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Preface

Sam Banting was feeling a different kind of “high” on this day. After a very long struggle with opioids, he thought his life was going to turn around. He had been accepted for admission to a well-known treatment center just over 100 miles from his home. He would be starting treatment the next morning and would be on the road to recovery. His wife kissed him goodbye, knowing in her heart that the next time she would see Sam, he would be “clean,” or at least making good progress in that direction. Th e next day she got a phone call from the treatment center. Sam was dead.

The names are fictitious, but the story line is not. In fact, Sam’s tale is not at all that dissimilar from thousands of men and women in the United States whose lives have been, at the least, disrupted and, at worst, brought to an end by the nation’s opioid epidemic.

The facts used to describe this epidemic are now well known to almost anyone who reads the newspapers or watches news reports on television or the Internet. In 2015 (the last year for which data are available), some 12.5 million Americans misused legal prescription opioids. Just over 2 million of those individuals misused prescription opioids for the first time. Of those numbers, 33,091 users died of an opioid overdose, an average of 90 people every day of the year. In the same year, 828,000 individuals used heroin on a regular basis, leading to 12,989 deaths in the year. Overall, the epidemic was thought to have cost the nation an estimated $78.5 billion in one year. (All data are from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; https://www.hhs.gov/opioids/about-the-epidemic/index.html. Accessed on January 2, 2018.)

Opioids are the most powerful of analgesics, compounds that relieve pain. Their use for this purpose dates back thousands of years, providing the medical profession with one of the most effective of all healing tools in its arsenal. At the same time, opioids have been used for nonmedical purposes as well, purposes that arise out of their tendency to produce feelings of euphoria in a user. Through all these centuries, then, opioids have been a true double-edged sword, with both highly effective medical applications and pleasant but potentially harmful side effects.

If opioids have been around for thousands of years, why are they suddenly responsible for a crisis in the United States and other parts of the world? An important element in that story has been the discovery and synthesis of a whole class of new drugs derived from or based on the oldest of all opiates (opium-related drugs). These compounds are known as opioids, a term that originally was meant to distinguish between naturally occurring or semisynthetic derivatives of opium (opiates) and compounds that are totally synthetic, but that work in largely the same way as those substances (opioids). Today, the latter term has been adopted for any compound whose neurophysiological effects are the same as or like those of morphine, the primary analgesic compound in opium.

Cultural attitudes about the opioids have changed significantly over the years. At one time, they were regarded as useful medical products which a few individuals used for recreational purposes, a trend that most societies regarded as sometimes unfortunate but not a major issue to be dealt with through legislation or other forms of opprobrium. In some places at some times in history, opioids actually became quite popular among selected groups of individuals, soldiers returning from the Civil War, women hoping to escape the humdrum of their daily lives, or Victorian artists looking for a “new and different” reality, for example.

Largely through the efforts of pharmaceutical companies, opioids have come to play yet another new role in society. They have become the last therapeutic resort for millions of Americans who suffer from chronic pain, offering a solution that makes life livable for those individuals. But it has also made possible a flood of substances—opioids—for drug abusers who are unaware of or unable to deal with the terrible consequences of dependence and/or addiction to the compounds.

Within the past decade, the opioid crisis has taken another turn, with some abusers moving away from synthetic opioids, such as oxycodone and hydromorphone, to an “old familiar” drug, morphine, or to even more powerful synthetic opioids, such as fentanyl and carfentanil. Designed originally as an analgesic for large animals, such as elephants, the latter compound is said to be 10,000 times as potent as morphine, providing a “high” unmatched by any other opioid with, however, potentially deadly effects.

Therefore, what is to be done about the opioid epidemic in the United States? One part of the answer to that question is that whatever steps are taken, the bill will be high. In the 2017 tax reform bill adopted by the Republican Party in the U.S. Congress, $45 billion was set aside for state grants to deal with the crisis over the next decade. That may seem like a very large amount of money, but many experts argue that is not nearly adequate to meet the problem. Richard Frank, a health economist at the Harvard Medical School, estimated that the crisis would cost the U.S. economy about $14 billion in 2018 and more than $183 billion over the next decade.

Complicating the challenge for health care workers in dealing with the opioid crisis are questions about the best possible way of preventing and treating the epidemic. A number of options have been proposed for helping individuals dealing with opioid dependence and addiction, but no single approach appears to be the best method for dealing with the issue.

This book attempts to provide readers with a history and background of the opioid crises worldwide and throughout the ages (Chapter 1), with special emphasis on current issues and problems and their proposed solutions (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 provides nine contributors to write about their personal experience with the crisis and about other, more detailed, aspects of the epidemic. Chapter 4 includes short biographical and descriptive sections of individuals and organizations that have played a role in opioid issues throughout history, and Chapter 5 is a collection of current data and relevant documents dealing with the issue. Chapter 6 provides an annotated bibliography of important books, articles, reports, and Internet resources on the opioid epidemic, while Chapter 7 consists of a collection of important events in the history of opioid use. The book concludes with a glossary of important terms in the field.
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1 Background and History


Oh, just, subtle, and mighty opium! that to the hearts of poor and rich alike, for the wounds that will never heal, and for “the pangs that tempt the spirit to rebel,” bringest an assuaging balm; eloquent opium! that with thy potent rhetoric stealest away the purposes of wrath; and to the guilty man for one night givest back the hopes of his youth, and hands washed pure from blood; and to the proud man a brief oblivion for Wrongs undress’d and insults unavenged.

—De Quincey (1821)



Any number of famous individuals throughout history have experimented with, or become addicted to, opium. Those with a literary bent have tried to express the attraction of the drug as a release from the problems or boredom of everyday life. Thomas De Quincey, in one of the most famous works on opium ever published, is one of the best-known advocates for the use of opium as a way of escaping the real world.

Similar sentiments, although probably in not quite so elegant language, are heard from individuals who use opium and opium products in today’s world. In a personal story about opium addiction from less than a decade ago, author Steve Martin writes of the pleasures he had from smoking the drug:


Closing my eyes for a moment I savored a miracle: the total banishment of pain. The vacuum was instantly replaced by a deliciously tingling wave that crept up the base of my neck and caressed my head with something akin
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Egypt and Crete




Greece and Rome







	Hypnos (god of sleep) and Thantos (god of death), twin brothers who are usually represented with a crown of poppies or holding a bouquet of poppies;
 	Morpheus (god of dreams), often represented as sleeping on a bed of poppies;
 	Demeter (goddess of agriculture), who found peace from her sorrow over losing her daughter Persephone by eating the sap from poppy plants;
 	Nyx (goddess of night), mother of Hypnos and Thantos, and the person who delivers opium to her sons.








The Middle Ages and the Muslim World



	One Ibn Masawayh (777–857) reported using opium for the treatment of biliary pains, headaches, toothaches, eye aches, and dysentery.
 	The physician Ibn Sina (980–1037), whose widespread influence resulted from the publication of his text, Al-Qanun, mentioned the use of opium for the treatment of pain and for curing cancers of the eye.
 	In his book Kitab al-Cami al-Müfredat al-Edviye, the physician and pharmacist Ibn al-Baytar (1197–1248) describes the use of a pellet of opium “the size of lentil” for the treatment of coughs, headaches, earaches, and gout.
 	Turkish surgeon Hugo Von Lucca Borgognoni of Bologne (?–1252) described the use of a sponge soaked in a concoction containing opium to anesthetize a patient for surgery. When placed over the patient’s nose, it induced a deep sleep.
 	The prominent Ottoman physician Salih bin Nasrallah Ibn Sallum wrote a definitive medical book, al-Bayan fi al-human (Important Measurements of the Human Body), in which he repeated many of the most common uses of opium for medical treatment, including coughs, pains of various kinds, diarrhea, and headaches (Öncel and Erdemir 2007, 3–5).
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