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3. Throughout time, people have always been surprised by the curious habits and fashions of others. In 
1499, for example, Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci met the people of today’s Venezuela and was taken 
aback by the strange custom of coca chewing: 

…all of them had their cheeks full of a green herb that they chewed constantly like beasts, so that they 
could barely speak. Each one carried around his neck two gourds, one of them full of that herb and the 
other of a white powder that looked like pulverized plaster. They dipped a stick into the powder, and 
then put the stick in the mouth, in order to apply powder to the herb that they chewed; they did this 
very frequently. We were amazed at this and could not understand its secret of why they did it. (Cited 
in Feiling, T. (2010). Cocaine Nation: How the White Trade Took Over the World. San Jose, 
CA: Pegasus Books.) 

What everyday social or cultural practices do we have that might surprise people from other places? Are 
there any social and cultural practices that we all share? Why or why not? 
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Drug Literacy 

Big ideas 
�x People have been using drugs for thousands of years and in almost every human culture  
�x Drugs can be tremendously helpful and also very harmful 
�x As humans, both individually and as communities, we need to learn how to manage the drugs in our lives 
�x We can learn how to control our drug use by reflecting on the different ways people have thought about 

drugs, exploring stories from various cultures and listening to each other 

Competencies 
�x Assess the complex ways in which drugs impact the health and wellbeing of individuals, families, 

communities and societies  
�x Explore and appreciate diversity related to the reasons people use drugs, the impact of drug use and the 

social attitudes toward various drugs 
�x Develop social and communication skills in addressing discourse and behaviour related to drugs 
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