
Garcia da Orta can be crowned as the ultimate  
representative of the new movement in the 
geography of medicine and healing arts in the 
16th century. 
He traveled to India, from Portugal, and 
practiced medicine, observed plants/herbs, and 
interacted with Asians there. 
His findings led him to write the Colloquies on 
the Simples and Drugs of India, containing 57 
chapters, each of which contained a different 
simple, drug, or herb. 
Opium, one of the drugs in the book, comes
from the white and red poppy plants and was
used in a variety of ways among Asian people. 

European superiority complex can be seen 
further through the forced trade of Opium 
between Britain and China.
Britain forcing China to participate in opium 
trade led to conflict, and the opium wars, 
putting China at an even further disadvantage 
as they were taken advantage of geographically 
and financially. 

Recreational Opium Use 
Opium was often used by Asians in medicine 
as a primary form of treatment, something 
that da Orta looked down upon. 
He gives examples of how Asians rely on 
opium too much in their medicinal practices, 
saying it should only be used for pain relief.
Portraying himself as a hero on multiple 
occasions, he accuses Asians of incorrectly 
treating patients, causing himself to treat 
them and save their lives.
In addition to ridiculing their heavy reliance on 
the drug in medicine, he also states how Asian 
physicians do not know human anatomy or 
classifications of various medicines.  
His dialogue formatted writing comes off as
having a desire to increase his status as a
physician in Europe, while also conducting 
research and integrating himself into Asian 
culture. 

Opium Use in Medicinal Practices
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Today, the impact of
Opium can still be felt in
the opioid epidemic. 
The highly addictive 
drugs are now one of the 
leading causes of death 
in the US.
The creation of fentanyl, 
a synthetic opioid has 
only increased the risk.

Opium Wars Opioid Epidemic

Used recreationally to help people get away from 
the daily troubles of their life and raises them 
above their daily cares, problems, and anxieties. 
Opium is also used with other substances,
recreationally, to enhance the feelings that come 
with the high. 
Claims how many Asians in the 16th century were
addicted, without comparing its recreational use 
to European drugs. 
Opium use is widespread, with lower classes
having access to the drug, causing many people 
to become addicted.
Da Orta writes how in contrast to the Asian 
people, he would never try opium, like a good 
New Christian, and that Opium is not a European 
medicine, so he doesn’t want to waste time on it. 
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