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Nicotine – a good thing? 

By EDDIE GLENN 

First of all, this story shouldn’t be misconstrued as a suggestion that readers begin smoking to improve their 
health. 
 
It won’t work. 
 
But researchers are now working to develop synthetic versions of nicotine – the substance in tobacco smoke 
that makes it so addictive – because of health benefits. 
 
According to a recent article on www.wired.com, the Web site of WIRED magazine, new nicotine-derived 
drugs are being developed to treat ailments from depression, schizophrenia, and anxiety (all of which many 
smokers might say they already treat with nicotine), to poor circulation in diabetics.  
 
These are problems smoking has been shown to exacerbate, but nicotine itself may actually help reduce. 
 
“Nicotine is highly stigmatized – and for good reason, because the deliver system is so deadly,” Don deBe-
thizy told WIRED.  
 
deBethizy is the CEO of Targacept, a company he spun off from R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co. after working 15 
years for the tobacco giant – which still owns 4 percent of deBethizy’s company. 
 
“But the drug itself and the research generated by studying its effects on the brain both show great promise for 
helping us improve our physical and mental health,” he said. 
 
Targacept is working on a nicotine-based compound aimed at treating Alzheimer’s or schizophrenia, and is in 
the early stages of developing a drug to treat pain from molar extractions.  
 
Researchers at Stanford, according to WIRED, have determined – while working on a study of the damage 
nicotine causes to blood vessels – that it has just the opposite effect. They’re working on a nicotine gel that can 
be applied directly to a wound area. 
 
Still, none of those products are on the market yet, and as Cherokee County Health Coalition Coordinator 
Carol McKiel pointed out, it’s always a good idea to find out who’s financing pro-nicotine research. 
 
“I’ve seen a lot of studies that are ‘purchased’ by certain interest groups,” she said. 
 
(As mentioned above, R.J. Reynolds still owns 4 percent of one of the companies working on nicotine-as-
medicine research.) 
 
McKiel said that although such research may indeed be out there, she’s not aware of any use of nicotine cur-
rently available – even nicotine patches – that doesn’t have some negative health effects. 
 
“What a lot of people are doing now is switching from smoking to chew,” she said. “But chew is pretty bad, 
too. It doesn’t cause lung cancer, but it does cause a lot of health problems.” 



According to Tahlequah culturalist Pat Moss, tobacco has long been used by American Indians for medicinal 
purposes – but not always in the most common modern way. 
 
“They used it as a vermifuge,” he said. “In other words, to get rid of worms. They’d also use it as a poultice to 
draw out poison, like on a wasp sting.” 
 
The use of nicotine – synthetic or otherwise – to treat anxiety isn’t really anything new, either, said Moss.  
 
Most smokers are probably already aware of its calming effects, but it can also be used in non-smokable 
forms, he said. 
 
“A lot of traditional people will blow tobacco smoke through a straw into water, and give the water to babies 
so they’ll go to sleep,” he said. “Evidently, it puts a minuscule amount of nicotine in the water. You can also 
put a small amount of tobacco on the bottom of your foot to settle your nerves.” 
 
Still, Moss said, those traditionally methods involved real tobacco leaves, which aren’t quite as easy to obtain 
as, say, a pack of Marlboros. 
 
“Chemically enhanced and genetically altered tobacco is probably not going to have the same effects,” he said. 
 
Contact Eddie Glenn at eglenn@tahlequahdailypress.com. 
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