drunkard can abide to be long sober’. He observed that the usage of the drug was to such an excess that it was making people ill. While King James’s writings were entangled in religious and political rhetoric, Edmund Gardiner (1610), who places himself in the middle of the debate, discussed in his Triall of Tobacco the excessive use of the drug he observed while in prison and refers to its bewitching effects, language that was also used by others (e.g. Venner 1621) in contemporaneous literature.

As significant time passed between tobacco’s introduction and the drug becoming embedded in cultural practice, multiple authors began to claim knowledge of specific long-term effects of its use and its relationship with other health concerns. Charlton (2005), who breaks down Philaretes’ (1602) Work for Chimny Sweeps or a Warning to Tobacconists, observes that many of the risks the physician identified have been proven today, even if the understanding of the mechanisms for these risks was as yet underdeveloped. A key concern in Philaretes’ text was that tobacco exacerbated pre-existing conditions, including those of the lung and heart. He also speculated on the damage the drug did to the growing body, the risks of passive smoking, and its possible links with infertility. Vaughan (1602: 81) highlighted a contemporaneous English rhyme that insinuates a link between infertility and tobacco, a point voiced also by Josuah Sylvester (1616).

While there was much discussion about the relationship between tobacco and general symptoms, physician Everard Maynwaring (1665) went further and described a possible link between excessive tobacco-use and the specific condition of scurvy (vitamin C deficiency), which was, at the time, purportedly cured/alleviated by tobacco use (e.g. Gardiner 1610: 54). Today, smoking is known to reduce the amount of vitamin C in the blood stream and is a significant risk factor for developing the condition (Schectman et al. 1989). In Maynwaring’s (1665) Treatise of the Scurvy, he observed that, although the causes of scurvy are multifactorial, prior to tobacco it was much rarer in populations. He described its effect as a laxative, which removed food from the digestive system prematurely, resulting in scurvy (Maynwaring 1665: 78). While many dismissed Maynwaring as a quack due to his more empirical approach (Barry 2018), Gideon Harvey (1675), an Anglo-Dutch physician, also implicated tobacco in the development of scurvy, suggesting an observable link between consumption and the condition.

At this time, scurvy was a significant cause of death for mariners (Lind 1757). Unfortunately, smoking in this particular group was also highly prevalent in maritime contexts; tobacco’s perceived ability to alleviate thirst and hunger on long voyages, while also being part of sociability, made it popular in these communities. While there is no doubt that a lack of dietary vitamin C would have been a significant cause for scurvy, it is possible that tobacco smoking exacerbated this issue in already deficient groups. Particularly problematic, and perhaps the cause for historical disagreement on the efficacy of tobacco for scurvy, was that tobacco was observed to alleviate symptoms. For example, James Lind (1757) refers to a letter in which tobacco juice is described as being used to treat gum symptoms in sailors, which may have worked through causing vasoconstriction or local death of tissue. This, however, would not have stopped the disease process, but may have vindicated tobacco as an effective treatment. While the link between elevated scurvy rates and tobacco use cannot be proven from historical records alone, dedicated analysis of archaeological skeletons may be able to shed light on this issue, since it is possible to observe lesions caused by scurvy on the human skeleton (see Snoddy et al. 2018).

Established tobacco use and scientific observation

Due to revolutions in scientific thinking and methodology that took place after the renaissance, in particular the movement away from logical reasoning towards inductive reasoning, increasing weight was placed on scientific observation when attempting to explain the natural world. Within this context, descriptions of the impact of tobacco on the body more often referred to direct observations. This was increasingly through reference to case studies of examined or treated patients in which excessive tobacco consumption or poisoning was involved in the appearance of a condition and/or death. Early experiments were undertaken, mostly on animals, and occasionally dissections/autopsies were detailed.

In Italy, Ramazzini (1705), in his A Treaties of the Disease of Tradesmen describes headaches, stomach illness and vomiting in people that worked in Italian snuff factories. In eighteenth-century England, snuff (powdered tobacco) had also started to dominate the market. While thought to be ‘cleaner’ and more socially acceptable than other forms of tobacco use (see Tullet 2019), it drew specific health criticisms related to side effects of its chronic usage. Multiple writers of the time refer to autopsies on tobacco users which purportedly show the remnants of snuff in their bodies (e.g. Bonetus cited in Ramazzini (1705: 90); Hill 1761; Paulli 1746: 20; Roberts 1720). Several authors warned that excessive snuff taking was harmful to the nerves and impacted taste and smell, which are known symptoms associated with damage to the nasal mucosa and chronic rhinitis in modern snuff users; physician John Hill (1761) undertook experiments on snuffers to test tobacco’s impact on taste, and showed that they could no longer distinguish between some fruits. Critically, he also discussed an observed link between snuff-use and nasal cancer in his patients, becoming one of the first direct observers of an association between cancer and tobacco use (Redmond 1970). This warning was repeated by the Gentlemen of the University of Cambridge (1789), who discussed tumours of the oesophagus in relation to excessive snuff usage. In a dissertation on the use and abuse of tobacco, Adam Clarke (1797) also drew together evidence from Germany, where similar observations were made about the ill effects of snuff use. Today, chronic snuff use is associated with an increased risk of nasal and oral cancers, in particular (Harrison 1964).

It is not just snuff for which we find such detailed descriptions; case reports also include tobacco poisonings when either drunk or used as a topical medicine. Simon Paulli (1746: 15) discussed the symptoms of vertigo and drunkenness in two girls who had received topical application of tobacco to the head for alopecia. Surgeon Edward Teare (1798: 14–15) discussed poisoning from tobacco oil used for toothache and in experiments on pigeons. Importantly, some cases also make it beyond the realm of medical writings and are reported in the wider press. For example, in the press, a case was reported of a man dying from putting snuff in ale and drinking it as a treatment for ague (Ipswich Journal 1728: 3). By the end of the eighteenth century, so much evidence had amassed about the toxic qualities of tobacco, that Clarke (1797: 12) stated that no medical men recommended the constant use of smoke by pipe, snuff or quid (chewing tobacco).

Consensus and the periodicals

Although the first scientific journal dates to the seventeenth century (Philosophical Transactions), the eighteenth and especially nineteenth centuries witnessed a boom in scientific journals and transactions. These publications were an important mechanism for disseminating knowledge about the correlation between tobacco use and diseases to an increasingly professionalized group. With research from multiple points around the globe, the case studies, debates and lectures presented in the journals are important as they allow us to observe growing international consensus on the role of tobacco in the disease process.

In these journals, we see a continuation of the idea that tobacco use can be a cause of cancers of the mouth and lips. In an 1822 volume of Medico-Chirurgical Transactions, Earle discussed the link between pipe smoking and diseases resembling cancers in the mouth using cases he had observed and treated (Earle 1822). In the instance of a pipe-smoking sailor, he suggested that either the pipe or damage to the teeth from the pipe, initiated the disease process. This perceived correlation between pipe-smoking and cancer-like lesions did not go unnoticed by other physicians; for example, this mechanism was also referred to by esteemed surgeon Benjamin Travers (1829: 243). Lizars (1854) outlined multiple cases of carcinomas and ulcerations of the lips he had treated, and after discussions with the patients and ruling out other causes, attributed them to the cutty pipe and cigars. Although later in the century, George Thin (1876) produced a work which examined the origins of cells in skin cancer using histology. In this, he described dialogue with a Dr Bell who sent him a sample from the lip of an old woman that was typical of epithelioma, a condition he had frequently seen in men (1876: 191). Although no information was given about pipe use in the men, Bell states he had only seen this in women who had smoked short cutty pipes, and never in non-smoking women. While by no means proof positive, it adds some strength to the idea that cutty pipe use was a significant risk factor, whether the mechanism was directly related to tobacco or via skin irritation by the dirty pipe stem.

The great tobacco controversy of 1857 saw a year-long dialogue in The Lancet debating whether tobacco use was injurious to health. This was a welcome discussion that many physicians thought important and long overdue (e.g. Bucknill 1857; Higginbottom 1857), showing a real concern among professionals. While Walker (1980) suggests that, of the forty-four published letters, only half were against tobacco, we can glean that there is consensus among both sides of the argument that tobacco use, and smoking in particular, was harmful when not in moderation. Regardless of the disagreements surrounding the definition of moderation, and for whom, for our purposes here these letters are a particularly valuable source. Multiple authors cite similar observations/conditions in different contexts, showing that there was a growing international agreement about tobacco’s action upon the body. In addition to oral and nasal cancers, there were multiple observations of how it impacted the heart (tobacco angina or tobacco heart), caused impotence, nausea, dyspepsia, nervous tremors, cachexia, palsy, paralysis, lower life expectancy and damaged the lungs, throat and pharynx (Booth 1857; Bucknill 1857; Higginbottom 1857; Johnson 1857; Martin 1857; Ranking 1857; Schneider 1857; Solly 1857). Many of those writing in the debate, or referenced to in material within, highlighted the improvements seen in patients, or indeed themselves, after they ceased using tobacco as direct evidence of tobaccos role in disease (e.g. Booth 1857; Johnson 1857; Lizars 1854: 6; Solly 1857).

Within these letters, we also catch a glimpse of the intersectional impacts that tobacco had, an effect that today is very clearly present in the disproportionate harm that tobacco exerts on poorer communities (WHO 2014). There had long been discussion about who should not use tobacco as soon as it emerged as a medicinal remedy (e.g. Gardiner (1610) highlights its different impacts based on people of different complexions); women and children were especially pinpointed as being harmed by its use due to their ‘constitutions’ (Duncon 1606; Tyron 1682: 11). It was also argued that a disproportionately harmful effect from tobacco may have fallen on the poor, who were in a worse state of being to start with (Solly 1857: 153). This resonates with earlier work that argued that poor people were more at risk from tobacco-related harm as they might spend a disproportionate amount on tobacco at the expense of other life necessities (King James I 1604; Spooner 1703).

Osteoarchaeological evidence

Combined, the historical sources hint at the likelihood that tobacco was acting as a risk factor for poor health certainly by the eighteenth century, if not before, with many authors linking it to specific diseases that are now known today to be exacerbated by tobacco use. However, as many authors of the period noted, these observations were often not enough to prove tobacco’s effect. Critically, (osteo)archaeologists, who have recorded direct evidence for tobacco use in skeletons using the presence of pipe-notches and dental staining on the teeth (e.g. Casna et al. 2024; Davies-Barrett and Inskip 2024; Walker and Henderson 2010) and biomolecular methods (Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2024) have started to fill this gap. Archaeologists have shown for the first time that tobacco consumption really was widespread, with between a third and three-quarters of different English and Dutch communities using tobacco, including people from all different social groups and classes (Casna et al. 2024; Davies-Barrett and Inskip 2024; forthcoming a). Comparison of evidence for tobacco consumption alongside osteological indicators for disease in a poor population from central London, who were buried between 1843 and 1854, just prior to the Great Tobacco Controversy, showed that individuals with pipe-notches and staining (tobacco users) had greater evidence for chronic lung inflammation (Walker and Henderson 2010). On average, tobacco users also had a lower age-at-death than their non-smoking counterparts (Henderson and Walker 2012). This suggests that the observation of many physicians and commentators at the time were valid and not just hyperbole.

Other studies have specifically focused on how tobacco use affected oral health in the past. Comparisons of pre-tobacco and post-tobacco English and Dutch groups have highlighted that those individuals who used tobacco had higher rates of caries, calculus and tooth loss, and experienced more severe periodontal disease (Davies-Barrett et al. 2025; Davies-Barrett and Inskip, forthcoming b; Inskip et al. 2023; Walker and Henderson 2010). This work has shown that the risk tobacco posed for oral health was significantly heightened for poor urban women in London (Davies-Barrett & Inskip, forthcoming b) and that rural English smokers demonstrated significantly poorer oral health than non-smokers from the same population (Davies-Barrett et al. 2025). Geber and Murphy (2018) also identified tobacco as a significant risk factor for poorer oral health within an Irish workhouse community.

Respiratory inflammation and its relationship to tobacco use have also been investigated in British and Dutch populations, with mixed results (Casna et al. 2024; Davies-Barrett et al. 2025). Casna et al. (2024) found an association between sinusitis and tobacco consumption at the Dutch port site of Vlissingen and Davies-Barrett et al. (in review) found an association between pulmonary inflammation and tobacco consumption at the rural English town of Barton-upon-Humber. However, neither study found significant differences in disease rates between tobacco consumers and non-consumers in other English and Dutch populations, and for other types of respiratory inflammation (Casna et al. 2024; Davies-Barrett et al. 2025). These studies highlight the difficulties in teasing out the relationship between tobacco consumption and disease in the past, particularly considering the myriad of other risk factors for health that were present during these time periods. In the population from London, a much higher rate of respiratory inflammation was demonstrated when compared to other populations, so that even London non-smokers had similar rates to that of rural smokers identified at Barton-upon-Humber. Thus, it is likely that the effect of tobacco use is obscured by other factors, such as atmospheric pollutants and the health risks associated with unsanitary living conditions present within urban environments (Davies-Barrett et al. in review). Thus, it is also possible that Londoners at the time might have struggled to believe it was tobacco causing them harm. Importantly, this research highlights that not only was tobacco’s impact on physical health in the past real but it was also complex and likely intersectional, with the poor bearing the brunt of its effect. This aligns with later commentary where there were particular concerns for tobacco’s impact on the poor (e.g. Solly 1857).

Conclusion

There will never be a way to fully capture the harm that tobacco caused to past populations since the type of empirical evidence that is currently accepted to prove causation over correlation would be very difficult to obtain. However, as has been shown here, it is possible to theorize what might have been happening by combining what we know about tobacco’s influence on the body today, the analysis of historical sources of various types, and osteoarchaeological data. From this, we can see that as soon as tobacco arrived and began to be used in excess, it was likely impacting peoples’ physical well-being, certainly to such an extent that it was commented on by physicians and other writers at the time.

With the exception of experiments on animals, which tended to focus on the delivery of tobacco as a liquid or topic, there were no experiments involving humans, save a few individuals who experimented on themselves. As such, scholars were largely left only with observation until controlled case studies became standard within scientific learning in the twentieth century. Thus, with an increasing emphasis on the importance of experimentation and statistics in proving scientific theories, it was difficult for those at the time to be taken seriously. This was made all the more difficult when the medicinal aspects of tobacco were being extolled by others, and its remedies were increasingly pushed in advertisements in the popular press right into the twentieth century. In addition, as Hilton (2000: 63–5) suggests, the emphasis on quite rare side effects that people might not have often observed would have been a detriment to proving the anti-tobacconist cause. A further issue that we must consider is that the desired effects of tobacco, perhaps acting as a remedy for life through relaxing and stimulating, or even an alleviator of pain, are felt almost instantly and would have been far more obvious to the user than the idea that something more long-term and complex might ail them in years to come. In fact, this was something that was highlighted by Benjamin Lane (1851) as a problem for convincing people of the negative uses of tobacco, who he sees would easier believe food, water or air to be the culprit of their ills. In The Mysteries of Tobacco, he states that ‘[arsenic] does its work quick, and is known to be an enemy. Not so with tobacco: it has a smiling face, its tread is light, some of its movements pleasing, and though it inflicts more pain and misery than arsenic, it does its work slowly and disguisedly’ (Lane 1851: 40). At the time, the perceived positive benefits were perhaps far more believable and palatable. This is especially true in an early modern and modern context when people were living with the constant spectre of infectious disease.

While some of the impacts of tobacco did seem fanciful at the time, many of them have been proven to be true, and, with the benefit of hindsight, add credence to the observations that were made at the time. Furthermore, the archaeological evidence suggests that its impact on the respiratory system, dental health and potentially life span, was likely real, despite debates on whether or not tobacco and its differing modes of use would have elicited similar risks to the modern cigarette. However, it is still not possible to estimate the scale of the issue, or to know what level of tobacco use would have posed a significant risk since it is not possible to know how much people were using from assessment of their skeleton. Nevertheless, in historical health narratives of the past, tobacco use needs to be considered as a risk factor.

In the interest of space, this chapter has focused largely on certain physical diseases and conditions for which tobacco is now known to be a significant risk factor. It does not discuss in detail the conditions that tobacco was thought to relieve in the past. In understanding why tobacco use emerged and persisted in past populations, it is important to acknowledge that tobacco provided some perceived benefits also. For example, tobacco’s insecticidal properties made have made it effective against plague for which it was used as a prophylactic (Parker 1712; Short 1750), a reason for its possible acceptance and vindication in the seventeenth century. It is possible that the legacy of early descriptions of tobacco as a panacea, and the fact that people perceived it as an alleviation for both physical and mental diseases, has given tobacco users many ways to legitimize its use. Indeed, for those using tobacco, some of these non-physical ills and less-than-tangible maladies may have been perceived to be immediately relieved by tobacco (e.g. boredom, poor prospects, stress and withdrawal), which might have perpetuated its use.

Finally, in this research we hope to show that despite a lack of empirical data, the warning signs were present early in tobacco’s global dissemination, yet were not heeded for various reasons. In relation to the emergence of smokeless tobacco products and vaping, here, there should be significant warning. While there is indeed no long-term evidence of its impact on health yet, this does not mean that risks do not exist. If there is one thing that we can learn from early tobacco use, and in particular smoking, ignoring early voices of caution at the expense of profit, or due to scepticism, can cause extensive damage to global health.
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Sacred plant, deadly commodity: Tobacco’s deep history and indigenous heritage in the Americas

Shannon Tushingham and Mario Zimmermann

Introduction

How did a plant revered as a sacred medicine by Indigenous peoples across the Americas become one of the leading causes of death in contemporary society? The historical journey of tobacco reveals both its profound cultural significance and its troubling evolution into a global health crisis. Yet, as Inskip and Hughes (this volume) acknowledge, much of tobacco research has been Eurocentric and focused primarily on recent post-colonial history. This narrow focus has often obscured the deep time history of humanity’s interactions with tobacco, which spans thousands of years prior to European colonization in the Americas the arrival of European settlers in the Americas.

At the time of European contact, tobacco was likely the most widely used psychoactive plant across the Americas. Its utilization spanned diverse ecological regions, with farming societies throughout South America, Mesoamerica, the Caribbean and parts of North America cultivating domesticated species (N. rustica and N. tabacum), while hunting-gathering communities, particularly in western North America, harvested ‘wild’ (or coyote) tobacco species (cf. Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2023; Harrington 1932; Kroeber 1941; Setchell 1921; Wilbert 1987; Winter 2000a). These various species were ingested through multiple means – smoking (in pipes, cigars, and reed ‘cigarettes’), snuffing, chewing and by enema – with each practice embedded within specific spiritual and healing traditions (Adams 1990; Cooper 1949; De Smet 1985; Wilbert 1987; Winter 2000c). This widespread use reflects tobacco’s profound cultural significance, and its sacred relationship continues among many Indigenous peoples today, even as commercial tobacco has dramatically altered its role in global society.

The scale of this transformation is stark. Today, Nicotiana ‘has probably been responsible for more deaths than any other herb’ (Charlton 2004: 292). Nicotine dependence affects over 1.1 billion people worldwide (WHO 2022), making tobacco use the leading cause of preventable death globally. In the United States alone, where approximately 11.5 per cent of adults currently smoke tobacco cigarettes (CDC 2022), over 480,000 deaths annually are attributed to cigarette smoking and secondhand smoke exposure (CDC 2023). The economic toll is equally devastating: smoking-related costs in the United States alone exceed US$600 billion annually, including ‘more than $240 billion in direct medical care costs and over $360 billion USD in lost productivity due to premature death and exposure to secondhand smoke’ (CDC 2023). Globally, these costs reach an estimated $1.4 trillion USD per year (WHO 2021).

How did we get to this place, and how can we better address the global health impacts of tobacco? In this chapter, we argue that a deep time understanding of human-tobacco co-evolution is essential to developing more effective approaches to addressing nicotine addiction and its devastating global health impacts. By examining the long history of human-tobacco relationships – from its ancient ceremonial uses and ongoing cultural significance to Indigenous peoples to its modern commercialization and industrialization – we can better comprehend both why tobacco has such a powerful hold on human society and how we might develop more culturally informed and effective intervention strategies. This perspective is particularly critical for addressing the colonial legacy of commercial tobacco among Indigenous peoples of the Americas, who maintain deep spiritual and cultural connections to traditional tobacco while simultaneously experiencing some of the highest rates of commercial tobacco-related illness and death (Boudreau et al. 2016; Minichiello et al. 2016; Nez Henderson et al. 2022). This approach encourages us to expand our focus beyond current biochemical and behavioural models of addiction. Instead, we should also consider the complex cultural, historical and evolutionary factors that have shaped humanity’s diverse relationships with tobacco over time. This is in line with the approach outlined in chapter one of this volume, which views tobacco through an ‘assemblage figuration model’, permitting us to consider human-tobacco relationships as complex phenomena that encompasses biological, cultural and historical dimensions. Rather than reducing it to just a harmful substance, this model helps illustrate its significance across various social contexts.

This chapter examines the complex relationship between humans and tobacco through an interdisciplinary lens spanning millennia. Recent advances in biomolecular archaeology, ancient metabolomics and genetic research are revolutionizing our understanding of tobacco use across archaeological timescales through innovative studies of artefacts and biological materials (e.g. Brownstein et al. 2020; Carmody et al. 2018; Clarkson et al. 2004; Damitio et al. 2021; Echeverria et al. 2014; Echeverria & Niemeyer 2013; Eerkens et al. 2018; Ivanov et al. 2020; Negrin et al. 2024; Rafferty et al. 2012; Särkeinen et al. 2013; Tushingham et al. 2018; Zimmermann et al. 2021). An increasing array of contributions from Indigenous scholars and collaborating researchers is deepening our understanding of tobacco’s sacred role and its distinction from commercial tobacco. This enriched perspective arises from braided knowledge systems that integrate traditional ecological knowledge, oral histories and ceremonial practices (e.g., Alderete et al. 2010; Boudreau et al. 2016; Margalit et al. 2013; Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Shorty 2008; Snyder 2016). These works highlight the profound cultural and spiritual significance of traditional tobacco use among Indigenous peoples, providing essential context that archaeological data alone cannot capture. By bridging archaeology, Indigenous perspectives and public health, we trace tobacco’s transformation from a sacred plant to a commercial product with global health impacts.

As medical professionals confront today’s commercial tobacco crisis, they increasingly recognize that effective abatement solutions must incorporate historical frameworks and cultural competencies (Browne et al. 2016). This is particularly crucial when working with Indigenous communities, where the distinction between traditional sacred tobacco practices and commercial tobacco use is fundamental. Understanding this distinction is essential for public health professionals, as it highlights the necessity of meaningful partnerships with Indigenous peoples. Collaborations that merge Indigenous knowledge with modern scientific understanding offer promising pathways for addressing tobacco-related health disparities while honouring traditional relationships with this powerful plant.

Evolution and distribution of the Genus Nicotiana

Jean Nicot (1530–1600), a French diplomat and scholar, is credited with being the first to formally describe tobacco (Nicotiana). Nicot played a crucial role in introducing tobacco to France in the mid-sixteenth century, most notably through his introduction of the plant to Catherine de Medici (Figure 3.1). This proved consequential when the Queen found relief from her chronic headaches through its use. Her subsequent patronage established tobacco’s legitimacy within the French court, particularly in the form of medicinal snuff. The Queen’s influential endorsement helped transform tobacco from a novel medicinal plant into an accepted therapeutic agent among European elites (Sanchez-Ramos 2020).


[image: An illustration of Jean Nicot presenting the tobacco plant to Queen Catherine de Medici and the Grand Prior of the House of Lorraine 1655.]
Figure 3.1 Jean Nicot presenting the tobacco plant to Queen Catherine de Medici and the Grand Prior of the House of Lorraine, 1561. Photograph of original engraving, artist unknown, ca. 1868. (Library of Congress).


In recognition of Nicot’s influential role in tobacco’s European popularization, both the genus Nicotiana and the alkaloid nicotine were named after him (Sanchez-Ramos 2020). Although not strictly a botanist, his promotion of tobacco’s use significantly impacted its historical development. Botanists began referring to the genus Nicotiana after him by the mid-1800s (Berbeć 2024), and Carl Linnaeus formalized the name in his work Species Plantarum (1753), which included descriptions of plants like N. tabacum and N. rustica.

Taxonomically, Nicotiana belongs to the Solanaceae family, which includes economically important crops like potatoes, tomatoes and peppers. Advances in botanical, genetic and phylogenetic research have refined the classification of Nicotiana, leading to the reclassification, merging or separation of various tobacco species over the last two centuries. A recent estimate set the number of Nicotiana species at eighty-two, though some await formal description (Ivanov et al. 2020).

Nicotiana species are primarily distributed in South America, with additional species in North America and Australia/South Pacific. They typically exhibit semi-xerophytic adaptations, preferring dry environments and well-drained soils (Goodspeed 1947). As ‘pioneer species’, they thrive in disturbed areas and coarse soils, relying on their substantial production of tiny seeds for dispersal by wind, water and animals (Goodspeed 1954; Wells 1959). However, different species show varied tolerances for moisture, soil, temperature, elevation and light conditions (Goodspeed 1954). Overall, the genus demonstrates ecological diversity and remarkable adaptations to habitats ranging from arid deserts to post-fire landscapes.

Nicotiana species exhibit extensive phenotypic variation in morphology, growth habits and traits across both wild and cultivated groups (Goodspeed 1947). This diversity is shaped by factors like hybridization, polyploidy and environmental adaptation, supporting Nicotiana’s success in diverse ecological niches (Goodspeed 1954; Ivanov et al. 2020). Environmental factors such as soil quality, water availability, temperature, light and nutrients influence alkaloid concentrations in Nicotiana. Additionally, human selection has markedly affected the nicotine content in domesticated tobaccos and even ‘wild’ varieties, with N. attenuata displaying the highest nicotine levels compared to wild species like N. clevelandii and N. quadrivalvis (Winter 2000c). Human influence on various tobacco species has shaped their genetic diversity and distribution for thousands of years and continues to do so today. Understanding how co-evolutionary processes may have impacted human societies is probably less understood. As Coley and Batini (this volume) discuss, smoking behaviours are influenced by a complex interplay of genetic and environmental factors. They emphasize that a comprehensive understanding of genetic influences on smoking behaviours requires studying diverse human populations, which may reveal the reciprocal effects of human selection and genetic variation over time.

Early evolution and diversification

Goodspeed (1947, 1954) stands out as one of the first researchers to comprehensively propose that Nicotiana originated in southern South America before spreading to other regions, including North America, Africa and Australia. His pioneering work synthesized morphological, cytogenetic and biogeographical data to establish South America, particularly the Andean region, as the centre of origin for Nicotiana. In his influential publication, The Genus Nicotiana (1954), Goodspeed integrated botanical fieldwork and laboratory analysis, addressing key questions about the origin, diversification and global dispersal of the genus.

While earlier botanists may have speculated about Nicotiana’s origins and distribution, Goodspeed systematically identified three primary mechanisms that may have facilitated the spread of indigenous tobaccos: ‘(1) ancient and/or modern use of certain species as sources of ritualistic or pleasurable narcotics; (2) unintentional transport of seeds, sometimes over long distances; (3) the tendency of several species to thrive in disturbed soils’ (Goodspeed 1954: 9). Although determining the precise reasons for this spread is challenging and likely it involves a combination of factors, advancements in chemical identification and genomic studies of archaeological artefacts and herbarium specimens are paving the way for new insights into the evolutionary relationships within the genus.

Recent phylogenetic and genetic studies have largely supported Goodspeed’s key hypotheses while advancing our understanding of Nicotiana’s early evolution and diversification within the Solanaceae family. While the Solanaceae family originated in South America, the genus Nicotiana likely emerged in southern South America, with the subfamily Nicotianoideae diverging from Solanoideae approximately 24 million years ago (Mya) (Särkinen et al. 2013). The closest extant relative of Nicotiana is the Australian genus Symonanthus, with divergence estimated at around 15 Mya, suggesting an evolutionary connection between South America and Australasia (Clarkson et al. 2004). This divergence timeline aligns with biogeographical patterns and events, including long-distance dispersal or Gondwanan ancestry, that allowed Nicotiana to establish its unique distribution across the Americas, Australia, and the South Pacific (Clarkson et al. 2004).

Indigenous medicinal and sacred tobacco use in the Americas

Indigenous peoples throughout the Americas have maintained a long and complex relationship with tobacco as a powerful medicinal and sacred plant. This relationship, predating European contact by thousands of years, centres on tobacco’s role in healing practices, spiritual ceremonies and maintaining individual and community wellness.

Traditional medicine and tobacco

While Indigenous peoples represent diverse cultures with distinct healing traditions – making it inappropriate to suggest a single ‘pan-Indian’ approach – tobacco consistently emerges as a central element in traditional medicine and ceremonial healing across communities in North and South America (Berlowitz et al. 2023; Moerman 1998; Robicsek 1978; Wilbert 1987; Winter 2000b; Winter et al. 2000). Tobacco served as a cornerstone of indigenous medicine and spiritual life, used both for its direct therapeutic properties and as a spiritual mediator in curing ceremonies. The plant played an integral role in traditional healing practices as a blessing and a pathway for connecting the supernatural and physical worlds. Traditional practices differ from modern recreational use, emphasizing the plant’s sacred and powerful nature, with carefully controlled doses for specific purposes and contexts for use.

Healers employed tobacco through multiple methods, for instance smoking for respiratory conditions, stress relief and meditation, topical applications for wounds and skin conditions, chewing (often with lime) and drinking for pain relief and spiritual balance, snuffing for headaches and spiritual cleansing, and ceremonial burning for purification and protection. The spiritual power of tobacco in healing contexts was considered particularly potent. In some communities, crushed tobacco leaves are sprinkled on the ground to create a protective barrier against harmful forces, and are used when handling sacred healing items or burned to cleanse items that have been contaminated (Daley et al. 2006; Winter 2000b).

Sacred power and healing properties

Many native communities distinguish between the traditional or sacred use of tobacco – typically limited in quantity and context – and commercial tobacco (Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Phillips 2016; Shorty 2008). Traditional use is guided by strict protocols, and some native peoples view any non-traditional use as a form of misuse. Tobacco is revered as both a medicine and a potent drug, possessing positive and negative effects, depending on its use. Tobacco is commonly associated with balance, renewal and reciprocity. It can aid an individual’s spiritual and physical well-being, purifying the mind and exorcizing negative spirits. When combined with other medicinal ingredients, tobacco can enhance traditional remedies, as seen in its use by the Karuk to assert strength against enemies (Harrington 1932).

Healing traditions emphasize that tobacco’s power requires careful management and respect. Traditional healers have developed specific protocols recognizing both its therapeutic potential and potency (Berlowitz et al. 2025; Boudreau et al. 2016; Snyder 2016; Winter 2000d). Medicinal applications are diverse; tobacco can be used as a painkiller for ailments such as earaches and toothaches, and it has also been used to alleviate fatigue, delirium, fever, cramps, sore muscles and digestive issues. It is known as a treatment for abscesses, fistulas, sores and polyps, as well as serving as a remedy for snake bites and venomous wounds (Moerman 1998; Sanchez-Ramos 2020; Winter 2000d). Lastly, applications extend into the realm of mental health when used as a treatment for psychological conditions (Berlowitz et al. 2023).

Many communities view tobacco as a gift from the spiritual realm, often attributed to a deity, endowing it with strength, peace and power (Figure 3.2). Some cultures ascribe supernatural origins to tobacco, which accounts for its frequent use in ritualistic or sacred contexts (La Barre 1972; Wilbert 1987; Winter 2000d). As a medicinal practice, tobacco smoke is sometimes blown onto afflicted areas or into the nostrils, and it may be applied to the skin as a heated leaf or ointment. Furthermore, tobacco is often offered as a gift to spirits, elders or visitors as a gesture of respect (Phillips 2016; Winter 2000d). Pipes are vital possessions within many Indigenous cultures, serving crucial roles in individual spirituality, collective rituals and social interactions. They are considered ‘total social artifacts’, encompassing technological, sociological and ideological dimensions (Rafferty 2016).
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Figure 3.2 Carved stone door jamb from the Temple of the Cross at Palenque, Mexico, featuring God L, an ancient Maya deity frequently depicted smoking a cigar.


Biochemical properties and traditional knowledge

Indigenous healers’ understanding of tobacco’s varied effects aligns with modern scientific recognition of its complex alkaloid profile. Nicotiana species contain various alkaloids, primarily nicotine along with anabasine, anatabine and nornicotine (Benowitz 2009). While these compounds evolved as plant defence mechanisms, traditional healers recognized and carefully managed their physiological and psychoactive properties in medical applications.

The careful cultivation and selection of tobacco varieties by Indigenous peoples likely influenced the alkaloid content of different species. Winter (2000a: 315) suggests that healing traditions may have promoted the selection of varieties with specific physiological effects, leading to the development of specialized medicinal strains. In recent years, paleoethnobotanical studies across the globe have yielded increasing amounts of evidence indicating that this type of co-evolutionary relationship occurred frequently and involved all sorts of plants, including domesticated crops as well as foraged herbs (Fuller et al. 2023).

The sophisticated traditional knowledge of tobacco’s medicinal properties continues to influence indigenous healing practices today, even as tobacco has been transformed into a recreational drug globally. As Winter (2000a: 326) notes, understanding this transition from sacred medicine to addictive substance provides crucial insights into both historical healing traditions and contemporary public health challenges.

Origins and early use

It has been suggested that early migrants from Siberia, already versed in shamanic healing traditions and medicinal plants, likely recognized tobacco’s therapeutic properties shortly after arriving in the Americas around 13,000 years ago. This early adoption of tobacco into healing traditions likely profoundly shaped its later trajectory and medicinal use among diverse indigenous communities (Winter 2000c).

Archaeological evidence suggests tobacco was first domesticated in the Andean region of South America approximately 6,000–8,000 years ago (Goodspeed 1954; Winter 2000a). While archaeological research has traditionally emphasized the ‘three sisters’ (maize, beans and squash) as foundational agricultural innovations, Winter (2000a) proposes that shamanic healers, recognizing tobacco’s potent properties, may have pioneered its domestication, making it potentially the earliest cultivated medicinal plant in the Americas, preceding maize cultivation. He argues that ‘tobacco use is a very ancient and far-reaching cultural complex that formed or at least became part of the foundation for other kinds of plant manipulation, perhaps even agriculture’ (Winter 2000c: 313).

Indigenous peoples integrated tobacco cultivation with both sacred and agricultural purposes, growing it alongside food crops while maintaining its central role in religious ceremonies, cosmology and traditional medicine (Figure 3.3). Among Pacific Northwest Coast peoples like the Tlingit and Haida, pre-contact tobacco cultivation apparently facilitated the later adoption of introduced crops such as potatoes, suggesting a continuous development of agricultural expertise (Moss 2005; Turner and Taylor 1972). The sophisticated understanding of tobacco cultivation, evident in careful selection and breeding practices, likely established fundamental agricultural knowledge that extended to food crop cultivation.
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Figure 3.3 Sacred tobacco in ‘Navajo Sandpaint’ by Keats Begay, U.S. Indian School, Santa Fe, 1936.


These perspectives challenge traditional archaeological narratives that centre food crops, revealing instead a complex history of human-tobacco relationships that shaped early agricultural developments across the Americas. New analytical techniques have significantly advanced our understanding of these dynamics. Over the past twenty-five years, the field of archaeology has witnessed a notable increase in the application of chemical techniques to identify molecular biomarkers within organic residues preserved in archaeological specimens. This trend has led to a flourishing body of scholarship focusing on the biomolecular archaeology of alkaloid-containing medicinal plants, particularly tobacco, which we summarize in the following section.

Archaeological data

To date, archaeobotanical data from the Great Basin provides the earliest direct evidence of tobacco use in the Americas. At the Wishbone site in Utah, four charred Nicotiana seeds were found during the flotation of sediments originating from a hearth likely built by nomadic hunters who arrived at the shore of what is now the Great Salt Lake to hunt ducks. Charcoal from the hearth was dated to approximately 12,300 years ago and a number of control samples failed to produce additional specimens. The ensuing ecological analysis demonstrated that the closest natural stands of tobacco were approximately a day’s walk away (Duke et al. 2021). Consumption among Paleoindian communities was probably dominated by chewing, or some other practice not associated with durable artefacts such as pipes. While rare, pipes have been found in North America dating as old as 2500–4000 BP (e.g. Carmody et al. 2018; Mack 1994; Touhy 2002; Rafferty et al. 2012), and perhaps older.

However, because numerous plants other than tobacco were smoked, residue studies can help discriminate between additives and substitutes (Tushingham and Eerkens 2016). Kroeber (1941), for example, compiled ethnographic reports on the widespread use of kinnickinnick or bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) as well as numerous other smoke plants in combination with or instead of tobacco along the Pacific coast of North America. Significant advancements have been made in extraction and identification methods, including the use of ancient metabolomics to categorize tobacco and other plants to the species level (Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2023; Brownstein et al. 2020). Identification of the biomarker nicotine and associated chemical residues in pipes has provided direct evidence of early smoking by hunting, gathering and fishing communities in the western, eastern and southeastern United States (e.g. Carmody et al. 2018; Damitio et al. 2018; Rafferty et al. 2012; Snyder 2016; Tushingham et al. 2013; Tushingham et al. 2018). Similarly, smoking of tobacco and other psychoactive substances was well established among the early phases of South American farming communities in present-day Peru, Chile and Argentina (Planella et al. 2016; Lema 2023; Rick et al. 2025).

Ethnohistoric accounts from early Colonial times in Mesoamerica provide testimony to a series of additional smokestuffs (Sahagún 1577). In this context, organic residue analyses have already contributed to the confirmation of reported practices and ingredients for pre-Contact time periods. At Cotzumalhuapa, Guatemala, for example, nicotine positives are associated with specific Late Classic cylindrical ceramics suggesting the ingestion of tobacco in the form of a beverage. Moreover, the recovery of those vessels from cache deposits near an acropolis implies their inclusion in ritual activities (Negrin et al. 2024). Contemporary miniature vessels from the northern Maya lowlands point towards the consumption of tobacco mixtures featuring Mexican marigold (Tagetes lucida). To this day, some indigenous Mexican communities add dried leaves of this plant to their tobacco in order to smoothen the smoking experience (Zimmermann et al. 2021).

Recent biochemical discoveries in northwestern North America reveal a longstanding tradition of tobacco smoking, potentially including cultivation practices, among hunter-gatherer-fishers. This challenges previous assumptions that tobacco use in this region was exclusively introduced through European traders and explorers post-contact, suggesting a deep historical continuity of indigenous tobacco smoking in an area where its introduction was once thought to be recent (Damitio et al. 2021; Tushingham et al. 2013; 2018). Such evidence is evocative of the special place of tobacco for hunter-gatherer communities, and confirms hypotheses about the antiquity of plant management and cultivation practices that led to the development of specialized local varieties and anthropogenic range extension, in places far beyond natural habitats to ensure consistent access to this essential medicine (Turner and Taylor 1972; Tushingham and Eerkens 2016).

Torres (1995) indicates that smoking pipes from northwestern Argentina, along with associated Anadenanthera seeds dated to around 2130 bc, as well as snuff trays and tubes from the central Peruvian coast dating back to approximately 1200 bc, represent the earliest known use of psychoactive plants in South America. In central Chile, Planella et al. (2016) highlight that pipe smoking was a significant aspect of the cultural traditions of pre-Hispanic peoples during the Early Ceramic Period (300 bc–1300 ad), evidenced by their widespread presence in residential sites. However, this practice diminished or largely disappeared from the archaeological record after this period. Further north, at the La Granga site, chemical and microfossil analyses confirm the use of Nicotiana species in the pipes (Planella et al. 2016). In the Atacama Desert of northern Chile, smoking pipes were gradually replaced by snuffing trays during the late Formative period (ca. 200 ad).

Recent innovations now allow researchers to identify drug alkaloids not just from archaeological artefacts but also from the hair of mummies (Cartmell et al. 1991; Echeverría and Niemeyer 2013; Niemeyer et al. 2018; Rivera et al. 2005), dental calculus – mineralized plaque scraped from ancient human teeth (Eerkens et al. 2018; Tushingham et al. 2020; Zimmermann et al. 2025) – preserved brain tissue (Giordano et al. 2024), as well as cortical bone (Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2024). When combined with demographic data about individual burials (such as age, sex, health and social status based on grave goods), these innovations offer archaeologists a valuable lens into understanding drug use patterns in ancient societies. The harmful effects of tobacco on infants are well-documented today, which is highlighted by a provocative study from South America. In this study, Niemeyer et al. (2018) analysed hair samples from a perinate in northern Chile and detected nicotine and cotinine. Their quantitative segmental hair analysis indicated that the perinate likely died shortly after or during delivery, leading the authors to propose that the mother consumed tobacco in substantial amounts, possibly designating her as a ‘tobacco shamaness’. They speculated she might have had a miscarriage, given the strong association between tobacco use in pregnant women and spontaneous abortions or perinatal death (Niemeyer et al. 2018: 130).

The prevalence of dental calculus in archaeological records – due to the greater availability of preserved human teeth compared to hair – provides archaeologists with a broader understanding of tobacco use across populations. Studies investigating pre-contact native American populations analysed dental calculus samples from burials excavated at sites in central California (Eerkens et al. 2018; Tushingham et al. 2020). They are pointing to a higher prevalence of nicotine-positive samples linked to females, suggesting that women may have used tobacco more frequently than historical records imply. Furthermore, tobacco use did not appear to be restricted by age; nicotine-positive female burials included a range of estimated ages from twenty to forty-five years at the time of death. While chemical evidence confirms that these women were users of tobacco, the processes governing nicotine uptake and preservation in dental calculus remain poorly understood, limiting insights into the quantity consumed. Tushingham et al. (2020) propose that these women were likely tobacco chewers, as most of their nicotine-positive samples were taken from the back teeth, while males typically showed positive results from anterior teeth, which may suggest pipe use. It could be that women were consuming relatively small amounts of tobacco for self-medication or performance enhancement, possibly enough to be detectable to archaeologists but low enough to mitigate adverse effects on unborn children (Hagen and Tushingham 2019).

Zimmermann and Tushingham (2022) employed untargeted metabolomics combined with osteological analysis to explore relationships between dietary habits, substance use (including potential medicinal plants) and various health conditions in historic indigenous populations from California. The researchers employed multivariate statistics to identify patterns and correlations between metabolomic profiles and demographic as well as pathological data, revealing potential links between gender, age, oral health and postcranial pathologies and substance consumption. Despite challenges in definitively identifying specific substances due to taphonomic processes, the study demonstrates the value of this integrated approach for understanding ancient ethnopharmacology and biocultural factors shaping human health and behaviour.

Further research is essential to refine these patterns. Ongoing studies analysing the dental calculus of modern drug users aim to enhance our understanding of preservation dynamics and extend ancient dental calculus research beyond tobacco to other substances. Substantial efforts are also underway to increase sample sizes in archaeological studies, focusing on a greater number of sites and analysed individuals.

The Columbian exchange and colonial impacts

The global spread of many intoxicant plant-derived drugs can be tracked to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ad (Fox 2014; Winter et al. 2000). Tobacco figured prominently within the Columbian exchange and became a worldwide commodity, along with products such as coffee and sugar (Fox 2014; Winter et al. 2000). Tobacco use in the Old World began after Christopher Columbus’s voyages to the Americas, when his crew first encountered the plant in 1492 in the Bahama Islands and were introduced to tobacco by the Taino Arawak Indians (Fox 2014). The tobacco industry evolved into a global empire after Euro-Americans began growing tobacco (Winter et al. 2000). Euro-Americans obtained domesticated tobaccos from indigenous farming groups in the eastern United States, Caribbean and South America, and began growing it in Virginia and other colonies by the 1500s. As shown by several contributors to this volume, these varieties rapidly spread to other parts of the globe where they had never been before. By the seventeenth century, tobacco had become a global trade commodity (Fox 2014; Winter et al. 2000c).

Early historic transformation of tobacco relationships for native peoples

Trade tobacco, primarily the domesticated species N. tabacum and, to a lesser extent, N. rustica, favoured for their larger leaves and higher nicotine content, were introduced to Northeastern tribes by the early 1600s, eventually spreading throughout North America by the early 1700s (Fox 2014; Winter et al. 2000c).

In northwestern North America, native tobacco consumption patterns fundamentally changed with the increased availability of trade tobacco, leading to a rise in the use of highly addictive varieties. In regions where domesticated tobacco was lacking, trade tobacco’s higher nicotine content made it an appealing substitute for local species. Its introduction overshadowed the small-scale collection and cultivation practices of native communities (Phillips 2016), and its widespread availability likely contributed to rising nicotine addiction rates (Winter et al. 2000c). Furthermore, the suppression of Indigenous management and cultivation practices, including cultural burning, adversely affected their access to and relationship with native plants, including tobacco.

Commodification and commercialization of tobacco

Commercial tobacco is the result of 500 years of controlled selection for larger leaves and standardized levels of nicotine. Today’s tobacco industry has developed thousands of commercial N. tabacum varieties through controlled selection, experimental breeding, genetic engineering and the use of chemical fertilizers, insecticides and additives (Winter et al. 2000c). These commercial varieties are very different from the smaller, traditional varieties of tobacco (Winter et al. 2000c).

Modern commercial tobacco has a wide range of additives that serve to enhance physiological nicotine delivery and addictiveness, mask environmental cigarette odours and conceal deleterious symptoms and illnesses associated with smoking (Rabinoff et al. 2007); they also are advertised and packaged in a way to be attractive to consumers. Tobacco marketing campaigns often feature American Indian imagery in advertising that targets both native people and the general population (BlueEye 2004; D’Silva et al. 2018; Shorty 2008; Snyder 2016). Such marketing appropriates imagery that is deeply rooted in ancient tobacco traditions and native identity.

In a comprehensive analysis of tobacco advertising strategies since the 1930s, D’Silva et al. (2018) demonstrate that the tobacco industry systematically misappropriated American Indian culture and traditional tobacco practices through various marketing strategies spanning several decades (Figure 3.4). The earliest advertisements used stereotypical imagery, and the industry evolved to more sophisticated tactics that exploited the sacred and cultural significance of traditional tobacco. Most notably, Santa Fe Natural Tobacco Company markets Natural American Spirit by combining native imagery with ‘natural’ and ‘additive-free’ descriptors, while simultaneously acknowledging tobacco’s traditional role in American Indian communities (Figure 3.4c). The industry commodified sacred objects and practices, using ceremonial pipes, headdresses and traditional regalia in advertising without regard for their cultural significance (D’Silva et al. 2018). Companies justified use of native imagery by asserting it honoured native peoples’ introduction of tobacco to the world, leveraging this historical connection to validate their commercial tobacco products. This marketing approach deliberately blurred the distinction between sacred traditional tobacco use and commercial tobacco products, potentially contributing to misconceptions about product safety while disregarding the fundamental difference between traditional tobacco’s ceremonial role and commercial tobacco’s harmful health impacts (D’Silva et al. 2018). Despite the tobacco industry’s awareness of the distinct protocols and sacred nature of traditional tobacco use in native communities, exploitation of native cultural elements persists to this day.
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Figure 3.4 Selection of advertisements illustrating the historical exploitation and appropriation of native imagery and culture in tobacco marketing (clockwise from top left): (a) ‘Rolls’s Best Virginia in Whites-Alley, Chancery-Lane, London’, eighteenth-century tobacco advertisement featuring two native individuals smoking pipes, Black children working on a tobacco plantation, and a white man speaking while shaded by a parasol held by another native person; (b) James Moran & Co.’s Indian Girl Chewing Tobacco label, ca. 1874; (c) Advertisement depicting Crow Chief in full regalia with Prince Albert tobacco, the ‘big smoke medicine’; (d) American Spirit tobacco advertisement, 2007, Santa Fe Natural Tobacco Company.


Colonial consequences for Indigenous peoples

The transition from traditional indigenous tobaccos to commercial tobacco products has significantly impacted tribal culture and health (Margalit et al. 2013; Pego et al. 1995; Snyder 2016). Since European colonization, commercially grown tobacco has largely supplanted traditional varieties and ceremonial smoke plants among many native peoples. By the early twentieth century, tobacco use among native peoples increasingly became recreational, moving away from traditional methods like pipes to store-bought cigarettes and chewing tobacco. This change coincided with forced assimilation policies and displacement, leading many to rely on trade tobacco for maintaining tribal customs and cultural identity, thereby heightening their vulnerability to tobacco addiction (Snyder 2016).

Few are aware of how extensively domesticated strains of commercial tobacco have replaced indigenous tobacco species and other smoking plants. Yet, understanding the history of tobacco is essential for effective smoking cessation programs, in particular the crucial distinction between ‘commercial tobacco’ and ‘traditional/ceremonial tobacco’ must be understood to effectively address contemporary health challenges (Alderete et al. 2010; Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Shorty 2008).

In many cases, ‘commercial tobacco’ has come to serve ceremonial purposes, supplanting the various Nicotiana species or other botanicals that were historically used in Indigenous smoking traditions (Shorty 2008: 133; Winter et al. 2000: 359–40). A staff member from the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde (Oregon, USA) noted that the shift towards using commercially available tobacco for ceremonies may stem from convenience: ‘It is easier to buy a pack of cigarettes or loose leaf than to grow and cultivate the indigenous species today. This is not to say this is true for all Tribes and all uses. If anything, it further illustrates the complexity of the subject and the intricacies of use’ (Tushingham and Eerkens 2016: 221).

Disparities in commercial tobacco use among Indigenous populations

Indigenous populations worldwide show disproportionately high rates of commercial tobacco use and related health issues when compared to non-Indigenous groups, even in regions where there was no historical use prior to the introduction of tobacco from the Americas (Boudreau et al. 2016; Minichiello et al. 2016) (Table 3.1). Unfortunately, there is currently little data on Indigenous smoking rates in the Americas south of the United States; however, similar disparities likely exist in much of Latin America, and smoking prevalence among Indigenous youth is of particular concern (Minichiello et al. 2016).


Table 3.1 Summary of Commercial Tobacco Use Disparities (General vs. Indigenous Populations) (Summarized in Minichello et al. 2016).




	Region
	General Population
	Indigenous Population
	Tobacco Users





	Canada
	18%
	First Nations (off-reserve)
	36%



	



	First Nations (on-reserve)
	59%



	



	Inuit
	60%



	



	Métis
	33%



	United States
	18%
	American Indians & Alaska Natives
	22%



	Australia
	16%
	Australian Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islanders
	42%



	New Zealand
	15%
	Māori
	39%







While overall smoking rates have significantly declined since the mid-twentieth century – in the United States falling from 42.4 per cent in 1965 to 11.5 per cent in 2022 (CDC 2022) – the same level of progress has not been observed within Indigenous communities (Table 3.1). Public messaging campaigns and government initiatives have contributed to this notable public health achievement, but their impact has been less effective in addressing smoking rates among Indigenous populations. Contributing factors to persistently higher smoking rates among Indigenous populations include the historical use of tobacco in cultural practices (Alderete et al. 2010; Boudreau et al. 2016), targeted marketing by tobacco companies (BlueEye 2004; D’Silva et al. 2018; Shorty 2008; Snyder 2016), limited access to healthcare and cessation resources, in particular culturally relevant programmes (Boudreau et al. 2016; Daley et al. 2011; Rusk et al. 2023; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2014), higher poverty rates (CDC 2023; Margalit et al. 2013; Rusk et al. 2023) and experiences of historical trauma and stress (Nez Henderson et. al. 2022; Rusk et al. 2023).

Decolonizing sacred tobacco: Reclaiming traditional practices and health

The health consequences of commercial tobacco on Indigenous health underscore the need for culturally appropriate interventions that distinguish between sacred tobacco use and commercial tobacco abuse. Successful programmes that honour traditional values, addressing the modern health crisis, can improve both community health and cultural continuity (Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Shorty 2008).

The colonial legacy is particularly evident in how sacred terminology was appropriated to market addictive products (Shorty 2008; D’Silva et al. 2018), creating lasting confusion about traditional practices. To develop successful smoking cessation programs, it is essential to recognize this historical context and acknowledge the colonial past of tobacco use. As Snyder (2016: 184) notes, ‘addressing the challenging issue of tobacco-related illness while also respecting traditional practices, identity, and sovereignty will require a creative and interdisciplinary approach.’

Sacred tobacco and Indigenous health sovereignty

Many Indigenous communities practice ‘tobacco sovereignty’, defining appropriate use on their own terms and protecting traditional practices against harmful commercial influences (Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Tushingham and Eerkens 2016). This involves asserting the sacred and health-related dimensions of traditional tobacco while acknowledging the adverse public health impact of commercial products (Shorty 2008). Such indigenous-led initiatives balance traditional uses with contemporary health concerns, focusing on governance rooted in cultural contexts to address health inequities) (Figure 3.5) .
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Figure 3.5 Sacred traditional tobacco for healthy native communities.


Traditional tobacco remains significant in ceremonial life across Indigenous cultures. For instance, among the Hupa, Karuk and Yurok of northwestern California, tobacco plays an essential role in the annual World Renewal Ceremony; without it, ‘the ceremony is incomplete, which in traditional terms literally jeopardizes the future regeneration and well-being of the earth’ (Tushingham and Eerkens 2016). Similarly, among many Indigenous peoples in Mesoamerica, including the Maya, tobacco continues to be used in sacred rituals, including divination and communication with ancestors, underlining its spiritual significance (Groark 2010). Indigenous peoples throughout the Peruvian Amazon also persist in utilizing tobacco in their healing practices, employing it in ceremonies aimed at restoring health and spiritual balance (Berlowitz et al. 2025).

For many Indigenous peoples in the Andes, tobacco’s ‘dual nature’ is widely acknowledged; ceremonial tobacco is a vital component of the modern Pachamama ceremony – an important ritual that honours Mother Earth and facilitates connections between humans and the spirit world – distinct from recreational tobacco smoking (Alderete et al. 2010). In some cases where Indigenous tobaccos are unavailable or hard to find, traditional uses have been preserved through the substitution of commercially available sources (Phillips 2016). This practice highlights how communities adapt to external pressures while striving to maintain their cultural heritage and health sovereignty, asserting the importance of traditional knowledge in the face of colonial contexts.

Bridging traditional knowledge and modern health approaches

An increasing number of medical professionals are acknowledging the importance of historical context and cultural competence in designing health programmes for Indigenous communities, particularly in tobacco cessation initiatives. By fostering partnerships that include Indigenous perspectives, culturally relevant solutions can be developed to address the epidemic of commercial tobacco use while respecting the sacred role of traditional tobacco in these communities.

Effective health solutions must recognize that ‘typical tobacco abatement programs approach tobacco use in black and white terms, viewing all tobacco use as detrimental and abstinence as favourable. This perspective does not reflect the realities of many American Indians, who appreciate the sacred and traditional dimensions of tobacco’ (Tushingham and Eerkens 2016). Programmes such as All Nations Breath of Life, Keep Tobacco Sacred and Circles of Wisdom illustrate how cessation efforts can honour traditional practices while tackling issues of commercial tobacco addiction (Figure 3.5; Choi et al. 2016; Daley et al. 2011; Minichiello et al. 2016).

Successful smoking cessation programmes should be co-designed with input from Indigenous communities (Minichiello et al. 2016; Rusk et al. 2023; Shorty 2008). Key components of culturally informed solutions may include community-based initiatives to support traditional tobacco varieties, the revival of traditional protocols for tobacco and other medicinal plants, restoration of cultural landscapes with tobacco plantings, and cultural competency training for health providers and researchers. Integrating traditional ceremonial practices into cessation efforts, as well as frameworks that address the historical transformation of traditional tobaccos into commercial products, are also essential. Indigenous-led health initiatives must be supported alongside the development of culturally competent tobacco health programmes (Boudreau et al. 2016; Daley et al. 2011; Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Shorty 2008).

Moving forward requires a delicate balance between tradition and modernity, between public health concerns and the preservation of traditional practices and sovereignty. As Indigenous communities reclaim their sacred tobacco traditions (Boudreau et al. 2016; Nez Henderson et al. 2022; Shorty 2008), several priorities become apparent: supporting community-led initiatives for traditional tobacco cultivation, forming research partnerships that honour Indigenous knowledge, enhancing cultural education about traditional tobacco use, creating sustainable programs for preserving traditional seeds and building capacity for Indigenous-led health programming.

The ongoing challenge is to address the rising incidence of tobacco-related illnesses while facilitating the revival of traditional practices that promote community health and cultural continuity. This endeavour requires recognizing that Indigenous communities are best positioned to define appropriate tobacco use within their cultural contexts, all while gaining access to necessary resources to combat commercial tobacco addiction.

Conclusion

While tobacco today is still used as an important medicine by many Indigenous peoples, commercial tobacco has overtaken much of this history. Today, nicotine dependence is a worldwide epidemic; tobacco is used and abused by hundreds of millions of people and is a leading cause of preventable death. The transformation of tobacco from a sacred medicine to a product that has spurred a global health crisis represents one of the most profound shifts in human-plant relationships throughout history. Archaeological and ethnographic evidence demonstrates that Indigenous peoples maintained sophisticated knowledge systems around tobacco’s medicinal properties for thousands of years, carefully managing its cultivation and use within specific ceremonial and healing contexts. This traditional approach stands in stark contrast to modern commercial tobacco use, which has created devastating public health consequences worldwide.

Interdisciplinary research on tobacco, which integrates diverse lines of evidence, enhances our understanding of the historical global spread of tobacco and its health implications (Snyder 2016; Tushingham et al. 2018; Zimmermann and Tushingham 2022). Recent archaeological discoveries, coupled with advances in biomolecular archaeology and ancient metabolomics, are shedding light on the complexities of tobacco use throughout history. Residue analyses of archaeological artefacts and materials (hair, dental calculus) have significantly enriched our knowledge of ancient tobacco consumption. Presenting this data within the context of contemporary health initiatives is crucial. Indigenous-led programmes, such as tobacco sovereignty movements, play a vital role in informing public health perspectives and practices.

This interdisciplinary framework not only offers valuable insights for developing effective public health programs but also supports the revitalization of traditional knowledge. Archaeological investigations into pipes and patterns of tobacco use provide evidence of longstanding cultural practices that can inform and enhance modern health initiatives (Snyder 2016; Tushingham and Eerkens 2016).

Understanding this deep-time historical and cultural context is crucial for addressing contemporary tobacco-related health challenges within Indigenous communities and successful intervention strategies must acknowledge the distinction between sacred tobacco practices and commercial tobacco abuse while respecting tribal sovereignty and traditional knowledge systems. The most effective programmes have been those that incorporate cultural values and traditional perspectives while addressing the modern health crisis.

Moving forward, addressing tobacco-related health disparities requires a nuanced, culturally informed approach that bridges traditional knowledge with contemporary medical practice. This includes supporting Indigenous communities in reclaiming traditional tobacco practices while combating commercial tobacco addiction, developing culturally appropriate cessation programmes and strengthening partnerships with tribal health organizations. The history of tobacco serves as a powerful reminder of how colonization and commodification can have long-lasting and devastating effects, while also highlighting the need for more culturally sensitive and effective solutions for the dealing with these complex problems in the future.

This complex history underscores the importance of maintaining Indigenous health sovereignty and the need to decolonize approaches to tobacco control. Only by acknowledging both the sacred historical role of tobacco and its modern transformation can we effectively address its contemporary health impacts while preserving and respecting its traditional cultural significance.
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Not all smokes are the same: Exploring the variability of tobacco and its significance in early modern and modern England (1560–1890)

Sarah Inskip, Anna Davies-Barrett, Diego Badillo-Sanchez and Maria Serrano Ruber

Introduction

Tobacco is the generic name for plants from the Nicotiana genus, which contains over eighty plants, of which most are native to the Americas, although a few species are found in Australia and one in East Africa (Clarkson et al. 2004; Tushingham and Zimmermann this volume). Today, we are most familiar with the mass-produced tobacco product of the cigarette, which has dominated the market since the production of cigarette-making machines at the turn of the twentieth century. Despite the wide variety of species, these cigarettes are mostly made from the plant species Nicotiana tabacum or Nicotiana rustica, especially the former. Scientific evidence, of which much relates to cigarettes, is clear that tobacco consumption results in dependency and has extremely negative consequences for health (WHO 2023). The high-profile dialogues and rulings underpinning these findings have also come to direct peoples’ understandings of tobacco and tobacco history in the past. In particular, discourse surrounding the highly addictive nature of cigarettes has strongly coloured our understandings of why people smoked in the past – it is taken for granted that its addictive nature made it an inevitable habit. As such, for a long time, historians focused mostly on the quantities of tobacco being imported and its economic impact in the past, rather than on the social factors that underpinned its demand (e.g. Menard 2007; Paul 1975). However, like contemporary research on methods for supporting the cessation of smoking, reliance on an addiction narrative creates a limited picture as to why tobacco consumption came to dominate the globe, and misses key questions surrounding the initiation of tobacco-use in the first place (i.e. people were not addicted before they started). To fully grasp the reasons why people might have used tobacco in the past, and why it became the first truly mass-produced global commodity, it is important to consider the variety of uses of tobacco and their associated impacts on people and their lives, as well as differences that existed between tobaccos themselves. This also includes looking at non-smoking methods as these alternative uses were also key in the dissemination of the plant. They resulted in a plethora of experiences, desires and needs. As will be shown, through its great variety, tobacco filled many different niches in people’s lives, and its use was shaped by other factors such as age, gender, status and occupation.

Since tobacco permeated so many aspects of daily life, information about it and its usage can be found across multiple types of sources, which is already a testament to its diverse nature. Due to the vast quantity of evidence, most research on tobacco tends to stick to a single field of study. However, to use but one of these types of materials creates a partial picture of tobacco-use and, by extension, its role within society. As such, it is critical that we take an interdisciplinary approach to identify the full breadth of its influence. The aim of this chapter then is to outline the diverse nature of tobacco by exploring the different understandings of the plant, the different ways it was used, and how its usage has changed. It will achieve this by bringing together archaeological, historical, botanical and biomolecular evidence to reconstruct the many facets of the tobacco plant in this period, and what this meant for the emergence of a tobacco culture. While we mainly focus on experiences in England from the seventeenth to the late nineteenth century, we also draw on information from other regions and hope that this approach can be later applied in detail to other areas of the globe. Before delving into the roles that tobacco played, it is important to acknowledge the physical affects that tobacco has since these do play a significant role in shaping peoples experiences; while we aim to move away from simple addiction narratives, to ignore them would also be to deny important biological and psychological effects of tobacco.

Tobacco and nicotine

Overall, tobacco is toxic, a result of the many molecules found within the plant, including nicotine, its most well-known component, and a potent poison.1 Simply, nicotine, an alkaloid, binds to acetylocholine receptors, promoting dopamine release and causing a feeling of relaxation. Readily absorbed through the oropharyngeal mucosa, derma, lungs and gastrointestinal tract (Lavoie and Harris 1991), it is the molecule most responsible for addiction (Benowitz 2009). However, when combusted, thousands of other chemicals are also released from tobacco, which, when inhaled, rapidly diffuse through the linings of the lung and into the blood stream where they reach the brain. This causes heart rate and blood pressure to increase, as well as giving a euphoric feeling followed by relaxation. When snuffed or snussed, the primary route for these chemicals is through the oral mucosa. Diffusion of nicotine into the blood is slightly slower when tobacco is snuffed or snussed, compared to cigarette smoking (Hirsch et al. 1992), which potentially increases the duration of nicotine exposure, and it similarly increases heart and blood pressure after use (Fant et al. 1999; Hirsch et al. 1992). When tobacco is ingested, it largely induces nausea and vomiting. Acute nicotine poisoning, from whatever mode of consumption, can result in loss of muscle control, seizures, respiratory failure, and cardiac arrest and death (Lavoie and Harris 1991). Somewhat surprisingly, much of this information has long been known; tobacco’s ‘poisonous’ nature was cited from at least the seventeenth century (e.g. Philaretes 1602), with tobacco oil/distillate also appearing in lectures and writings on poisons in the early nineteenth century (Mussey 1836; Thomson 1837) (see Inskip and Davies-Barrett this volume).

Significant debates surround whether tobacco used in the past would have had similar qualities to that of modern tobacco, and this has potentially dissuaded researchers from commenting on the significance of its addictive nature and health effects in relation to past populations. However, archaeobiomolecular research on historical tobaccos has begun to investigate this issue. Comparing the molecular composition of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century tobacco samples with modern tobacco from cigars, Badillo-Sanchez et al. (2023) were able to show that there was significant similarity between modern and historical tobaccos using metabolomics. They found that historical and modern samples of N. tabacum were more similar to each other than to N. rustica and vice versa. Importantly, there were also subtle differences between the same species of historical tobacco which likely relate to their growing location, method or manufacture. While this does not yet fully resolve debates surrounding the degree of impact tobacco might have had on past people, we can be more confident that similar effects would have been felt in the past as today. Early botanical and historical writings also support the notion that tobacco would have had similar effects, with multiple scholars describing dependency (see Inskip and Davies-Barrett this volume). In addition, plentiful historical sources give detailed descriptions of how tobacco-use affected the body and mind in the past (e.g. Clarke 1798: 16; Roberts 1720). Critically, one difference is likely to have been the strength of the tobacco. Hughes (2003) discusses in detail the changes in tobacco strength over time from pre-colonial Indigenous use through to the milder cigarette of the twentieth century, something produced to make you smoke more frequently (see discussion in Hughes 2003 and Hilton 2000). Interestingly, given the degree of difference identified between species biomolecularly, and between modes of use and preparation, the amount of variation in a single species over time might not be any greater than between different tobacco species of the same time period. More work is needed, and archaeology and palaeobotany have enormous potential to shed further light. However, it is important to consider that there were real biological effects which would have been significant in people’s experiences of tobacco in the past.

Thinking in multiples – species and varieties

Given the above, when thinking of tobacco in the past and why people used it, it is important to think in multiples. Prior to the arrival of Europeans, Indigenous groups were recorded as using multiple different species of tobacco (see descriptions in Hernandez 1942: 227). The analysis of small molecules in smoking paraphernalia shows the use of species other than N. tabacum and N. rustica. For example, Brownstein et al. (2020) have identified Nicotiana quadrivalvis in a North-western Pacific pipe dating over 1400 years ago. There was extensive transfer of knowledge about tobacco from Indigenous peoples to Europeans, so it is unsurprising that there are multiple tobacco plants described in botanical books and pharmacopoeias. Five types (three of which are varieties of N. tobacum) were described by Boreman (1736), while Clarke (1798) described eight types, and by the mid-nineteenth century forty different types were known (Fairholt 1859). Figure 4.1 shows drawings of N.rustica and N.paniculata from 1805 from Caldwall (1805). However, contemporary writers focused mainly on three plants consistent with N. tabacum, N. rustica and N. persica, as described in Lindley’s Flora Medica (1838: 513). He notes each species as having different qualities, describing N. rustica as ‘mild’ in comparison to N. tabacum, and N. persica as producing a delicate and fragrant tobacco. While herbalists and botanists may have been aware of species differences, it is unclear whether ordinary people were aware of these distinctions, especially in England, where the Royal tobacco monopoly strongly inhibited use of multiple types of species for a significant time as Virginian tobacco was imported from the colonies and no legal domestic market existed. Even so, and after this monopoly ended, in medical recipes prior to the nineteenth century, there is no indication that a particular species of tobacco was favoured, since they were all thought to have similar narcotic properties (Crawford 1853). In addition, advertisements for tobacco-based medicinal recipes did not distinguish between specific plants. Furthermore, medicinal recipes were closely guarded secrets (see above).


[image: An illustration of Nicotiana Tabacum plants with detailed flower parts.]
Figure 4.1 Tobacco plants (N.rustica and N.paniculata): Flowering and fruiting stem of both species with their respective floral segments. Wellcome reference 18320i.


While superficially it appears that the specific species of tobacco might not have made a difference to most people when used medicinally, we can see that the choice of tobacco variety when used as a ‘luxury’ did. It is possible to observe from historical writings from the later seventeenth century and beyond that increasing attention was paid to the sensory properties of different tobaccos, often tied to the location in which it was grown, which indirectly may have been linked to species attributes. Prior to this, greater attention had been paid to the way in which tobacco could treat illnesses or symptoms, rather than its qualities of taste and smell. This implies not only that there was knowledge that tobacco was significantly different depending on where it came from and how it was manufactured but also that the characteristics of certain tobacco types were desirable and could be ranked accordingly.

In the seventeenth century, there was an increasing variety of tobacco becoming available to the global and therefore the English market. As well as multiple varieties being grown, processed and exported from multiple points in the Americas, tobacco quickly traversed the globe and was then grown in European, Asian and African communities, resulting in a range of non-American tobaccos. As archaeometabolomics has hinted at (Badillo-Sanchez et al. 2023), and as is well known in botany today (Bally et al. 2021; Gu et al. 2021), the virtues of the tobacco plant will vary depending on how and where it is grown, resulting in chemical and sensory differences between plants of the same species. Examination of English contemporary commentary on tobacco shows us that this was known to Europeans by the early eighteenth century, who had already begun to distinguish between tobaccos grown in various parts of the Americas and those grown in Europe. For example, in a pamphlet written in 1712, the author argued that the best tobaccos came from plants grown in their native soil in the Americas, whereas tobacco from the ‘North’ was inferior (Parker 1712).2 This was reiterated later by other authors, and by the early nineteenth century, it is clear that different types of tobacco and their quality were associated with location. Meller (1832) lists snuff of Spanish, Havana, Brazilian and Lundyfoot (Irish) type, the latter of which was remarked to be of inferior quality. Prescott (1858) highlighted the distinctive properties of tobaccos imported into England, describing Cuban, Havana and Columbian leaf as the best for cigars, whereas American (USA) as the best for cut and spun tobacco. He also considered Eastern tobaccos to be the most delicate flavoured, and the Dutch to be mild and deficient in flavour. Crawford (1853) also remarked that the finest tobaccos came from West Asia, and the best of American from Cuba, while Prescott (1858) highlighted that a great variety of flavours could be achieved through the mixing of different leaves.

Why did it matter which tobacco people used? In the early stages of tobacco’s use as a non-medicinal agent and luxury product in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England, it was associated with activities surrounding the Americas, including adventuring (sailors and travellers), as well as part of the political sociability of gentlemen, and in particular a representation of English colonial activities (see Working 2020). In this context, Virginian tobaccos became the major players since King James I banned import of foreign tobaccos. However, the association with the colonies and adventure likely diminished by the eighteenth century as tobacco became cheaper, more readily available and more popular. Increasing global connectivity and availability of new products, combined with consumerism and emergence of the middle classes, expanded how tobacco was used as a commodity. In the same way that tobacco-use may have been identified directly with ‘New World’ contexts in its early days in Europe, it can be seen to have served a similar purpose for distinguishing between classes in England in the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Davies-Barrett and Inskip 2024; Hilton 2000; Hughes 2003). This took place in two ways: the manner of tobacco consumption and the varieties used.

In seventeenth-century England, the main mode of consumption of tobacco for medicine, luxury or sociability was by the pipe, likely in emulation of its original use by the Indigenous groups that the English had encountered (Goodman 1993). However, there was also increasing criticism of excessive pipe smoking in the country (Maynwaring 1665; Philaretes 1602; Venner 1621), which, as the intoxicant became more accessible, had become associated with the lower classes (Braithwaite 1630). In the eighteenth century, snuff, which had always been popular on continental Europe, became fashionable with the English upper classes, who were looking to emulate the high fashions in France. Snuff was seen to overcome issues of the unpleasant nature of tobacco smoke, which left a terrible stink purportedly detested by ladies (Tullet 2019), and did not fit with emerging senses of civility (Hughes 2003). In England, snuff may have appealed more to women as it was not subject to the same public ridicule that female pipe smoking could bring, which was often depicted in satire3(Figure 4.2). For both men and women, fashions for personalized snuff boxes emerged, which offered people the opportunity to display aspects of their identities closely tied with their penchant for snuffing (McShane 2022). In addition, rituals associated with snuff taking were thought to enhance certain physical features (e.g. fair skin, see Tullet 2019: 149), and also demonstrate that one was au fait with practice and fashion. A huge range of literature outlined these practices, as well as explaining why they mattered (McShane 2022), particularly because such practices distinguished one’s snuff taking from that of the lower classes.


[image: A vintage illustration of women carrying baskets in a procession near a dock.]
Figure 4.2 Procession of the cod company from St Giles to Billingsgate (Rowlandson 1810). https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/787672.


A huge variety of snuffs were available in England in the eighteenth century, which were often named after the places that supplied the tobacco. Charles Lillie’s The British Perfumer, Snuff-manufacturer, and Colourman’s Guide provides a valuable glimpse into the types of snuffs available, their qualities and how counterfeits could be detected (Lillie 1822: 293–331). This included variations of Havana, Spanish (Seville), London, Brazilian and Portuguese snuffs (Lillie 1822: xxiii). For consumer goods in general, placenames were key identifiers provenance which would have also signified specific attributes or qualities for people (Stobart 2023). For example, an advertisement for a snuff prepared by Andrew Roberts from 1728 described it as made from the finest tobacco ‘near in flavour to Brazil’ (‘Andrew Roberts’ 1728: 3), while another from 1739 offers true scotch snuff (‘John Anderson’ 1739). Both the region of growth and area of production/processing were significant markers of a tobacco’s characteristic in this respect.

In addition, additives could be combined with the tobacco to give it particular tastes and flavours, a practice common on the continent. The practice of adding things to tobacco was potentially imitated from Indigenous Americans who used many different materials for medicinal purposes (although the use of multiple plants or natural products in European medicine was also standard at the time). Analysis of archaeological Indigenous pipe residues has demonstrated the range of plants that were added to Indigenous tobacco. Brownstein et al. (2020) have identified Rhus glabra, a sumac with medicinal properties, which also may have been a flavouring for smoke, in an ancient North American pipe, and Zimmermann et al. (2021) identified Mexican marigold in Mayan miniature flasks. In England, despite initial measures to prevent additives to snuff, dispensation could be given to do so. Various books and newspaper advertisements list civet, cedar, lemon-thyme, basil, myrtle, peach leaves, vanilla, rose, orange, mint, mustard seed flowers, cloves, cumin and bergamot as all being used (Beaven and Martin 2023; Brooks 1937: 159; ‘H.Ketcherell, Tobacconist and Snuff-Maker’ 1748; Lillie 1822). An advert from 1773 offers the ‘much admired Saffron-cut tobacco, which for Flavour and Quality much excels any hitherto imported’ (‘Smoaking Tobacco’ 1773). Legislation, court records and newspaper articles also show that people also added non-sanctioned items such as sand, dirt, styptic earths, wood and rotten wood which would have altered its qualities (Tobacco Act 1715; Parker 1712).

These tastes and flavours motivated the use of snuff for multiple reasons for multiple people (Figure 4.3). Snuff, like smoking tobacco, was also sold as a medicinal remedy, for which the heavy touting can clearly be seen in the press at the time. British herb tobacco and snuff included many native plants which added smell and taste that were deemed as important in their effect (‘The Original British Herb Tobacco’ 1769; ‘Rowley’s Cephalic Herb’ 1767) and were often supposedly endorsed by eminent physicians as a cure for multiple ailments. As Tullet (2019) suggests, snuff that was flavoured with powerful scents, such as mustard, could be used to cover up other strong smells that caused displeasure, and may have in turn functioned as a medicinal preventative measure since disease and bad smells were sometimes linked (e.g. miasma and plague). Furthermore, it is possible that in opening up a snuff box, the escaping smells could convey information about their user, their tastes and connections, and encourage dialogue. This could be through the use of expensive snuffs with rare inclusions, or those associated with particular places. The ingredients of some snuff mixes were often closely guarded secrets, with some producers famous for their blends (Goodman 1993). People also had their own personalized blends made up (Brooks 1937: 159). Thus, particular types of snuff may have been coveted as a prestigious commodity, particularly as Goodman (1993) states that most manufactured snuff was nothing more than ground tobacco suggesting that such blends were financially out of reach to the general population.


[image: A lithograph of a group of people depicted in various poses, engaging in snuffing activities.]
Figure 4.3 Different types of snuff takers. Coloured lithograph by W. Clerk after J. J. Grandville.


Although snuff ultimately fell out of fashion in England in the early nineteenth century, the appetite for tobacco-use remained and smoking resumed its position as the most popular form of use in the country (Goodman 1993: 93). Smoking of course did not disappear during snuff’s reign; archaeological evidence of clay tobacco pipes for this period is plentiful (e.g. see refs in Cessford 2001) and smoking tobacco was advertised alongside snuff. Furthermore, like snuff, a huge range of smoking tobaccos, with and without fragrances, existed from the eighteenth century, which may have played similar social roles as flavoured and mixed snuffs. Paulli (1746) identifies brine, lemon, vinegar, wine and euphorbium as adulterations to tobacco that might have enhanced smoking flavour. A later, albeit Irish newspaper article lists the use of noxious foxglove, henbane and ‘mandragora dire’, and harmless dock, rhubarb and coltsfoot (‘Adulteration Tobacco 1853’), although these were likely added to bulk out the product rather than enhance its flavour.

By the nineteenth century clay pipes for smoking, and especially short ‘cutty’ pipes, had become strongly associated with particular communities, including manual labourers, sailors and working classes (see Davies-Barrett and Inskip 2024). Other modes of tobacco consumption emerged not only with the appearance of meerschaum and briar pipes, which catered to more refined tastes, but also with the rise in fashion of cigars.

While strongly associated with the Spanish, cigars became popular in England by the end of the nineteenth century after the Peninsular War ended in 1814 (Figure 4.4) (see Sweet and Ansell, this volume). By now, smoking had become strongly associated with masculinity, which drove women to smoke in private or risk ridicule or judgement in public (Davies-Barrett and Inskip 2024; McShane 2022). With this, a large body of literature, written by and produced for men, praising tobacco and smoking, advising on how to smoke and containing interesting facts, history and information about tobacco manufacturing and production emerged. The practices and habits within this corpus were important for setting one’s tobacco use apart from the excessive consumption of the masses through demonstrating knowledge of what was being consumed (see Hilton 2000: 21). In nineteenth-century popular literature, and from smoking magazines etc., cigar consumption was associated with higher status men, often being depicted as being used by ‘intellectuals’ and greats (e.g. politicians, leaders), especially Havana cigars. However, this literature overshadows the fact that there were actually varying qualities of cigars sold on the market (see Mayhew 1851: 441), including penny pickwicks as well as counterfeits and smuggled goods. The Caledonian Mercury reported on a court case that centred on the manufacture of counterfeit cigars in London: cabbage and dock leaves were impregnated with a tobacco infusion which was then made into ‘Havannah’ cigars (‘Admiralty Court’ 1842). As well as using other items to make counterfeit products, Mayhew (1851: 145), a journalist and activist who surveyed and recorded the histories of the lives of the London poor, described how children in London might be employed as cigar-end finders from which tobacco was then collected and repurposed. It is possible that these lower-quality options may have provided a quicker and easier way to smoke than by using the pipe, in a way that Goodman (1993) suggests cigarettes also did in the early twentieth century. Furthermore, Mayhew (1851: 442) in his discussions with street vendors identifies occasions when cigars were considered as a treat or were used in celebration by poorer classes.


[image: A vintage advertisement for Bicknell and Co., a wholesale and retail cigar shop at 388 Strand, corner of Southampton Street.]
Figure 4.4 A London street scene, mid-nineteenth century, with a tobacconist’s shop. Wood-engraving.


While each century can perhaps be typified by prevailing tobacco fashions, one thing that remains consistent throughout is the use of tobacco as a medicinal remedy. Tobacco arrived as a panacea, and with the expectation that it could cure a myriad of illnesses (see Monardes 1577). Despite warnings about its excessive use as a luxury (e.g. Barclay 1614; Paulli 1746), that it was a particularly powerful and dangerous medicine that needed careful administration (e.g. Fowler 1788), and increasing scepticism about its effectiveness, it remained marketed as a medicine well into the twentieth century. This is observable not only through the extensive advertisements that touted it as such (see above) but also from periodicals and newspaper accounts which reported adverse effects or death from its use. For example, a Mr James Williamson was reported to have died after taking tobacco-infused ale for persistent ague under advice (‘James Williamson’ 1728: 3), and another person reportedly died after its use in the case of a femoral hernia (Chevalier 1813: 327). Perhaps important in this persistence was that it may have actually proved useful in alleviating symptoms (see Inskip and Davies-Barrett this volume).

Exactly what tobacco was perceived to cure changed over time. Initially being used for everything in its panacea days in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, the number of physical ailments it was recommended for began to decrease from the eighteenth century, either because people did not find it effective or because it was shown to be dangerous, particularly when drunk, or as it became associated with illness (Chevalier 1813). However, its use to relieve the monotony and troubles of life, as a companion or reliable friend, remained strong. In this way it played a key role in the lives of many people, which some felt they could not do without. Repeated debates about the costs of tobacco provisioning as a medicine and remedy took place at many workhouses, hospitals and prisons across England. In these, tobacco was viewed as a necessity for the elderly, for those who were effectively addicted and could not stop, and also for the relief of non-descript illnesses (Lanchester Board of Guardians 1889; Tobacco for the Inmates 1892: 5; Newton Abbot Board of Guardians 1893: 5). Effectively, in a complex, hectic and unfair world, tobacco was perceived to provide a short welcome relief.

Conclusion

Today, tobacco is a term that is used to define a huge variety of plants and products that are consumed across the globe, the origins of which are closely tied to European actions in the Americas and the new contexts in which the plant was encountered. In England, tobacco clearly found its place as a medicinal agent, but also as an intoxicant, filling multiple niches depending on who was using it, when and how. Critically, it seems that no singular form of use or type of tobacco was key in the development and maintenance of a tobacco market, but all uses and demands would have been important from the most expensive cigar for celebrations to the poor-quality quid for alleviating the ills of the day. Furthermore, it was not only tobacco’s physical impacts which made it desirable; the practices and actions, smells, associations and material culture were also key in its appeal. New fashions of using tobacco emerged as society and people’s expectations changed showing a very dynamic and adaptable market, just as fashion, smell and taste are emerging key factors of debate in current vaping trends.

Tobacco-use was highly social and, here, tobacco took on multiple roles. Through its shared use, it connected people with each other and with places and histories, especially early in its history of usage. The varying qualities and types of tobacco, especially expensive or exotic versions that appeared later, but also counterfeits or smuggled versions, allowed people to associate themselves with certain status groups through conforming to socially acceptable forms of tobacco use, and demonstrate fashionability. Smells, tastes and tobacco paraphernalia would have provided talking points and fostered contact between people, something that also occurred through the sharing of tobacco more generally. Later, particular forms of smoking were clearly tied to status and intellect.

It is clear that tobacco-use retained its status as a medicinal remedy, even when the evidence against its usage started mounting. This ranged from being a prophylactic, being able to directly cure specific physical illness, through to acting as a non-specific remedy. This latter role could and was often blurred with more recreational use as people may have attempted to consciously or unconsciously justify their continued use of tobacco when it bordered on excess, or if unfashionable or undesirable within a particular community. Furthermore, with the long-term effects of tobacco-use still unclear to the public, and because those using may have felt alleviated by its use, tobacco could have continued to be vindicated as a medicinal herb. This would have helped encourage its use within the population.

While it is beyond the capacity of a single chapter to outline the full complexity of the situation, overall, this chapter shows that tobacco prior to the modern cigarette was a highly diverse and complex entity. Exploring these differing types and varieties has revealed the flexible and adaptable nature of tobacco and cultures of tobacco consumption that helped give rise to and maintain the tobacco trade.

Notes

1Nicotine is not the only toxic component in tobacco but it is beyond the scope of the book to give a detailed breakdown of these molecules. See Benowitz (2009) for detail.
2It is likely that much of the rhetoric that is in this work is pro tobacco monopoly for the country and represents a desire to support colonial production. Nevertheless, it demonstrates some perspectives that might have existed and influenced choices of consumption within England at this time.
3See discussions of perceptions of female smoking in Davies-Barrett and Inskip (2024) and McShane (2022).
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Genetics of smoking behaviours
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Background

Tobacco use is one of the main risk factors for more than half of the top ten causes of death globally, including cardiovascular and respiratory diseases (WHO 2024). It is responsible for more than 8 million deaths every year, about a sixth of which are due to second-hand smoke (WHO 2023a). While cigarette smoking is the most common form of tobacco use worldwide, all forms of tobacco exposure are harmful (WHO 2023a). The World Health Organization reported 1.3 billion tobacco users in 2023, 80 per cent of which live in low- and middle-income countries (WHO 2023a) where tobacco control strategies are limited, disproportionately exacerbating the health and economic burden of smoking-related disease. Considering tobacco smoking specifically, we observe a remarkable difference in prevalence between men and women: more than one-third of men smoke, while less than 10 per cent of women do (Ritchie 2019). This difference varies across the globe, with high-income countries generally showing more similar rates between genders (Ritchie 2019).

More than 90 per cent of the global population live in countries that ratify the World Health Organization Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC), and 77 per cent of all countries in the world have at least one tobacco control strategy in place (WHO 2023b). These strategies include tobacco use monitoring, smoke-free environments, funded smoking cessation programmes, graphic health warnings on pack labels and mass media campaigns about the health effects of tobacco, advertising bans and tobacco taxation. Together these constitute the MPOWER measures, and it is estimated that they saved more than 35 million lives since they were introduced, and helped reduced smoking prevalence globally (WHO 2023b). Use of the MPOWER strategies at best practice level has largely been adopted in high-income countries, with few low- and middle-income countries implementing more than one complete MPOWER measure (WHO 2019). The UK government has adopted all of these measures, and approximately 12 per cent of adults currently smoke, which is the lowest smoking prevalence observed since records began in 2011 (Office for National Statistics 2024). Among different age groups, this reduction was largest among those aged eighteen to twenty-four years, while people aged twenty-five to thirty-four years are most likely to be current smokers (Office for National Statistics 2024).

Tobacco smoking remains to be a well-recognized public health epidemic and the burden of smoking-related disease is expected to continue to be a global problem without further government investment into tobacco control procedures (WHO 2023b). The WHO has included new forms of nicotine use since their previous report on the global tobacco epidemic, including electronic cigarettes and heated tobacco products, currently promoted as safer than tobacco smoking (WHO 2023b; WHO 2021). Evidence on the health impact of these products is still gathering, but the risk of nicotine addiction is very clear and the WHO advise vigilance on the use and regulation of these products and the strategies used by the tobacco industry to appeal, in particular, to the younger age groups among which these devices are more commonly used (WHO 2021).

Tobacco use is a very complex behaviour, influenced by culture, society and gender. However, understanding its biology can be very helpful in tackling the tobacco epidemic and contribute to one or more of the MPOWER strategies by disentangling the mechanisms of nicotine dependence and smoking cessation success. Over the last fifteen years, genetic studies have been successfully informing biological understanding and highlighting functional pathways for many diseases and traits of interest (Abdellaoui et al. 2023). Focusing on tobacco smoking, this chapter describes how smoking behaviours are measured, the contributions of genetic studies to understanding the biological mechanisms of smoking and current challenges the field is facing.

Definition of smoking behaviours for epidemiological studies

Smoking behaviour is a multifaceted trait with different components: initiation of smoking, regular tobacco use, dependence to nicotine, total lifetime exposure and cessation, with each stage being influenced by genetic and environmental factors (Figure 5.1). Therefore, smoking behaviour is predominantly studied genetically as a combination of related traits, including age of initiation of smoking (AI), smoking initiation (SI), cigarettes per day (CPD), pack-years (PY), nicotine dependence (ND) and smoking cessation (SC), encompassing all stages of tobacco smoking (Brazel et al. 2019; Heatherton et al. 1991). Well-established definitions of each of these phenotypes are presented in Figure 5.1.

While data on smoking initiation and cessation is routinely collected in many health-related studies, and is included in medical records, measures of ND and smoking amount usually need specific efforts. ND is commonly measured using the Fagerström Test for Nicotine Dependence (FTND), a set of six questions based on the Fagerström tolerance questionnaire (FTQ) which is used to provide a total score of 0–10, where higher values indicate stronger nicotine dependence (Heatherton et al. 1991) (Table 5.2). However, due to the complexity of data collection to determine an individual’s FTND score, CPD and the Heaviness of Smoking Index (HSI) are often used as proxies. HSI is based on CPD and time-to-first cigarette (TTFC), both of which are considered in the FTND, and are reliable indicators of ND (Borland et al. 2010).


[image: A flowchart illustrating the progression from never smoker to former smoker, including initiation, dependence, and cessation.]
Figure 5.1 Defining smoking status through the multiple components of smoking behaviour.



Table 5.1 Description of Smoking Behaviour Traits.




	Stage of smoking
	Trait
	Type of variable
	Definition





	Initiation of smoking
	Age of initiation of smoking (AI)
	Continuous
	Age at which regular smoking started.






	Smoking initiation (SI)
	Binary
	Ever vs. never smokers.
According to NHIS, ever smokers are defined as individuals who have smoked over 100 cigarettes in their lifetime and never smokers are defined as individuals who have never smoked or have smoked less than 100 cigarettes in their lifetime.



	Regular tobacco use and progression to nicotine dependence
	Cigarettes per day (CPD)
	Continuous
	Average number of cigarettes smoked per day by ever smokers (current and former smokers). Commonly used as a proxy for ND. Responses are often binned into categories, for example: 1 = 1 to 5, 2 = 6 to 15, 3 = 16 to 25, 4 = 26 to 35, 5 = 36+.






	Pack-years (PY)
	Continuous
	Average number of packs per year (cigarettes per day divided by 20 [the assumed number of cigarettes in a pack], multiplied by number of years of smoking).



	Nicotine dependence
	Nicotine dependence (ND)
	Categorical
	Frequently measured using the FTND (Table 5.2) or inferred using proxies such as CPD and HSI, which are also reliable indicators of ND.



	Quitting smoking
	Smoking cessation (SC)
	Binary
	Previous vs. current smokers.
According to NHIS, former smokers are defined as individuals who have smoked at least 100 cigarettes in their lifetime, but do not currently smoke, and current smokers are defined as individuals who have smoked at least 100 cigarettes in their lifetime and currently smoke.





FTND, Fagerström Test for Nicotine Dependence; HSI, Heaviness of Smoking Index; NHIS, National Health Interview Survey by the Centre for Diseases Control and Prevention.




Table 5.2 Fagerström Test for Nicotine Dependence (FTND) Questions, Response Options and Scoring (Heatherton et al. 1991). The questions in grey are also used to define HIS (Borland et al. 2010).




	Questions
	Response Options
	Points





	How soon after you wake up do you smoke your first cigarette?
	Within 5 minutes
6–30 minutes
31–60 minutes
After 60 minutes
	3
2
1
0



	Do you find it difficult to refrain from smoking in places where it is forbidden, e.g. in church, at the library, in cinema, etc.?
	Yes
No
	1
0



	Which cigarette would you hate most to give up?
	The first one in the morning
All others
	1
0



	How many cigarettes per day do you smoke?
	10 or less
11–20
21–30
31 or more
	0
1
2
3



	Do you smoke more frequently during the first hours after waking than during the rest of the day?
	Yes
No
	1
0



	Do you smoke if you are so ill that you are in bed most of the day?
	Yes
No
	1
0







Genetic epidemiology of smoking

Understanding heritability and initial efforts

The progression of smoking behaviour, from initiation to dependence to cessation, is influenced by a wide range of environmental factors, including family members and immediate peer groups, as well as social influences such as religion and culture (Swan et al. 2003). However, genetic studies have recognized that genetic variation also plays an important role in smoking behaviour.

Classical twin studies exploit the phenomenon of identical (monozygotic, MZ) and non-identical (dizygotic, DZ) twin pairs to determine the contribution of genetic, shared environmental and residual variation to the observed variance of a particular trait. Together twin studies have shown that there is a considerable genetic component to smoking behaviour-related traits (>0.5), providing evidence that these traits are indeed heritable, particularly ND (Maes et al. 2004; Vink et al. 2005). However, these estimates vary depending on the trait, as well as how it has been defined, statistical analysis approach and cohort statistics such as age, biological sex, sample size and ancestral background (Do and Maes 2017; Li 2003). ND traits tend to show higher heritability than other smoking behaviour traits, as well as being more similar between males and females (Maes et al. 2004; Vink et al. 2005). Twin studies have a number of limitations. As this methodology only provides an estimate of the heritability of a particular trait, it does not determine which specific genes contribute to its genetic variance. Additionally, these studies lack statistical power due to low sample sizes, findings often lack reproducibility and cannot always be directly applied to the general population, and the assumptions made may not be realistic.

Genome-wide linkage analyses (GWL) use family pedigrees to locate genes of interest by identifying co-inherited genetic markers and have been initially used to define genomic regions associated with smoking behaviours. In 2008 Li conducted a review of GWL analyses on smoking behaviour-related traits, including variations of ND definition, such as smoking quantity, HSI, FTND, CPD, ever-smoking and habitual smoking, across different populations (Li 2008). Thirteen regions on eleven different chromosomes had significant or suggestive linkage, with chromosomes 9–11 and 17 being linked to these traits most often, but also implicating nicotinic acetylcholine receptor (nAChR) subunit gene CHRNA4 on chromosome 20 (Li 2008).17 A trans-ancestry meta-analysis of 15 GWL studies (3,404 families, 10,253 individuals) of all smoking behaviour, including traits such as ND, as defined using FTND and CPD and habitual smoking, identified suggestive linkage between a region on chromosome 17 (17q24.3-q25.3) and all traits (Han et al. 2010). In a secondary analysis of only CPD (966 families, 3273 individuals), genome-wide significant linkage was observed with the region containing CHRNA4; and when considering only FTND (625 families, 1878 individuals of European-ancestry) genome-wide suggestive linkage was observed with a region on chromosome 5 (5q33.1-q35.2) (Han et al. 2010). GWL analyses are limited by sample size, as pedigree and genetic data from a large number of families is hard to collect. Also, this is a low-resolution technique where only regions spanning several genes, rather than specific genes or genomic positions, are identified. This approach has largely been superseded by genome-wide association studies, which have a much higher resolution and will be discussed in paragraph Hypothesis-free association studies.

Hypothesis-driven association studies

Candidate gene association studies

A candidate gene association study looks at variation in specific position (genetic variants) within genes, testing for associations with a trait of interest (Jorgensen et al. 2009). These genes may be selected because they have been associated with a specific trait in prior research, or are hypothesized to have biological relevance, related molecular functionality or encode proteins involved in important pathways or networks (Patnala et al. 2013). Candidate gene studies of smoking behaviour have largely focused on the association between nAChR subunit genes and ND, or proxies for ND such as CPD, but other relevant biological pathways and traits have been explored. These include genes encoding proteins involved in neurotransmission within dopaminergic, serotonergic, GABAergic and glutamatergic pathways, nicotine metabolism enzyme genes and MAPK signalling pathway genes.

Genetic variants in the nAChR subunit genes CHRNA5 and CHRNA3 have been robustly associated with ND in different ancestral groups (Greenbaum and Lerer 2009; Saccone et al. 2007; Saccone et al. 2009; Stevens et al.; Weiss et al. 2008). Further, variants in CHRNB2, CHRNA5 and CHRNA4 are associated with smoking cessation success, particularly with varenicline (Conti et al. 2008; King et al. 2012; Rocha Santos et al. 2015), and variants in nicotine metabolism genes, including CYP2A6, CYP2A13 and CYP2B6, have been associated with CPD, PY and ND (Saccone et al. 2007; Verde et al. 2011).

Genes encoding proteins involved in the dopaminergic system, which has an important role in nicotine reward and dependence, have also been popular candidate genes for association studies of smoking behaviour (De Biasi and Dani 2011; Quaak et al. 2009). Dopamine receptor genes have been associated with SI, SC and ND across ancestries (Ducci et al. 2011; Gelernter et al. 2006; Huang et al. 2008; Ma et al. 2015; Saccone et al. 2007; Vandenbergh et al. 2007). Variants in the DOPA decarboxylase gene (DDC) are associated with ND (Ma et al. 2005; Yu et al. 2006), while catechol-O-methyltransferase gene (COMT) shows associations with SI (Nedic et al. 2010) and measures of ND in multiple ancestries (Beuten et al. 2006). Genetic variants in DRD2, DRD4, SLC6A3 and COMT have also been linked to response to smoking cessation pharmacotherapies, including nicotine replacement therapy, varenicline and bupropion (David and Munafò 2008; David et al. 2008).

The serotonergic pathway has also been linked to smoking behaviour, particularly serotonin receptor (5-HT) genes, including HRT5A with FTND (Saccone et al. 2007), and HRT2A with smoking continuation (do Prado-Lima et al. 2004). Further, genes involved in the γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA) system (GABBR1, GABRA2, GABRA4 (Agrawal et al. 2008; Li et al. 2009; Saccone et al. 2007), GABARAP (Lou et al. 2007), NRX1 and NRX3 (Docampo et al. 2012; Nussbaum et al. 2008), the glutaminergic system (GRIN2B (Grucza et al. 2010), GRIN3B (Ma et al. 2010)), and the MAPK signalling pathway (ARRB1 (Sun et al. 2008), ARRB2 (Sun et al. 2008), BNDF (Beuten et al. 2005; Lang et al. 2007), NTRK2 (Beuten et al. 2007), MAP3K4 (Grucza et al. 2010) and SHC3 (Li et al. 2007)), which play key roles in ND, have been associated with smoking behaviour across populations.

Targeted sequencing association studies

Similarly to GWL and candidate gene association studies, targeted sequencing studies have focused on ND, the smoking behaviour-related trait with the highest estimated heritability. Sequencing offers an unbiased picture of genetic variation, and it allows for the study of less common genetic variants. Targeted sequencing studies focusing on the nAChR subunit genes have highlighted associations between both common and rare variants located in CHRNA3, CHRNA4, CHRNA5, CHRNB2 and CHRNB4 and ND risk (Haller et al. 2012; Olfson et al. 2016; Wessel et al. 2010). A targeted sequencing study of flavin-containing monooxygenase (FMO) genes revealed ancestry-specific associations, with common variants in FMO1 associated with ND in European-Americans, and common variants in FMO6P associated with ND in African Americans (Zhang et al. 2017). Further, Yang et al. (2015) conducted a targeted sequencing study of thirty genes to determine the contribution of rare and common variants to smoking behaviour traits. Rare variants in ten genes (NRXN1, CHRNA9, CHRNA2, NTRK2, GABBR2, GRIN3A, DNM1, NRXN2, NRXN3 and ARRB2) were significantly associated with smoking status, FTND or CPD in African Americans, while rare variants within NRXN1, CHRNA9, TAS2R38, GRIN3A, DBH, NRXN3, CDH13 and ANKK1/DRD2 were significantly associated with all studied smoking traits in European-Americans, potentially highlighting population-specific genetic influences (2015).

Hypothesis-free association studies

Genome-wide association studies: A brief introduction

A genome-wide association study (GWAS) is a large-scale population-based study used to detect associations between genetic variants and a trait. These studies interrogate millions of genetic variants spanning the whole genome, making them unbiased and hypothesis-free, compared to candidate-gene association studies or targeted sequencing approaches, which test for genetic associations in a pre-defined set of genes (Uffelmann et al. 2021). The most common GWAS design is a case-control approach which compares variant frequencies in individuals with the trait of interest (cases) to those without the trait in a comparison group (controls), but this method can be applied to quantitative traits as well (Uffelmann et al. 2021).

The GWAS Catalog was founded in 2008 and it can be interrogated to identify genetic associations with many different traits, including disease status, response to medical treatment, behavioural traits and quantitative measures of interest; as of December 2024, it included a total > 700,000 associations across all traits (Sollis et al. 2023).

Genotyping arrays are usually used to generate genetic data for GWASs, allowing the analysis of a large number of individuals at low cost, with high reliability and accuracy. These arrays contain between 200,000 and 5,000,000 genomic positions for testing (Marchini and Howie 2010), which are usually common variants in reference populations and are identified as representative of regions around them (Uffelmann et al. 2021). The data obtained using genotyping arrays is often combined with genetic imputation, involving the statistical inference of genotypes which have not been directly tested, using a population reference panel derived from whole genome sequencing (WGS) of multiple individuals from diverse ancestral backgrounds (Das et al. 2016). This technique relies on the phenomenon of correlation between variants in the population that tend to be inherited together. Statistical imputation is becoming increasingly accurate, with common variants being imputed with high confidence, and rare variants, which are more likely to have large effects, showing a lower quality (Tobacco and Genetics Consortium 2010).

Genome-wide association studies of smoking behaviour

The initial GWASs of smoking behaviour traits identified associations implicating nAChR subunit gene clusters: CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4 on chromosome 15, CHRNB3-CHRNA6 on chromosome 8 and CHRNA4 on chromosome 20 (Hancock et al. 2015; Naha et al. 2018; Thorgeirsson et al. 2010; Wain et al. 2015), and DBH and BDNF, encoding proteins involved in neurotransmission within the dopaminergic pathway (Gelernter et al. 2015; Herman et al. 2014), which plays an important role in reward-based learning and dependence. Over the course of the first ten years of smoking genomics research sample sizes increased, and by 2020 more than 2500 associations had been identified (Chen et al. 2020; Coley et al. 2025; Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020; Hancock et al. 2015; Hancock et al. 2018; Liu et al. 2019; Naha et al. 2018; Quach et al. 2020; Saunders et al. 2022; Thorgeirsson et al. 2010; Wain et al. 2015). Many of these variants have been associated with smoking behaviour in multiple studies, and more than 400 of these variants were significantly associated with multiple smoking behaviour traits.

A major breakthrough in the field of smoking genetic epidemiology occurred when the GWAS & Sequencing Consortium of Alcohol and Nicotine use (GSCAN) was formed to combine genetic association discoveries across many studies to include millions of individuals, with a focus on understanding the biology behind alcohol and nicotine use and dependence (https://genome.psych.umn.edu/index.php/GSCAN). GSCAN has performed two large-scale studies to date (Brazel et al. 2019; Saunders et al. 2022), and we will describe findings from the second one here, as it is by far the largest study of smoking behaviour ever performed.

In a multi-ancestry meta-analysis of smoking and drinking behaviours, GSCAN identified almost 4000 associated genetic variants with at least one of the traits studied (Brazel et al. 2019). This study included 3.4 million individuals with SI data, roughly 750,000 individuals with information on AI and CPD, and 1.4 million individuals with SC data. Overall, about 20 per cent of these participants represented non-European ancestral groups, an important advancement towards a more equitable representation of global diversity (Brazel et al. 2019).

The identified variants mapped to > 2000 genomic regions. Of these, roughly 64 per cent were trait-specific, five were common to all four smoking traits, and five were common to all five analysed traits (including drinking). Within each of these regions, variants that were most likely to be causal were identified and regions with only few potentially causal variants (less than five) were considered to be high priority for further investigating the biology behind smoking and drinking behaviours. The closest genes to variants in high-priority regions were enriched across brain and nerve tissues and in gene pathways related to neurogenesis, neuronal development and differentiation, and synaptic function. This neurodevelopmental element may indicate their role in predisposition to substance use or contribution to brain rewiring when using substances (Brazel et al. 2019).

The GSCAN work also combined GWAS, gene expression evidence and probability of causality to identify fifty-two genes, from which they highlight four relevant to smoking: (i) nicotinic cluster CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4, for which they found evidence of different variants associated with SI or CPD; (ii) CACNA1B with SI, previously associated with cocaine reinstatement and multiple psychiatric disorders; (iii) NRTN with CPD, which is involved in the development and survival of dopamine neurons; (iv) PAK6 with CPD, involved in the migration of GABAergic interneurons, modulation of dopaminergic neurotransmission, and associated with several psychiatric disorders. Finally, they tested for heterogeneity of genetic effects among different ancestral groups and they observed that the genetic architecture of smoking was not markedly different between ancestries (Brazel et al. 2019).

Studies focused on other smoking-related traits

While GSCAN has done important work in increasing sample sizes and genetic diversity in their studies, it does not include direct measure of nicotine dependence beyond smoking amount. Here we present a brief summary of the multi-ancestry studies focused on the FTND measurement. Variants associated in meta-analyses of different ancestral groups confirmed associations with nicotine dependence for the nicotinic receptor gene cluster CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4 on chromosome 15, DBH on chromosome 9 and CHRNA4 on chromosome 20 (Chen et al. 2020; Coley et al. 2025). These studies also identified novel associations including: (i) variants in DISC1, a gene previously associated with opioid dependence (Hancock et al. 2018); (ii) an intronic variant located in the DNA methyltransferase gene, DNMT3B (Chen et al. 2020); (iii) the TENM2 intronic variant and an intergenic variant located between MAGI2 and GNAI1, which also showed associations with HSI in the UK Biobank (Coley et al. 2025).

Recently, we contributed to the study of varenicline-aided smoking cessation and performed the first GWAS of two traits derived from electronic health records, short- and long-term varenicline effectiveness, based on abstinence three and twelve months after starting treatment (Wang et al. 2013). We report suggestive associations with each of the traits, which did not overlap, and mapped to genes involved in including gene expression, cilium assembly and early-stage development (Wang et al. 2013).

Exome-wide association studies

Utilizing genetic data collected using genotype microarrays, GWASs have identified a large number of common variants associated with smoking behaviour-related traits at genome-wide significance. However, understanding the contribution of low frequency and rare genetic variants to these traits is also important, and particular focus has been given to the exome, which include regions of the genomes that correspond largely to the part of the genome that inform the development of proteins directly, also defined as coding regions. Coding variants are more likely to have deleterious effects, affecting protein structure and function, showing greater potential to elucidate biological pathways and mechanisms involved in the presentation of such traits. Available studies to date use exome genotyping arrays, based on sequencing data collected from over 12,000 individuals of multiple ancestries (Verlouw et al. 2021). These arrays capture coding variation by genotyping approximately 240,000 variants, including rare and low frequency variants expected to have high impact on gene function (Marchini and Howie 2010).

The two main exome-wide association studies (Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020; Quach et al. 2020) have utilized genotype data collected on exome-arrays and have mainly focussed on the contribution of rare coding variants. However, although these studies have validated findings from previous GWASs and contributed novel common and low frequency and common associated variation, very few rare variants have been identified and there is little concordance between both studies. A possible explanation for this might be that these studies have insufficient power, due to sample size, to detect rare variants of small effect. This highlights the requirement for larger cohort studies with rich phenotypic and genetic data in order to elucidate the contribution of rare variants in complex traits. Additionally, as the exome array is used to genotype coding variants at pre-defined positions in the exome (plus additional sites inferred using genetic imputation), variant discovery is limited to these sites (Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020). An alternative approach which would capture the full scope of variation within the exome would be the use of whole exome sequencing data, or WGS data, both now available in all UK Biobank (1000 Genomes Project Consortium 2015) individuals as well as in other cohorts.

Heritability estimates obtained though association studies

Heritability can be estimated from genetic studies and compared to the one defined by twin studies. However, for smoking behaviour traits, and for many other complex traits, only a small proportion has been explained by variants identified through GWASs, leaving a large fraction of the genetic risk unexplained. This problem of ‘missing heritability’ may be due to a combination of number of factors. Although GWASs are able to detect common variants of small or modest effect which are associated with a complex trait, there is often insufficient power to detect rare variants. This is partly due to genotyping arrays being restricted to common and low frequency variants, which have been pre-determined, and imputation being less successful towards the rarer variants. Recently, exome-wide association studies have attempted to look at rare variation, but had little success likely due to lack of statistical power due to sample size. Additionally, it has also been suggested that heritability estimates from quantitative genetic studies, such as family and twin studies, are somewhat exaggerated.

As ND has a consistently higher heritability estimates from twin studies (0.60 – 0.75), compared to other smoking-behaviour related traits, it would be expected that GWASs investigating this trait would identify more genetic signals. However, ND is traditionally determined using the FTND, which utilizes the answers to six specific questions as described in Table 5.2 (Heatherton et al. 1991). Therefore, more effort is required in order to collect data on this trait compared to the other smoking behaviour-related traits, resulting in smaller sample sizes and reduced statistical power. In the largest GWAS on smoking behaviour-related traits to date, CPD and SI had the highest heritability (8%), followed by AI (4.7%) and SC (4.1%) (Brazel et al. 2019).

Genetic correlation between smoking-behaviour and other related traits

From twin studies (Maes et al. 2004; Vink, Willemsen and Boomsma 2005) to large-scale association studies (Brazel et al. 2019; Coley et al. 2025; Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020; Saunders et al. 2022), it has repeatedly been observed that smoking behaviour-related traits are genetically correlated, indicating shared genetic factors.

During investigations into the correlation between smoking behaviour-related traits, Saunders et al. (2022) observed that the pairwise genetic correlation between AI, SI, CPD and SC ranged between 0.3 and 0.6, and were generally high across cohorts (Brazel et al. 2019). AI has a negative genetic correlation with all other smoking behaviour-related traits, providing evidence to support the theory that individuals who started smoking regularly at an earlier age are more likely to have increased tobacco use in later life (Brazel et al. 2019; Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020). In their latest study, GSCAN also tested genetic correlations between smoking traits and more than 1000 medical, behavioural and quantitative phenotypes from UK Biobank (1000 Genomes Project Consortium 2015). When applying a clustering algorithm to these data, SI and AI clustered together, as well as SC and CPD, suggesting biological commonalities in line with the stage of smoking captured by each of these traits (see Table 5.1). Multiple studies have shown that smoking behaviour traits are genetically correlated to several other related traits, including substance use disorders, psychiatric, respiratory and cardiometabolic diseases, indicating shared genetic architecture (Brazel et al. 2019; Coley 2025; Erzurumluoglu et al. 2020; Saunders et al. 2022). In particular, higher ND is genetically correlated with alcohol dependence (rg = 0.56), schizophrenia (rg = 0.16) and major depressive disorder (rg = 0.38), as well as smoking-related consequences such as lung cancer (rg = 0.66) and coronary heart disease (rg = 0.32) (Coley et al. 2025).

Global challenges

We have presented here the results of many genomic studies focused on smoking behaviours, and the reader will have noticed that we have often referred to genetically defined ancestral groups. We would first like to clarify what this means and how we use ‘genetic ancestry’ in this context.

Across the whole human genome, we expect on average to observe up to 0.6 per cent differences between any two human beings in the world (Lewis et al. 2022). This genomic diversity is distributed as a continuum across the world, and only a very small proportion of this variation shows geographical clustering or is private to specific continental regions (Lewis et al. 2022). This is to say that we are all genetically very similar even across very large geographical distances.

However, most genomic studies will refer to genetically defined ancestral groups, and this is due to the methodological need of minimizing the confounding effect of population differences during association analyses (Uffelmann et al. 2021). Genetic ancestry groups are often defined comparing individuals with reference populations, identifying those to which they are closer, and assign their ancestry as a proxy to the relevant populations (e.g. European or African ancestry). But it is important to keep in mind that these categories do not capture human genetic diversity correctly and by no means should be interpreted as a form of genetic support to any racial category that has been created in the past, which remain based on social concepts. By using genetic ancestry clusters or categories, we are converting a continuous variable (genetic diversity) into a categorical one, and this should be done for analytical purposes only, and strictly when necessary (Fatumo et al. 2022).

With this in mind, we would like to highlight the issue of representation biases in human genomics. To date the great majority of genomic studies has been conducted in individual of European ancestries, and while it is true that all humans are very similar, the genetic variation present in other populations is underrepresented (Corpas et al. 2025; Mills and Rahal 2020). Genetic variants, while shared, will appear at different frequencies in different populations, so by focusing on only one group we are overlooking variation that might be very rare in that group, but common in others, impacting on our ability to discover associations with the trait of interest. Genetic variants are correlated across the genome, and the patterns of this correlation vary among populations, hindering the ability of detecting associations when not all variants are analysed and of transferring results across populations.

To date, according to the GWAS Diversity Monitor, 94.6 per cent of all GWAS participants have European ancestries, with all other ancestries being extremely underrepresented (Bycroft et al. 2018). This figure is particularly high, and higher than in recent years (Mills and Rahal 2020), probably because of the repeated use of UK Biobank in genomics, a large cohort study from the UK (1000 Genome Project Consortium 2015). The problem of representation biases has been known and discussed widely in academic and clinical contexts for the last decade, and its resolution is still far from complete (Atutornu et al. 2022; Corpas et al. 2025; Mills and Rahal 2020).

Nevertheless, there have been many efforts in the field to overcome the biases described above. For example, national cohort studies from China, Qatar, Mexico, Peru and several countries in Africa have allowed the inclusion of more diverse participants in genomics (Mills and Rahal 2020).

In the context of smoking, we have seen many examples of including different ancestral groups in the same study, and GSCAN is currently working towards its largest multi-ancestry project to date. We have also published the first study including only individuals of African ancestries, living in either the UK or continental Africa (Piga et al. 2022). Despite the limited statistical power due to much reduced sample sizes, we showed how half of the associated variants were very rare or absent in European individuals and confirm an association with SEMA6D, previously described for European populations (Piga et al. 2022).

While conducting this study, we had to make some important decisions. For example, we included only men in the analyses due to very low smoking prevalence in females in continental Africa, ranging from 0.5 to 7 per cent depending on the region (Piga et al. 2022).88 The local scientists in the team highlighted how this might be due to different ways of using tobacco in different regions, rather than a lack of tobacco use, that were not recorded by simply asking participants if the smoked. It has been documented that the type of tobacco used can vary between geographical regions and genders, indicating a clear impact of cultural factors. This was shown clearly in a study by Sreeramareddy et al. (2014), who used Demographic Health Surveys data for thirty sub-Saharan African countries and compared smoking and smokeless tobacco use showing that men prefer the first, while women tended to use the second, and particularly chewing tobacco. Similar patterns were observed in the AWI-Gen cohort study, which compared tobacco and alcohol use in rural and urban settings in four sub-Saharan African countries, showing a higher use of snuff and chewing tobacco in women (Boua et al. 2021).

Being such a complex behaviour that can be influenced by economic, social, religious and legal factors, comparing tobaccos smoking and use across different countries calls for a more careful data collection that can capture these behaviours across cultures.
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Tobacco and colonialism – teaching tobacco history through a decolonizing lens

Andrew Russell

Introduction

How does one teach the history of tobacco and relate this history to current interdisciplinary interest in tobacco as a plant that has hybridized so effectively with human commercial interests with such dire public health consequences worldwide? This chapter gives an account of a session ‘Tobacco and Colonialism’, delivered as part of an innovative third-year undergraduate module ‘Decolonising Anthropology’. ‘Decolonising Anthropology’ has been co-produced by students and staff on a ‘Decolonising the Curriculum’ working group. It reflects important and dynamic aspirations within Higher Education at the moment towards decolonizing the curriculum. The module’s aims include encouraging students to reflect critically on the legacies of the colonial encounter as they apply to and are perpetuated by the different subdisciplines of anthropology.

In this chapter, I explain the background to this module and how I structured my contribution to it. More importantly, I explain the content of the session I ran and material culture studies as an organizing framework. Tobacco is imbricated in colonialism from the point of first encounter through to the twentieth-century growth of the multinational tobacco corporations. That’s before one considers tobacco as a colonizing force at the biological level of the individual user.

Decolonizing Anthropology was delivered as a set of eight sessions of which mine was the sixth. Given the history of tobacco as a central, enabling feature of Western European colonialism from the sixteenth century onwards, and the neo-colonial enterprise represented by the contemporary transnational tobacco corporations, I felt a session reflecting on colonialism from a material culture studies perspective was well in order. Material culture studies takes the view that a non-human entity such as tobacco has agency in human affairs. In what follows I shall first summarize the content of the session before identifying how the material culture studies approach, I adopt interesting interdisciplinary and multiperspectival insights on tobacco’s relationship with people through time. These insights are amplified and explored further in a third-year undergraduate/Master’s-level module I also teach called ‘Anthropology of Tobacco’.

Welcome to tobacco and colonialism

I commenced with a short quiz to orient everyone to my topic and focus on the issue of tobacco as a global health problem (Figure 6.1).


[image: A short quiz with six questions on tobacco-related topics.]
Figure 6.1 Orientation quiz used at the start of ‘Tobacco and Colonialism’ session.


The answers to these questions bring out some of the consequences of tobacco’s colonial past and neo-colonial present. Tobacco, when used as a recreational drug on a regular basis, is estimated to kill up to half of all long-term users and represents the greatest cause of preventable death in the world today (Kohrman and Benson 2011: 329). However, its effects are not evenly distributed. Based on current smoking rates and demographic projections, the WHO estimates that of the 1 billion people likely to be killed through use of tobacco in the twenty-first century, 70–80 per cent of people will be in low- and middle-income countries (WHO 2019).

Many of these countries are former colonies or even countries where ‘cryptocolonialism’ (Herzfeld 2002) has held sway. Tobacco has been an integral part of the colonial history of the world since the sixteenth century, for reasons I will explain presently. However neo-colonialism, the overweening economic and cultural power of the multinational tobacco corporations, is as important a phenomenon to recognize in the performance of colonialism today. To answer question 5 of my quiz, the ‘Big Four’ tobacco corporations are Philip Morris International, British American Tobacco, Japan Tobacco International, and Imperial Brands, but there is a potential confounder in that the China National Tobacco Corporation’s turnover dwarfs that of any of these non-state corporations. Question 6, the relationship of tobacco to colonialism, constitutes the rest of this chapter.

I then went on to introduce the theoretical perspective I work with. This is one of rethinking human-nonhuman relationships inspired by the work of Bruno Latour and material culture studies in the arts, humanities and social sciences more generally. Far from the passive commodity it is often portrayed as being, I argue that tobacco can be regarded as an active agent in human affairs (Russell 2019). In a nutshell I argue that tobacco as agent gets people to do things – produce it, distribute it, use it, control it and even research it. Taking such a perspective raises interesting questions about colonialism of the ‘who is colonizing whom’ variety. For example, going back to the deep history of pre-colonial tobacco it is frequently asserted or assumed that it was the human domestication of tobacco that led its nicotinic strength (and hence addictive potential) to increase over time. Recent research contradicts such an anthropocentric view. Of the twelve Nicotiana species traditionally used by South American peoples, the two principal cultigens following European conquest, N. tabacum and N. rustica, evolved their nicotinic strength many millions of years before the arrival of the first humans in the Americas (Oyuela-Cacedo and Kawa 2015).

Tobacco’s pre-colonial past

There is an interesting argument to be made about what Wilbert calls ‘the strikingly similar tobacco ideology of American Indians that coincides with the limits of tobacco distribution in the New World’ and whether elements of that tobacco-driven ideology – which I have styled ‘tobacco constitutes persons; tobacco changes perspectives; tobacco generates dualisms’ – shifted across the Atlantic with the transfer and use of tobacco beyond its original domain in the Americas – initially South America from at least 20,000 years ago, then North America probably around 2,000 years ago. Again the likelihood that elements of such an ideology transferred globally with the plant adds fresh weight to the notion of tobacco colonizing people as well as enabling colonizing people to better dominate the colonized.

There was no time to explain such a complex argument in the context of this lecture, however. Instead I attempted to shift adroitly into the colonial history of tobacco, divided into four elements – first contact, global dispersal, resistance and compromise, and enslavement. It is quite important I feel to distinguish between first contact in South America and first contact in the North, as the outcomes were rather different. The disbelief of Portuguese and Spanish explorers in the South is well captured in a print by de Bry of a tobacco-fuelled ritual dance of the Tupinamba Indians (Figure 6.2).


[image: A historical illustration depicting a group of people in ceremonial attire in a circle formation, performing a dance with three people at the centre.]
Figure 6.2 Tupinamba Indians, observed by Hans Staden during his voyage to Brazil.


Attitudes were just as incredulous and dismissive in the North, although Thomas Hariot is notable for having developed a slightly less critical view of the Algonquians as recorded in his ‘Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia’. The shift from ritually used product to ‘one of the first great crops of overseas commerce’, as Sauer put it (2009[1937]: 282–3), somewhat oversimplifies a complex process, yet there is a lot to be learned about its multi-layered, multi-scaled and multi-sited penetration of what, for the plant itself, was from its ‘Old World American’ to ‘New World’ origins.

Global dispersal

What is astonishing about the globalization of tobacco is the speed with which it was effected, given the maritime technologies of the time and the limited nautical information contained in available maps and charts. For example, tobacco was a key part of the fascinating Manila galleons trade across the Pacific in the sixteenth century. From the Philippines, it rapidly dispersed to China, although China also received tobacco from another direction, imperial Japan (Figure 6.3).


[image: A map showing the route of Manila galleons across the Pacific Ocean.]
Figure 6.3 The Manila-Acapulco Galleon Trade connected Spain and her colonies to China.


Tobacco was also key to the eventual success of the Virginia colonies. According to Hakluyt (quoted in Clucas 2009: 18) the English were envious of the ‘golden successe’ of rival colonial powers such as Portugal, Spain, France and the Netherlands (Hakluyt, quoted in Clucas 2009: 18). The Virginia Company was inaugurated in 1606 and attempted to set up a colony in Jamestown the following year, with 104 men. Half this number were dead within a year of afflictions such as ‘the bloudie flux’ (dysentery), fever (probably malaria), woundings from members of the Powhatan tribe upon whose land they sought to settle and other causes. Had it not been the generosity of the native Americans giving them bread, corn, fish and meat, even more would certainly have perished. Despite these setbacks and hardships, women and children were permitted to join the colony in 1609. One of the early planters was John Rolfe. A widower (his wife, Sarah, died in 1610), he went on to marry Pocohontas, daughter of paramount chief Powhatan, in 1614.1

It is Rolfe who is credited with having secured the first (probably contraband) seeds of Nicotiana tabacum from Trinidad in 1613. Tobacco was the only crop that could be preserved sufficiently to survive the journey back to Europe and secure a high enough market price to be economical (Goodman 1993: 134–6). There is every reason to believe that this and other fledgling colonies established in Virginia at this time would have failed without the development of tobacco cultivation.

A central figure in the nascent Virginia Company was the English poet and theologian John Donne. He sought to become secretary of the Virginia Company in 1609, and despite his application having been rejected, he was able to inveigle himself onto the Council of the company the following year. Donne was most likely a keen tobacco user himself – his ‘tobaccaean’ habits were the subject of ridicule in the pamphlet wars between him and Jesuit writer John Floyd (Russell 2019: 58). He preached a placatory sermon at St Paul’s Cathedral following a massacre of some early settlers by the Powhatans in 1622, an event which could have ended England’s colonial ambitions in the area (Johnson 1947). Donne’s second-born son George followed his ambitions in becoming Charles 1’s ‘Muster-master general and marshal of Virginia’, travelling to the colony in 1637. Donne junior was shocked by what he saw – sick and hungry servants and indentured labourers were regularly left by their masters to die on the shores of Chesapeake Bay. It appeared those who had brought them to the New World ‘were so consumed with making money that they had overlooked the fact that these immigrants were royal subjects and human beings, not simply a cheap economic resource’ (Breen 1973: 452). If this were the way white labourers were treated, what hope did native American or negro slaves have for fair treatment at the hands of white ‘masters’?2

Colonial history

The global dispersal of tobacco reflects a plant whose power was not only colonial in an economic sense. The reception of tobacco in England is reflected in its depiction in the ‘Lingua, or, The Combat of the Tongue and the Five Senses for Superiority: a Pleasant Comoedy’, attributed to the playwright Thomas Tomkis.3 In this 1607 play, the character Tobacco is used by the sense ‘Olfactus’ to support his claim to superiority over the ‘idle, prating dame’ Lingua (the tongue) as well as the other four senses.4 The regal power of tobacco is reflected by statements in which he is ‘the great and puissant God of Tobacco’ and ‘The mighty emperor Tobacco, king of Trinidado, that conquered all Europe’. The addictive properties of tobacco are also recognized in the statement that the Tobacco emperor is ‘of so great deserts, that who so is acquainted with him, can hardly forsake him’.

A non-human, botanical emperor was clearly an affront to human sovereigns worldwide. The early efforts at tobacco control represented by King James 1st of England (and 6th of Scotland)’s 1604 ‘Counterblaste’ could be interpreted as the work of a king clearly threatened by the power of a plant which had arrived in the country from around 1550 onwards and by that time was well established on its sovereign shores. James’ stance quickly shifted from condemnation to compromise in the ‘Commissio pro Tobacco’, however, when the revenue-generating potential of tobacco to his impoverished kingdom became irresistible. Such turnarounds have featured in many political jurisdictions worldwide (Russell 2019: 80–2). They gave the English East India Company (EIC) an ‘in’ to develop a new and lucrative source of trade from India, for example. The EIC started curing tobacco in its Indian factories in 1612. The Mughal Emperor Shah Jahangir was opposed to smoking and issued a decree attempting to prohibit its use in 1617. However, the profits his treasury made through taxation of tobacco products encouraged a reassessment of his position and, by the 1620s, commercial tobacco production was allowed within India’s borders. This gave the EIC the chance to use the country as a base from which to export tobacco throughout Asia (Robins 2006). In such ways, tobacco was at the forefront of colonial and capitalist economies.

Tobacco was a lynchpin in the creation of the slave trade, not only as a crop requiring large inputs of human labour for its success but as a commodity exchangeable for people in the West African context, not to mention as a means of placating the slaves on the notorious ‘middle passage’ between Africa and the Americas (Fox 2015). There is probably no better example of Marx’s ‘commodity fetishism’ than the annihilation of the labours of the slaves and the fabulous wealth that accrued to the planters of the Chesapeake and to European sponsors of the trade. A romanticization of slavery took place in the way slavery was depicted on the trade cards and tobacco papers of Georgian London (Molineux 2007). The brutal realities of slavery, plantation power relations and the role of African women were conveniently elided by the ubiquitous images of regal, black, male bodies on these cards and papers.

However, it is the role of tobacco as ‘drug food’ (Jankowiak and Bradburd 1996) that is one of the most remarkable aspects of tobacco in the colonial encounter. A drug food is a substance which, through the chemical dependency it fosters, can encourage and subsequently compel native populations to undertake new forms of labour in situations where the population neither needs nor embraces the established status symbols of the colonial order. Papua New Guinea furnishes a good example of tobacco and colonialism going hand-in-hand. Thanks to Macassan trade routes dating back thousands of years (Brady 2013), tobacco was probably introduced along both the north and south coasts of New Guinea early in the plant’s expansionist history. Early European colonists and missionaries who arrived in large numbers towards the end of the nineteenth century were largely ignorant of this trading history, as were their contemporaries stepping into pre-existing trade networks in other parts of the world.5 However, the ‘twist’ or ‘trade’ tobacco they brought with them to Papua New Guinea ‘provided the Europeans with a means by which to manipulate indigenous populations to engage in new work activities’ (Hays 2003: 59).6 Thus, as both an inducer and enhancer of trade, tobacco could absorb workers into the global exchange economy and hence push forward the imperial agenda. Indeed, Marshall (2013: 79) calls tobacco ‘the perfect exchange commodity’.

This was as true for missionary work as it was for other elements of the European colonial enterprise. ‘They are beginning to learn the use of tobacco’, wrote one Anglican missionary about the inhabitants of a village in what is now eastern Papua New Guinea in 1890 (Hays 2003). ‘Sticks’ became a medium of exchange for pretty much anything, be it coconuts, labour or land. Roman Catholic priests were not averse to using tobacco to tempt people to attend Sunday morning services. This was challenging for London Missionary Society (LMS) missionaries, who had forsworn using tobacco for this purpose and reported ‘indifference’ and ‘irregular attendance’ among the people. ‘They were frank with us to the point of cruelty’, one missionary wrote. ‘They told us that if we did not pay them in tobacco to listen to our Message, they did not want us in their villages’ (Langmore 1981: 218). One LMS member reported dolefully that ‘the success of the mission in many places is in proportion to the amount of tobacco distributed’ (Thompson 1889, quoted in Hays 1991: 97).

Tobacco, anthropology and colonialism

Anthropology, like tobacco, was a similar ‘instrument and expression’ of the colonial project (Herzfeld 2002: 899). The photograph of the physician and ethnologist Charles Seligman (Figure 6.4), taken during his participation in the Cambridge Torres Straits Expedition in 1898, is noteworthy because he is paying his informants in tobacco sticks.


[image: A group of indigenous people, mostly naked, are gathered around a table on a wooden porch, with one person seated and writing.]
Figure 6.4 ‘Seligman at work. Hula’ (c. 1898). Stocking (1992: 29).


Mac Marshall’s book Drinking Smoke, which focuses on tobacco use in Oceania, has a fascinating section titled ‘Anthropologists exchanging tobacco with islanders during fieldwork’ (2013: 89–98). In it, he describes ‘tobacco as an integral part of the conduct of field research in the islands’ (2013: 89–90), as it has been in other regions of the world.

It is unlikely that research has been done, but I wouldn’t be surprised if rates of smoking among social anthropologists were not some of the highest of any of the academic professions, largely because of the way tobacco in general and cigarettes in particular, can be used as a medium of exchange and rapport building – ‘the secret … tool of fieldwork’, as Adam Reed describes it (2007: 28). In his survey of members of ASAOnet [the Association for Social Anthropology in Oceania network], half of Marshall’s fifty respondents said they had been smokers at the time of their initial fieldwork, and despite the statement by one of them that s/he had usually given away a pack or two of American cigarettes ‘as a gift, not as compensation’ (p. 94), he found only seven out of the fifty had done neither.

Contemporary colonialism

The map (Figure 6.5) from the 4th edition of the Tobacco Atlas shows the way the global market has been carved up by transnational tobacco corporations. Showing the leading manufacturer by country (with their headquarters) based on how the market was organized around the year 2000, this map is particularly reminiscent, it seems to me, of the old maps of empire in which different countries were depicted according to their part in a colonial empire (Figure 6.6). The map key in Figure 6.5 is somewhat misleading, however, in that seven manufacturers are listed before the broader category ‘state monopoly’. A pink swathe representing this category spreads from East Asia across the Middle East and North Africa. But within it nestles the China National Tobacco Corporation, whose profits dwarf those of three of the largest ‘big four’ multinational tobacco corporations combined (Fang et al. 2017).


[image: A world map depicts leading tobacco manufacturers by country and market share.]
Figure 6.5 ‘Tobacco Companies’.



[image: A map titled Imperialism in 1914 showing colonial empires in 1914.]
Figure 6.6 White, M., 1997, ‘Colonial Empires 1914’.


The irresponsible ways tobacco corporations have conducted themselves, as supranational powers capable of making or destroying polities with a boardroom vote, are reflected in similar disreputable actions that put ‘the bottom line’ above public health (Wiist 2010), and represent ‘the pathological pursuit of profit and power’, as Bakan (2004) puts it (Figure 6.7).


[image: A few men in suits are standing at a table with raised hands in a swearing-in ceremony in a formal setting.]
Figure 6.7 Hearing on the Regulation of Tobacco Products House Committee on Energy and Commerce Subcommittee on Health and the Environment. Tobacco corporation executives being sworn in [minutes before denying the possibility that tobacco could be an addictive substance], 14 April 1994.


My theoretical perspective, based on what Jane Bennett (2004) calls ‘thing power’ and acknowledging the agency of tobacco, permits a meta-analysis which, if not letting the nefarious executives in Figure 6.7 off the hook, establishes some degree of parity between them, the commodity they market and the consumers who use it. ‘Not him it, it eats him’, as the German tobacco control cartoon graphically presents it (Figure 6.8) .


[image: A cartoon of a cigarette consuming a person with German text.]
Figure 6.8 The Chain Smoker – ‘Not him it, it eats him!’


I have used the material culture studies approach as a springboard for investigating the power of things to speak (see comments on Lingua, above; Russell 2018).7 In that context Richard Craze’s (2003) book The Voice of Tobacco has been particularly instructive. Interestingly, Craze’s engagement with the undermining ‘voice of tobacco’ that lives in his head leads him (Craze) to compare tobacco with some of the strange, fungal parasites that infect the brains of ants which he had seen on National Geographic programmes. He goes on, ‘Tobacco is just another parasite with a bizarre breeding cycle. I am just the host for it. The more I smoke, the more it gets planted. A successful crop trading its strange pleasure for increased growth’ (2003: 6). Yet while condemning the hold this plant has on his body and mind, for him ‘the tobacco corporation bosses are as much its victims as us, the poor smokers at the end of the chain’ (2003: 36).8 If there is a cinematographic equivalent to what I am proposing, it would be represented by a clip from the TV version of ‘Day of the Triffids’.9 Could it be, as Furst describes it in his review of Wilbert (1987)’s monumental Tobacco and Shamanism in South America, that we are talking about colonization by a plant ‘whose conquest of the Old World began with the European conquest of the New’ (1991: 319)? Or, as the cover of Ian Gately’s flawed but informative book puts it, ‘the exotic plant that seduced civilization’ (2001)?

Reflections

Following on from my own session in ‘Decolonizing Anthropology’ (9 November 2021) and the discussions it prompted, I attended a final session of ‘Decolonising Anthropology’ titled ‘Questions and Answers’ (Q&A) on 23 November 2021. The Q&A were based on student-led small group discussions with various members of staff who had taught on the module. Thirteen of the thirty-four students registered for the module attended this session. I formed a group with three students who were particularly interested in discussing some of the content of my session. A critical reflection task had been set, a 2500-word essay titled ‘What does a decolonizing lens bring to the study of anthropology and how might it shape future work?’ The students I spoke to were interested in discussing the content of my session further with a view to using it as the basis for their essays. We had extensive discussions about the nature of colonialism. Among things that came up were the need to consider intersectionality and differentiate (perhaps) between class and gender differences and those differences that might be more directly attributed to colonialism. We also discussed ‘classic’ colonialism as a product of the nation state and forms of neo-colonialism such as the extractive power and influence of the transnational corporations. I was able to furnish them with other examples of tobacco companies acting against the interests of individual nation states, such as PMI against Uruguay which I had researched with colleagues during the time of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control’s 4th Conference of the Parties held in Punta del Este in November 2010 (Russell et al. 2015). I also highlighted those elements of my presentation that had focused on the power and agency of tobacco per se, as reflected in the colonial symbolism redolent in words such as ‘conquest’ and ‘seduced civilization’. We also talked about how perfectly normal the near ubiquitous use of tobacco had been – a bit like colonialism (at least, from the perspective of the colonizers), just the ‘way things were’.

One interesting question that arose in these discussions was what difference taking a decolonizing lens was likely to make to ‘future work’ (which we agreed for the purposes of the essay could be either within or outside Anthropology). The ‘so what?’ response loomed large here. I used the famous Santayana quote about those not learning from the past being doomed to repeat it. There was also agreement that as well as recognizing the complete imbrication of tobacco (and Anthropology) with colonialism in the past, considering the colonial aspects of tobacco (and Anthropology) in the contemporary world helped to shift the emphasis away from the medical or health impacts of tobacco towards a more comprehensive view of its impacts ‘in the round’. For example, social anthropologists have been very much involved in documenting the power and influence at play in tobacco’s production as well as its consumption.10 What might happen, I proposed, if such an essentially humanist approach (in which tobacco plays the role of passive commodity in the value chains of the multinational corporations and the dynamic relationship it establishes with consumers who ‘have a choice’) could be supplanted by a more sinister ‘posthumanist’ view?

Such a stance, I argued, has tobacco as more than a commodity being traded on world markets to the detriment of human health, but as a substance with more-than-human, or ‘super-human’ powers, as the demonstration of its colonial history and contemporary life highlights. If we could plant such a view in the human imaginary, I argue, maybe we could increase the rapidity of our strides towards future invitations to ‘imagine a world without tobacco’. The students seemed somewhat unimpressed with this analysis. I notice that none of them chose to use tobacco as their case study in the summative essay they subsequently completed for the module.
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Notes

1Rather than the romanticized, Disneyfied version of this relationship, there is speculation that Pocahontas was a victim of ‘marriage by capture’ or kidnapping. See Farris (2014).
2John Rolfe reported purchasing ‘20. and odd Negroes’ from a Dutch man-of-war ship in 1619 (Elliott 2007: 556).
3Some claim Anthony Brewer wrote the play, but Sutton (2024) dismisses this notion as ‘absurd’.
4He (Tobacco) was a spectacle indeed – ‘Apparelled in a taffata mangle, his arms browne and naked, buskins made of the pilling of Osiers, his necke bare, hung with Indian leaves, his face browne painted with blue stripes, in his nose swines teeth, on his head a painted wicker crown, with tobacco pipes set in it, plumes of tobacco leaves, lead by two Indian boyes naked, with tapers in their hands, Tobacco-boxes and pipes lighted’ (Lingua, Act 4 Scene 4).
5Livingstone, exploring what is now Zimbabwe in 1860 in ignorance of the trade links there had been between Bahia (Brazil) and southern Africa since the seventeenth century, was similarly surprised to find tobacco had arrived ahead of him, prompting him to write ‘large quantities of tobacco are raised on the lower banks of the Zambezi during the winter months…the people are perhaps the most inveterate smokers in the world’. Their particular style of smoking behaviour involved what they called ‘an improved method for smoking. They take a whiff, puff out the grosser smoke; then, by a sudden inhalation contrive to catch and swallow, as they say, the real essence, the very spirit of tobacco, which in the ordinary way is lost’ (Livingstone and Livingstone 1866: 256–7).
6Hays (2003: 59) describes ‘twist’ as ‘an addictive American commercial product consisting of cured tobacco twisted into “sticks” and often soaked in molasses’.
7…if ultimately taking the position reflected in Vogel’s statement ‘I have listened carefully, I think, and I hear nothing’ (2006: 168).
8It seems that Craze’s experiment in the use of a ‘dedicated smoker’s diary’ to support his effort to quit smoking, and remain a non-smoker, tragically came too late to effect long-term changes to his health. An obituary in the London Times records his death from a heart attack, age fifty-six (‘Obituary: Richard Craze’ 2006).
9A trailer for the BBC’s 1984 series of this title, including a character smoking a cigarette while discussing the dangers posed by the Triffids, can be found on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QnJkmGW8FYQ (accessed 17 December 2024).
10Among notable examples, see Benson (2012); Kingsolver (2011); Kohrman (2017); Otañez et al (2009); Otañez and Glantz (2011); Stebbins (2001).
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Tobacco, social practices and legal depositions in early modern England

Phil Withington

Introduction

In 1698 the gentleman Peter Singer was asked to testify to the Chester ecclesiastical courts about William Dennis, minister of the Cheshire village of Dodleston. Dennis was facing some serious allegations of immorality and Singer confirmed that, during the twenty or so years he had known him, he had never been suspected of the kind of crimes with which he was now charged: ‘frequenting of scandalous alehouses, drinking immoderately, lewdness or obscenity in language’. But Singer also deposed how, recently, he had observed ‘Mr Dennis to be much altered in his behaviour’. In particular, he described how he had seen Dennis ‘frequently come into the bowling green … (that being a place he formerly frequented and seeming pleased with … ) and had laid him down unseemly on his back sometime on the rolling stone with his head lower than his body, he looking upwards and for that most part in such posture smoking tobacco’. Dennis smoked ‘so much’ that Singer ‘being concerned as a friend for him hath endeavoured to dissuade him from his excessive smoking, telling him it would prejudice his head or health or to that effect’. Unfortunately, ‘the said Mr Dennis took little regard, but would rather signify his disregard of this deponent’s advice, crying pish, pish, pish or the like’.1

Singer’s deposition introduces the two concerns of this chapter. The first is the impact of tobacco on European societies 100 or so years after its material introduction from the Americas. Tobacco began to become an important feature of European diets from the middle of the sixteenth century: in Iberia and the Mediterranean, where it was first used, and across western and northern Europe thereafter. This chapter examines the legal travails of William Dennis to provide a quite specific case study of the social contexts and practices in which tobacco was used and understood in north-west England circa 1700.2

It does so because its second concern is to introduce some of the sources and methods available for historians to enhance our praxeological understanding of how tobacco, in the words of Fernand Braudel, ‘conquered the world’ (Braudel 1977: 11–12). Praxeology here refers to the various traditions of social analyses committed to exploring the practices by which people behave and interact on a recurring basis: that is, the recurring and everyday rituals, habits, customs and conventions by which people ‘do’ and ‘say’ things (as Theodore Schatzki puts it) (Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 2002; Shove, Pantzar and Watson 2012). Historians have long appreciated that, at a basic level, the assimilation of tobacco into European diets must have depended on practices: that to succeed as a commodity it needed either to be integrated into pre-existing practices of consumption, such as those associated with humoral medicine, or become an element in new consumption practices that encouraged habituation, such as sociability (Goodman 1993; Hughes 2003; Norton 2010; McShane 2022). In either scenario the consumption of a previously unknown intoxicant was legitimated. However, evidencing and nuancing practices as actually practised by historical subjects is altogether more difficult. There are plenty of printed discussions and representations of tobacco that demonstrate its valency and uses in popular print: for example, in moralistic pamphlets, herbals or plays for the stage. But sources which illuminate whether these representations informed or even resembled what people said and did beyond the world of print – in their own lives and the lives of people they knew – are much harder to find.

This chapter suggests that legal depositions of the kind made by Peter Singer are one such body of evidence: that, indeed, they go some way to allowing an historical ethnography of social practices, in the anthropological sense of transcribing and interpreting the words of historical actors on their own terms. We can see that in just a few sentences Singer sketches a place of consumption (the bowling green), a posture for consuming (lying down, with head below the body) and the social context (Dennis consumes alone, though conspicuously). As the deponent, Skinner also provides a normative framework for condemning the smoking of Dennis (it is ‘unseemly’, ‘excessive’, harmful to ‘head or health’) and recalls his attempt to dissuade him ‘as a friend’ as well as Dennis’ contemptuous reply (‘pish, pish, pish and the like’) – a response that indicates, perhaps, degrees of substance dependency. In a single short statement, that is, Singer outlines a quotidian practice of tobacco consumption which would otherwise be lost to posterity. In so doing, he intimates a complex set of understandings about tobacco, social decorum and the workings of the mind and body which made this specific practice problematic in the eyes as a 59-year-old Cheshire gentleman in 1697.

To explore in more detail these issues the chapter divides into two sections. The first introduces legal depositions as a historical source and explains how their provenance makes them unusually suited to praxeological analysis. The second section then looks in more detail at the travails of William Dennis and what they reveal about English tobacco consumption by the end of the seventeenth century.

Legal depositions as ethnographic sources

One of the foundational aims of social history as it developed as academic disciplines in the second half of the twentieth century was to recover what ‘ordinary’ people – or, more precisely, people without the wherewithal to leave accounts of themselves – were thinking, saying and doing in their everyday lives (Wrightson 2003). In the scramble to find sources to pursue this aspiration it transpired that an especially important kind of evidence, at least for historians of early modern Europe (i.e., between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries), was legal records. Historians found that not only were courts of law likely to keep written documentation of their proceedings and did more so over time. They also found that in England as in much of Europe both the number of courts and the volume of legal business proliferated almost beyond measure in the 150 years after 1550. Indeed, it has been estimated that during this period litigation in local and central English courts was voluminous enough to equate with one suit per household per year (Muldrew 1996).

This remarkable rise in litigation was partly due to early modern authorities – secular and religious – becoming more institutionally proactive socially (i.e. enforcing policies and measures through the courts at their disposal); it was partly because lawyers of different stripes were hungry for business (and rivalrous with other legal jurisdictions about getting that business); but it was mainly because increasing numbers of people – including men and women from the middle and lower middling ranks of society – turned to the courts to resolve disputes and pursue grievances, debts and other kinds of arbitrated decision (Muldrew 1996). One upshot (among others) was the production of hundreds of thousands of statements by plaintiffs, defendants and witnesses: innumerable accusations, responses, interrogations, testimonies and depositions that were written down by legal clerks and notaries and often archived for posterity. The institutional landscape responsible for this litigation was heterogeneous rather than homogenous, with various kinds of court populated by practitioners trained in different kinds of law. The most important jurisdictional distinction in early modern England was between the church courts – before which William Dennis was summoned in 1698 – and the courts of common law. The latter were run by barristers trained in common law at the Inns of Court in London. The former – the focus of this chapter – were run by ‘civilians’ trained in civil law at the universities in Cambridge and Oxford.

Historians have found that in terms of both gender and class the church courts had extensive social reach (Gowing 1996; Shepard 2015). One factor behind this relative inclusivity was that the kind of business they dealt with was close to the heart of the everyday concerns of ordinary people. This business included probate matters, such as legitimizing wills and overseeing the distribution of estates and bequests. It involved matters pertaining to the church in an era when religion was integral to household and communal life. The courts were used to regulate the behaviour (moral and doctrinal) of officeholders within the church, such as clerics and ministers like William Dennis; the behaviour of lay officeholders, such as churchwardens or sextons; disputes over church resources (including pew disputes or parish rates); and tithe disputes (which produced the most amount of business across the period). And the church courts also dealt with moral issues more broadly defined, hearing accusations of adultery and sexual incontinency, drunkenness, matrimonial disputes (including pleas for separation on account of cruelty or neglect) and defamation, whereby a person’s reputation was alleged to have been publicly damaged with malicious intent.

Three procedural factors further encouraged social inclusivity and, by extension, the recording of voices which otherwise left little or no mark on the historical record. First, cases were initiated not simply by the religious authorities (usually a dean and chapter or cathedral official) instigating litigation but also by neighbours initiating suits against each other and their parish officeholders. A second procedural factor concerned the way cases were contested. Many accusations never went anywhere – they were just a tactic in an ongoing feud or dispute between people or parties. As often, however, a case could develop a fuller head of steam over months or even years. A plaintiff would bring an action against a defendant – accusing him or her of defamation for example – and call witnesses to support the claim by providing an account of the incident. The defendant would counter with witnesses of their own, generating an alternative set of statements, and possibly call extra witnesses to question the probity or ‘independence’ of the plaintiff’s witnesses. And so on, until the case fizzled out (there is often no recorded judgement) or the presiding judge came to a decision.

This reliance on witnesses who might themselves become the subject of scrutiny meant that many people could be dragged into the court to narrate stories and incidents that had nothing to do with initial and substantive charge against the defendant. As importantly, their stories would be written down. This was because the church courts practised a bastardized version of civil law which depended not on trial by jury to determine innocence and guilt (as happened in common law) but rather on written statements and depositions by plaintiffs, defendants and witnesses that were transcribed by clerks and assessed by a presiding judge. Other English courts – including quarter sessions courts that dealt with most criminal cases locally four times a year – generated plenty of depositional material, but written statements in the church courts were integral to its processes.

As well as unusually representative of the wider population, the generic and bespoke information contained by depositions make them unusually rich in sociological and praxeological detail. As can be seen from the statement by Elizabeth Masters in a case heard in the London Consistory Court from 1669, witnesses gave information about their marital status (or that of their husband if a married female), place of residence and how long they’d lived there, age, and how long they’d known the defendant. They then responded to promptings from the court about the incident in question, giving the time and place of what they were doing, the incident itself (in this case, malicious words spoken publicly), other witnesses and their interpretation of the incident in the context of the case (i.e., whether it amounted to public and malicious defamation). They received follow-up questions about their moral standing, on the clarification of details and their personal interest in the case. Questions could extend to whether they were wealthy or detached enough to be an independent witness (rather than obliged to one of the parties in the case). And they took ownership of their statement either with a signature or mark.

Elizabeth Masters, uxor Francis Masters, parochiae de Stepney in comitate Midd, nauta, cuius stetit uxor per 21 annos ultimos, aetatis 47 annorum aut eo circiter, dicit quod partem producentem per 5 annos ultimos et ultra, et partem contra quem producitur per decem annos ultimos et ultra respective novit.


Ad primum articulum nescit deponere, referendo se ad iura.

Ad secundum et 3m deponit that on a day happening in the moneth of August last or thereabouts and to her remembrance about the end of that moneth, this deponent was present in the street called Rope makers field in Limehouse in the parish of Stepney, and there saw the producent Joanne Badge and the articulate Sara Overy, and heard the said Sara in a loud reviling manner and clapping her hands at the said Joanne Badge, say, ‘thou art a whore, a salt bitch, and plaiest the whore abord the shipp duke of Yorke for a bagg of tobaccoe), or words to the same effect, and therewithall spit in her face, her contests Anne Kimmers and Joanna Gibbs being then and there alsoe present, to which Joanne Gibbs and this deponent the said Joane Badge spoke to beare witness of the said slanderous words, and saith the said Sara spoke them in a very reproachfull manner and purposeth as shee conceiveth to diffame the said producent, who to that time was a woman of good repute and esteeme amongest her honest neighbours but by the speaking thereof her good name is much blemished. Et aliter nescit.

Ad 4 dicit dictam Saram est de parcochia articulata, aliter nescit.

Ad Interrogatoria

Ad primum that shee liveth next dore to the white lyon in Limehouse, and useth to goe to her parish church of Stepney where doctor Clerk is the Minister, and was there the last lords day and there received the sacrament of the Lords supper at Easter last of the said doctor, aliter satisfactum est.

54r Ad 2 respondet that the said words were spoken in the street as aforesaid about two of the clock in the afternoone as shee remembreth the houre and time of the day, aliter refert se ad praedeposita.

Ad 3 respondet that shee cometh at the instance of the said producent to testifie the truth, shee hath received xii d. for her charges in coming, and nothing further doth she expect or is promised, for the victory shee wisheth that right may take place, aliter negative.

Ad 4 negative pro parte sua, aliter nescit.

MARK (‘EM’)

The formulaic structure of the depositions, combined with the range of information provided by witnesses, has encouraged historians to assemble large samples of depositional material to establish diachronic trends relating to subjects as diverse as levels of literacy, wealth and status, and patterns of ‘work’ (Cressy 1980; Shepard 2015; Whittle 2024). While the findings are in many ways impressive, and certainly influential, squeezing early modern practices into modern sociological categories can nevertheless resemble square pegs and round holes. Other, more qualitative studies have scrutinized the content of statements to unpack the stories told, the social and gender relationships depicted, and the language used to do so (Gowing 1996). In the meantime, literary scholars have pointed to the mediated and constructed nature of depositions and warned against naïve or literal readings. Rather than simple statements of fact or the unmediated ‘voices’ of ordinary people, Frances Dolan has emphasized that these were narratives constructed in response to leading questions which were then transcribed by lawyers. While reflective of the perspectives of the deponents, these stories also followed generic rules and tropes in ways that echo more obviously artful sources like plays and letters. Their historical value stems from the plausibility of the practices and details described rather than as statements which were either true or false (Dolan 2013: 111–53).

It is with these warnings in mind that depositions like those by Peter Singer or Elizabeth Masters can be considered ethnographic. After all, anthropologists are now admirably reflective about the mediated way by which their interviews and observations are compiled and interpreted, are attuned to the creativity and agency of their respective subjects, and look to observe and learn from the conceptual frameworks of others rather than simply impose modern or universal categories onto them (Ingold 2014). To return to the deposition of Masters in Stepney in 1669 for a moment: we do not know whether she really saw Joanne Badge and Sara Overy in Rope Makers Field, or whether she ‘heard the said Sara in a loud reviling manner and clapping her hands at the said Joanne Badge, say, “thou art a whore, a salt bitch, and plaiest the whore abord the shipp duke of Yorke for a bagg of tobaccoe, or words to the same effect”’. We can nevertheless surmise from her account that ‘whore’ and ‘salt bitch’ were likely forms of female insult, that sailors were known to fraternize with local women, and that contraband tobacco served as a means of exchange in such practices. Indeed, another deponent, Anne Kimmens, claimed Overy told Badge, ‘you played the whore aboard the shipp Duke of Yorke, and in the greate cabbin of Captaine Gadsent shipp, with a wante to have a bagg of tobacco’ (LMA xxx).3 Although the detail was subsequently deleted, desire for tobacco (whether to sell or consume is not specified) was initially alleged as powerful enough for Badge to risk her reputation and board the ship.

The travails of William Dennis

Having introduced church court depositions, we can now return to 1698 and the case of the cleric William Dennis. Born in Lancashire in northwest England (and possibly educated at Bolton School, his father’s alma mater), Dennis attended Trinity College Dublin and Caius College, Cambridge, during the 1650s, and in the 1660s settled in the parish of Dodleston near Chester, where he became deacon, priest and licensed preacher (he was ordained in 1667 and licensed in 1673). The driving force behind the charges against Dennis in 1698 was Laurence Fogg, the Dean of Chester and a well-known clerical writer and administrator with plenty of connections with English Presbyterians and Dissenters. Although there is no evidence that the charges were doctrinally or politically driven (as was often the case in Restoration England) when Dennis finally relinquished his Dodleston living in 1716, it was Fogg’s son, Arthur, who succeeded him (theclergydatabase.org.uk).4

That Dennis did not officially leave his post until 1716, when he would have been in his eighties, indicates the cases against him in 1698 were unsuccessful. This suggests that the arguments rehearsed by witnesses to explain the charges against him in 1698 had some traction with the church courts, despite the intervention of Fogg as Dean. The pattern of depositions was quite simple. First, an initial tranche was taken in the early part of 1698 ostensibly corroborating the charges against William Dennis. Most of these statements were by quite humble women living in Dodleston and Chester, who had experienced first-hand his sexual preoccupations and advances (both verbal and physical); there were a couple of depositions from male artisans who had witnessed or heard about Dennis’ ‘lasciviousness’; and a few clerics and ‘gentlemen’ (including Arthur Fogg) deposed that they suspected Dennis of bad or inappropriate behaviour.5 Another tranche of depositions from the summer and autumn of 1698 defended Dennis by seeking to explain the reasons for his erratic behaviour, by providing examples of more unusual behaviour to contextualize his problems, and by denigrating the trustworthiness of the women and men testifying against him. These depositions were by a physician and surgeon who each knew Dennis professionally; by various local ‘gentlemen’ familiar with Dennis, including Peter Singer; and by an old servant of the Dennis household.6 As such, most depositions ostensibly against Dennis were by lower sort women who had met Dennis only recently and the majority for him were by the ‘better sort’ of the parish and city who had known him for some time.

A striking feature of the cases is that most of the female deponents testifying against Dennis intimated that his behaviour was mentally disordered rather than straightforwardly immoral and predatory. When Dennis surprised Mrs Davies in an orchard, for example, he threw a frog at her and made her laugh; when he propositioned Anna Lach, who was gathering barley with other women, he plucked a thin reed and compared it to his penis in terms of width. The exception was Anne Barlow, who alleged that Dennis physically groped her twice in a month in her ‘coffee-room’ by Eastgate.7 But the deposition of Catherine Worth, who ran an alehouse in Chester selling ale, brandy and strong waters, captures the general impression that Dennis made at this time. Worth explained that Dennis –

came frequently (and for the most part about two o’clock afternoons) to this deponent’s house where she then kept ale to sell, and several of the said times (for she can’t depose to every time of his coming) he speaking to this deponent in a sort of merry manner and smiling, did ask her in these or the like terms, canst not thou get me a woman, or hast thou not got me a woman yet.

Worth accordingly ‘confessed’ to the court –

that to gratify his humour and to continue his custom to drink at house which she being poor, esteemed to her advantage, she did prevail with several women her neighbours, to come in and banter or talk merrily with the said Mr Dennis, about women, and he generally spoke to, and urged such women as this deponent so prevailed with him to come to him … [and] such said women still joined and falsified with him, being themselves honest women and using this their raillery only on the account and for the advantage of this deponent, and not endeavouring in the least to procure such ill women as he seemed to desire.

This version of events was, of course, self-serving: it was not in Worth’s interest to be found running a bawdy house. But in explaining exploitation of Dennis by local women, Worth also outlined the mental state of the man with whom she dealt. When she first met Dennis (a year earlier):

she at first took or suspected him to be a person disordered in his understanding as well from the shallowness and folly of his discourse and behaviour, as from his negligence and meanness in his habit, but after [she] had enquired and understood who he was, she endeavoured to please his humour.

It was on this basis that

when he would ask her for women, this deponent sent for several who came only to him, to banter and joke with him, and help off the drink and he all along appeared to them … as well as to herself, a crack-brained and distempered man, for he at such times suffered himself to be much abused and laughed at, or ridiculed, and seemed not to be sensible of or resent their behaviour, when they in their talk or jest made a very sport or pastime of him.8


The deponents supporting Dennis explained even more emphatically and specifically that Dennis was suffering from mental disorder rather than moral or spiritual degeneracy. The testimony of John Farrar, a 28-year-old ‘gentleman’ who had known Dennis for the last eleven years, can be taken as representative. Farrar stressed that until

about three years and a half ago when a distemper or delirium seized and affected the said Mr Dennis, he behaved himself gravely in his holy function and charge was a person of a virtuous and exemplary Life, not addicted to excessive drinking, or loose in his conversation with women, or guilty of obscenity in his language.

Dennis was then

seized with a violent and delirious fever, which has a very great effect upon him, altering his humour very visibly and constitution also, he being from that time the Fever seized him in a very dangerous condition as to his Life, and deprived very much of his understanding, raving and showing disorder

Although he survived ‘the distemper … he seemed much altered and impaired in his reason and understanding, becoming very melancholy and sometimes disordered to frenzy, having had thereupon an aggravation from the going of his son away from his apprenticeship as a soldier into Flanders’. This mental anguish was then compounded when he fell from his horse,

wherein he was bruised and his knee put out and after that he became still more disordered in his head and rambling, separating himself from the ordinary conversation of his family and friends, betaking himself to the fields and private places showing still great signs of distraction, having sometimes lain down on his back in the highway, and sometimes in the fields, in frost and snow, and sometimes making out rhymes and repeating small scraps or fragments of Latin.

Finally, and most importantly for the current discussion, Farrar deposed that although Dennis ‘did not except very seldom use before his said fever and other accidents pre-deposed, he betook himself to smoke tobacco very immoderately not taking notice of the better, or more course sort of it, and all this before the time of the commencement of this cause against him’. The result was that, as William Burganey put it, for the past three years Dennis ‘hath been very much affected with melancholy and insanity of mind and [was] not compos mentis’.9

The depositions describe in unusual detail the physical and mental problems experienced by Dennis and their perceived manifestation in erratic and inappropriate behaviour. This was the context presented by deponents for understanding Dennis’ relationship with tobacco. In the first instance, all the sympathetic depositions noted that Dennis had never been given to excessive smoking – or indeed drinking – before his fever. The surgeon Thomas Moulson, for example, had known Dennis about twenty years and ‘been frequently in his … company both at Dodleston and in the city of Chester and never saw or perceived him to be addicted to drinking more than was moderate and inoffensive’.10 Second, none of the depositions alleging bad behaviour referred to drunkenness: indeed, Catherine Worth explicitly noted that even when she was organizing local women to exploit the ‘crack-brain’ she ‘never saw him drink, for he drank but little, saying to the women about him often when the glass was offered “Non non, I … drink none take it among o”, or to that effect, but he seemed much rather pleased with a pipe of tobacco’.11

Third, it was during his ‘insanity of mind’ that Dennis became (as several deponents expressed it) ‘addicted’ to tobacco. William Bridges echoed Peter Singer by deposing that ‘Dennis did for many years in the summertime frequent the bowling green at Chester which he practiced (as this deponent believes) for his recreation and health and not for any lucre or gain he got thereby’. It was only in ‘1697 in the summertime’ that ‘Dennis came to the bowling green … much addicted to immoderate smoking tobacco and lying much upon the bowling green which gave occasion to the gentlemen upon the bowling green to take notice of him and to pity his condition’. For Bridges, the addiction confirmed that Dennis ‘had an extraordinary fit of sickness insomuch that his life was despaired of … and since that time [he] hath very much declined in the state of his mind and seemed not to be the same person’.12 Dennis’ household servant, Maria Moran, likewise confirmed that ‘though formerly viz before his said sickness he did not use to smoke or taste a pipe of tobacco, yet after the said accidents he smoked immoderately, scarce in daytime having his pipe out of his mouth’. She could only conclude that Dennis was ‘much prejudiced and lessened in his sense and understanding since the said fever’.13

The depositions point, then, to a clear link drawn between the physical and mental ‘disordering’ of Dennis and immoderate smoking: indeed, Dennis himself claimed as much. He pleaded to the court that the fever left him ‘in a disordered condition and he has ever since been affected with a deep melancholy’. This was exacerbated by ‘having a son of his run away from him to be a soldier in Flanders and on a great fall he afterwards […] from his horse by which his head was much bruised’. Thereafter

sometimes he had been frenetical or frantic at other times he has been so extremely melancholy that he has sit whole days together and would not speak a word to anybody, and sometimes for whole days together he would do nothing but sing strange rhymes and rambling stuff part Latin part English of his own making or composing extempore, and will not be kept from smoking tobacco most immoderately notwithstanding he never smoked any before he had the fever above mentioned.14


Although deponents did not state explicitly whether tobacco was prescribed for his physical and mental trauma, the obvious inference is that he began to smoke for therapeutic reasons. At some stage, however, Dennis’s pipe became a prop to get him through the day, so much so that his practice of immoderate smoking became symptomatic rather than therapeutic and emblematic of his deeper melancholy and madness.

Conclusion

Historians of early modern tobacco tend to focus on the introduction of the ‘holy herb’ into Europe – and why European societies adopted such a strange and noxious habit – rather than its longer-term normalization. In so doing they often describe an initial period of medical legitimation, with tobacco entering Europe’s medical materia and getting redescribed as a medical panacea, before becoming a key component of more recreational – and problematic – consumption (e.g. narratives of Courtwright 2001; Goodman 1993; Hughes 2003). It is this popularization of tobacco and its material culture as a source of pleasure rather than antidote to pain that ultimately explains its commercial success (Mills 2021). The travails of William Dennis suggest, in contrast, that the physiological effects of tobacco remained a potentially important motive for a different set of practices harking back to its initial appropriation within humoral medicine. These practices were therapeutic, consolatory and directed at the inner self rather than pleasurable, sociable and intended for company. They also served, at least in the case of Dennis, as a route to dependency, singularity and immoderation. These were traits which all deponents – male and female, middling and plebeian – took to be indicative of his mental and bodily disorder, and which served to highlight what seems to have been the normative consensus about practices of tobacco consumption circa 1700: that they should be decorous, moderate and companionable.

The language of the deponents’ points, finally, to two discursive developments which clearly informed the way not only tobacco consumption but also the consumption of intoxicants more generally was perceived by the 1690s. The first relates to conceptions of madness. Since the seminal work of Michael MacDonald, the later seventeenth century has been noted as a key moment in the conceptualization and treatment of mental ‘disorder’, with medical diagnoses gaining increasing traction both in law and in public discourse as explanations for previously heinous and diabolical acts such as suicide and self-murder (MacDonald 1990, 2008). The depositions generated by the Dennis case clearly corroborate this trend, suggesting that in 1690s Chester at least, male and female deponents from across the social spectrum were perfectly capable of discerning ‘a person disturbed in his head and understanding’ and explaining their disruptive and disordered behaviour – including immoderate smoking – on that basis. It is striking that a decade or so later the Manchester wigmaker Edmund Harrold used the same language to describe his ‘rambles’ – days of continuous and heavy drinking, sometimes for a week at a time, of which he had little recollection. As he noted in his diary on 7 July 1712 before one such ramble: ‘This morn I had my old melancholy pain seized on me with a longing desire for drink’; and after yet another four-day binge he lamented, ‘I find tis a mad moon with me (Harrold 2008: xxvii, 16)’.

The case also points to a second and related discursive processes involving the semantics of addiction. Jose Cree has shown that during the same period that tobacco became integrated into English consumption practices, so the Latin verb ‘addicere’ was translated and popularized into the English ‘addict’, meaning ‘to devote’. ‘Addict’ was first translated from neo-Latin texts in the 1520s; had become a commonplace in print by the early seventeenth century; from as early as the 1660s, began to appear in legal depositional material to describe extreme and involuntary devotion; and by the 1690s, had been started to be used by physicians to describe the dependencies of patients (Cree 2018a, 2018b: 105; Lemon 2018: 15; Withington 2022). By the time of Dennis’ crisis, that is, ‘addict’ had become a term of everyday parlance, and while English men and women could be addicted to all manner of behaviours (from study to hunting to praying), the depositions from Dodleston and Chester suggest that smoking tobacco was certainly one of them. But what is especially striking about the Dennis case is that his addiction to immoderate smoking – presented as a response, manifestation and evidence of his recent mental and bodily trauma – served as a defence against the charges of immorality laid against him. That he did not officially leave his post until 1716 suggests that the defence was persuasive. The point is important if only because it is usually assumed that medicalized notions of addiction date from the middle of the eighteenth century (Levine 1978; Porter 1985). If the consumption practices of Dennis tell us anything, it is that half a century before alcohol dependency is supposed to have been identified as a ‘disease’, his ‘pish, pish, pish or the like’ was presented by contemporaries as a medical symptom in need of understanding rather than as a sin requiring punishment and reform.

The travails of Dennis demonstrate, then, that the uses and meanings of tobacco in any specific place or time are dependent on the practices by which it is consumed. Such practices are a recursive conjunction of materials, in terms of objects, spaces, and comestibles; skills and roles, on the part of practitioners and observers; and meanings and understandings, as derived through the immediacy of ‘doing’ as well as broader discursive traditions in any given society. It is only through reconstructing these practices that tobacco’s mutable and polyvalent uses, meanings and affects can be traced across space and time – for example, from pre-colonial America through to sixteenth-century Iberia through to the bowling greens of northwest England in the 1690s. As this volume demonstrates, a host of disciplines now provide the intellectual and technological resources to undertake such reconstructions, helping us to move away from a universalistic or reductive conception of tobacco or, indeed, a single narrative about its cultural appropriation around the world. And in the form of legal depositions, we have at least one kind of evidence to undertake praxeological analyses in the past.

Notes

1Chester Records Office (CRO), EDC 5/1698/10 (unfol.) Office Dennis, Immorality, 1698, deposition of Peter Singer.
2The depositions and 100s of others involving intoxicants can be freely accessed through the Intoxicants and Early Modernity database: https://www.intoxicantsproject.org.
3LMA, DL/C 236 Joan Badger c. Sara Overy, deposition of Anne Kimmens.
4Information from the Clergy of the Church of England Database: theclergydatabase.org.uk.
5CRO, EDC 5/1697/14 (unfol.) Fogge c Dennis, Immorality, 1698.
6CRO, EDC 5/1698/10 (unfol.) Office c Dennis, Immorality, 1698.
7CRO, EDC 5/1697/14, depositions of William Blakeston, Anna Lach, Anne Barlow.
8CRO, EDC 5/1697/14, deposition of Catherine Worth.
9CRO, EDC 5/1698/10, deposition of John Farrar.
10CRO, EDC 5/1698/10, deposition of Thomas Moulson.
11CRO, EDC 5/1697/14, deposition of Catherine Worth.
12CRO, EDC 5/1698/10, deposition of William Bridges.
13CRO, EDC 5/1698/10, deposition of Maria Moran.
14CRO, EDC 5/1698/10, response of William Dennis.
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Remaking tobacco in colonial twentieth-century India

C. J. Kuncheria

Tobacco came to India in the late sixteenth century, a part of the Columbian Exchange of plants following the colonization of the Americas (Crosby 2003; Earle 2012). Within half a century of its introduction, it spread across the subcontinent. Producing regions like Gujarat on the west coast and Andhra on the east coast were exporting tobacco as afar as the Persian Gulf and Sumatra respectively in the seventeenth century (Gokhale 1974). By the eighteenth century, India probably produced more tobacco than any country except China.

Yet, the colonial period saw a series of attempts to ‘improve’ the Indian tobacco crop. That is, governments and trade interests experimented on tobacco to bring it closer to European tastes and to make it more suitable as a raw material for factory-based production in India and the UK. These twentieth-century experiments went alongside the rise of the cigarette as the most popular form of consuming tobacco in Britain and the establishment of cigarette factories in India (Alford 1973; Cox 2000; Hilton 2000). Governments – imperial, colonial and provincial – saw these developments as fitting into their varied agendas: a coordination of Empire-wide trade and development; industrial development and the expansion of the tax take in India; and the improvement of peasant incomes in the provinces. To these ends, they sought to remake tobacco.

The beginnings of a new tobacco economy

The colonial state’s early interest in Indian tobacco was its revenue potential and occasioned by frequent budget shortfalls through the nineteenth century. In other countries, the crop yielded rich revenues to the state, either by high duties on imports (as in the UK and Egypt – in both where domestic cultivation had been banned) or through government regies (as in France). In India, tobacco was rarely taxed separately, except by a few local authorities and native states. Onwards from 1859, the year the government of India first began considering a tax on tobacco, it saw a tax on cultivation as the ‘least objectionable’ of the several proposals before it (‘Memorandum regarding imposition of a tax on tobacco’ 1865). Such plans were shelved on official concerns that it would represent a breach of the settlement of land revenue.1 A tobacco tax was not seriously considered until the 1907 Anglo-Chinese agreement on phasing out opium exports from India to China threatened to upset the Indian government’s finances.2 The opium revenue was second only to the land revenue in the Indian financial scheme, and officials scrambled to plug the anticipated gap ahead of the 1910 budget.3 A tax on cultivation brought about the same old objections, only sharpened by the upsurge of nationalist sentiment in India in the first decade of the century (Meston 1910).4

In the early twentieth century, an additional avenue for tobacco taxation opened up for the government. This was ‘an excise on manufacture – [which] offers possibilities which were not nearly so prominent in the earlier discussions on the subject. We now in India have a growing industry in the manufacture of cigars and cigarettes, in whole or in part, from home-grown tobacco’ (Meston 1910).

Burma and Madras had several cigar factories, including those of Spencers and McDowells, both European firms. British American Tobacco (BAT) had in 1907 set up a cigarette factory in Monghyr in north India (now known as Munger, in Bihar), with a reported capacity of one million cigarettes per day (Wheeler 1911). There were also a handful of smaller cigarette firms in other provinces.5 These factories had come up in response to a growing habit of smoking cigarettes, stimulated over the last three decades when American and British salesman handed out tens of thousands of packs for next to nothing in the hope of creating a taste for this new product (Basu 1988; Thomas 1928). BAT’s own factory came up in anticipation of a customs duty on imports of tobacco, which the 1910 Indian budget imposed. Despite pressure from the India Office in London, the budget did not place an excise duty on domestic production to balance out the pain of British tobacco manufacturers (Cox 1990).6 Indian officials had no desire to further antagonize nationalist sentiments (‘Dispatch to Secretary of State for India’ 1911).

The Indian government’s opposition was not merely a reaction to economic nationalism (Chandra 2010). It was also inspired in part by a desire to foster industry in India and protect a nascent, but promising, business. ‘I think the time will come when it may be found that a flourishing and well-established manufacturing trade of Indian cigars and cigarettes may be fairly called upon to contribute to the revenue. At present, however, I am averse to a policy that would throttle that trade in its infancy’, wrote Guy Fleetwood Wilson, the finance member in the Viceroy’s Executive Council (Wheeler 1911). Whether the ‘small and struggling’ factories of Bombay, or the cigar makers of Madras, ‘one of its few flourishing industries’, the excise would deal a body blow to Indian production (Carmichael 1910; Innes 1910). If the fledging swadeshi cigarette factories went belly up, the government’s claims towards ‘foster[ing] true swadeshi enterprise [and] our expressions of good-will towards Indian industries would naturally be disbelieved (Kershaw 1910)’.7 This infant industry argument prompted officials down from Viceroy Minto to ‘look upon a countervailing excise duty on tobacco manufactured in India as an impossibility (Minto 1910)’.

Regardless of the fizzling out of this instance of a ‘new industrial policy’ (Dewey 1979),8 the policy towards tobacco held stable. As Howard Cox has pointed out, behind the tariff wall grew a domestic cigarette industry (Cox 1990). Customs duties reduced the imports of cheaper cigarettes and ramped up Indian production. In 1910, BAT’s Munger factory, which manufactured the bulk of cigarettes in India, had an annual production of 750 million cigarettes (Basu 1988). In 1912, rising demand led BAT to establish a second manufacturing unit in Bangalore in southern India (Basu 1988).9 By 1916, Munger was producing 2,400 million cigarettes annually and Bangalore 1,000 million. Smaller factories in Calcutta and Bombay put out another 212.5 million sticks (Report of the Indian Taxation Enquiry Committee 1926: 116). In 1925, Indian production grew to between 4,000 and 4,500 million annually, more than four times the number of cigarettes imported that year (Report of the Indian Taxation Enquiry Committee 1926). BAT had by then opened a fourth factory in India.

The rising production is suggestive of import substitution. Firms found it more profitable to import leaf tobacco, blend it with increasing quantities of locally sourced tobacco, and roll the mix into cigarettes in Indian factories, rather than import cigarettes at a higher rate of duty. This was partially a consequence of the widening gap between duties on cigarettes and on raw tobacco, the latter which had remained unchanged since 1911. Officials estimated that as much as five-sixth of the tobacco used was local, and the imported leaf was blended only in the more expensive brands. The growth of production in India – and by extension, the penetration of the cigarette into the cheaper end of the market – was sparking off greater purchases of local tobacco.

This was an intended consequence. In 1910, when officials debated whether to impose an excise tax on local tobacco manufacturing, one of the arguments made against the domestic tax was that it would sit uneasy with what the Agricultural and the Commerce and Industrial departments were doing to improve the crop (Craddock 1910). As a valuable cash crop, governments in the provinces and in the centre saw tobacco as boosting cultivator incomes. The careful husbanding required to grow the crop could also serve as a model for better cultivation practices, or so agricultural officials wished. Officials concerned with trade and industry were also keen for better quality tobacco to be grown in India, to substitute for expensive imports, or even compete in the export market.

This line of thought on improvement persisted, and when in the early 1920s, revenue minded Finance Department officials reopened the excise question claiming that domestic manufacturing was causing a loss of customs receipts, they were stoutly opposed by officials in the Commerce Department, who pointed out the multiplier effects of domestic manufacturing that went far beyond customs revenue. ‘But it may also have far-reaching results in improving the quality of the leaf grown in India, and in preparing the way for an important export trade not only in unmanufactured, but also in manufactured tobacco (NAI 1924/Corbett 1923).’

The comment is significant, for it both described and forecast the impact of manufactured tobacco upon tobacco cultivation itself. When BAT set up its Munger factory, the main draw was the vast cultivation of tobacco in Bihar. But as the company discovered, the bulk of the local crop was the wrong kind for cigarettes; it was dark, coarse and strong – unsuited for all but the lowest grades of cigarettes. The company drew on the expertise of imperial science. At the Imperial Agricultural Research Institute in nearby Pusa, the Cambridge-trained Gabrielle Howard, who was the Second Imperial Botanist, worked with her Indian assistant Kashi Ram to isolate ‘pure lines’ of tobacco from varietals collected within India, and conducted experiments in hybridization between Indian, as well as Indian and exotic, varieties (Barton 2018).10 They developed the so-called P.28 from a south Bihar variety that showed the most promising results as a cigarette tobacco. P.28 was for a few years used in BAT’s factories (Howard and Howard 1915). BAT scouted for alternatives too. From 1911, it began buying tobacco from the Guntur region in the Madras presidency, on the southeast coast of the country, where light-coloured and milder tobaccos could be had, those which could be used in better quality cigarettes. The so-called South India Leaf Area would soon become the main feeder to BAT’s factories (Basu 1988: 217–8).11 By 1918, a hundred bales were being despatched daily from Guntur to the Bangalore factory (Basu 1988: 49).12

Finance Member Wilson’s hope for a flourishing industry might have fructified quickly enough, but as other officials recognized, its growth relied on the availability of adequate domestic supplies of suitable tobacco. What was ‘suitable’ hardly was constant. P.28 lost acceptability in the early 1920s when BAT found Indian consumers were preferring lighter tobaccos – most likely a consequence of increased familiarity with American-style cigarettes that had been imported in large quantities into India in the immediate aftermath of the First World War.13

The development of the domestic tobacco industry and its future potential as a source of excise for the government of India would thus tie into questions of agricultural improvement and crop science. Industry and the farm would feed into each other: the expansion of domestic production of cigarettes was predicated on the availability of quality tobacco leaf in India, and in turn, the increase in cultivation of such tobaccos was premised on factories waiting to purchase the crop. Officials and scientists, both governmental and commercial, would focus their attention to develop a tobacco more suited as a raw material for factory-based production.

The fullest elaboration of this transformation of tobacco was played out on a larger, global scale and went beyond the concerns of the development of local industry. It is to this global aspect that the next section turns.

The imperialization of Indian tobacco

One of the consequences of the First World War was the idea of Imperial Preference in Britain and its empire (Drummond 1972). A range of commodities, including tobacco, imported from the colonies would be taxed at a lower rate than the corresponding product from outside the British empire. Such tariff reform had been a key plank for the so-called ‘imperial visionaries’, who had since the last decades of the nineteenth century campaigned for closer ties between the constituents of the empire.14 At its most ambitious pitch, these politicians and business groups imagined the empire as an autarkic economic zone, with trade between its units fostering complementary development and (white) settlement. Ideologically, they represented the assault on the free-market economics that had ruled England since the repeal of the Corn Laws (see Sykes 1998). Such ideas were unpopular before the First World War, and not fully accepted immediately afterwards too, but the wartime experience gave them greater legitimacy and acceptance among policymakers.

The quantum of rebate began at one-sixth of the full duty, expanded to one-fourth in 1925, before being stabilized at 2s ½d below the full rate in 1926. A pound of tobacco imported from the empire’s tobacco growing regions – Rhodesia, India or Canada – would thus be taxed less at the customs house than a pound from the UK’s main supplier, the United States.

The duty rebate made it possible for producers within the empire to see Britain as a possible consumer of their tobaccos. Prior to the war, almost all of the UK’s tobacco came from the United States. This had a long history: the early American settlements were, in the words of Charles II, ‘a colony built entirely on smoke’, owing to their prosperity from the tobacco trade with England (Rive 1929). In return for a ban on domestic cultivation, the colonies had agreed to ship their entire produce through English ports, and subject the leaf to heavy taxation. The mass production of cigarettes, originating in England in 1883, was dependent on the cheapness and reliable quality of tobacco from the United States (Alford 1973; Hannah 2006; Hilton 2000). The UK was not only the single largest customer of American tobacco, it also purchased the best and most expensive grades. In 1914, almost 97 per cent of UK tobacco imports were from the United States and imports from the colonies made up a tiny portion of the remaining. The threats to and shortages of Atlantic shipping during the war almost completely depleted stocks of tobacco in the UK by 1919, opening manufacturers to the threat of supply disruption. Diversification, as well as duty cuts, made tobacco from the empire a possibility.

There were good reasons for Indians to view the preference on tobacco in a favourable light. Tobacco, both as leaf as well as cigars, was the Indian commodity that was most asked about in the market for empire produce that had just opened up (Chadwick 1919a, 1919b).15 BAT itself was taking advantage of the new rules and in 1922 invested in a plant in Guntur to process leaf for export to Britain (Cox 2000: 219). The plant was busy and would expand in the years to come. Between 1919 and 1928, Britain’s imports of Indian tobacco had risen two and a half times, with the last year’s figure of 10 million lb, virtually the floor for the Indian trade through the 1930s (Report on the Marketing of Tobacco in India and Burma 1939: 444).

Imperial Preference set the stage for greater use of empire tobaccos in Britain, but the trade was not guaranteed. Much of the tobaccos from the empire in the UK were not considered good enough to be rolled into cigarettes. Rather, they were used in pipe mixtures. By 1932, two-thirds of the pipe tobacco smoked in the UK had been grown in the empire, and observers expected this proportion to rise to almost 100 per cent soon after. But pipes were a stagnant part of the tobacco industry; their use was restricted to older men. The prized segment was cigarettes, whose acceptance as the smoke of preference by young men and women, ensured its rapid growth.

In cigarettes, the use of empire tobacco was just 3 per cent. Imperial Preference or not, until the imperial producers convince manufactures to use empire tobaccos in cigarettes, they were facing a tapering of their market. This could happen only by two means: either smokers would have to take to the distinct taste of empire tobaccos or the colonial tobaccos would have to come closer in characteristics to the American leaf that smokers were used to. Indian tobacco slid in through the second path.

BAT began trying out various varieties of tobaccos in Guntur, and from 1928, began mimicking the process used in the United States to produce cigarette tobacco for the British market: flue curing. The production of this Flue-Cured Virginia (FCV) tobacco required BAT to rejig the commodity chain. It had to import tobacco seed from the United States to distribute them to cultivators under contracts. Cultivators would harvest the leaves, cure them in barns heated by hot air circulating through flues and present them to the company for grading. FCV was almost entirely for exports. Production boomed 50.5 million lb in 1939 from a mere 42,000 lb in 1928. The latter figure represented nearly a third of all Indian tobacco exports to the UK that year. By 1938, Indian exports of tobacco to the UK represented the largest supply from within the empire. The finesse in producing tobacco made manufacturers more inclined to blend larger quantities of Indian leaf along with American leaf to cut costs, especially during the Depression Years when incomes and consumption fell.

Conclusion

Remarking on the standards that Indian tobacco had achieved, the Imperial Economic Committee noted: ‘A pressing local need set a problem to local [Indian] scientific agriculture, but the prospect of entry into the United Kingdom market raised by the grant of preference has given to that problem a high and definite standard for ultimate achievement (IEC 1937: 10).’

The industrialization and the globalization of Indian tobacco transformed the crop. To what consequence? Nata Duvvury, in her study of the colonial tobacco economy in India, has suggested that the position of Indian tobacco in the international market ‘depended upon its position in the blending hierarchy’ in the UK (Duvvury 1985: 88). While Indian tobacco was certainly subordinate to the market leading American leaf, this understanding needs to be nuanced in the light of the changing patterns of consumption in the UK. The impact of the depression years, rising import duties on tobacco, as well as the emergence of new smokers, made Indian tobacco more attractive and increasingly independent of this hierarchy which had American leaf at the top. In the cheaper grades of cigarettes, which were the most popular, the growing use of Indian tobacco, however secretively, and its acceptance by smokers ‘have convinced many people that better grades of Empire leaf can be used successfully’ (Minnemann 1939).

That Indian tobacco’s growth in the British market was altering the global tobacco economy is evident from the American reactions. Concerns that Empire tobacco was stealing a march on American exports to Britain were behind the US Congress’ passage in 1939 of an act to ban the export of tobacco seeds. Introduced by senators from the tobacco growing state of North Carolina, its stated aim was ‘to prevent the ultimate destruction of the export tobacco industry’ in the United States by Empire production (H. Rept 197 1939).

The introduction of Indian tobacco into UK created new structures and segments in the market, to the extent that it might be more fruitful to think of the tobacco market as heterarchical, with different kinds of tobaccos valued on different scales based on their use. To view the market such allows us to account for Indian tobacco as a major actor in its own right, structuring the market. Indian tobacco, far from being a passive entrant into the established tobacco hierarchy of the Atlantic world, was actively shaking it up, and its whiff was smelt all the way from London to the Carolinas.

Yet, we must not lose sight of the ground in Guntur. The emphasis on growing these ‘improved’ versions of tobacco implied the introduction of new varietals, often requiring different cultivation practices than the Indian peasant was used to. To encourage the peasant to take these new varieties up, the tobacco trade had to develop new forms of production organization, including contracts. BAT would advance sums of money, seeds and technical expertise to the cultivator, and buy crop at a pre-determined price. These presaged similar arrangements made elsewhere in the world, and the description of a similar system of production holds true for Guntur as well. In Mexico, where small peasants grew tobacco for the state-owned TABAMEX, Jesus Jáuregui notes the hybrid nature of production relations ensuing from the arrangement. The peasants ‘possess what he terms the “juridical property,” while TABAMEX has “effective economic possession within the production process”’ (quoted in Goodman and Redclift 1981: 210–11). As in Latin America, the arrangement between BAT and the Guntur cultivator was one where ‘productive capital seeks to avoid production risks while creating a captive source of supply which meets certain technical criteria, such as quality and uniformity’ (Goodman and Redclift 1981: 167).

Contracts gave a certain degree of market guidance to the cultivator, and even as they were subordinated to the company, their lot was better off than the cultivator who grew at their own risk. Yet the production of FCV, a grade of tobacco suited largely to one market, locked cultivators out of other markets, which did not need such speciality tobaccos, or were unwilling to pay a premium. The cultivator thus was dependent on a market whose conditions he had little direct knowledge of and was growing a crop that was similar yet radically different from the tobacco he was traditionally accustomed to. It is no surprise therefore that the Guntur tobacco economy saw periods of booms and busts, with bouts of overproduction and declining quality.

Notes

1The settlement refers to land tenural systems in India – where the revenue due to the state was ‘settled’ either in perpetuity (as in Bengal) or revised every thirty years or so (as in Madras, Bombay presidencies).
2On the opium agreement, see Newman (1989).
3The share of revenue heads is from Kumar (1983).
4Officials had especially in mind the Swadeshi [indigenous] movement of 1905 in Bengal, which had begun as a protest against the partition of the presidency, but expanded to a broader movement that included the boycott of foreign goods and the espousal of Indian made produce, most particularly local hand-spun cloth over Manchester mill cloth (Sarkar 1994).
5Five cigarette factories had been set up in Bengal in the flush of the swadeshi movement, which had a combined capacity of around a million a day (Wheeler 1911).
6For an account of the thinking at the India Office, see Cox (1990). Such a countervailing excise duty had been imposed on domestic cotton manufacture when a customs duty was imposed on imports, in order to appease British mill interests that the tariff was not protective. The presence of such an excise duty was a rallying call for Indian nationalists who saw it as a means to hobble domestic industrial development.
7What Kershaw had in mind was the failure of the Rangpur Tobacco Co, the largest Indian-owned cigarette factory in the country.
8See, for a critique, Bagchi (2007: 52–3).
9Properly speaking, ITC was the marketing arm of BAT in India. Manufacturing was carried out by the Peninsular Tobacco Co, which was later reorganized as the Tobacco Manufacturers India. Leaf sourcing was the province of the Indian Leaf Tobacco Development Co. Despite the similarity in the names, ITC had no direct connection with the British firm Imperial Tobacco, except that Imperial was the single largest shareholder in BAT. In this chapter, I use ITC as a shorthand for BAT’s Indian operations.
10Gabrielle’s life has been overshadowed by that of her husband Albert Howard, the First Imperial Botanist, whose later ideas were adopted by proponents of organic farming. Barton’s work, while focused on Albert, uses Gabrielle’s letters home and provides valuable details on her work in Pusa. Gregory A. Barton, The Global History of Organic Farming (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).
11The location of ITC’s second factory, in Bangalore, was chosen because of its proximity to Guntur. Cox, The Global Cigarette, 271–8.
12A bale was about 250 lb.
13My account varies from Sinha-Kerkhof’s study on the decline of improved tobacco in Bihar, the province where Munger is located. Where she pegs this to the dependency of Indian tobacco cultivators on outside ‘“capital, skill/knowledge and manpower” proving disastrous for the final and permanent embedding of cigarette tobacco in Bihar’ (Sinha-Kerkhoff 2016: 114; see also Sinha-Kerkhoff, 2014 for her broader narrative), I see it due to the changing nature of the tobacco market and BAT’s giving up on P.28 in favour of the more promising crop (and ecological conditions) in Guntur. For details, see Kuncheria (2022).
14The term is from Drummond.
15‘As far as Indian is concerned the trade which seems most interested in the 1/6 Preference accorded to Empire Produce is the Tobacco one – especially those dealing in cigars’ (Chadwick 1919a); ‘[T]obacco brokers are enquiring for shippers of Indian Tobacco Leaf’ (Chawick 1919b).
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Othering Spain through tobacco, 1750–1830

Rosemary Sweet and Richard Ansell

Introduction

This chapter uses eighteenth-century British impressions of Spain to investigate how tobacco has been used historically in processes of defining national difference and forming national identities. It arises from a larger project analysing the experiences of British travellers in Spain and Portugal in the period 1750–1830 funded by the Leverhulme Trust.1 Although the British ‘discovery’ of Spain as a travel destination is conventionally assumed to date from the 1830s, our research has shown that the second half of the eighteenth century was a crucial period in which British interest in the Iberian Peninsula steadily increased, reflected in rising numbers of visitors and publications describing the region. Before the mid-eighteenth century, few travellers had visited Spain unless for trade or diplomacy. The country had a reputation for being unwelcoming to Protestant foreigners, which was reinforced by the images of cruelty and religious intolerance associated with the Black Legend and the operations of the Spanish Inquisition. Travelling conditions were known to be challenging, with a limited transport infrastructure and primitive accommodation. As a result, Spain and Portugal were never included in the itinerary of European travel known as the ‘Grand Tour’. After the accession of Carlos III in 1759, however, whose reforming ministry both improved the transport infrastructure and sought to promote ‘enlightened’ policies, Spain became more attractive as a destination for the British, who were travelling across Europe in steadily increasing numbers. They came to Spain for a variety of reasons: out of curiosity, for business or the recovery of health in a warmer climate (Sweet and Ansell 2025). Our sources comprise published tours and descriptions of Spain and the unpublished correspondence and journals of over 150 travellers from across Great Britain.

In these sources tobacco use emerges as a prominent theme, at a time when British thinking about Spain was dominated by discussion of its American empire and its produce (Paquette 2004). Tobacco was therefore an object of fascination as a colonial product grown in Cuba, as a product processed and exported from Spain, as part of the economy of smuggling and contraband goods and as an object of consumption that was a key factor in defining the ‘otherness’ of Spanish social life and customs.

Tobacco as global commodity

Amid imperial competition in North America and the Caribbean, Cuban tobacco had enjoyed a reputation for higher quality since at least the early seventeenth century (Nater 2006: 101). Most of the tobacco consumed in Britain came from North America (Virginia and the Chesapeake Bay) but Cuban tobacco – chiefly consumed as snuff – had the cachet of a luxury product. ‘Havana’ was a shorthand for quality across Europe. Over the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the Spanish monarchy converted this reputation into a system of production in Havana and distribution (both national and international) from Seville, which would endure until the early nineteenth century.

British travellers showed little interest in how tobacco was grown and harvested in Spain’s colonies – much more often by enslaved people than historians have traditionally recognized (Morgan 2020) – but they were keenly aware of its significance as part of an economy of contraband trade. In order to preserve lucrative royal monopolies on tobacco, which sometimes provided a third of tax revenue, the Spanish crown fought an ongoing war against smuggling, particularly through Spanish ports and across the borders with Gibraltar and Portugal. In 1786, for example, Joseph Townsend was told that the king’s troops had been defeated by a band of over 100 tobacco smugglers in response to an increase in the price of tobacco, which rendered it five times what it cost in Portugal (Townsend 1791, vol. 2: 282). Visitors were soon made aware of the dangers inherent in acquiring contraband goods: Edward Clarke, like many writers of published tours, provided general advice for the aspiring traveller and specifically instructed his readers never to carry tobacco or rum as they were contraband, even if they had been obtained in good faith (Clarke 1763: 8). Forty years later Elizabeth, Lady Holland complained of the robbers in the shape of smugglers, ‘who rob by compelling you to purchase at an exorbitant price their snuff and counterband [sic] commodities’.2 In general, however, the British encountered contraband less frequently as the purchasers of smuggled goods, than as observers of the savage reprisals to which it gave rise – a savagery that was closely associated in their minds with Spain’s broader reputation for brutality and cruelty. This economy of violence was evident to them in the many wooden crosses they observed by the roads, supposedly indicating the sites of murders, or in the bodies of criminals – such as the contrabandistas – displayed after execution. Tobacco was thus connected not with the violence of colonial slavery but with the violence of the domestic Spanish state.

Tobacco and industrial production

While the British were well aware that almost all of Spain’s tobacco was imported from Havana, the Royal Tobacco Factory in Seville loomed much larger in their imaginations as the hub of the imperial system. The city had been at the centre of state-run production since the 1680s, but several decades of construction culminated in 1757, when the purpose-built factory opened for business. While ‘Havana’ denoted a quality of snuff or a kind of cigar, the Royal Factory provided an opportunity to observe the processing of one of Spain’s most valuable commodities at first-hand. Tobacco was a major Spanish export in a period when the British were anxious about the potential for an economic resurgence in Spain, fuelled by exploitation of its American colonies. There was an orthodoxy amongst British and French observers that the acquisition of the Spanish Empire had led to the economic decline of Spain, but in the later eighteenth century, due not least to the influence of Spanish ilustrados and the reforms of Carlos III’s government, the perception of terminal decline was beginning to shift. Thus, the success of the Tobacco Factory offered an opportunity to gauge Spanish economic progress, not only as a state-of-the-art facility but also as the manifestation of a royal monopoly, in contrast to the private enterprise that the British believed underpinned their own economic development. The factory became emblematic of Spanish potential, particularly during the promising reforms of Carlos III (reigned 1759–88) (Lynch 1989: 254–61). But, correspondingly, it also served as a barometer for periodic decline, given that it was such a significant element of the national economy. The Royal Factory was clearly one of the most important set pieces of any tour of Seville and featured prominently in almost every visitor’s description of the city (Sweet and Ansell 2025: 103–4). In viewing the factory in a positive light – as most did – the British were evidently encouraged by Sevillian local pride, which was clear in the enthusiasm with which guides showed visitors around the facility and in an album of coloured prints from around 1770, showing men at work in the factory (see Figure 9.1).


[image: An illustration of people in long robes and hair covers standing around a long, rectangular container with legs in a room with various objects, including a broom.]
Figure 9.1 Tobacco workers, probably in the Royal Factory, Seville. Huntington Library, mssHM 84085, Album of drawings depicting a tobacco factory in Spain, c. 1770.


It is striking that most British visitors referred to the site as a snuff manufactory, even while describing the parallel production of cigars. This reflected their own consumption of tobacco in Britain, where snuff had effectively displaced pipe-smoking among elites by the mid-eighteenth century – that is, among the people most likely to have kept travel journals or to have written letters home that have survived (Goodman 1993: 71–4). Otherwise, most accounts focused on the factory’s size and impressive appearance as the physical expression of the importance of tobacco to the Spanish state. The only building in Spain that was larger at the time was the palace of El Escorial. Visitors may have felt that the factory was another example of Spanish hubris – overly extravagant and ambitious infrastructure projects were held to be a national fault – but they could not help but be impressed by the grandiose design (Jardine 1788, vol. 1: 240–1).3 It was an ‘immense building’ of fourteen courts, housing some 1,500 men and 200 horses in the 1770s.4 By the turn of the nineteenth century, others counted twenty-four or twenty-eight courts and perhaps 2,000 men, though only 100 horses (Semple 1809: 79; Jacob 1811: 73; Greg 2007: 66).5 It is worth remembering that at this point few if any factories in England could boast an equivalent workforce: the impact of the size and scale of the Seville factory on British visitors should not be underestimated.

Attention often focused upon the large room in which, at the factory’s peak, nearly 500 people were employed making cigars (some estimated as many as 900) (Swinburne 1779: 270). When Edward Hussey visited in 1803, numbers had shrunk to around 200, but nonetheless he was ‘very much struck’ at the sight of the workers ‘sitting round a huge lump of Tobacco at work singing with the greatest composure spiritual songs. There was the appearance of so much religion that I was induced to ask if they were not all Friars’.6 Given the clothing depicted in Figure 9.1, his judgement does not seem so surprising. Visitors were particularly impressed by the workers’ speed and dexterity: Thomas Traill was told in 1814 that a good worker could make more than 1,530 cigars in a single day and that one had been known to complete 2,040.7 Dexterity aside, visitors appear to have been equally fascinated by the lengths to which workers went to smuggle out tobacco and the measures taken to counter such behaviour: Richard Twiss noted that workers were searched every evening, but those involved had been caught ‘by their being obliged to be cured of the inflammation which happened to the part where they had concealed it’ (Twiss 1775: 306). Some thirty years later, William Jacob heard that workers were still managing ‘to secrete considerable quantities’, despite regular strip searches (Jacob 1811: 73). Strip searches were never a standard part of the British workplace and would have appeared illustrative of the extremes to which a misguided, monopolistic economic policy could lead.

As an engineer combining business with pleasure on a visit to Spain in 1817, George Rennie took particular note of the machinery of tobacco manufacture. In the journal of his tour, he accompanied his notes with sketches of the mechanisms for cutting and grinding leaves:

fine square Quadrangle has 4 Wheels driven by Mules each wheel 4 mules & each wheel 4 pinions each pinion has 10 arms on an Axis moving 5 snuff knives … besides from 80 to 90 stones for Grinding each moved by one Mule which were at work before the French came. but now only 8.8


But Thomas Traill, in Seville three years earlier, was less impressed: the use of mules to him was symptomatic of a lack of technological progress or ‘ingenuity’ in Spain. He was, he wrote, ‘forcibly struck’ with the ‘inferiority’ of the machinery compared to similar manufactures in Britain, which benefited from the ‘great superiority of the steam engine to an animal moving power’.9

Traill’s dismissive comments reflected the very visible decline in production that was consequent upon the French invasion of Spain and the ensuing Peninsular War of 1808–14. The impact of war also compounded longer-term problems that had been affecting the supply of tobacco to Spain: conditions in the Spanish Caribbean had been deteriorating since the 1780s on account of smuggling, failing supplies of Mexican silver and the rising profitability of sugar. Indeed, the Havana factory closed in 1817, the same year that Rennie visited Seville (Nater 2006: 110). When Traill visited Spain in 1814, shortly after the French armies had been driven from the Peninsula, he found the factory in a sad state of disarray: the French, he reported, had got rid of all the mules and the factory only employed 100 rather than 2,000 people. Nonetheless, he tried hard to procure concrete information about the profits and loss of the establishment, given its importance to the Spanish economy: the value of the tobacco and the payroll of the factory, he was told, amounted only to 6,000 or 7,000 reales per day, whereas when the works were in full play daily expenditure was more than ten times that amount.10 Henry Swinburne, whose travels Traill carried with him, had reported that the factory had been making a profit of around six million dollars a year in the 1770s (Swinburne 1779: 270). But Traill found it impossible to discover what, if any, profit was being made in the factory’s current state of decline, given that interest was still being paid on the loan required to build the factory in the first place, and given the levels of wastage and smuggling that continued unabated. He was confident, however, that the punitively high customs duties that had been re-introduced by the restored Fernando VII were badly misguided. More ‘judicious’ duties, he judged, would generate greater income and cause less trouble to the government and less hardship to the people.11

Throughout the period, descriptions of the factory commented on the unfamiliar health implications of working with tobacco so closely. ‘One is almost choaked for ones curiosity’, wrote Roger Wilbraham in 1774, but the most serious effects fell on those who worked there.12 Around the same time, Richard Twiss recorded that ‘The first days they come to work the volatile parts of the tobacco and snuff affect them so as to cause them to stagger and reel as if they were intoxicated: I could only remain a few minutes among the snuff-mills, and even then with a handkerchief applied to my mouth and nose’ (Twiss 1775: 306). Henry Swinburne was similarly affected: as a conscientious tourist he visited every part of the factory but only at the ‘hazard of being suffocated’ (Swinburne 1779: 270). Thirty years later, Edward Hussey formed a similar impression, noting in his journal that ‘The people had all the appearance of being very sickly, indeed our guide informed us that it was a very unhealthy employ’.13 It is notable, though, that travellers only commented on the damaging consequences of tobacco for those involved in its production; there is nothing in their commentary to suggest that there was any awareness that overconsumption of tobacco could damage one’s health, nor was its use associated with sickness or disease in broader commentary upon the health of the population.

Signifying Spanish ‘otherness’

Travellers identified smoking and smoking etiquette as key points of difference with local society, with respect to both the labouring classes and their own social peer groups. Smoking was emblematic of the distinctive Spanish manners and customs that all travellers set out to observe but it could also become the focus of British irritation with Spain and the Spanish – a sentiment that most experienced at some point during their travels. For all that tobacco consumption was ubiquitous amongst the labouring classes in Britain, observers were struck by the constant smoking amongst the Spanish population: the Spanish people, it was frequently said (in implied criticism of the British labouring class), were highly abstemious in their diet, living on little more than bread, olive oil and garlic and only a very small quantity of wine mixed with water. It was very rare ever to see anyone – of any social class – inebriated on the streets. ‘To atone for this’, suggested Robert Semple, ‘they smoke immoderately, and at all hours, from their first rising to their hour of going to bed’ (Semple 1807, vol. 1: 73–4). It was not just the fact that tobacco was consumed all day; it was the distinctive method of consuming tobacco, which was a curiosity to be explained to British readers, accustomed as they were to clay pipes or taking snuff: ‘Many Spaniards smoke tobacco shred fine and wrapt up in a small piece of paper, which they light’, wrote Twiss, among others: ‘this method of smoking they call “chupar tabaco en papel”’ (Twiss 1775: 297n.). Cigarros, explained Henry Swinburne, were ‘little rolls of tobacco, which the Spaniards smoke without a pipe’ (Swinburne 1779: 270).14 Joseph Townsend was fascinated to observe how smokers in Spain would inhale, rejoin a conversation and only exhale a few minutes later. But this, he learned, was ‘their common mode of smoking; and without making it pass through their lungs they think it useless’ (Townsend 1791, vol. 1: 45). Smoking was, Carr argued, ‘the chief, perhaps the only, excess of the Spaniard’. It was ‘as natural to expect smoke from the mouth of a Spaniard as from the top of a tavern chimney’, and a present of Havana cigars ‘secures his affections as fully as a good dinner does those of an Englishman’ (Carr 1811: 17–18). In keeping with their comments on the ubiquity of Spanish smoking the British noted the telling details of tobacco’s prevalence in the material culture of everyday life: everyone carried flint, steel and tinder, and some shops had a piece of lighted rope suspended outside for the lighting of cigars (Carr 1811: 18). At the theatre, Swinburne compared the firing of flints as the audience settled down to soldiers going through their exercises (Swinburne 1779: 196). The surprise of Swinburne, and others, at seeing people light up in the theatre and in other public spaces such as tertulias (assemblies), cafes and shops, reflects how smoking – as opposed to taking snuff – was much more clearly delimited within specific spaces in Britain.

Tobacco was implicated in the rituals of everyday life among all social classes in a way that the British found striking: John Hughes’ letters to Harriet Thayer were full of details of what he saw as the distinctive manners and customs of Spain that he encountered in his travels, including the fact that mule-drivers – a familiar presence in travellers’ letters and journals – ‘seldom or never start without their cup of chocolate & cigar’.15 Among what he called the ‘lower orders’, John Carr observed with distaste how readily cigars were shared: they were ‘frequently passed from mouth to mouth, with more cordial sociality than attention to cleanliness’ (Carr 1811: 17). But sharing a cigar could cross social boundaries too: William Dalrymple described how he witnessed a marquis rolling his own cigar only to give it to his footman, who ‘struck a light, took two or three whiffs, and then returned it to his master’. Though Dalrymple declined partaking, the cigar was shared by the rest of the company: ‘This is a common practice with every person, in almost every place’ (Dalrymple 1777: 17). When Swinburne gave food to a beggar in Malaga, the man, ‘in return for our kindness, rolled up a little minced tobacco in a piece of white paper, put it in his mouth, to try if the roll was properly constructed, and then presented it, ready lighted, … as the most polite acknowledgement he could make’ (Swinburne 1779: 205). While these comments tell us much about the ways in which tobacco eased social interaction in Spanish society, they also reflect the surprise of British travellers at the lack of social distance maintained between the different classes in Spain. Servants, as Richard Croker (and many others) noted, ‘are more than half friends and esteemed part of the family’ (Croker 1799: 111). William Jacob complained of the ‘unconstrained behaviour’ of his valet, who ‘makes no scruple of helping himself to a glass of wine, taking snuff from my box, or lighting his segar at my candle, while I am writing all this’ (Jacob 1811: 106). Sharing a cigar was just another manifestation of the freedom which Spanish servants claimed in interacting with their masters. Despite these well-meaning connotations, smoking also served to emphasize travellers’ frustration at what they perceived to be Spanish recalcitrance and indolence. When Henry Gally Knight arrived late at an inn in Crevillente, being accustomed to English traditions of hospitality, he was annoyed to find no landlord but a dozen peasants, each of whom ‘took his Siggar out of his mouth, looked at us, resumed his Siggar & forgot that we were in the place’.16 Even when the proprietor could be found, he ‘always smokes out his cigar before he will answer one’s summons’ (Brigstocke 2015: 205).

It is notable, amid these complaints, that British observations on Spain in this period lack any comments about the smell of tobacco lingering on clothes, furnishings or hair; or anything about smoke having stained walls, paintings or fabrics. This is the more striking as tirades against tobacco in Britain pointed to the ‘effluvia’ that followed the smoker wherever he went: ‘Every article about you smells of it; your apartments, even your very breath’ (Clarke 1798: 27–8, cited in Tullett 2019: 144–5). According to William Tullett, as the British elite discarded their pipes for snuff over the eighteenth century, the masculine odours and associations of smoke-filled environments like the coffee house were reframed as affronts to refined sensibility (Tullett 2019: 145–52). In Spain, however, British objections to tobacco at the theatre were less a matter of unpleasant odours than seemliness and basic visibility: the merchant John Croft described men standing ‘in the Pitt in long Cloaks and Slouched Hatts and their Night Caps on[,] Smoaking Tobacco in Cigarras or Short Pipes which is not a captivating Sight to the Ladies’. Around fifty years later, Gally Knight escaped before the end of one concert, unable to stand the impenetrable walls of smoke on one of the hottest days of the year (Brigstocke and Delaforce 2015: 38; see also Swinburne 1779: 105).17 Spain certainly represented an assault on the nose, but this was blamed rather on the garlic and oil in the food and ‘nastiness’ in the streets than the tobacco smoke constantly in the air.18


[image: A sketch of a person in a hat and cloak smoking, surrounded by handwritten text.]
Figure 9.2 John Hughes’s sketch of a typical Spanish gentleman. Bodleian Library, MS Eng. c. 7963, John Hughes to Harriet Thayer, 15 June 1817.


Travellers nevertheless placed smoking at the heart of accounts of Spanish national difference. Smoking was so associated with Spain that Twiss, who had been raised in the Netherlands, was sure that the Dutch must have derived ‘the custom of smoking tobacco’ from the Spaniards, their former rulers (Twiss 1775: 18). When John Hughes drew a typical gentleman for Harriet Thayer, he depicted him ‘rolled up in his cloak, and meditating in fumo’ (see Figure 9.2).19 The cape or capa and cigar loomed large in accounts of distinctive Spanish costume, especially in Andalusia. Robert Semple illustrated different varieties of regional dress in A Second Journey in Spain: the ‘Smuggler and Robber’ carried pistols, a flint and steel and posed with a cigar in his mouth, ‘the greatest luxury of the Spanish peasant, or rather of the Spaniards of every class’; ‘were it not for the cigar in his mouth’, he noted, his portrait of the costume of a Man ‘somewhat above the lower orders’ would have been deficient (Semple 1809: 16) (see Figure 9.3).


[image: An illustration of three individuals in historical attire: a man smoking, wearing a long coat and carrying a weapon, a woman in a long gown with puffed sleeves, and a bullfighter in a fitted jacket and breeches, holding a hat.]
Figure 9.3 Illustration of a smuggler, his wife, and a torero, from Robert Semple, A Second Journey in Spain, in the Spring of 1809, London: C. and R. Baldwin, 1809: 314. Wikimedia Commons.


The smoker was almost always gendered male; the presence of female smokers was therefore the object of particular fascination and revulsion for the British. In any nation the position of women, the social mores governing their conduct, their appearance and their behaviour were always commented upon by travellers as an index of its civility and morality. In Britain smoking was indelibly associated with masculinity and women were represented as unable even to tolerate the smell of tobacco. Although in practice female smoking – as opposed to snuff-taking – was widespread, such behaviour was predominantly associated with women of the labouring classes (McShane 2016: 25–64; Tullett 2019: 140). Spanish women’s consumption was therefore particularly noteworthy, even shocking, and symptomatic of the differences between the two countries. The unfeminine – to British eyes unseemly – practice of smoking among Spanish women has to be seen alongside criticisms of the laxity of their sexual morals, particularly after marriage (Sweet and Ansell 2026: 128–40).

It is unsurprising, therefore, that Joseph Townsend, a keen observer of ‘manners and customs’, was intrigued by the role played by tobacco in highly formalized rituals of heterosocial exchange. He observed, for example, how a tradesman cut his tobacco, rolled his cigar, lit it and began to smoke, then ‘finding it work well, he presented it to [a] countess. She bowed and took it, smoked it half out, and restored it to him again’ (Townsend 1791, vol. 1: 45). Robert Semple noted how women smoked pachillos wrapped in maize leaves or – more fancy – wrapped in white paper ornamented with gold wire. These they smoked while playing cards (Semple 1807, vol. 1: 74). The association between women’s smoking and cardplaying was of a piece with a broader discourse critical of the supposed idleness and intellectual vapidity of Spanish women, who found entertainment solely in such pastimes (Sweet and Ansell 2026: 134–5). John Carr admitted that he had never seen women smoking – despite having been told it was common practice – but he was disgusted by their dental hygiene which he associated with their taste for tobacco: they ‘seem to think that there is no charm in clean teeth’, as he put it, and he attributed the offensive state of dental decay to their habit of eating sweetmeats and ‘the less feminine indulgence of occasionally smoking’. Significantly, nobody ever commented on the teeth of Spanish men, let alone suggested that they were damaged by smoking (Carr 1811: 16). Smoking was another context in which the superiority of British women could be implicitly or explicitly asserted.

Conclusion

British travellers give us an insight into the roles of tobacco in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Spain, where it seems to have been all-pervasive. The British commented at length on smoking because it was unusual to them: tobacco became another index of national difference, as much in the realm of everyday habits as economic policy. It was one way in which travellers could set Spanish manners against those of their supposedly more refined, snuff-taking neighbours. But the success of ‘genuine Havannah’ and the factory at Seville equally allowed the British to imagine its role in arresting the long-term decline of Spain, such a common hobby for visitors to the country. Of course, accounts of what shocked and what needed to be explained tell us as much about British attitudes towards tobacco consumption, which emerges as a range of practices deeply entangled in questions of class and gender as well as nationality. From our modern perspective, though, it is striking how rarely they complained of smoking as a smelly nuisance and how partially and specifically they associated tobacco with issues of health.

During the Peninsular War (1808–14) thousands of British soldiers and officers gained first-hand familiarity with Spanish tobacco and many adopted the preference for cigars or cigarillos. As a result of this military influence, the fashion for smoking cigars spread across spaces of masculine sociability in the nineteenth century (Gash 1993: 312–4). Later tourists such as Richard Ford may have felt the need to explain to his readers how a cigarillo was rolled, but there was no longer any call to describe a cigar (Ford, ed. Robertson 1966, vol. 1: 295–6). The Tobacco Factory in Seville, however, continued to feature prominently in travellers’ descriptions following a revival in its fortunes, driven by a change of emphasis from snuff to smoking tobacco (Rodríguez Gordillo 2005: 131–78). The key attraction in the nineteenth century for most male observers, at least, lay in observing the female workers, who by the 1840s were working alongside the men in equal numbers: while the men ground the tobacco for snuff, women were exclusively employed in rolling cigars (Singh-Brinkman 2005: 77). In 1841 the physician Henry Holland reported that it now employed around 4,000 workers in the manufacture of snuff and cigars, of which 2,600 were women. He found them a ‘curious spectacle to the eye & somewhat exciting to the ears’, but dismissed the suggestion that they comprised the handsomest women in Europe: we ‘scarcely saw proof of this, but yet it is true that there is much beauty at work here, in twisting tobacco leaves into cigars’.20 Richard Ford extended a similarly objectifying gaze, complaining that the cigarreras were rarely good-looking and were reputed to be ‘more impertinent than chaste’ (Ford, ed. Robertson 1966, vol. 1: 418). They were still searched on leaving work, but, as he coyly remarked, were known ‘sometimes to carry off the filthy weed in a manner her most Catholic majesty never dreamed of’ (Ford, ed. Robertson 1966, vol. 1: 418). At almost exactly the same time, the French writer Prosper Merimée created the enduring icon of Spanish femininity, the cigarrera Carmen, in his eponymous novella of 1845.

By the mid-nineteenth century, Spanish tobacco – and smoking – had not only become more strongly feminized but also ‘orientalized’.21 Tobacco, claimed Richard Ford, provided relief ‘from whips and scorns’ for both the ‘Oriental’ and Spanish populations who ‘steep in sweet oblivious stupefaction, the misery of being fretted and excited by empty larders, vicious political institutions, and a very hot climate’ (Ford, ed. Robertson 1966, vol. 1: 293). This was a very different tenor of observation from the comments of eighteenth-century travellers – who as travellers and as readers of travel literature are likely to have been aware of Ottoman and Levantine habits of tobacco consumption. But eighteenth-century Spain was not yet ‘orientalized’ and its tobacco consumption was therefore seen as sui generis. Ford’s comments, however, raise the broader question of how tobacco consumption was used to ‘other’ societies apart from Spain and, equally, whether other nationalities shared similar impressions of Spanish tobacco. Comparative work on British travellers’ views of smoking in other destinations – notably the Ottoman Empire, where long pipes often featured in exoticizing, orientalist accounts of immoderate consumption – might highlight both what was distinctive about tobacco and Spain, and the nineteenth-century orientalizing process.

Notes

1RPG 2020-194, ‘War, travel and cultural exchange: William Gell and the British in Iberia, 1750–1830’.
2British Library (BL) Add MS 51930 fol. 74, journal of Elizabeth Lady Holland in Spain and Portugal, 1802–1805.
3National Library of Scotland (NLS) MS 19389 fol. 65, T. S. Traill ‘Tour of Spain’ (1814). Traill commented that the Spanish preferred the ‘more splendid to the simply useful contrivances’.
4Bedfordshire Archives L30/14/420/7, Roger Wilbraham to Lord Grantham, 22 November 1774.
5Kent Archives U1776/F7, Edward Hussey, Journal of Tour in Spain, 1802–3, unfoliated MS, entry dated 17 February 1803.
6Kent Archives U1776/F7, Edward Hussey, Journal of Tour in Spain, 1802–3, unfoliated MS, entry dated 17 February 1803.
7NLS MS.19389 fol. 344v, T. S. Traill, ‘Tour of Spain’ (1814).
8Bodleian Library Oxford (Bodl.) MS Eng. misc. e. 203 fol. 47, George Rennie, Journal for Portugal, Spain and France, 1817.
9NLS MS.19389 fol. 345, T. S. Traill, ‘Tour of Spain’ (1814).
10NLS MS.19389 fol. 346, T. S. Traill, ‘Tour of Spain’ (1814).
11NLS MS.19389 fol. 347, T. S. Traill, ‘Tour of Spain’ (1814).
12Bedfordshire Archives L30/14/420/7, Roger Wilbraham to Lord Grantham, 22 November 1774.
13Kent Archives U1776/F7, Edward Hussey, Journal of Tour in Spain, 1802–3, unfoliated MS, entry dated 17 February 1803.
14Although travellers did not note it, these differences in part emerged because the Spanish had learned to consume tobacco from Mesoamericans, and the English from pipe-smoking Algonquians further north (Working 2020: 138).
15Bodl. MS Eng. c. 7963, John Hughes to Harriet Thayer, 13 April 1817.
16Derbyshire Record Office (DRO) D239M/F16320, Henry Gally Knight, Continuation of a Six Week Tour in La Mancha, 30 November 1809 (unfoliated).
17DRO D239M/F16318, 44, Henry Gally Knight, ‘Journal of a Six Week Tour in La Mancha, September 1809’.
18Objections to the smell of garlic were ubiquitous, but see e.g. BL Add MS 5845, fol. 125, William Pitt, ‘Observations on Spain and Portugal’ (1760); Southey (1797: 186); NLS MS.10353, 47: George Lewis Augustus Douglas, ‘Tour through Some Parts of Spain and Portugal’ (1819); Orkney Library and Archives D1/1066/1 fol. 9v, T. S. Traill, ‘Journal during a Voyage to Spain and a Tour through Part of That Country in the Year 1814’.
19Bodl. MS Eng. c. 7963, John Hughes to Harriet Thayer, 15 June 1817.
20Lewis Walpole Library MS 41 Box 2: Henry Holland, ‘Journal of Tour to Portugal and Spain, 1841’, unfoliated.
21On the ‘semi-orientalization’ of images of Spain by this date, see Andreu Miralles (2016); Bolufer (2016).
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Beyond the ‘colonial’ cigarette: A short history of the major ‘Indigenous’ tobacco products in India (1600–1900)

Upendra Bhojani, Sreenidhi Sreekumar and Pranay Lal

Introduction

Tobacco consumption has been a major cause of ill health and health inequities globally. India is no exception, as the second largest consumer of tobacco, with 28.6 per cent of adults (>15 years) and 8.5 per cent of young people (13 to 15 years) being current users of tobacco in some form (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare Government of India 2017). Tobacco accounts for an estimated deaths of 2.8 million people annually in India and is the reason for significant disabilities suffered by Indians (Kaur, Rinkoo and Richardson 2025). However, it remains a pernicious and intractable problem since tobacco is also a huge source of private profits, government revenues and employment for people. While there have been major efforts made in India, and indeed globally, by governments and other stakeholders to reduce tobacco use and the related disease burden, the progress in India has been slow relative to other countries.

To better understand this problem, we argue that it is important to carefully examine some of the distinctive characteristics of the history of tobacco in India. Doing so can ultimately serve as a more adequate basis for approaches to tobacco control in the country. There is a substantial body of scholarship on the global history of tobacco which foregrounds how it was ‘discovered’ by Europeans and how it spread across the world. While useful in helping to frame the global dissemination of tobacco use, there remains a degree of Eurocentrism in many of these accounts. Additionally, such accounts have tended to be economically focused with an emphasis on the manufacturing and trade of tobacco, particularly on cigarettes, as a dominant form of tobacco commerce globally. Consequently, global efforts at reducing tobacco use, at least in the early years of their developments, were primarily informed by knowledge about cigarettes and at that, relating to the experiences of high-income countries, with less emphasis on non-cigarette tobacco products (Zaatari and Bazzi 2019; Chugh et al. 2023).

While the cigarette represents a major tobacco product in India, it is not the most prevalent form of tobacco use. In fact, the Global Adult Tobacco Survey 2016–17 indicates that the use-prevalence of smokeless tobacco (21.4%) in India is twice that of smoking tobacco (10.7%) (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare Government of India 2017). Chewing tobacco constitutes the dominant form of smokeless tobacco in India. When it comes to smoking tobacco, bidis (tobacco wrapped in a leaf) are much more prevalent (7.7%) compared to cigarettes (4%) (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare Government of India 2017). Alongside cigarettes, several indigenous forms of tobacco use developed over time and became prominent in India and the subcontinent. It is indeed intriguing that while tobacco was not a native plant, and its cultivation was introduced to India only at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the country is, today, the second largest grower and exporter of tobacco leaf in the world (Seair 2024).

Given the sheer size and diversity of the population and tobacco products in India, as well as the country’s influence in the region and globally, the history of tobacco in India is of major significance. Building on previous research, we outline some key aspects of this history, highlighting some of the distinctive issues it presents. We consider how cigarettes came to symbolize ‘foreign and colonial’ products in India – particularly in the early years of their introduction – and highlight the significance of some of the major non-cigarette ‘indigenous’ tobacco products of India. We focus on the period starting from 1605 when tobacco is argued to have been introduced in India (Gokhale 1974) till the first half of the twentieth century. This is because there have been several accounts of tobacco developments available in published literature in the latter half of the twentieth century or in the post-independence period (Kaur, Rinkoo and Richardson 2025; Lal 2009; Ray 2009; Reddy and Gupta 2004; Yadav et al. 2020). While it is impossible to separate economics from tobacco history, we foreground the role of social and cultural norms played in the longer-term development of tobacco use in India.

The discussion that follows commences through a consideration of how and why tobacco cultivation spread rapidly across India yielding several varieties of this crop, eventually paving the way for mass consumption. While several modes of consuming tobacco developed in India, we focus on two principal forms of smoking tobacco that became prominent at different points in time – hookah (wet smoking), and bidis (pipe-like dry smoking) – and also briefly trace how varied forms of chewing tobacco practices came to develop.

Tobacco cultivation

Tobacco cultivation and consumption, initially on a small scale, commenced in India around 1610 (Braudel 1981). Ever since its introduction by the Portuguese, the practice of tobacco smoking and chewing was rapidly taken up as a habit by households in Portuguese colonies (Reddy and Gupta 2004). However, cultivation of tobacco initially took root in Gujarat, where tobacco leaves were already available by 1613 (Mishra 2012). The techniques for germination, planting, harvesting, curing and manufacturing were seldom shared, and depended on the ingenuity of the planter to learn and devise them (Mishra 2012). Bharuch and Surat, in modern-day Gujarat, became a vital hub, receiving small quantities of tobacco and exporting it to Hormuz, Arabia and Turkey. Some were sent to England, as gifts or as samples of the leaf grown in the country (Kazemi 2016). By the 1640s, as the Portuguese, British and Dutch established ports along the Malabar and Coromandel Coasts, they found Indigenous peoples eager to accept this new plant to grow and consume. Gujarat and the Coromandel Coast, extending up to Andhra, emerged as principal tobacco-producing regions (Asia Public History Foundation 2020). As per the records of the French traveller Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (Tavernier 1925), by the 1660s, a rolled form of smoked tobacco, possibly the precursor to what is today called the ‘cheroot’ was a commonplace in southern and eastern India. Cheroot, derived from the Tamil shuruttu and Malayalam chiruttu, meaning a roll, is an indigenous cigar open at both ends (Etymonline 2025). Chewing of tobacco also became commonplace across various Indian societies towards the end of seventeenth century, where tobacco was typically consumed with a smear of lime and was often wrapped in betel leaf (called paan in North and Central India) (Gokhale 1974). Thanks to the emergence of tobacco as dominant crop over others through the seventeenth century and its rapid spread across various regions of India including Bengal, Bihar and Orissa and regions in North and Central India (Gokhale 1974). The historian Irfan Habib calls the rapid extension of the cultivation of tobacco as ‘one of the most remarkable changes in the crop pattern that occurred within the course of the seventeenth century’ and, contrary to received wisdom about peasant traditionalism, sees in the Indigenous peoples of India a ‘remarkable readiness’ to cultivate anything which could be sold productively (Habib 1963).

By 1708, tobacco chewing along with betel nut was in vogue and reported in the diaries and writings of several Dutch and British merchants and travellers (Hamilton 1727; Bowrey 1903; Valentijn 1726). Apparently driven by the belief, and later validation by medical science, that tobacco chewing prevents hunger, helps labourers to work longer and to skip meals when they toiled. Gradually, tobacco also found its way into local medicinal practices and into traditional folklore (Maclaren 1924). As consumption and exports of tobacco grew, it became a preferred crop to grow along the margins of farms. Because of its noxious taste and corrosive leaves, tobacco that grew on farm bunds and boundaries deterred domesticated and wild grazers from entering arable plantations. Most homes grew a few tobacco plants for personal consumption in their homesteads. In times of drought, tobacco was hardy and survived better than other crops. Because it was an exotic, it had no natural pests that could infect or feed upon it.

The rapid uptake of tobacco cultivation in India was followed by an increasing geographical spread throughout the region. By the early nineteenth century, several small farmers in peninsular India had started cultivating tobacco as a commercial crop. In the east, by 1873, tobacco was growing in every district of the Bengal Presidency, with the exceptions of Gaya and Noakhalli with a total net sown area was around 200,000 acres. Cultivation rapidly spread further such that at the turn of the twentieth century, a 1901 Agriculture reported that all regions of the Indian subcontinent produced tobacco, a process actively encouraged through a range of state and regional initiatives. For example, between the 1880s and 1900s, farmers in the Madras Presidency were encouraged to grow tobacco; indigenous farmers were sold bi-lingual manuals (in Tamil and English) developed by colonial planters aimed at enhancing the quality of tobacco produced (Tobacco: Planting and manufacturing of Tobacco for the use of native planters in Southern India 1880).

The subcontinent’s diverse soil types and ingenuity of agricultural practices created several new varieties of this alien yet adaptable plant. These new strains of tobacco facilitated the emergence of myriad types of tobacco products some of which were principally smoked, a few snuffed and many chewed. One preparation that became popular in northeast India during the early 1900s was a decoction called tuibur, a brown liquid form of tobacco kept in the pouch of the jowl from where nicotine and other alkaloids were absorbed via the buccal mucosa.

Unlike opium, the tobacco crop was initially largely unlicensed. In fact, the first instance of licensing tobacco cultivation in India was through the Tobacco Board Act of 1975 that regulated Virginia tobacco requiring farmers to register with the board (Government of India 1975). Since all farmers were permitted to grow it freely, there was also unregulated trade and consumption. Efforts to license it during late nineteenth century led to illicit trade of the leaf and finished products. Tobacco was widely smuggled, and its production poorly reported making it difficult to regulate resulting in limited revenue from tobacco (Roy 2000).

While the earliest available record of duties on tobacco sales in India comes from the city of Bombay, as early as 1857 (Superintendent Government Press 1925), such system was not applied to the whole of India. A unified system of excise taxation on tobacco in India emerged only as recent as 1944 through the introduction of The Central Excises and Salt Act, 1944 (The Central Excise Act 1944). The 1873 report by the colonial government laments that ‘there is reason, the Lieutenant-Governor thinks, for suspecting that the value is considerably understated in these (crop production) figures’ (The Cultivation and Curing of Tobacco in Bengal 1874). Despite the widespread growth of the plant across Bengal Presidency, its relatively poor quality did not gain the favour with British tastes. Thus by 1909, formal procurement for trade diminished, leaving locals to sell their produce to local manufacturers.

After 1907, organized cultivation of Virginia and Burley cigarette tobacco were tried near the regions of Karachi and Munger (earlier Monghyr) in Bihar. Kathinka Sinha-Kerkhoff (2016) demonstrates how the growing demand for raw tobacco for cigarette making in the UK (but also locally by an imperial manufacturer) brought together a network of stakeholders (colonial Indian government establishing agricultural science institution, European Indigo planters providing land, British American Tobacco supported leaf development company providing financial incentives to farmers among others) in colonial Bihar (part of the Bengal presidency). They worked in tandem fostering agricultural experiments to convert black indigenous tobacco (sun dried and used in local smokeless products) to the bright-yellow (flue-cured Virginia) tobacco used in cigarettes. While there was some success in early decades of the twentieth century, it could not be sustained over time. As a result, cigarette tobacco cultivation moved to Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka in 1904, in the south of India where it fared better. Meanwhile, in Bihar, the black indigenous variety of tobacco not only sustained but improved benefiting from these agricultural experiments enhancing its use in various chewing tobacco products, hookah and later bidi production (Sinha-Kerkhoff 2016). In southern India, the districts of Coimbatore, Salem, Trichinopoly, Madura, Kistna, Godavari and Guntur, Madras, Dindigul, Palghat and Cocanada (Kakinada) were the chief manufacturing and trading centres.

As produce grew, organized and dedicated tobacco markets emerged. By 1890, every major city had a dedicated wholesale raw tobacco and areca nut market. Calcutta was the largest tobacco leaf and product market, followed by Madras and Benaras, with Bombay, Karachi, Lahore and Delhi emerging as major centres two decades later (Raghavan and Baruah 1958). By the first decade of twentieth century, each town in the United Province, from Meerut to Gorakhpur, and Delhi had dedicated markets selling a range of raw tobacco, local products and domestically made and imported cigarettes (Roy 2000; Washbrook 1981).

Early forms of chewing tobacco

In north Indian cities like Chaitganj and Benaras, tobacco was at first (before the late eighteenth century) ancillary to traditional substances such as paan (Piper betle) and supari (or the betel nut, Areca catechu) which, significantly, were sold as mouth fresheners. However, particularly since the late 1780s, traders in the north Indian Paan Daribas (wholesale markets for betel leaves) began also to sell tobacco leaves (both cured and uncured) and developed new preparations in which tobacco was mixed into and combined with more traditional offerings (Alam, Prakash and Jaiswal 2021).

The preparation of tobacco in paans for sale in dedicated paan shops had major significance for the subsequent popularity of chewed tobacco in India. Paans – triangular quids of tobacco comprising a chewing mixture wrapped in a betel leaf – came both to include and be sold alongside forms of tobacco varieties and forms (e.g. tobacco products with added flavours, fragrances and/or sweeteners such as molasses) consistent with oral routes of administration. They were typically smeared with a thimbleful of white slaked lime over which deep-red kattha (an extract from the wood of Senegalia catechu) was added. Most paans would be consumed at the vend as an aromatic stimulant. After a period of chewing, the red morsel that filled the mouth was either spat out or swallowed.

Delhi’s Dariba Kalan, famed for its perfumeries, is credited with pioneering aromatic chewing tobacco, though rival claims from Jaunpur, Etawah, Kanpur and Etah challenge Delhi’s primacy, each insisting they originated the innovation. By adding fragrances to raw tobacco, its harshness was softened, creating products that broadened its appeal, ultimately drawing patrons from across the social spectrum, including women and elite consumers who either chewed the tobacco alone, with betel nut or wrapped into a paan. Present-day varieties such as zarda (from the Persian zard, meaning to glitter like gold), a glistening, aromatic tobacco, is claimed to have been originally developed in Delhi in the 1860s. Similarly, the fragrant molasses-based qiwam (or kimaam, from the Arabic word, kim, meaning to paste) is widely understood to have its origins of the bazaars of Lahore in the 1870s. To the present day, chewing tobacco or khaini (a derivative of a colloquial term meaning to eat) remains India’s most consumed form of tobacco, with at least forty different types of chewed, snuffed and dentifrice tobacco currently in use in India (WHO-FCTC 2018).

Indigenous forms of smoking tobacco

Hookah

The term hookah refers to a water pipe. It derives from a Hindustani word of Arabic origin, huqqa, meaning a casket or a jar or water pipe in some cases. It is an apparatus that typically comprises a hollow container filled with water that has two pipes – one used as a smoking mouthpiece, while the other connects to a chamber containing tobacco paste that is burnt using glowing charcoal. Inhaling through the mouthpiece makes tobacco smoke pass through the water making a bubbling sound – as reflected in other names such as ‘hubble bubble’ (in English by European merchants/traders) or gudgudi (in Sanskrit) (Gode 1957).

It is widely understood that the hookah was invented in India during the early years of tobacco introduction during Mughal Empire, by a Persian physician of the third Mughal Emperor, Akbar (1556–1605). He wanted to dilute tobacco smoke by passing it through water as he was concerned about the emperor trying out the substance that was unknown to the Mughal court. Asad Bag, a Persian who spent several years in India and served as high-ranking officer in the Mughal administration, mentioned in his memoir written during early decades of seventeenth century about introducing tobacco the first time to the emperor. He recounts how he first saw tobacco in Bijapur (Deccan – present day Karnataka) on a work visit, and presented tobacco in a decorated pipe to the emperor in Agra (Elliot 1875). He recounts that while the emperor took much interest in trying tobacco, his physician expressed concern for the emperor in trying an unknown substance as tobacco was unheard of at the time:

In Bijapur I had found some tobacco. Never having seen the like in India, I brought some with me, and prepared a handsome pipe of jewel work … His Majesty (Akbar) was enjoying himself after receiving my presents, and asking me how I had collected so many strange things in so short a time. When his eye fell upon the tray with the pipe and its appurtenances; he expressed great surprise and examined the tobacco, which was made up in pipefuls; he inquired what it was and where I got it. … His Majesty looked at it and ordered me to prepare and take him a pipeful. He began to smoke it, when his physician approached and forbade his doing so … As I had brought a large supply of tobacco and pipes I sent some to several of the nobles, while others sent to ask for some; indeed all, without exception, wanted some, and the practice was introduced. (Elliot 1875: 135)

Other sources mention this concerned physician as Abu’l-Fath Gilani, who subsequently developed a system of passing tobacco smoke through water to ‘purify’ it (Elgood 1970; Reddy and Gupta 2004; Shivaramakrishna 2001). It is (less) likely that such instrument could have been invented in Persia, where a similar device has been documented in 1726 (Laufer 1924). As Mughals had Persian and Turkish origins and were in close contact with Safavid dynasty ruling Persia, there was a free flow of knowledge and matters.

Early hookah use would have been limited to or especially prevalent among chiefs and nobles – elites in the society. Depictions of Hookah use appear widely in paintings of Mughal courts and royalty during the period of Mughal emperors Jehangir and Shah Jahan between the 1620s and 1650s (Dey 2013; Gode 1956). While some Hindu kings are also depicted with hookah, it is likely that in the early years of its introduction, hookah use would have been more prevalent among Muslims. Of course, this was also a period in which Asia was dominated by Muslim rulers, and hookah-use likely spread across the region through the hegemony of Muslim cultural practices (Laufer 1924).

By the mid-seventeenth century, hookah use spread from elites to the general population and beyond Muslims to other ethnic and religious groups in India. This growing popularity of the practice evidently prompted some consternation among ruling elites. Indeed, Jahangir, the fourth Mughal Emperor and the son of Akbar, banned tobacco smoking in 1617 as the emperor in his decree talks about the evil effect of tobacco on people’s constitutions and natures. The emperor also remarked similar ban on tobacco in Iran issued by Shah Abbas of Persia to support his prohibition (Thackston 1999). However, the ban appears to have had a negligible impact on actual smoking practices. For example, Gode, a curator and cultural historian, cites an extract from a Persian author indicating that tobacco smoking (hookah and chillum smoking) ‘pervaded all ranks and classes during the reign of Shah Jahan’ (Gode 1956: 165), who was the fourth Mughal emperor reigning from 1628–58. Additionally, European merchants and travellers observed the widespread use of the hookah in the latter part of the seventeenth century. For example, travel accounts by Thomas Bowrey (Bowrey 1903) (an English merchant who travelled to India between 1669 and 1679) and John Fryer (Fryer 1698) (an English doctor who visited from 1672 to 1681) both mention hookah smoking in the Coromandel and Malabar coasts, as well as in Deccan. Similarly, records from the East India Company factory (the first one referring to Hugli in Bengal) mention ‘one Hoocka, one pigdan (spittoon)’ as part of the items to be presented to the Faujdar (an officer managing law and order combined with judicial and land revenue collection duties) of Hugli in 1682, implying the normalization of hookah and smoking practices in administration of that time (Yule and Burnell 1886).

While hookah use spread throughout Indian society, its use in social mixing was still curtailed across religious, class and/or caste boundaries. This gave impetus to differentiation in how, and of what materials, hookahs were made (Ray 2009). Hookahs used by sultans, kings, nobilities and high-ranking East India Company officers were elaborate instruments often made from glass, precious metals (brass, silver, gold) and marble, often with intricate carvings. They typically necessitated a ‘hookah burdar’ a dedicated servant whose only job was to prepare and maintain the hookah and provide it to and accompany a master whenever they desired to smoke, including walking beside their horse or palanquin while the master was travelling (Chatterjee 2022). Such colonial and elite practices contrasted starkly with hookah use by Indigenous people and lower social ranks, where devices were typically smaller, less expensive and elaborate, and made from wood, clay or coconut shells.

Hookahs, given their elaborate and varied use of materials, were largely handcrafted. Both those involved in hookah production, and the materials of fabrication, varied across regions. For instance, Bidri hookah were produced in Deccan, where Deccan sultans preferred Bidriware (metal handicraft) – a marked contrast to, say, the Mughal preference for glass hookahs (Chaudhary 2018). Bidri art (Bidar is part of present-day Karnataka) developed in the fifteenth century under the patronage of the Bahmani Sultanate where local innovations in Persian art created a tradition of inlaying silver over blackened alloy metal producing an appealing contrast. Hookahs were among the common and earliest Bidriware artefacts produced. Artisans from Persia and Syria who migrated to Deccan introduced the art to the region, which subsequently spread to many other parts of India (‘MAP Academy’ 2024). On the Malabar coast, the small fishing village of Koyilandi developed into a major centre for making hookahs in response to demand from Yemeni merchants. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, expert metal crafters or ‘Moosharis’ (from musha, a Sanskrit word for crucible – a mud crucible used for melting metal) from the present-day Kerala used coconut shells within brass to create intricately carved hookahs for export to Yemen and subsequently other countries in West Asia (Shahanamahdi 2021; Varghese 2023).

Many East India Company officers and British colonial administrators took up the hookah, either through being attracted to it as a defining symbol/etiquette of oriental culture or simply to belong and socialize with Mughals and other nobilities. Hookah use came to be a feature of colonial social gatherings, and hookahs were often taken to England as exotic souvenirs of the orient by returning company officers (Chatterjee 2022). Accounts by European travellers and British administrators mention the prominent role of hookah in socializing with the ruling class. For example, Louis de Grandpre, a French army officer, during his visit to Bengal in 1789–90 (Grandpré 1803), described how at a socializing event in Bengal, those in attendance would be accompanied by hookah burdars and that once hookah smoking commenced those who did not participate in the practice would feel out of place and awkward. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, hookah smoking had declined (Chatterjee 2022; Ray 2009). With the end of the Mughal rule in 1857, it was no longer obligatory to socialize over hookah with Mughal nobility, and British officers reportedly came to view the hookah as cumbersome and expensive, such that by 1878, hookah smoking was no longer in vogue among colonial officers (Sinclair 1967). Use of the hookah did not disappear entirely, and persists to the present day, albeit at a limited scale within select communities/groups in India.

Bidi

In tandem with the demise of the hookah, other smoking products came to gain increasing popularity. The cumbersome nature of the hookah in part prompted the emergence of cheaper, smaller and more convenient alternatives, such as chillum pipes, and, more significantly, bidis and cheroots. These new modes of consuming tobacco were far more portable, less expensive and were understood to transcend some of the social distinctions and boundaries that were culturally entrenched in hookah smoking practices.

Bidis, a traditional form of smoking in India, have a rich history intertwined with cultural, economic, and social aspects of Indian society. The term ‘bidi’ (also beedi and biri) is derived from the Marwari word beeda, which refers to a betel leaf-wrapped offering, symbolizing respect and reverence across the Indian subcontinent. This long-established cultural significance greatly facilitated the widespread acceptance of tobacco bidis, which are leaf-rolled cigarettes made from coarse, uncured tobacco tied with a string at one end (Lal 2009). Bidis are today the most widely smoked tobacco product in India.

Tobacco for bidi cultivation was initially (in the early eighteenth century) restricted to pockets in the United Provinces, Bengal, Madras and the Bombay Presidency with most grown in Baroda state, part of the Bombay Presidency. However, bidi tobacco cultivation became more organized and concentrated after the last great famine of Deccan,1899–1904. This was for two reasons. First, the famine, which was followed by episodes of plague, had caused wide-scale migration of landowners to settle in new cities such as Bombay, and many had migrated to East Africa to work on colonial railway projects. Second, as part of the recovery programme, the British and Gaekwads of Baroda offered support to the remaining families to consolidate their lands by planting drought-resistant tobacco as a compensatory cash crop, and were assured of sales to bidi and tobacco merchants in Bombay, Poona and Nagpur. The Charotar region of Kaira District, once celebrated as the ‘garden of western India’ for its fertile soil and plentiful well water, saw its agricultural landscape shift dramatically. Falling water levels forced the abandonment of traditional crops, with tobacco emerging as a dominant alternative. Requiring minimal irrigation and offering high market value, tobacco thrived in the nutrient-rich water of the region. Initially covering just 3 per cent of arable land, tobacco cultivation expanded rapidly, fulfilling dual purposes: providing farmers with a source of income to meet tax demands, and through tobacco exports, satisfying British interests to monetarize the region through international trade. By the late colonial period, areas like Anand, Borsad, Matar and Nadiad saw tobacco yields nearly double, transforming the district into a key hub for this lucrative, imperial-driven crop (Bates 1981).

Bidis developed around the same time, possibly in Gujarat, close to where tobacco was cultivated (Lal 2009). Labourers would roll leftover tobacco in leaves of the astra tree (Bauhinia variegata) to smoke recreationally. Communities across India experimented using leaves of mango (Mangifera spp.), jackfruit (Artocarpus spp.), banana, sal (Shorea robusta), kewda or pandanus (Pandanus odoratissimus) and palash (Butea monosperma). Initially, communities in Gujarat made bidis only for their own consumption, but their increasing popularity inspired some to develop production into home-grown businesses. Soon, locally made bidis became more popular than the hookah. In addition to their portability and convenience, bidis overcame the social obstacles and complexities presented by the cultural practice of sharing the hookah. Accordingly, individuals could smoke without so readily transgressing caste and religious sentiments.

The production of bidis became more prominent with the discovery of tendu (Diosypros melanoxylon) leaves as an ideal wrapper for tobacco during the early 1880s. Tendu leaves came to be preferred for the mass manufacture of bidis on account of their pliability and compatibility with tobacco. The tendu tree grows abundantly in the deciduous forests of central India, and is in full leaf around the time of year when bidi tobacco is ready for sale (Wilson and Lal 2012). By the late 1880s, enterprising tobacco merchants began to sell bidis in paan shops in Bombay, Poona, Surat and Nagpur.

Bidis were also presumably brought under the ambit of municipal taxes ever since licensing practices was introduced to tobacco sales in many parts of the country. Reference about this appears in official trade in the Report of Indian Taxation Enquiry Committee 1924–5, as the British began to license the trade and sale of tobacco (Superintendent Government Press 1925). Seeing the growing popularity of bidis, more investments began to pour in, in every region of the country. The first organized bidi manufactory was established in 1910 in Jabalpur, Madhya Pradesh, where tendu leaves were abundant. The Swadeshi movement, led by Mahatma Gandhi in 1920, further popularized bidis as a symbol of resistance against British goods, leading to their widespread acceptance among Indians, including the educated class (Lal 2009; Gupta and Asma 2008).

Independent of the call to boycott British goods, bidi and tobacco trade had grown locally across the subcontinent. There were distinct centres of bidi production. By the 1920s, bidi rolling had established itself as a vital occupation in Malabar, complementing agriculture in the region. The rapid expansion of railways in South India between 1912 and 1918 helped the fledgling bidi industry overcome the challenge of sourcing raw materials from distant parts of the subcontinent. The Indian Swadeshi movement further transformed production and employment, creating opportunities for Malabar’s cheap and skilled labour force (Thekke Kalathil and Abraham 2020). The seasonal rhythm of agriculture made bidi rolling especially appealing during the rainy months, when outdoor work was impractical. Bidi leaves arrived from Cuddapah, Kurnool, Hyderabad and Nagpur, while tobacco was sourced from Surat, Mysore and Nippani (Neppan) in the Bombay Presidency. The industry quickly spread across Malabar, flourishing in towns like Calicut (Kozhikode), Tirur, Palghat (Palakkad), Tellicherry (Thalassery) and Cannanore (Kannur), embedding itself in the economic and social fabric of the region.

The trade bifurcated into high-quality kalia (dark) tobacco, which was transported by rail to key markets like Ahmedabad, Borsad and Bombay, and lower-quality jordo (zarda) tobacco, routed through towns like Kapadvanj to Malwa and Marwar. The port of Cambay became an entrepot to distant markets overseas, highlighting Gujarat’s centrality to global tobacco trade. In the Charothar region, local varieties of bidi tobacco flourished. The dominant gandiu variety, known for its coarse, strong leaves, accounted for at least 50 per cent of the crop area, partly because it could be grown with or without irrigation. In contrast, piliu (or yellow), a Khandeshi variety, produced finer, narrower leaves and was considered superior in quality (Mishra 2012).

Together with strains from the Americas, several hybrids developed in India created numerous strains (also see Kuncheri this volume). Attempts to improve tobacco quality for Western markets began in the mid-nineteenth century. While local varieties, with their strong, coarse leaves, satisfied domestic demand for bidi and hookah tobacco, they were unsuitable for European cigarettes. In 1865, efforts were made to cultivate imported seeds such as Shiraz and Madras varieties that yielded mixed results. Under the watch of Gaekwad of Baroda, a local chieftain, Rao Bahadur Sardar Bechardas Desai of Nadiad, led efforts to improve tobacco. Encouraging local farmers to adopt foreign strains and improved curing methods, Desai even established factories and collaborated with foreign experts. Despite these initiatives, the cured tobacco often failed to meet Western standards due to a lack of scientific curing expertise. Until the early twentieth century, government involvement in tobacco improvement was sporadic. It was not until 1920 that a dedicated farm and curing house were established in Nadiad to refine local varieties. Experiments with Havana, Sumatra and American strains continued, but negative results reaffirmed the importance of focusing on local strains of tobacco. Under new initiatives in the 1920s, efforts to refine tobacco cultivation aimed to enhance local varieties through selective breeding. The strategy involved growing numerous plants, selecting those with desirable traits, and propagating them under strict self-fertilization. By 1922, local tobacco samples were cultivated at Nadiad. After three years, two American agronomists developed pure strains, including an improved gandiu variety (named No. 6 Gandiu). This strain quickly gained popularity for its high yield, frost resistance and lower cultivation costs, cementing its status among farmers.

In Kaira, Gujarat, the colonial government recognized tobacco’s economic potential and sought to support its cultivation. The region’s soil was naturally suited to the crop, and local farmers had long mastered its nuances. Early attempts to introduce foreign varieties floundered due to inadequate understanding of Kaira’s soil, climate and geography. However, local cultivators, undeterred, experimented with non-indigenous strains, showcasing their adaptability. Investments in infrastructure, including a factory supported by local funds, highlighted their willingness to integrate new techniques when suited to local realities.

In Karnataka’s Belgaum district, the Nippani region boasts soil and climatic conditions uniquely suited for cultivating high-quality bidi tobacco. Tobacco from Akkol and Mamdapur, near Nippani, is celebrated globally, fetching premium prices. Distinguished by its reddish-brown hue with a greenish tinge, this tobacco is prized for its superior flavour and aroma, making it a critical ingredient for manufacturers seeking to enhance the sweetness of bidi smoke. Compared to Gujarat’s Charotar tobacco, Nippani’s output stands unrivalled in quality (Datara 1989).

Caste-based stratification of bidi manufacturing

By the 1920s, the coastal towns of Kannur and Tellicherry in Malabar had emerged as major bidi rolling centres in South India. Alongside Mangalore, South Kanara had also arisen as a prominent hub of bidi manufacturing. Muslim entrepreneurs were pivotal in this development in the Malabar region. The 1930 Census of India noted that bidi smoking was particularly prevalent among Muslims, reflected in the dominance of Muslim tobacco traders in regions such as Malabar and North Arcot in Tamil Nadu. After the First World War, Muslim merchants in North Malabar leveraged their trade networks to export bidis to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Burma (Myanmar). However, by the 1930s, trade restrictions led to a sharp decline in exports, forcing the industry to focus on a burgeoning domestic market. The nationalist boycott of imported cigarettes further boosted demand for bidis, with firms adopting independence-era symbols like the Chakra (spinning wheel popularized by Mahatma Gandhi) to capitalize on patriotic sentiment. By the mid-1930s, brands like Chatta, Madan, Sadhoo and Haridas had transformed the bidi industry. Small operations grew into large establishments, driven by demands for quality, tighter supervision and as a response to the scarcity of skilled rollers.

While, as mentioned above hookahs and other modes of tobacco consumption faced stringent caste boundaries due to the necessity for sharing, the bidi was able to overcome social caste barriers. Nonetheless, the expansion of the bidi industry was profoundly influenced by the social stratification of Indian society. In Kerala, bidi rolling drew heavily from the lower-caste Tiyyas (or Ezhavas), who navigated a rigid caste hierarchy. While Tiyya castes were ranked above the Cherumas (untouchables) and the Malayans (the unseeables), they faced stringent segregation rules from Brahmins and Nairs. Meanwhile, Mappilas, Kerala’s Muslim community, also played a major part in bidi rolling in Malabar. Mappilas operated outside the Hindu caste system but were accorded a subordinate status. Thus, while bidis were being made by men and women of lower caste, its smoking outgrew caste boundaries as it passed down through several hands from manufacturing to its final use.

In Maharashtra, Manoharbhai Patel, originally from Nadiad, entered the tobacco trade during the 1930s. He founded the Chhotabhai Jethabhai Tobacco Products (CJTP) company during the Second World War, and his business flourished supplying the popular brand, ‘No. 27’ bidis to soldiers. The tendu was picked by tribals from their forests, and they also engaged in bidi rolling all year long. Bidi business continues to be the cornerstone of the Ceejay group (erstwhile CJTP company) to this date. Its inheritor was India’s former civil aviation minister Praful Patel. Fifty years after its establishment, the company began to expand into complementary ventures such as the production of nicotine replacement therapies, and diversify into the production of cement, food, retail and finance. Patel belongs to the caste called the Patidars of Gujarat. The Patidars took to bidi tobacco trade and gained immensely when several kith and kin left the district during the famine followed by plague of 1899–1904. The abandoned lands were converted into drought-resistant bidi tobacco farms. They resisted cooperative initiatives, unlike other industries such as dairy and sugar. Their dominance in tobacco procurement and labour arrangements further consolidated their control. Similarly, in Karnataka, the Gowd Saraswat Brahmins leveraged their banking legacy to establish prominent bidi firms, solidifying their lasting influence on the southern bidi industry (Damodaran 2018).

Non-factory production methods flourished in colonial South India between the 1880s and 1940s, especially during the First World War and the Great Depression. Financiers, wary of market fluctuations, minimized investment in factories. They instead chose to outsource production to small workshops and households. Outsourcing production helped the growth of the industry. Bombay’s textile mills and Kerala’s coir industry exemplified this decentralized approach to manufacturing. Unemployed mill workers, especially women and older men in Bombay and later Poona and Nagpur, took to bidi rolling to supplement their incomes during economic downturn. As mechanized looms replaced handlooms, the dexterous fingers and hands of textile workers were exploited by merchants to make bidis. For the bidi merchants, domestic production arrangements offered flexibility in times of economic uncertainty, and for the bidi rollers, the opportunity to work from home, albeit without the protections and regulatory conditions of formal sector workers.

Conclusions

Through this chapter, we tell stories about how tobacco cultivation starts and how some of the major indigenous forms of chewing and smoking tobacco evolve over time in India.

While the tobacco plant was alien to India and was brought to India by Portuguese, it found acceptance by local growers and in the course of the seventeenth century it became a dominant crop. With humble beginning in Gujarat in 1610s, the plant was found everywhere by the late seventeenth century. The diverse soil types, the ingenuity of local growers resulted in several variety of the plant, which in turn supported myriad ways of consuming this substance – smoking, chewing, sniffing and even drinking. While the late twentieth century saw experimentations to transform the local black tobacco into the yellow tobacco for export commerce and cigarette-making with some success, the local variety not only sustained but thrived, gaining from such experimentation. Tobacco also found its way in medicinal applications and regional folklore.

We discussed how tobacco got admixed into popular practices of chewing areca nut and paan in late eighteenth century in central India. The late eighteenth century saw advent of different forms of aromatic and fragrant chewing tobacco, including zarda and quiwam. In fact, several forms of chewing tobacco evolved over time making it the most prevalent form of tobacco consumption in India that remains till date.

We discussed the two major forms of smoking tobacco, hookah and bidi that evolved in India and dominated the tobacco smoking scene. Hookah (water pipe) that was invented in India or Persia was a unique way of smoking tobacco smoke passed through water. Hookah smoking that started in Mughal court and limited to royalties and court elites at the beginning of the seventeenth century spread to masses and beyond Muslims by the mid-seventeenth century. However, in its mass spread and appeal, hookah retained a strict social differentiation wherein the elites used a very elaborated hookah (often made from glass/metal with silver or gold platting) that came with a dedicated worker to prepare and serve it, those in lower social rungs used simpler devices made of wood, clay or coconuts shells. The decline of hookah, at least from elite circles, that accompanied Mughal decline coincided with the rise of bidis. Bidis that used indigenous plant leaves to roll tobacco were portable and crossed strict social boundaries symbolized with hookah use. Bidis also benefited as indigenous product adopting patriotic symbolism in early twentieth century when ‘foreign’ cigarettes became a symbol of opposing colonial rule/goods. While bidis were consumed by masses, the workers who produced them were typically from communities that were socially marginalized. Bidis remain the most prevalent form of tobacco smoking in India till date.

While acknowledging the colonial influence in bringing tobacco to India as well as recognizing the strong economic interests in this commodity, we demonstrate in this chapter how tobacco plant and products were made ‘local’ including the strong social and cultural aspects of tobacco. The tobacco epidemic in India is far more complex and certainly least embodied in cigarettes, the product that is routinely seen synonymous with the global tobacco epidemic.
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The role of ‘non-standard’ tobacco products in everyday life: The use of nargila in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the centuries (XV–XXI)

Omer Merzić

Introduction

The consumption of tobacco products in Bosnia and Herzegovina has long played a significant role in society, the economy and everyday life. While a range of different methods of tobacco consumption have been used, the nargila, or water pipe, has a particularly significant historical role, with use enduring to the present day. However, while the precise origins of nargila in the region remain unclear, its presence is well documented from the early Ottoman period after the Empire’s arrival in 1463. Despite its historical significance and prevalence, the role of the nargila in Bosnia and Herzegovina has been largely neglected in comparison to other forms of tobacco consumption, notably cigarette smoking, which became dominant during the Austro-Hungarian period. The lack of research on nargila use has resulted in a fragmented understanding of its historical development, cultural significance and the sociopolitical forces that have shaped its perception over time. Through analysing a range of historical documents, religious writings, poetry, art and broader economic trends, this chapter aims to trace the nargila’s journey from the Ottoman period to modern times in the region of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

While tobacco usage first began in the Americas and disseminated to the continent by Europeans in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries (Norton 2010), during the Ottoman period in Bosnia two main methods of tobacco consumption emerged, both of which involved tobacco pipes. The most common pipes used were clay pipes, but people also started to use water pipes, known as a nargila. While the first usage of tobacco in Europe can be pinpointed quite accurately since it was strongly connected with the exploration of the ‘New World’ in the late fifteenth century and is, therefore, well chronicled, the use of nargila does not have such a clear origin. It is generally agreed that nargila appeared either in the Indian subcontinent or somewhat more northerly in Iran, but the precise time and place when the water pipe was created remains unknown (Matthee 2009: 124). In all likelihood the consumption of nargila started in India (Floor 2002: 47). There, the first reports link the usage of nargila to the court of Emperor Akbar (Ray 2009: 1319) where the nargila was possibly viewed as a healthier alternative to regular tobacco consumption (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 2004). Royal physicians suggested that the nargila reduced the harmful repercussions of smoking tobacco and that it was less detrimental to health (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 2004).

Because of the vagueness of its inception, predominantly the region of its creation and the period in which nargila was first constructed, as well as its widespread popularity, there are different words for the water pipe, such as huqqa, qalyan, nargilah and similar. All these terms either describe the process of smoking or the physical elements of the nargila. Huqqa is commonly used in India and the word is derived from Arabic, meaning ‘casket’, ‘bottle’ or ‘water pipe’, and this is the most frequently used term globally. In Bosnia, the term nargila,1 a shortened version of nargilah which comes from the Sanskrit word for coconut, is predominant (Mohammed 2013). Another term commonly used is shisha or šiša, a Persian word which found its way into Bosnian everyday language (Škaljić 1985). In the past the word was used to denote a glass bowl but is now predominantly used as a synonym for nargila in Bosnia. The multiple names by which nargila was called in different regions and societies suggest its widespread popularity and establishment in everyday life. This is most plausibly and predominantly derived from its use as an easy and durable tobacco inhalant which was able to be adopted and modified by different cultures.

Tobacco and nargila consumption in Bosnia

It is not clear when the first nargilas came to Bosnia or from where exactly, but one of the earliest possible mentions is provided by the English traveller Sir Henry Blunt from his travel through Bosnia in 1634 (Blunt 1638: 14–15), which coincides with the earliest compendium on tobacco in Europe called Tabacologia, written by Johann Neader and published in the Netherlands in 1622 (Neander 1626). While Blunt did write about his visit to Sarajevo in his original work, there is no mention of people smoking a nargila. However, in other versions, such as a later Dutch edition, there are numerous additional details. Also, a certain Robert Stanhopes edition further expands on the descriptions of Sarajevo by Blunt (1638). He states:

And as much as there is noise in the bazaar, there is silence in the tavern. You can hear the liquid gurgling in the nargila and the coffee boiling on the embers.

On the other hand, the Bosnian historian Hamdija Kreševljaković (1958: 221) presents a notion that the first mention of a nargila in Bosnia was in 1785 but he does not give any further details regarding his claim, nor does he mention any prior writings or sources in his text. Edhem Mulabdić (1895), a Bosnian author, gives an interesting tale from ‘the East’ that gives a mythical origin story to the nargila from the times of the Pharaoh. This story was unique to Bosnia and Herzegovina since it is not found in other regions:

Firaun (Pharaoh) did disobedience to God (perverted) and denied God. For that, God sent an illness upon him, from which everything in his belly was bubbling. When he sat with his courtiers, you could hear that gurgling from his belly. It hurt him, and his pain was greater, that this illness forced him to acknowledge God, whom he denied, because the illness came from him. For this he invented a nargila and started smoking on it, so that the gurgling of the nargila would not be heard from the stomach.

We can trace the first occurrence of tobacco to Europe to the voyages of Christopher Columbus and later European explorers (Musk and de Klerk 2003). The consumption of both tobacco with the use of other types of pipes and the use of nargila in Bosnia and Herzegovina using different sources extends from the early era of the Ottoman Empire, around the seventeenth century. The Ottoman chronicler and historian İbrahim Peçevi states that tobacco came to the Ottoman Empire in 1600 or 1601 from England and was sold as a cure (Spaho n.d.), while Jordan Goodman (1994: 52–4) concluded that the Ottoman Empire was exposed to tobacco at roughly the same time as Persia and the Far East in the seventeenth century. The arrival of tobacco in Bosnia is likely connected with this wider usage of tobacco in the Ottoman Empire. One of the leading Bosnian chroniclers, Mula Mustafa Bašeskija (1997: 431), from the eighteenth century, states that the consumption of tobacco in the European territories of the Ottoman Empire started in 1603, while other Ottoman writers such as Peçevi point out that tobacco was used in the Ottoman Empire from the late sixteenth until the early seventeenth century, since the smoking of tobacco was banned in 1633 by Sultan Murad IV (Sesli and Yegenoglu 2018; Kermeli 2014). Regardless of the specific timing, this suggests that tobacco use commenced in Bosnia not long after its initial consumption in Europe.

Tobacco and nargila in Bosnian society

As pointed out by Peçevi (Spaho n.d.), tobacco first came to the Ottoman Empire as a medicine. A particularly valuable source of evidence about the commencement of tobacco and nargila usage in the region, and how they may have been perceived, comes from religious texts in which the Muslim scholars of the time debated the religious legality of tobacco usage (Grehan 2006). For Bosnia, specifically, religious texts and poems produced by local ulema, or clergy men, debated the permissibility of tobacco in Islam. The dominant participants in these debates were local Sufis, who were known for the usage of coffee and tobacco in their everyday lives. One of the earliest scholars to write about this was a Sufi sheikh Hasan Kaimi, who lived in the seventeenth century.2 He was a prolific writer, who, among a plenitude of works, wrote a poem called ‘Kasida protiv pušenja’ or ‘Ode against smoking’, in which he vilified the use of tobacco, saying that the person who smokes tobacco will ‘smell like a toilet’ and will ‘look pitiful’. Besides this, he states that a person who ‘drinks’3 tobacco dies young, and his death is painful (Hadžiosmanović 1974). It is possible that Hasan Kaimi was not only talking about the use of tobacco, since the nargila was also used for opium. The first coffee house or kafana in Bosnia, precisely within Sarajevo, was mentioned in 1592 by the Ottoman historian İbrahim Peçevi (Spaho n.d.). The most famous kafana in the latter Ottoman period was commonly known as Šabanova kafana and was a den for selling opium. Seeing that the kafana was established well before Hasan Kaimi was born, it is possible that he was a witness to the use of opium in Sarajevo. Also, we know about the usage of opium and nargila from the Chronicle of Sarajevo by Mula Mustafa Bašeskija from the late eighteenth century that people regularly consumed and died from opium usage; some of these individuals were Kum Salih, Salih-baša Zolo, Mula Bos and Ismail-baša (Bašeskija 1997: 258, 288, 299, 402). From his work, we also know that there were numerous tobacco traders and craftsmen such as Ahmed Burnaz, Sulejman son of dervish Alija, Ahmed Prešljo, Ibrahim-baša Skopljak and Ibrahim-čauš Ćušida, to name a few (Bašeskija 1997: 68, 242, 271, 290).

Although some scholars, such as Hasan Kaimi, viewed tobacco usage as a grave sin, not all scholars, or even Sufis, agreed with him. Sufi sheikh Abdurrahman Sirri, who lived in the eighteenth century,4 viewed tobacco as an ‘enjoyment’ and stated that it was far from a sinful deed to smoke tobacco, contrary to Hasan Kaimi’s views. In his ode called ‘Sirrijina riječ o duhanu’ or ‘Sirri’s word about tobacco’, he writes that ‘ignorant and stupid is who scolds tobacco’ (Sikirć 1941). While these authors do not specify which item was used to smoke tobacco, sevdalinkas (Muslim urban love songs originating from Bosnia and Herzegovina and characterized by emotional lyrics as well as a melancholic tone), paintings, as well as writings made by foreign travellers tell us that the use of nargilas and chibouks (long-stemmed Turkish pipe) dominated as the leading apparatus in tobacco consumption at this time. For example, in the sevdalinka ‘Mimo dvor mi mlado momče prođe’ or ‘Next to my abode a young man went by’, a young girl is singing about a young man who was walking next to her house (Efendić 2015). The lyrics state ‘And in the other (hand) an umbrella and a nargileh’.5 A further sevdalinka, ‘Ćemalušo, mali Carigradu’ or ‘Ćemalušo, little Constantinople’, describes the Sultan as asking his vizir why he is not coming to an audience; the vizir responds to the request by saying that he cannot walk past the ‘shisha of Hadžajlića Muše’.6 The motif of nargila is also used in traditional folk tales such as ‘Ograšić serdar i Rade Krajinić’, where the people are ‘through nargileh pulling tumbećija’. Besides these few examples of traditional poetic expressions, as well as a few semi-religious poems such as ‘Sirrijina riječ o duhanu’ and ‘Kasida protiv pušenja’, there is little specific and concrete mention of nargila in religious texts and the authors narrowly focus on tobacco as a substance, and not the instruments used in consuming it.

It is fair to say that, despite conflict about the goods or ills of tobacco and nargila, it was popular. One of the main appeals of nargila was its role in society. It was primarily used in coffee houses where men would gather to talk, or at private gatherings of wealthy individuals. Coffee houses and the activities conducted there, including the making of the coffee and its serving to the smokers of tobacco, were daily rituals which exist today. The importance of these activities is reflected in the fact that there is a special word for that enjoyment called ‘ćejf’. Also, there was, and still is, a strong sense of community, especially the family connection and people would commonly eat from the same bowl and drink from the same cup, and it is no surprise that they would smoke from the same nargila. Business and political dealings were usually done in the confines of their homes, and the nargila was used in these gatherings as a way of establishing a connection between the participants. As far as the wealthy private gatherings are concerned, we have a description from the mid-century of the British consul in Halep from James Henry Skene (1854). He discusses how the only person who had a nargila was the owner of the house and he would give the pipe to whom he wished, and this not only elevated the standing of the host but that of the guest even more so.

Some of these nargilas were not cheap. We have evidence that Franciscan friars gifted a Bosnian nobleman Ali-paša Rizvanbegović a nargila worth 900 groschen (1 groschen was worth 40 para, with around 2 paras buying a bread) (Šafro 2018). Hamdija Kreševljaković also mentions six examples of nargilas being mentioned in last wills and testament in the late eighteenth century. Their values ranged from 780 akçe to 1452 akçe (Pamuk 2000: 160),7 and some were plain and other decorated (Kreševljaković 1958: 221–3). Although this represents an extreme example, even the financially less fortunate people in Bosnia consumed nargila, demonstrating its entry into all parts of society, regardless of wealth and class.

Further information about the popularity of tobacco usage can be found in the guild list from 1848 given by Riza Muderizović (1929) in which the author gives a detailed list of all the guilds and their members. From the list, it is evident that in the capital Sarajevo 108 people were involved in the tobacco business, not counting the coffee shop owners who were in charge of the preparation of the nargila for their patrons. Most of them, ninety-six, were selling tobacco, while twelve of them were making the different types of pipes (Muderizović 1929).

The decline of nargila

The demise of tobacco consumption via the use of the nargila commenced with the end of the Ottoman rule in Bosnia and the beginning of the Austro-Hungarian rule in late nineteenth century. One of the main reasons for this could be traced to the establishment of a tobacco monopoly by the Austro-Hungarian government in 1880. Up until that point, the Ottoman Empire did not have strict laws prohibiting the cultivation of tobacco for personal use, and the taxes for commercial use were rather affordable until the financial crisis of the Empire at the beginning of the nineteenth century (Naletilić 2010). Until that time, the use of cigarettes and rolling paper was uncommon and culturally taboo. Hamdija Kreševljaković (1935: 114) writes about this phenomenon:

Cigar paper began to be used in Bosnia a few years before the occupation, and as an old man told me, it was considered a sin, and as an illustration he gave me an experience of his own. When the Swabians, he says, took over Sarajevo, several of us set off on the same day for Taslidža (Plevlje), and there was one in our group who had never put a cigar in his mouth, and had been smoking a pipe for years. He was reluctant to light it, but he did not have a pipe on his pipe. We smoked cigarettes even before Austria entered and offered him to light one, but in vain. Three days passed and he did not smoke, and when we stopped at the third camp, it was impossible to even talk to him. We taught him to light a cigar, and before he put it in his mouth, he said: ‘Ja rabum tobe estagfirullah’ (My God, forgive me).

During the early days of Austro-Hungarian rule there was a steep decline in the usage of nargila. Besides his work, which came later on in 1895, one of the leading Bosnian authors, Edhem Mulabdić (1895), wrote an article where he talked about the nargila and its usage in Bosnia in the past, as well as the growing trend of cigarette smoking that occurred in the late nineteenth century. According to Mulabdić (1895: 144-6) the doctors knew the harmfulness of nargila, but the regular people who say that

A man who smokes a nargila doesn’t have to worry about three things: He won’t fear dogs, because he will not be able to walk without cane or stick, so he can protect himself. He won’t get robbed, since he will always cough even while he sleeps, and no robber will dare to steal from him since they would think that he is awake. He won’t have a painful death since he will contract tuberculosis and will die quickly.

Later, Hamdija Kreševljaković (1939: 141–54) published a similar article almost verbatim, especially the parts regarding the negative effects of nargila consumption. It showcases the consolidated attempt to discredit the usage of nargila in favour of cigarettes.

Mulabdić (1895) also discusses a special tobacco used for nargilas called ‘tumbećija’ from the Southeast part of Anatolia. He does not give a reason why domestic tobacco was not used, but the probable reason was the fact that the tobacco grown in Bosnia does not get enough sunlight during the year, which makes it harder to smoke in the nargila. He also omits that the nargila was used to smoke opium and hashish.

With occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina by the Austro-Hungarian empire in 1878, we get a more precise picture regarding the production of tobacco, since the Empire established a monopoly on its production. However, we still do not know how much of that tobacco was consumed in nargilas. Since the focus of the government and industry during the Austro-Hungarian period was on mass production of cigarettes, it is likely that the usage of nargila greatly diminished due to a number of factors. This was especially true in the 1880s when numerous tobacco plantations and factories were established in Sarajevo, Mostar, Banja Luka, etc., to fully realize the government-held monopoly on tobacco production and its sale. This was also helped by the fact that in the article from Mulabdić (1895), who was respected as a learned individual by his peers as well as the general public, the users of nargila were shown to be quite unhealthy. This work could be viewed as economic propaganda, since in the time when this text was written, there was a steady shift from the consumption of nargila to the consumption of cigarettes. However, there is no evidence that would suggest that Mulabdić (1895) or Kreševljaković (1939) had any vested interest in promoting the consumption of cigarettes.

The exotification of the nargila

Despite possible efforts to rebrand nargila as unhealthy, it seems that it was, in part, able to persist and survive in conservative circles, as well as providing an oriental element for the experiences of foreign travellers to Bosnia and Herzegovina in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (von Gyurkovics 1879: 22–26,52). With the increasing opening up of Bosnia to travellers, more and more travelogues were being published (Merzić and Šimić 2024). Most of these depict the everyday life of Bosnian men in coffee shops in the cities such as Sarajevo, Mostar, Bijeljina and such. Foreign travellers writing about the usage of nargila became commonplace among the British and German travellers. For example, on multiple occasions Georg von Gyurkovics (1879: 22–6, 52) mentions the consumption of nargila and the selling of nargila as an object. His interpretation and view on the usage of nargila had an oriental connotation, as was the general interpretation by foreign travellers in the nineteenth century. British consul to Halepo, James Henry Skene (1854: 200), during his travels of the Danubian principalities, went through Bosnia and captured his experience regarding the nargila. He stated:

The town (Bijeljina), which might contain six or eight thousand inhabitants, was eminently Turkish in appearance; a long bazar crowded with Mahometans and Christians, as it was Sunday, and the weekly market was being held; a khan, large, old, and two-storied, dirty and dilapidated; but the black coffee and the narghile were good, the bubbling sounds of the latter recalling to my memory many agreeable hours passed with a Moslem friend.

During his travels in either 1850 or 1851, Skene (1854) stayed in a small inn between the towns of Žepče and Travnik and consumed a nargila. This demonstrates that it could be found not only in larger cities but also in smaller ones as well as roadside inns, showing its persistence across communities. Later, the news reporter and traveller Emile Joseph Dillon, under his pseudonym E.B. Lanin, wrote about his stay in Sarajevo and encounter with the nargila in 1894. While observing a coffee shop and its patrons in Sarajevo, he noticed that the men in there were siting motionless, apart from drinking sour moka and smoking the nargila. To him these men were static and carefree as wax statues in the Madam Tussaud Museum (Hadžiselimović 1989: 220).

Like the travel writers of the time, nineteenth-century painters also depicted the people of Bosnia in their consumption of the nargila. The most famous painting showcasing this pastime is the work of Franz Leo Ruben, called ‘Türkisches Kaffeehaus in Sarajevo’, from 1897. The central motive of this painting was an open café in the hills looking over Sarajevo in which the patrons are drinking coffee and consuming nargilas. There is also a nineteenth-century sketch, titled ‘The Croatian Potentate Narguile’ by the French author Constantin Guys. It depicts ‘Croatians’ smoking a nargila during the Crimean War, but since it showcases a person wearing traditional Ottoman clothes as well as the fact that Croatia, then part of the Habsburg Empire, was not part of the war, it is safe to assume that these people were from Bosnia (Perović 2015). Another author, Anna Lynker, documented the everyday life in the marketplace or čaršija while traveling through Bosnia. In one of her paintings, she depicts two men drinking coffee and smoking a nargila while sitting in front of a shop (Fejzić and Fejzić 2018: 145), suggesting that nargila was not only consumed in coffee shops and private residences but also in public and commercial spaces. This shows the persistence of previous traditions of consuming nargila either in public settings such as coffee shops, or at private gatherings.

Nargila in the twentieth century: A symbol of orientalization

The later legacy of the Nargila through the twentieth century is most commonly connected with Islam and the Orient. It was mostly owned as a souvenir by people who went on the religious journey of the Hajj. In essence, twentieth-century legacy is just a continuation of nineteenth-century travelogues coming to Bosnia from the West, but now it was an experience by Bosnians traveling to the East and bringing it back home. Besides that, the nargila was used to represent a hedonistic picture of the Ottomans. In the 1980s, when ethnic and religious tensions were rising in Yugoslavia, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the hedonistic picture of the Ottomans was intertwined with their 500-year ‘oppressive’ rule over the region. A steady identification between the Ottomans, pejoratively called the Turks, and the domicile Muslim population, notably the Bosniaks, was beginning to be formed. This approach steadily influenced a negative and even hostile view in other parts of Yugoslavia towards Muslims (i.e. Bosniaks who were seen as an external enemy within), including the projection of the idea of a hedonistic and ruthless Turk onto the Bosniaks (Merzić 2022). Films such as Banović Strahinja and Boj na Kosovu showed a negative Oriental depiction of Ottomans. The film Boj na Kosovu depicts the Battle of Kosovo from 1389, where both rulers of the Ottoman Empire and Serbia, Murat I and Lazar of Serbia, died. Sultan Murat was depicted in the film as smoking a nargila even though there is no evidence that nargilas were used. Authors from the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, such as Milorad Popović Šapčanin in his novel Sanjalo from 1912, depict the usage of the nargila as a way of characterizing Muslims (Šapčanin 1912: 70). The same can be said for authors such as Jovan Ilić, Branislav Nušić and Matija Nenadović, to name a few, all of whom lived at the turn of the century when the question regarding the fate of the Ottoman Empire and its territories in Europe was being resolved. Probably the two most prolific authors who used the nargila in their works are Svetozar Ćorović and Aleksa Šantić.

For example, in the work ‘Đul-begova Zejna’ by Svetozar Ćorović, the title male character is depicted as hedonistically laying in ‘šilteta’ while smoking a nargila. Ćorović’s stories ‘Ptice u kavezu’ and ‘Ajiša’ depict one of the rare descriptions of women using the nargila. The sight of women consuming the nargila was not documented by foreign travellers or painters, but Ćorović was neither, since he was born in Mostar and was a writer (Ćorović 1967). The famous poet Aleksa Šantić, who lived in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, regularly used nargila as a trope. For example, in the first verse of the poem ‘Marbel fountain’, he begins with the lyrics ‘I am sitting on the marble fountain, drinking coffee, / and smoking – in front of me is a nargila gargling’.8 In his play ‘Hasanaginica’, the main male character Hasan-aga is depicted in numerous instances as smoking a nargila (Šantić 1911). Further, in the poem ‘Bir Hadži-Bobo’, Šantić combines the usage of nargila with the consumption of an alcoholic drink, rakia, which was frowned upon in Muslim societies since drinking alcohol is considered a sin. This showcases that not only were Muslims using the nargila but also Orthodox Christians, such as Aleksa Šantić or his characters, as well as Croats or the Catholics, as depicted in the sketch by Constantin Guys (Guys n.d.).

As mentioned before, during the twentieth century the usage of nargila steadily declined and the new wave of nargila usage started around 2004,9 a decade or so after the rest of the world (Maziak 2011). The main reason for this was the war. With the new wave of nargila, usage retained the same role, being primarily used in coffee houses commonly called nargilhane. Today, there are two main differences with the past: the first is that younger people under the age of forty are the main consumers, especially those in their twenties. The second is that, while only men were permitted in the coffee houses in the past, today, both men and women consume the nargila. An element of Orientalism remains, which is visible in the names of nargilahane, such as Damascus, Marrakesh, Orient, Istanbul and similar.

The fight against the use of nargila started as soon as it began to make its resurgence, and in this rhetoric was constantly called ‘a new way of tobacco consumption’, even though the nargila predated the common cigarette. This was especially explicit in the media, who led a campaign against the nargila. While there is no explicit evidence, the main driver against the nargila was probably the tobacco factory of Sarajevo, since after its closure in 2022, the media stopped reporting on the phenomenon of the nargila.

Conclusion

The history of nargila use in Bosnia and Herzegovina involves a complex mosaic of social, economic and cultural influences that have profoundly influenced the character and development of tobacco consumption in the region over the past five centuries. This chapter has traced some of those interlacing influences by exploring the nargila’s historical trajectory, from its origins as a highly social ritual in coffee houses of the Ottoman period through to its more recent resurgence in urban youth culture. Such developments, it has been argued, are expressive of broader patterns of cultural exchange, and imperial and religious influences.

As shown here, the introduction of tobacco in Bosnia paralleled its spread throughout the Ottoman Empire and Europe, with debates among religious scholars and Sufi thinkers highlighting its complex and contentious reception. Figures like Hasan Kaimi opposed nargila use on moral and religious grounds, while others, such as Abdurrahman Sirri, embraced it as a source of enjoyment. The rapid expansion in the significance of the nargila is demonstrated by accounts of craftsmen, merchants and coffee shop owners who were involved in the preparation and trade of tobacco (Bašeskija 1997). Indeed, by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, tobacco and nargila had become central to the social rituals and everyday practices of Bosnian society, symbolizing both communal association and status distinction. As numerous foreign travellers’ accounts suggest (e.g., those of Georg von Gyurkovics, James Henry Skene, Emile Joseph Dillon), the nargila was predominantly used by men, with few sources suggesting the use of nagila by women in public or in private. Relatedly, the practice came to be strongly associated with ideas about male identity and taste. The presence of nargila in sevdalinkas, folk tales, poetry, painting and travelogues additionally confirms its symbolic pervasiveness in everyday life. But that meaning was not static: the nargila transformed from an everyday object of Ottoman society to a symbol of decadence, and then to an Orientalist trope in literature and film.


[image: An illustration of three people in a camp setting with tents. One person is standing and holding a tray, while another is seated and smoking a hookah. The third is seated behind him. There is handwritten text at the top and bottom.]
Figure 11.1 ‘The Croatian portative narguilé’. Constantin Guys (1855). The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Top caption reads ‘Reference for the sketch of the Croatian camp near Balaklava’.


In the context of the themes presented in this collection, the fluidity of practices, associations and meanings of nargila use in Bosnia and Herzegovina is consistent with the conceptualization of tobacco as an ‘assemblage figuration’ (a theme further developed in the Conclusions to this volume). Additionally, the ascendancy of the nargila serves to illustrate how tobacco practices are shaped not solely by pharmacological or economic factors but also by a dense network of cultural factors. The nargila also presents a counterpoint to the dominant cigarette-centric narratives that have long persisted in tobacco historiography. As presented in this chapter, the nargila was not just a regional curiosity or a lesser-known tobacco product confined to the Orient.

Furthermore, the Bosnian case challenges the linear, Western-centric trajectory that positions tobacco as a commodity that spread from America to Europe, and then from Europe to the rest of the world. Instead, it emphasizes the importance of a lateral view which cuts across the networks of cultural exchange in the Middle East, the Ottoman Empire and South Asia, in a manner similar to the cases of India, also presented here in other chapters. The probable origin of the nargila from India or Iran, its popularization under Ottoman rule and its anchoring in the Bosnian way of life testify to multidirectional flows of influence, rather than one-way transmission. This chapter thus contributes towards decolonizing the history of tobacco by foregrounding a form of consumption that has often been marginalized and/or caricatured in mainstream narratives.

The nargila case in Bosnia and Herzegovina also illustrates the complex and contested relationship between tradition and modernity in the development of tobacco. Under Austro-Hungarian rule, the decline in nargila popularity was not only a result of health warnings or a change in taste but also a consequence of colonial economic policies – primarily the introduction of a state monopoly on tobacco and the promotion of cigarettes as a more ‘modern’ and rational form of consumption. This reflects broader patterns of the Middle East and South Asia, where imperial tobacco regimes actively participated in reshaping local habits. In the Bosnian case, these changes were accompanied by a cultural shift, in which nargila users were variously portrayed as backward, unhealthy or decadent: stigmatizations that were encoded with degradations of both class and ethnicity.

Yet, as elsewhere, the nargila’s story does not end with stigmatization. The contemporary resurgence of nargila in post-war Bosnia, particularly among urban youth, testifies to the resilience and transformation of tobacco practices. While contemporary nargila bars often adopt globalized aesthetic and commercial models, they are also spaces where cultural memory, identity and sociality are actively (re)negotiated, and degradation resisted. Their popularity among women and young people, as well as the frequent use of oriental names such as ‘Istanbul’, ‘Damascus’, or ‘Orient’, complicate clear divisions between authenticity and commodification, between tradition and modernity. These complications and historical contradictions in nargila use again express the more general contrasting ‘personalities’ of tobacco that form a central motif of this volume as a whole.

Notes

1There is a trend in Bosnian, Croatian and Serbian languages of discarding the letter ‘h’ in words.
2Hasan Kaimi, also known as Kaimi-baba, was a notable Bosnian Sufi mystic, poet and sheikh of both the Khalwati and Kadiri Sufi orders. Born in Sarajevo during the seventeenth century, he is remembered for his profound spiritual influence and his mystical poetry, which remains an integral part of Bosnian Islamic cultural heritage.
3Similarly, as was the case in other European languages the verb for tobacco consumption was drinking. Author Marek Stachowski argues that this verb is used since the tobacco was consumed with the help of a water pipe.
4Abdurrahman Sirri Baba (1785–1846) was a prominent Bosnian Sufi mystic, poet, and sheikh of the Kadiri Order. He played a significant role in the spiritual and literary life of Bosnia and Herzegovina during the Ottoman period. Sirri Baba is best known for his contributions to Sufi poetry and his influence as a spiritual leader.
5A u drugoj sajvat i nargila Efendić (2022: 37).
6a od šiše Hadžajlića Muše Durić (2018: 6). The word šiša in this context could also mean a flask or small bottle with a liquid likely alcohol. Since the author talks about not being able to move because a šiša was in the way it is most likely that the word šiša means nargila.
7During this time 40 paras were around 120 akçe.
8Na mermeru česme sjedim, kafu pijem, / I pušim – preda mnom nargila klokinja. Dizdar (2008: 65).
9Based on the memory of the author, one of the first coffee shops that served nargila in Sarajevo and Bosnia and Herzegovina was called Miris and was opened in 2004.
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Tobacco and empire in the Americas

Melissa N. Morris

A 1613 Spanish report written from present-day Venezuela warned authorities in Madrid that the English had settled nearby, ‘with the favour of the Caribs, with the intention of cultivating tobacco’ (‘Archivo General de Indias’ 1613). A 1614 Spanish account of their destruction of a Dutch-Carib fort in present-day Suriname recorded that ‘they had sown a great quantity of tobacco, which seems to have been their principal object’ (‘Report of dislodgement’ 1898). In 1626, two Frenchmen met with the powerful statesman Cardinal Richelieu, seeking permission to colonize a Caribbean island called St. Christopher. To back up their claims about the potential of the venture, they brought back a large amount of tobacco.

Tobacco is often credited with making Virginia, the first permanent colony of the future United States, viable. After five years of colonization efforts, all that the Virginia Company had to show for it were scores of dead – colonists and native alike. According to many accounts, it was only John Rolfe’s introduction of tobacco that persuaded the English to continue their plans there. The traditional narrative often ignores several facets of the story. Tobacco was present in Virginia before the English arrived. The English and others had long experience with the crop before they experimented with it in Virginia and long after, in countless places around the Atlantic World.

In this chapter, I will argue for the centrality of tobacco to the colonization of the Americas by the English, French and Dutch. They planted it in nearly every single place they colonized. Tobacco possesses botanical attributes that made this so. Unlike every other plantation commodity in this period, it is native to the Americas. Would-be colonizers looking for a crop to export had a head start: it was already growing. Tobacco, unlike sugar, indigo and more labour-intensive commodities, requires no special equipment to process. It does require some skill to plant and process, but throughout the Americas, there were Indigenous groups with experience cultivating and preparing it for consumption. All three of the empires studied here established their first permanent colonies in the Americas around the same time, in the early seventeenth century. It was also during this time that tobacco was becoming more widely consumed in Europe (and globally) and was therefore a profitable crop. Tobacco was understood by would-be colonizers as an important step in the process. As the examples above illustrate, they saw planting tobacco as the start of colonization. Even in places where tobacco was later – sometimes even quickly – replaced by other crops, it helped to generate interest and investment in a place. As the examples above suggest, not every one of these colonies lasted – some were very short-lived. Yet, the experience developed in even these short-term settings facilitated future efforts elsewhere. Tobacco made later colonial endeavours possible.1

Tobacco is native to the Americas. Among its many varieties, two had an especially wide range. The first, Nicotiana rustica, is native to much of North America. The second, Nicotiana tabacum, is indigenous to much of South America. If you have ever smoked tobacco, it was most certainly N. tabacum. Indigenous societies throughout the Americas consumed tobacco in a wide variety of ways, and for a host of purposes. It was smoked in a pipe and rolled into cigars. Some groups burned it on a fire and inhaled the smoke, while others took it as snuff. The fresh leaves were sometimes made into an ointment, or an enema. As outlined by Tushingham and Zimmermann (this volume), these modes of consumption varied from place to place. So too did the reasons they used it. Tobacco was incorporated into diplomatic and religious rituals, taken on long journeys to stave off hunger (it is an appetite suppressant) and used to treat wounds (it is also an antiseptic). No single culture used tobacco in all these ways, or for all these reasons, but most peoples throughout the Americas consumed tobacco in some form or another.

Everywhere Europeans went in the Americas, they were confronted with tobacco use and, especially when it was smoked, struggled to make sense of it. Europeans, in contrast to some other cultures, did not smoke anything before they encountered tobacco. Some West Africans who were forcibly brought to the Americas came with traditions of smoking herbs. For them, tobacco was less strange, and early Spanish observers noted their fondness for it. Over time, familiarity led some Europeans living in the Americas, too, to try this new drug. By the late sixteenth century, growing numbers of Europeans consumed tobacco. A Dutch author recalled the fondness young men at university had for tobacco in the 1590s. A traveller to England noted in 1600 that people there were constantly smoking (Hentzner 1901: 42; Morris forthcoming; Neander 1622; Roberts 2012: 171–4).

It might have made sense for the Spanish to orient some of their energies to tobacco cultivation, but for them, mineral extraction held greater rewards. Spanish colonists started to export some agricultural goods in this period (cacao and indigo are a couple of examples) but tobacco, partly due to its Indigenous origins, was held in disdain by some and its production was not encouraged.

At the same time, non-Iberian merchants, traders and heads of state were trying to thwart Spain’s control of the Americas. A lot of their early activity centred upon raiding Spanish settlements and ships, but tobacco also became integral to their interactions in the Americas. Northern Europeans could legally obtain tobacco from Spain, but there was little to be had, and it fetched a high price. English, French and Dutch interlopers to the Americas started to supplement this meagre amount by trading with Indigenous people, like those of the Caribbean island of Dominica, who began orienting themselves to the European market.2

Tobacco cultivation also appealed to colonists in certain marginal spaces within the Spanish Empire. One such place was Western Hispaniola. Hispaniola (present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) was the first island the Spanish colonized, but by the late sixteenth century, it was long overshadowed by later settlements in Mexico, Peru and elsewhere. In response to this economic decline, European, Indigenous and African people living on the western half of the island, far from the centres of power, establishing a lively trade in tobacco, hides and other goods with Northern European pirates. In response, Spanish authorities depopulated the island in 1605. That, as we shall see below, did little to curb tobacco growing in the region.

Another major centre of the illicit tobacco trade was the Spanish colony of Trinidad y Guayana, comprised of a settlement on the island of Trinidad and another along the Orinoco River on the mainland. The plantations there produced enough tobacco by 1607 that a neighbouring governor warned the king of Spain about the constant presence of English and Dutch ships (‘Coronel to Philip III’ 1607). In 1611, the English trader Thomas Roe wrote that he had just been to Trinidad and had seen fifteen English, Dutch and French ships, coming for tobacco (‘Sir Thomas Roe to Salisbury’ 1611).

The Spanish there had made certain innovations, like curing, and had developed the type of tobacco most in demand in Europe. Proper curing became important in this period because drying the leaves was necessary for a transatlantic voyage. The cultivators of Trinidad y Guayana and elsewhere also started pruning the leaves to create a stronger product. There was a growing population of Africans, Indians and Spanish who knew how to make so-called ‘Spanish tobacco’: high quality, cured Nicotiana tabacum. The quality of the Guiana crop was so well-known that ‘Trinidado’ was synonymous with tobacco in English (OED 2016).3

This trade had far-reaching consequences. First, it led to an exchange of knowledge about tobacco cultivation and preparation. An English colonizer wrote that ‘when we first arrived in those parts, wee altogether wanted the true skill and knowledge how to order it, which now of late wee happily have learned of the Spaniards themselves’ (Harcourt 1927: 105). Second, it led to increased geographic familiarity with the region. Their trips to the region often took them beyond the Spanish settlements, to the coast beyond Spanish control. A Dutch ship in 1599 made the journey and its crew carefully noted where rivers branched off, how deep the water was in various areas, and they reported all this information when they returned home. Third, the English, French and Dutch learned more about the Indigenous societies of the Americas. On mainland South America between Spanish and Portuguese control, Northern Europeans encountered some Indigenous groups willing to ally with them, if only because those groups found the more powerful and numerous Iberians more of a threat. The 1598 map of Guiana below depicts some of the myths about Guiana that were then circulating in Europe (Map 12.1). Yet, with its labelling of rivers and inclusion of Indigenous peoples, it also demonstrates Northern European knowledge of this region, especially along the coast.


[image: A historical map of Guiana and surrounding regions, featuring geographical and cultural details.]
Map 12.1 Jodocus Hondius, ‘New Map of the Wonderful, Large and Rich Land of Guiana’, (Amsterdam, 1598).


All this knowledge served them well as they attempted to establish their own settlements, in the very same area. While these empires are typically associated with North America, or the Caribbean, from around 1600–1630, they also founded a number of settlements in the vast region between Portuguese and Spanish control. It made sense for them to colonize there because these were places that they knew well, from their experience trading tobacco in the region. There is very little scholarship on these colonies because many of them were short-lived. However, the English, French and Dutch did eventually establish long-lasting colonies there, and the territories there today – Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana – bear this colonial imprint.

The Northern Europeans did of course also colonize Caribbean islands. Sugar cultivation is often cast as the defining attribute of these islands in the colonial period. Yet, on most of them, tobacco came first. St. Christopher (St. Kitts), the first permanent English colony in the Caribbean, was first colonized by a group of men who had been part of a failed attempt to establish a tobacco colony on the Amazon River. The group decided that a small island might be more readily controlled. They were soon joined by a group of Frenchmen, and both groups used tobacco to persuade their respective governments to grant them patents to the island. They came together, too, to massacre most of the Indigenous Kalinago people whose home they had taken.

Elsewhere in the Caribbean, tobacco formed a central facet of the economy. Sugar required a greater investment on the part of the metropole in terms of both money and people. Starting with tobacco helped colonists make the case that an island was worthy of greater commitment. Both the French and English used their shared island of St. Christopher as a base to colonize elsewhere. The English settled nearby Nevis in 1628, Antigua and Montserrat in 1632, Anguilla in 1650, and Tortola in 1672. The French colonized Guadeloupe and Martinique in 1635, St. Martin and St. Barthélemy in 1648, and St. Croix in 1650. Writing about Martinique in 1640, the Jesuit author Bouton claimed, ‘Tobacco has been up to now the only merchandise imported into France from that island and from the other islands which the French have settled.’ Most of these islands turned to sugar cultivation in the coming decades. Barbados, the first Caribbean Island to convert to sugar cultivation, likewise started out with tobacco. Although its leaf was often described as being very poor, the years of tobacco cultivation brought stability to the island that fostered an investment in tobacco (Menard 2014).

To grow tobacco, Caribbean colonizers brought enslaved Africans. Although the advent of sugar cultivation brought immense profits that led planters to be able to invest in enslaved labour, Africans were present before sugar, too. By the time that the English and French were colonizing these islands, the Spanish Caribbean had a Black majority. Free and enslaved men and women of African descent laboured in most all sectors of the economy (Wheat 2016). For these newer European arrivals, it perhaps seemed self-evident that African labour was essential to Caribbean colonization.

A 1626 settler on St. Christopher brought twenty-six enslaved Africans with him. Another that same year brought sixty (Harlow 1924: 26). When Henry Powell arrived on Barbados in 1627, his entourage included ‘seven or eight’ enslaved people (Smith 1630: 55).4 In these colonies, slavery was not something that emerged along the way, but rather was part of their origins.

What about Hispaniola, where the Spanish ejected their own colonists to curb the illegal tobacco trade? A 1605 letter by a Spanish official described the people of Western Hispaniola as ‘riff-riff who have no other source of income than the tobacco crop that is so esteemed in Flanders and England’ (Andrews 1978: 227). The Spanish tried to ensure no recalcitrant colonists remained in the Western half of the island by sending out raids to ensure that anyone remaining was removed. Yet European colonists, free and enslaved Africans, and some Indigenous people evaded authorities. These people continued to live in the north and west of the island, and to carry out illicit trade with foreigners.

The foreigners who came have been cast by their seventeenth-century enemies, pop culture and many subsequent historians as hard-drinking sea-faring pirates. Western Hispaniola and especially the island of Tortuga, just off its northern coast, have long held a mythical status in piracy tales. More recent scholarship has questioned the extent of such piracy, arguing that it did not take hold until the mid-century. Others have pointed out that some of these sea rovers nonetheless sought to establish ties to the land and that raiding might even have worked primarily to that goal for many (see Pestana 2014; Schmitt 2017; Zahedieh 1986).5 For those who did settle on Tortuga or Hispaniola, tobacco remained essential. A group of English and French colonists who fled St. Christopher and Nevis after a 1629 Spanish attack on the islands fled to Tortuga, where they began growing tobacco. In 1630, shortly after the arrival of so many newcomers to Tortuga, the Spanish captured and hanged fifteen of them. Although executed as pirates, the report that they were ‘taken, & hanged, wth Tobacco in derision planted vnder ther dead feet’ suggests that they were up to something else, and that the Spanish knew that, too (Harlow 1925: 81).

By the 1650s, the French attempted to assert control over the various settlers on both Western Hispaniola and Tortuga. To do so, French governors found they had to persuade the colonists to sell their tobacco to French ships, rather than the Dutch. While smaller French islands converted almost every acre to sugar plantations, the people of the colony now called Saint-Domingue sold tobacco to them. Saint-Domingue would eventually become the world’s biggest sugar producer, but tobacco was seen as essential to French control and expansion for decades before that. In 1669, as Governor Bertand d’Ogeron planned new settlements in the south, he wrote to Paris to ask for money ‘to look there for land suitable for making tobacco’ (Camus 1985: 79).

French policy in the subsequent decades made it harder for the colonists on St. Domingue to make a living from its cultivation. In 1690, while he was on a year-and-a-half-long scientific trip in the French Caribbean, the botanist Charles Plumier wrote of the misery caused by low tobacco prices. The poverty was so severe, he wrote, that ‘one sees whole families entirely nude’ (‘Lettre du frère Plumier’ n.d.). Whether this was true or an exaggeration to make a point is not clear. In either case, there were indeed a growing number of people who were indeed suffering and poorly clothed. Some planters were buying enslaved Africans, whose population was slowly growing. At the same time, there was an emergent community of free Black and mixed-race people in the colony (Garrigus 2010). The hallmarks of St. Domingue society on the eve of the Haitian Revolution had their roots in the tobacco period.

As these geographically dispersed examples show, tobacco was essential to colonization for the non-Iberian newcomers who sought to establish empires of their own. Even in places where sugar took hold, tobacco was grown first. But what of Virginia, the colony considered to be the quintessential tobacco success story? There, too, tobacco tied that ‘first’ colony to the trade and cultivation further south.

In 1606, King James I awarded a patent to the Virginia Company ‘to make Habitation, Plantation, and to deduce a colony of sundry of our People into that part of America commonly called VIRGINIA’ (James I 1604). Although the region had been a focus of English colonization efforts since the 1580s, previous attempts had ended in disaster.

Promoters of the Virginia Company imagined all kinds of commodities that the colony might produce – copper, silk, dyestuffs and pearls were among those mentioned. Others thought the colony might provide the elusive Northwest Passage and its water route to Asia. Virginia had a precarious existence until at least the 1620s, one recounted many times elsewhere. Nearly all scholars identify John Rolfe’s experiments with tobacco, beginning in 1612, as a turning point.

As explained at the outset of this chapter, tobacco was grown throughout the Americas before the arrival of Europeans, and the Chesapeake was no exception. Among the first depictions of Virginia was a 1585 engraving by Theodore DeBry of the Village of Secotan (Figure 12.1). It depicts Algonquins smoking and cultivating tobacco. Early chroniclers of Virginia often mention offerings of tobacco – the plant was a prominent feature of Indigenous life in the region.


[image: An illustration of a village with huts, people, and agricultural fields.]
Figure 12.1 Theodore de Bry, after John White, ‘The Village of Secotan’.


When the English arrived in Jamestown in 1607, many of the men were already dedicated consumers. They arrived, in fact, with tobacco that they had obtained on the way, from Caribs on Dominica. It was precisely this familiarity with the tobacco that led to a realization. Colonist William Strachey wrote that Virginia tobacco ‘is not of the best kynd yt is but poore and weake and of a byting tast’ (Strachey 1953: 123–4). Although some earlier travellers to Virginia and North America more broadly had reportedly enjoyed the native tobacco, later accounts concur with this unfavourable assessment. That is because the tobacco that grew in most of North America was Nicotiana rustica. In the places where the Spanish colonized, the native strain was typically N. tabacum and that was therefore the species that became popular in Europe. N. rustica has a higher nicotine content and, as Strachey noticed, a stronger, harsher taste. The two species also look fairly different – N. tabacum has smaller leaves and pink flowers, while N. rustica’s flowers are yellow. If tobacco cultivation as an economic pursuit had been on the mind of any of these initial colonizers, they would have been stymied by the realization that the tobacco growing in their midst was not the kind most in demand in Europe. In any case, the Virginia colonists did not grow much of anything at all in their first years there.

So how did tobacco cultivation take off? According to the Jamestown colonist Ralph Hamor, the man ‘which first tooke the pains to make trial thereof … [was] Mr John Rolfe, Anno Domini 1612’ (Smith 2007: 1137).6 And where did he get the seeds? Early accounts often credited Trinidad as the source, but this might have been simply because tobacco from Trinidad was especially valued and, as noted above, ‘Trinidad’ was even a synonym for tobacco. John Rolfe was on board the Sea Venture, which was intended to provide supplies and new colonists for Jamestown, but which instead shipwrecked on Bermuda. Bermuda was an uninhabited island discovered in the sixteenth century, and by the time of Rolfe’s visit, at least, it had tobacco and wild pigs. The shipwrecked men, women and children stayed there for nearly ten months, during which time they made pipes and smoked tobacco in them. They eventually built new ships and sailed on to Jamestown. It is far more likely that Rolfe brought seeds from Bermuda, acquired during his time there.

Rolfe, however, was also famous for his marriage to Pocahontas, and tobacco cultivation and consumption in Virginia also owed much to the Algonquin people of the Chesapeake. The English preference for smoking pipes over cigars was taken from the people of the eastern seaboard of North America. (In much of the Spanish Empire, native peoples smoked cigars.) The English may have also perfected their curing technique among the Powhatan, who, Strachey recorded, ‘dry the leaves … over the fier, and sometymes in the sun’ (Strachey 1953: 123). Powhatan tobacco agriculture was probably more legible to the English colonists than other types of agriculture. Unlike most other crops, tobacco was grown by men and in distinct plots.

Tobacco cultivation in Virginia eventually came to rely upon enslaved Africans. Scholars and journalists alike have recently drawn renewed attention to the 1619 arrival of the colony’s first cohort of enslaved Africans. Over time, the crop that Europeans so closely identified with Indigenous cultivators came to be linked instead with enslaved African labour. This transition was particularly obvious in Virginia.

After tobacco helped to establish first Virginia and later Maryland, that might seem to be the end of the story. By the mid-seventeenth century, tobacco was not as reliable a commodity, as the global supply stabilized and prices held steady, and even at some points dropped disastrously. On Saint-Domingue, as we have seen, tobacco continued to be vital. It turns out that elsewhere, too, tobacco continued to be part of colonization efforts.

In New Netherland, where Dutch settlers first arrived in 1624, investors pinned their hopes on tobacco. It might seem that the future New York City had always been oriented towards trade – and indeed the harbour was a draw for the Dutch – but agricultural pursuits were also at the forefront of Dutch plans for the colony, and many hoped to beat Virginia at its own game by producing better tobacco.

Part of the interest in tobacco had to do with a misunderstanding about the climate. Early Dutch explorers and traders, often staying only in the summer and working from an early modern understanding of climate as synonymous with latitude, thought New Netherland had a warm, even tropical climate (van der Donck 2008; van Wassenaer 1622; White 2017: chapter 1). The fact, too, is that tobacco can indeed grow almost anywhere – and, as with the other places discussed here, the very first Europeans to arrive there noticed its use. Henry Hudson’s first mate, Robert Juet, recorded that, during the 1609 journey that led to the European ‘discovery’ of the Hudson River, ‘The people of the Countrey came aboord of us, making shew of love, and gave us Tabacco’ (Juet 1921: 62). However, tobacco grows better and more easily in warmer climates.

Accounts of New Netherland also emphasized the fertility of its soil and its suitability for agriculture. A 1644 report mentioned tobacco, for which ‘that Island [Manhattan], on account of its great fertility, is considered well adapted’ (John Romeyn Brodhead et al. 1853: I154). Kiliaen van Rensselaer, a founding member of the Dutch West India Company and a major landowner in the colony, likewise supported tobacco cultivation. ‘My eye is mainly fixed on tobacco planting’, he wrote in 1632. Van Rensselaer thought that New Netherland tobacco would be competitive with that of Virginia and the Caribbean because of ‘the extreme duties and returns to be paid to the king and the officers’ in both England and France (‘Van Rensselaer Bowier manuscripts’ 1908: 223). To help kickstart cultivation, he brought in people with experience growing tobacco, this included one group from the Netherlands itself. Tobacco cultivation had started in earnest there in 1610 and was prominent in the areas around Amersfoort and also near Nijkerk, where van Rensselaer’s family was from. Van Rensselaer also recruited planters from Virginia to help.

Enslaved Africans laboured on some of these plantations. Because few slave ships ever stopped in New Netherland, most of the enslaved men and women who arrived there came from Iberian colonies, with names like Manuel, Fernando and Francisco Cartagena. The Dutch capture of part of Brazil in 1630 both extended this Iberian influence and further convinced the New Netherland settlers that enslaved African labour was essential to their success. In a 1644 report on how to improve the colony, the author suggested they could buy Africans from Brazil (John Romeyn Brodhead et al. 1853: I154). A later report instead proposed that New Netherland could be a base for the slave trade. ‘New Netherland would by slave labor, be more extensively cultivated than it has hitherto been’, the report opined (Goodfriend 1978: 127).

The idea that New Netherland ought to rely on enslaved labour continued to animate its leaders even after the loss of Dutch Brazil. In 1652, the Amsterdam directors of the WIC wrote to Stuyvesant to say that they were dropping a tax on tobacco and that ‘in order to favor such plantations still more we consent therewith upon the request of the inhabitants there that they may, in their own ships, fetch from the coast of Africa as many Negroes as they shall require for agriculture’ (‘Petrus Stuyvesant’ 2000: 145). Although the New Netherland colonists lacked sufficient ships to start importing enslaved Africans, the plan itself tells us quite a lot about their visions for the colony and their hopes to establish plantations and extend the use of enslaved Africans.

The English capture of New Netherland in 1664 put an end to Dutch plans. Nor did the English have much reason to encourage tobacco cultivation in the colony they renamed New York, as they already possessed tobacco-growing colonies.

Tobacco played a part in still other colonial efforts, long after it became a global commodity. Though it was not often the chief economic endeavour, it nonetheless remained an essential ingredient in interactions with Indigenous people. In the eighteenth century, a new style of tobacco that came from Brazil became especially important for Atlantic trade.

Brazil was among the few places in the Americas where colonists grew both sugar and tobacco. Tobacco there was prepared in a variety of ways, but over the course of the seventeenth century, ‘Brazilian tobacco’ came to connote a specific style. The tobacco leaves were twisted, entwined and formed into ropes about three inches in diameter. This rope was regularly unwound and twisted again in the other direction, which released the moisture from the leaves. This juice was collected, mixed with molasses, herbs and, potentially, other ingredients, and the entire mixture was brushed on the leaves. The result was a sweet-flavoured tobacco that was high demand in several markets.

One of those markets was West Africa, where Brazilian tobacco became crucial in the slave trade. Describing about the Mina Coast in 1759, an official wrote that tobacco was the most desirable of all goods, and that without it, slave traders could not get enough human cargo, which in turn would hinder agriculture in Brazil (Wimmer 1996: 117). Brazilian tobacco gained a following among West African traders in part because the Portuguese were early traders in Africa generally, but were slave traders in particular. The desire of West Africans for Brazilian tobacco was a nuisance for English, French and Dutch traders, who had to first obtain the tobacco from the Portuguese before they could conduct trade for enslaved people and other goods.

A more surprising market for Brazilian tobacco was the Great Lakes region of North America. There, English and French fur traders vied for influence among Indigenous groups. These groups consumed locally produced tobacco, but they also developed a fondness for Brazilian tobacco, which was first introduced into the region by French traders. By the eighteenth century, Brazilian tobacco appeared frequently in French accounts of the region. A 1719 expense account included both black and white tobacco (Thwaites 1902: 384).7 The ‘black’ tobacco here was Brazilian, as the molasses preparation darkened it. A 1721 document likewise mentioned black and native tobacco (Thwaites 1902).8 These and the many similar references to Brazilian and other types of tobacco being carried and used alongside one another suggest that this was a place where different preferences prevailed and might be accommodated. Brazilian tobacco was certainly a widespread commodity there by the early eighteenth century. Still, in these accounts Brazilian tobacco was present in lesser amounts, a clue that it was more difficult to get.

As the English, too, tried to build Indigenous alliances in the Great Lakes, they found that they needed to supply Indigenous people with the same goods their French counterparts had. To that end, the Hudon’s Bay Company was founded in 1670. Among the first instructions sent from London to their operatives were to let them know precisely what goods were needed ‘for the best satisfaction of the Indian’ (‘Governor Nixon’s Instructions’ 1680a). In another letter, they ask their agents to send examples to London of the kinds of French good most in demand (Governor Nixon’s Instructions’ 1680b). In dozens of letters written across decades, the traders demanded Brazilian tobacco.

Indigenous people of the Great Lakes region desired it, and they had specific preferences. They could tell good quality tobacco from poor and would reject deals with traders who lacked what they desired. This preference was a nuisance for the British, who had to arrange to get the tobacco from Lisbon and then transfer it back across the Atlantic and on to the far-flung trading posts of the Company. In their competition with the French in this region, British traders often conceded that the French were more adept at trade. Company employee Anthony Henday noted in 1754 that they were better at languages and would canoe out to meet natives along the waterways, trading with them before they ever had a chance to make it to the British forts. ‘They have the advantage of us in every shape’, he concluded, and if they had Brazile tobacco … would entirely cut off our trade’ (Henday 2000: 190). Luckily for Henday, the British had managed to secure a better supply of Brazilian tobacco at the time he was writing.

Tobacco’s importance to these empires persisted, as other essays in this volume have shown. After Brazil declared its independence in 1822, the Portuguese encouraged Angolans to grow it instead. In present-day Zimbabwe, Zambia and Malawi, white settlers took over or introduced tobacco farming to dispossess Africans. By the mid-twentieth century, empires were eclipsed by multinational corporations, and tobacco companies were chief among them. In the United States, Philip Morris touted its record on civil rights while also intentionally targeting Black consumers (Balbach, Gasior and Barbeau 2003; Yeager and Malone 1992). In the twenty-first century, long-declining rates of smoking were reversed by the rise of vaping.

As highlighted by other chapters in this volume, tobacco was consumed by Indigenous people of the Americas for millennia, and it continues to be a part of their culture to this day. When European empires made tobacco into a global commodity, many of these cultural attributes were mostly lost, yet new ones cropped up in its place across the globe. We know now that tobacco can be harmful to one’s health and it is tempting to cast it as the villain here. But humans bear the ultimate responsibility. For empires looking to subdue people and places, tobacco turned out to be a useful tool. Understanding these deep-rooted histories is absolutely essential for contextualizing many tobacco legacies that persist today.

Notes

1The ideas put forth here are articulated more fully in my book: Morris (forthcoming).
2Some examples of English ships stopping at Dominica for tobacco include Francis Drake during his 1585–6 voyage, the 1585 Virginia settlers, and the 1607 Jamestown settlers.
3The first recorded reference in the Oxford English Dictionary is in 1599; Arthur Conan Doyle wrote the sentence ‘a pipe of Trinidado is all I require’ in his 1889 novel Micah Clarke, set in 1685 England. ‘Trinidado, n.’. OED Online. June 2016. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/206168?redirectedFrom=trinidado (accessed 16 November 2015).
4Smith (1630: 55).
5For examples of this scholarship, about Tortuga and Saint-Domingue specifically and the Caribbean more broadly, see: Schmitt (2017: 584–99); Pestana (2014: 321–60); Zahedieh (1986: 205–22).
6Smith (1137).
7The ‘Account of De Lignery for Expenses Incurred By Him’ (1719) includes ‘15 livres of black tobacco and 50 livres of white tobacco’. Thwaites (1902: I:384).
8‘1721: Expenses Incurred in the War with the Foxes’, includes ‘1035 3/4 livres of native tobacco’ and ‘100 livres of Black Tobacco’, Thwaites, ed. French Regime, 1:402; 1:405.
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Conclusions

Jason Hughes and Sarah Inskip

This volume presents a fundamental challenge to how we might understand the role of tobacco in human history. Canonical historiographies of tobacco have been dominated by economic historians who, through working with a limited range of predominantly Eurocentric sources, have together created something of a distorted account of long-term developments. These historiographies privilege an account of a largely unhindered Atlantic expansion, somewhat ignoring both global complexities, on the one hand, and quotidian practices, on the other. In such ways, narratives of transatlantic trade and commerce have come to take precedence over those which foreground the full array of global processes and human experiences involved. At worst, canonical historiographies have stylistically and epistemically eclipsed tobacco’s complex, negotiated, conflictual and often-tortuous spread and development across the globe.

Furthermore, such historiographies have largely left unanswered, or perhaps better, inadequately answered, a central question: How did a plant that was largely unknown outside of the Americas before the fifteenth century become, within a few centuries, a near necessity, indeed, one literally worth dying for, for diverse groups of peoples across the globe? As we explored in the Introduction to this volume, historians have begun to address this gap in existing knowledge and research on tobacco, in particular those who have explored its development through non-western perspectives. This work has been vital in demonstrating the diversity of tobacco entanglements which are key not only to the decolonization of tobacco history (e.g. van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith 2024) but to enhancing our understanding of different experiences of tobacco, and of the manifold social and cultural determinants behind the rise of tobacco consumption, especially before its ‘New Imperialism’ (see again Tushingham and Zimmerman, Chapter 3).

The collection of chapters in this volume has also sought to close some of the gaps discussed above by making further contributions to addressing the question of how tobacco rapidly came to be a global necessity. However, taken as a whole, it has also sought in part to reframe this concern. Through moving beyond the idea of tobacco as, principally, an addictive commodity, and through highlighting the shifting webs of interdependencies that enabled the global transformation of tobacco, this volume variously highlights how an understanding of tobacco’s past is indispensable for better understanding and better addressing its present. Indeed, it suggests a rethinking of a dominant view that tobacco’s history is a kind of ‘backdrop’ and ‘context’ for ‘its’ present; rather, such long-term simultaneously global and local, material and personal, developments are the stuff of ‘tobacco’. To put it provocatively, tobacco is always tobacco through time, across space, people, materialities and places. Indeed, a key task is to better understand the broader implications of this reframing.

By this we mean that the historical details surrounding people’s practices and understandings, materialities and bodies are not only essential for revealing the impetus and mechanisms behind the initial emergence and demand for tobacco across the globe but that such demands persist today despite widespread concerns about environmental, health and social impacts of, and controls on, tobacco. We also lack significant knowledge for some regions of the globe that have been traditionally less well studied, if at all, and these are usually areas outside of the Atlantic area. Understanding these diverse and often plural perspectives, as argued and exemplified by Tushingham and Zimmermann in the context of Indigenous American traditions, and Upendra et al. for India, is absolutely essential for apprehending modern tobacco-related problems, including around health, and its environmental, social and economic impacts. Moreover, through generating an interdisciplinary dialogue of evidence surrounding tobacco – combining, say, biochemical analyses with archaeological evidence, court records with archival data, documentary evidence with metabolomic analyses – we become able not just to better address the question of how tobacco became widespread but to understand more adequately the asymmetrical sociomaterial power relationships through which this came to be, and, moreover, how such dynamics persist through the present despite the much greater awareness and acceptance of tobacco’s harms.

As has been demonstrated throughout this volume, one of the best ways to fill the gaps in current understandings is to move beyond traditional approaches that focus on tobacco as an addictive commercial product, to an interdisciplinary focus that harnesses the value of viewing tobacco as a multifaceted and dynamic entity, which, when situated in differing temporal, geographical, sociopolitical and economic circumstances, takes on different roles and meanings that have varying impacts often, but not always, intertwined with pre-existing traditions.

Taken together, the body of scholarship we present in this volume facilitates a rethinking of tobacco as simply a commodity and instead prompts a reappraisal of tobacco as a conceptual object and as a ‘material thing’. It suggests that tobacco might be better understood as involving a dynamic interplay of shifting understandings (in particular, changing medical cosmologies), changing uses and practices (from its use as a medicinal remedy to a recreational ‘vice’), changing behavioural standards (e.g. growing sensitivities about spitting, coughing and inhaling second-hand smoke), changing materials (progressively less potent tobacco strains, modes of curing, modes of consumption – e.g. pipes, snuff, filter cigarettes) and changing experiences of using tobacco and of being a user. This interplay might best be conceptualized as an ‘assemblage figuration’, whereby tobacco is less a ‘thing’ than a ‘flow’ involving a dynamism of material and symbolic components and practices which shift over time and across a range of social, material and cultural conditions. Such a formulation ascribes greater centrality to the contingent relational and processual character of tobacco while retaining the notion of ‘its’ significance across generations. That is to say, it has utility in capturing the remarkable adaptability of tobacco to the contrasting relational affordances of different ‘figurational’ nexuses: how it becomes entangled in contrasting webs of power and culture, meaning and social practice – as a sacred medicine in indigenous cosmologies, a luxury and exotic commodity within early-European mercantile networks, an everyday necessity in industrial labour processes – which often overlap and intersect in ways that are nonlinear and nonsequential.

The chapters presented here clearly show the great diversity of tobacco, whether as a medicine, luxury, consumable, intoxicant, solace, ritual agent, daily necessity, political and social agent. Viewed as an assemblage figuration, we might better understand why and where, for example, tobacco succeeded where other counterparts failed. Crucial, in this respect, is the immense material plasticity of tobacco – its varying pharmacological yield, in turn related to different modes of preparation, curing and consumption – which has afforded manifold possibilities for relational entanglement. Moreover, and as Part I of the volume shows, tobacco was many of these different ‘things’ at the same time, sometimes in the same place, both in response to bottom-up processes of resistance, and/or top-down pressures for subjugation (Chapters 4, 8 and 11). As such, this diversity is intimately linked to local and regional contexts as well as global networks and situations – what van Wickeren, Stubbs and Clarence-Smith refer to as its ‘glocal’ characteristics. As suggested above, the scope for tobacco to become embedded within diverse social nexuses is intimately bound up with its varying and motile material properties and characteristics. The chapters in this volume highlight huge variation both in its plant form (Chapters 3 and 4) and in its final products (Chapters 10 and 11) – a physical diversity which has been neglected in historical narratives (see exception of Tullet 2019) and yet has created a plurality of possibilities for distinctive sensory applications, both desirable and undesirable. Furthermore, these physical and sensory experiences came to embody and express characteristics associated with its production, consumption practices, and geopolitical points of origin, creating a nexus of material and symbolic connections that facilitated tobacco’s imbrication with specific social ideals. Indeed, Chapters 2 and 9 highlight how such relationships could be mobilized, wittingly or unwittingly, in the creation and distinction of ‘other’ identities, while Chapter 7 also shows the integral significance of tobacco use in restructuring individual identities.

This volume further enhances understandings of regions where the history of tobacco is comparatively understudied prior to the era of the cigarette (e.g. India, Chapters 8, 10; Bosnia, Chapter 11; and, to an extent, America, Chapter 3). These contributions clearly demonstrate the wide range of factors affecting the consumption of tobacco in diverse areas, which include ties to both Western and non-Western communities. Combined, they reveal that while there might be similarity between proximal regions, distinctive ‘glocal’ histories emerge. These chapters also significantly expand our understanding of tobacco’s relational intermeshing across different socio-spatial regions and locales, highlighting a diversity of processes through which such entanglements come to develop, and the complex multilinear, and multi-directional pathways involved in this relational refiguring.

Additionally, despite a comparative lack of research on the roles tobacco had on the lives of past people or their experiences of it, there is in fact a plethora of valuable, but under-utilized, historical sources that speak to how tobacco became embedded in the everyday lives and practices of past people. While canonical historiographic research has tended to draw extensively on commercial and trade records, alternative source materials can reveal many other facets and dimensions of tobacco’s longer-term developments. Chapter 2 highlights early medical and periodical contributions to understanding health while Chapter 9, for example, demonstrates the rich potential of travellers’ diaries; Chapter 7 applies a praxeological approach to unlock the potential of a vast repository of court depositions to reveal not only the diverse desired and undesired sensory and social properties of tobacco, but, in a related manner, the complex ways contemporaries negotiated relationships with its use. Such work melds well with that of Tullet (2019), who considers the olfactory dynamics of tobacco in creating atmospheres of tandem identity formation and place-making.

This mode of reapproaching historical data through the lens of multisensory ethnography presents further opportunities for bridging different sources of data, again through a dialogue of evidence and discipline. For instance, although not covered in this volume, analysis of archaeological clay pipes can reveal much about smoking performance and identities (e.g. Fox 2015), as well as trade and local-global networks. Similarly, McShane (2022) through a focus on a material cultural analysis of tobacco paraphernalia (snuff boxes), has explored gendered experiences and processes of identity formation typically absent or hidden from male-authored documentary records. Analysis of material culture can therefore be vital to the recovery of such missing stories.

Perhaps most significantly, novel and emerging biomolecular approaches offer significant possibilities for better understanding the simultaneous historical entanglement of tobacco with human bodies and within the body of the societies they collectively comprise. While the analysis of genetics that is presented in this volume focuses on dependency risks of contemporary populations, application of such approaches to archaeological human skeletal remains has enormous potential to reveal critical clues about the co-evolution between tobacco and humans, especially if well-contextualized remains are used in conjunction with modern data. This would be able to reveal important environmental, social and cultural factors that may have influenced dependency within the human population, a key factor in tobacco’s long and enduring legacies.

Finally, the volume as a whole, and Chapters 2, 3 and 5, individually, showcase/s the importance of truly interdisciplinary research that combines multiple sources of evidence to tackle complex issues, such as that surrounding tobacco legacies. Since tobacco can directly influence people both physically through its consumption and biochemistry, and through the social and economic structures integral to its production and the maintenance of the tobacco market, evidence for tobacco can be identified from many different areas. Chapter 2 in particular demonstrates how the combination of archaeological, botanical and biochemical analyses is absolutely crucial for revealing tobacco histories for communities where there is limited or problematic historical documentation. Here the authors have shown how such sources of data, and the interdisciplinary approaches to their analysis, can not only fill gaps in our knowledge, such as who was using tobacco, how they might have been using it and so forth, but also how we can better understand why tobacco markets developed as they did, and how seemingly disconnected decisions and actions can have major ramifications for other communities. Such knowledge is crucial for predicting how new products can impact all actors directly and indirectly associated with their development, production and consumption.

Future directions

While we have highlighted new perspectives on tobacco, challenged narratives around the emergence of tobacco cultures and explored tobacco developments in some areas where research has been lacking, there remain many areas that have extremely limited or entirely missing histories of tobacco. Such areas are often those that have either no or limited written records, or are in places that are challenged socio-economically today. Ironically, these are some of the communities where a much better understanding of tobacco history would be highly beneficial for contextualizing modern tobacco-related concerns. As Tushingham and Zimmermann propose in their analysis of the deep history of tobacco in the Americas (Chapter 3), and as Russell explores (Chapter 6) through his work on the decolonization of the teaching of tobacco histories, such gaps in existing knowledge are all the more problematic given that tobacco-related illness disproportionately affects people in low and middle income countries, where as much as 80 per cent of a projected one billion tobacco-related deaths of the twenty first century are projected to occur.

Areas where there is a particular lack of research include the uses and practices of Indigenous Australians, where tobacco existed prior to Europeans, and there is evidence for a mixture of consumption practices. This also pertains to Africa, where a variety of indigenous tobacco may exist from West Africa. In addition, pre-existing smoking cultures in Africa, and in several parts of the globe that tobacco entered, are also underexplored, and these are likely to be highly important in tobacco’s dissemination. These gaps are unfortunate since understanding how regional and local complexities and entanglements with tobacco arise provides valuable clues as to how to manage tobacco today. Indeed, as Morris (Chapter 12) explores in her account of colonial tobacco cultivation and trade, such regional dynamics were in many cases crucial to colonial expansion. The cultivation of tobacco, she shows, has historically served as a marker of investment potential and, relatedly, a forerunner of exploitative labour processes, the power dynamics of which endure through to the present.

When writing this volume, we found a number of key barriers to research. First, there may be no local demand to understand the deep history of tobacco in some areas of the globe, a situation which can stem from national priorities, instability, interference from tobacco companies and a lack of support for research, especially in the humanities. Second, and linked to this, is that there may be a lack of support for researchers in terms of funds and/or infrastructure, which is particularly a problem for early career researchers. This can be especially problematic for material culture studies that might require access to labs, costs for consumables and so forth to examine objects. Lack of centralized databases that include information on tobacco objects is also an enduring problem in archaeology worldwide. As such, much research is conducted from the Global North, which is highly problematic for pluralizing tobacco histories. Much needs to be done to remove these barriers. While decolonizing tobacco history is an important start, as both Russell and Tushingham and Zimmerman propose, investment and engagement with researchers, especially early career researchers in understudied regions, is imperative for us to have greater impact on communities today.

To grasp the full breadth of tobacco’s impacts and legacies, it is imperative that we consider more widely the different ways in which tobacco is used, as argued throughout this volume. Russell’s provocative conceptualization of tobacco as a kind of supra-human historical agent challenges a rethinking of canonical, anthropocentric accounts of the development of tobacco, whereby we instead might better consider tobacco’s own influence over the shaping and refiguring of social relationships. De-centring anthropocentric accounts might, indeed, work in consort with a de-centring of perspectives from the ‘West’ and Global North. For example, there are a huge array of different indigenous uses that remain unknown, a better grasp of which might further enrich understanding of, in particular, pre-Columbian developments. We might also develop richer understandings of precisely how tobacco simultaneously forged, and was woven into, emergent trade networks. A key example in this respect is Morris’s (Chapter 12) analysis of Brazilian tobacco. Morris describes how tobacco was mixed with molasses and twisted into ropes to create sweet-flavoured varieties that were particularly important (and, as she shows, formative) to trade networks in West Africa and the Great Lakes of North America. Morris’s work further opens up the possibilities for more detailed complementary histories of tobacco and sugar: both with their origins as ‘slave’ crops crucial to European colonial interests; both, in Western contexts at least, transformed from extravagant luxuries to proletarian staples; both driving dependencies that were simultaneously corporeal and geopolitical; and both with their effects on population health becoming all the more pronounced when ‘refined’ and ‘civilized’ for Western tastes.

Partly due to certain characteristics of the history of tobacco opposition, especially the central foregrounding of the health consequences of smoking, alternative uses of tobacco have been somewhat marginalized. While histories of medicinal usage are part and parcel of some of the analyses presented, there remains considerable scope directly to consider distinctive experiences of snuffing, snus use, enemas and tobacco drinking. We can learn a lot more by thinking about these alternative uses and how these link to modern practices today. There is much that can be contributed towards understanding the rising trend of vaping, and potential implications of this new practice.

The chapters here show that there is a significant amount of knowledge that can be gained from non-documentary sources, and in particular, the macroscopic and biochemical analysis of material culture in tandem with analysis of our own biology has enormous potential to expand our knowledge of tobacco consumption at an individual and population level. Again, Russell’s material culture approach, which repositions tobacco as at once a force of pharmacological colonization and social subjugation, serves to disrupt canonical assumptions of the primary axis of human-plant entanglements. Archaeology, in particular, has been surprisingly quiet on the issue of tobacco history, despite the thousands of archaeological clay pipes and other types of smoking paraphernalia that are routinely excavated across the globe. This statement also expands out to the vast collections of historical tobaccos held in herbariums and museums, which as shown in Chapter 2 provide vital evidence for past experiences of tobacco use. Projects that look at, or include, material culture could contribute so much more than they currently do if we move away from a focus on typologies and economic narratives, and expand out to consider social aspects of tobacco. The benefits of such work are showcased by Fox (2015), Cessford (2001) and in Chapter 3 of this volume, where we have been able to highlight the toll that tobacco had on health in the past. This work could be further enhanced through the analysis of the remains of archaeological individuals, where we might access information about dependency which, as Chapter 5 shows, can be revealed through genetics. Gaining such knowledge from non-documentary sources is essential for producing a deeper understanding of tobacco and its legacies, since in regions where historical documents are scarce or non-existent, there may be no other means of extracting information. Such approaches are ripe for application to pre-European/indigenous uses of tobacco in Africa and Australia, where we have almost no knowledge and, as shown in Chapter 2, the potential benefits are vast.
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