
is blue sage a closed practice
is blue sage a closed practice, a question that frequently arises within spiritual and
wellness communities, touches upon crucial aspects of cultural appropriation and respect.
This article delves deeply into the origins and traditional uses of blue sage (specifically
Artemisia tridentata, often referred to as Desert Sage or White Sage's cousin), examining
its sacred significance to Indigenous peoples. We will explore the nuances of its harvesting,
ceremonial applications, and the ethical considerations surrounding its use by those outside
of these traditions. Understanding the concept of closed practices is vital for anyone
engaging with plant-based spirituality, ensuring that respect and cultural integrity are
paramount. This comprehensive guide aims to clarify the complexities, offering insight into
why some practices are considered sacred and not to be casually adopted.
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Understanding Blue Sage: Origins and
Significance

Blue sage, scientifically known as Artemisia tridentata, is aromatic shrub native to the arid
regions of western North America. Its distinctive silvery-green leaves and pungent, pleasant
aroma have long made it a valued plant. Beyond its olfactory appeal, blue sage holds deep
historical and spiritual significance for numerous Indigenous communities across its native
range. It is not merely a fragrant herb; it is a plant interwoven with cultural practices,
medicinal uses, and spiritual ceremonies passed down through generations.

The term "blue sage" can sometimes be used broadly, but in the context of spiritual
practices, it most commonly refers to Artemisia tridentata. This plant is distinct from white
sage (Salvia apiana), which has gained significant popularity in recent years and is also
subject to discussions about closed practices. Blue sage, like white sage, has been used for
purification, healing, and as an offering in various ceremonies. Its deep roots in the earth
and its resilience in harsh environments contribute to its symbolic power within Indigenous
cosmologies.

What Constitutes a "Closed Practice"?

The concept of a "closed practice" is fundamental to understanding cultural appropriation



and respect in spiritual and traditional contexts. A closed practice refers to rituals,
ceremonies, knowledge, or traditions that are considered sacred, proprietary, or specific to
a particular cultural group, often Indigenous communities. These practices are not intended
for public consumption, casual adoption, or commercialization by outsiders without
permission, understanding, or proper guidance from the originating culture.

Key characteristics of closed practices include:

Sacred or Ceremonial Significance: They are deeply tied to the spiritual beliefs and
cosmology of a specific group.

Generational Transmission: The knowledge and methods are passed down through
lineage and initiated members.

Specific Protocols: There are often strict rules and guidelines for how these practices
are to be performed, by whom, and when.

Community Ownership: The practice belongs to the collective, not to individuals to
share or exploit freely.

Protection from Misuse: Closing a practice is a way to protect it from being trivialized,
misunderstood, or commercialized by those who do not understand its true context or
sacredness.

Understanding these characteristics is crucial before engaging with any practice that has
Indigenous origins.

Blue Sage in Indigenous Traditions

For many Indigenous peoples of the American West and Southwest, blue sage is far more
than an ornamental plant; it is a vital component of their cultural and spiritual heritage. Its
uses vary among different tribes, but common threads include purification, healing, and
ceremonial purposes. The plant is often harvested with deep respect, involving prayers and
offerings to the spirit of the plant and the earth from which it came.

Traditional uses can encompass a wide range of applications. In many cultures, blue sage
was used in smudge sticks, similar to white sage, to cleanse spaces, objects, and
individuals of negative energy. It was also incorporated into medicinal preparations, with
different parts of the plant used to treat various ailments. Furthermore, blue sage played a
role in specific ceremonies, such as rites of passage, healing rituals, and vision quests. The
knowledge of how to properly prepare and use the plant, along with the prayers and
intentions associated with its use, is often held by elders and spiritual leaders.

The connection to the land is paramount in these traditions. Indigenous peoples often view
themselves as caretakers of the earth, and their relationship with plants like blue sage is
one of reciprocity and deep respect. Harvesting is typically done sustainably, ensuring the



plant’s continued abundance for future generations. This intricate relationship underscores
why unauthorized or uninformed use can be seen as disrespectful or appropriative.

Ethical Considerations for Using Blue Sage

Engaging with blue sage, especially for spiritual purposes, requires careful consideration of
ethical implications. The primary ethical concern revolves around respecting the cultural
heritage of the Indigenous peoples for whom this plant holds sacred meaning. When
individuals outside of these traditions use blue sage without understanding its origins,
spiritual significance, or the protocols associated with its use, it can be perceived as
appropriation rather than appreciation.

Several ethical guidelines can help navigate this complex issue:

Educate Yourself: Learn about the specific Indigenous cultures that traditionally use
blue sage, their beliefs, and the sacred nature of the plant within their context.

Seek Permission and Guidance: If possible and appropriate, engage with Indigenous
elders or cultural practitioners who can provide authentic knowledge and guidance on
respectful use.

Avoid Commercialization: Refrain from commodifying blue sage or practices
associated with it. Selling items made from blue sage without cultural consent or
understanding can be deeply exploitative.

Understand Intent: Ensure your intentions are rooted in respect and genuine spiritual
inquiry, not merely following trends or seeking superficial benefits.

Support Indigenous Communities: If you choose to purchase blue sage, prioritize
buying from Indigenous-owned businesses that harvest and prepare the plant ethically
and sustainably.

The overarching principle is to approach blue sage with humility, reverence, and a
commitment to honoring its cultural and spiritual heritage. This means recognizing that its
use is not a universal spiritual practice but one deeply rooted in specific cultural traditions.

Distinguishing Between Appreciation and
Appropriation

The line between appreciating a cultural practice and appropriating it can be fine, but
understanding the difference is critical. Appreciation involves learning about, respecting,
and honoring another culture's traditions with humility and a genuine desire to understand
their context. Appropriation, on the other hand, involves taking elements from a
marginalized culture, often without understanding or respecting their original meaning, and



using them for one's own benefit, typically in a way that strips them of their cultural
significance or even perpetuates harmful stereotypes.

When it comes to blue sage, appreciation might look like learning about its Indigenous
uses, understanding its sacredness, and choosing not to use it personally for spiritual
practices if you are not part of that tradition, or perhaps using it only if explicitly invited and
guided by a cultural practitioner. It means acknowledging that its spiritual significance is
not universally shared but is a specific cultural inheritance.

Appropriation, conversely, would involve buying blue sage smudge sticks from a
commercial retailer, burning them casually without understanding their origins, and
treating them as a trendy wellness item. It can also involve marketing blue sage products
as universally spiritual or a general tool for "good vibes" without acknowledging the deep
Indigenous roots. The key differentiator is the acknowledgment of cultural ownership, the
understanding of sacredness, and the respect for the source community.

Alternatives to Blue Sage for Spiritual Practices

For individuals seeking to engage in spiritual practices that involve cleansing, intention
setting, or creating sacred space, but who are not part of Indigenous traditions that
specifically utilize blue sage, there are numerous ethically sourced and culturally
appropriate alternatives. The aim is to find plants and practices that do not carry the same
weight of cultural appropriation and sacredness as blue sage does for certain Indigenous
communities.

Consider these alternatives:

Locally Sourced Herbs: Research aromatic plants native to your own region that have
a history of use for scent or purification, but are not tied to specific closed Indigenous
practices.

Culinary Herbs: Many common kitchen herbs like rosemary, thyme, or lavender can be
dried and used for their aromatic properties and associated intentions.

Incense and Resins: Natural incense made from frankincense, myrrh, sandalwood, or
copal can be used for their fragrant and purifying qualities. Ensure these are sourced
responsibly.

Crystals and Sound: Utilize the energy of crystals for specific intentions or employ
sound healing tools like singing bowls or bells for cleansing and focus.

Mindful Rituals: Focus on creating personal rituals that involve deep breathing,
meditation, journaling, or setting intentions without relying on specific culturally
significant plants.

The most important aspect is to approach any spiritual practice with genuine intent and



respect, regardless of the materials used. The power often lies more in the practitioner's
intention and connection than in the specific item used, especially when respecting the
origins and sacredness of traditional practices.

Respecting Sacred Spaces and Traditions

The ultimate takeaway when considering the use of blue sage, or any element from a
culture not your own, is the paramount importance of respect. This respect extends to
understanding that certain plants, rituals, and knowledge systems are not commodities to
be freely taken or used. They are sacred heritage, often developed over millennia within
specific cultural contexts, and are protected by Indigenous communities for significant
reasons.

Respecting sacred spaces and traditions means recognizing that what might seem like a
simple act of burning an aromatic herb to an outsider can be a deeply meaningful,
sometimes sacred, act within Indigenous cultures. It involves acknowledging the history of
colonization and the ongoing struggles Indigenous peoples face in protecting their cultural
identity and resources. Therefore, any engagement with blue sage or similar traditions
should be grounded in a willingness to learn, to listen, and to prioritize the cultural integrity
and spiritual sovereignty of Indigenous peoples.

This mindful approach ensures that our personal spiritual explorations do not inadvertently
cause harm or contribute to the erosion of cultural heritage. It is an ongoing process of
learning, introspection, and ethical decision-making.

Q: Is blue sage considered sacred by all Indigenous
tribes?
A: While blue sage (Artemisia tridentata) holds significant spiritual and medicinal
importance for many Indigenous peoples across its native range, its specific sacredness and
uses can vary between different tribes and nations. It is not universally sacred in the same
way across all Indigenous cultures, but it is deeply respected and utilized by many.

Q: Can I use blue sage for smudging if I'm not
Indigenous?
A: The use of blue sage for smudging by non-Indigenous individuals is a complex issue that
touches upon the concept of closed practices. Many Indigenous elders and cultural
practitioners advise caution, suggesting that smudging with plants like blue sage, which
have deep cultural and spiritual significance, should ideally be reserved for those within the
traditions that utilize them, or undertaken only with explicit guidance and permission from
Indigenous cultural representatives.



Q: What are the main differences between blue sage
and white sage in terms of cultural use?
A: Both blue sage (Artemisia tridentata) and white sage (Salvia apiana) are aromatic plants
with significant spiritual uses for Indigenous peoples. White sage is perhaps more widely
recognized internationally for its use in purification ceremonies. Blue sage, while also used
for purification and healing, may have more varied or specific uses depending on the tribe.
Both are considered sacred by the communities that traditionally use them, and thus fall
under discussions of closed practices.

Q: How can I respectfully purchase blue sage?
A: If you wish to purchase blue sage, it is recommended to seek out Indigenous-owned
businesses that harvest and sell the plant ethically and sustainably. This ensures that your
purchase supports the communities from which the plant originates and respects their
traditional stewardship of the land and its resources.

Q: What are the ethical implications of commercializing
blue sage?
A: The commercialization of blue sage without the consent or involvement of Indigenous
communities can be seen as cultural appropriation and exploitation. It often divorces the
plant from its sacred context, strips it of its traditional significance, and can contribute to
the overharvesting of the plant, impacting both its availability and the livelihoods of
Indigenous peoples.

Q: If I'm interested in spiritual cleansing, what are
some alternatives to blue sage?
A: For spiritual cleansing, you can explore alternatives such as locally sourced aromatic
herbs that do not carry the same specific sacred cultural weight, natural incense like
frankincense or sandalwood, the use of crystals, sound healing instruments, or mindful
practices like meditation and intention setting. The focus should be on respectful intention
and personal connection.

Q: Is all plant medicine considered a closed practice?
A: Not all plant medicine is considered a closed practice. Many plants have been used
across various cultures for medicinal or aromatic purposes. However, when a plant has a
deep, specific, and sacred significance within a particular Indigenous tradition, especially if
its use is governed by strict protocols and generational knowledge, it is more likely to be
considered a closed practice.



Q: How can I learn more about the respectful use of
sacred plants?
A: To learn more about the respectful use of sacred plants, engage with resources from
Indigenous authors, organizations, and cultural centers. Listen to Indigenous voices, read
their accounts, and if the opportunity arises, seek guidance from Indigenous elders or
knowledge keepers in a respectful and humble manner. Prioritize learning over personal
use, especially when first exploring these topics.
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