
1914
Congress passes the Harrison Narcotics 

Act, which requires that doctors write 
prescriptions for narcotic drugs like opioids 

and cocaine.

1924
The Anti-Heroin Act bans the production and 
sale of heroin in the United States.

1970
The Controlled Substances Act becomes law. 

It creates groupings (or schedules) of drugs 
based on the potential for abuse.

1980
A letter titled “Addiction Rare in Patients 
Treated with Narcotics” is published in the 
New England Journal of Medicine. It was not 
a study and looked at incidences of addiction 
in a very specific population of hospitalized 
patients who were closely monitored. 
However, it would become widely cited as 
proof that narcotics were a safe treatment for 
chronic pain.

1995
OxyContin, a long acting version of oxycodone, 

which slowly releases the drug over 12 hours, 
is introduced and aggressively marketed as 

a safer pain pill by manufacturer, Purdue 
Pharma. 2007

The federal government brings criminal 
charges against Purdue Pharma for 
misleadingly advertising OxyContin as safer 
and less addictive than other opioids. The 
company and three executives are charged 
with “misleading and defrauding physicians 
and consumers.”

2016
The CDC publishes guidelines for prescribing 

Opioids for patients with chronic pain. 
Recommendations include prescribing over-

the-counter pain relievers like acetaminophen 
and ibuprofen in lieu of Opioids. Doctors 

are encouraged to promote exercise and 
behavioral treatments to help patients cope 

with pain.
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1861-1865
During the Civil War, medics use morphine as 

a battlefield anesthetic. Many soldiers become 
dependent on morphine after the war.

1898
Heroin is first produced commercially by the 
Bayer Company. At the time, heroin is believed 
to be less habit-forming than morphine, so it is 
dispensed to individuals who are addicted to 
morphine.
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