
The Dark History of America's Turbulent Affair
With Tranquilizers

America's love affair with tranquilizers has been a tumultuous journey, riddled
with controversy, addiction, and the search for the elusive calm. From their rise to
prominence in the mid-20th century to the subsequent backlash and legal
consequences, the history of tranquilizers in the United States is a cautionary tale
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of medical advancements gone astray and the devastating consequences that
can follow.

The Birth of Tranquilizers

The story begins in the 1950s when the pharmaceutical industry introduced a
new class of drugs known as tranquilizers. These medications promised relief
from anxiety, stress, and agitation, providing a glimpse of a calmer and more
contented life. The first of these drugs, Chlordiazepoxide, hit the market in 1955
under the brand name Librium. It quickly gained popularity, leading to the
development of other tranquilizers, such as Diazepam (Valium) and Lorazepam
(Ativan), in the following years.
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The Rise of the Tranquilizer Era

The tranquilizer era saw an explosion in the use of these drugs. Prescriptions
skyrocketed, and doctors began prescribing them for a wide range of conditions,
not just anxiety. They were handed out for everything from sleeplessness to
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relationship problems. The promise of instant relief made tranquilizers a panacea
for the masses, with many believing that a pill could solve their troubles.

The Cultural Impact

Tranquilizers' rise to fame wasn't limited to the medical world; they had a
profound impact on American culture as well. Movies and television shows often
portrayed tranquilizers as a magical solution to life's woes, perpetuating the idea
that a little pill could make everything better. Celebrities openly discussed their
use of tranquilizers, further normalizing their consumption.

Controversy and Backlash

However, it wasn't long before the dark side of tranquilizers became apparent.
Reports of addiction, withdrawal symptoms, and severe side effects emerged,
shattering the illusion of a harmless wonder drug. The medical community started
questioning their overuse and potential long-term consequences, leading to
increasing regulations and restrictions on prescriptions.

The Fallout and Legal Battles

As the negative effects became more widely acknowledged, individuals who had
become dependent on tranquilizers sought justice. Lawsuits against
pharmaceutical companies flooded the courts, with plaintiffs asserting that they
had not been adequately warned about the addictive nature and potential harm of
these drugs. Legal battles ensued, and multi-million-dollar settlements were
reached, marking a turning point in the history of tranquilizers in America.

The Path to Recovery

America's turbulent affair with tranquilizers led to a reevaluation of mental health
treatment practices. The focus shifted towards a more holistic approach,
incorporating therapy, lifestyle changes, and safer alternatives to manage anxiety



and stress. The excesses of the tranquilizer era also spurred the development of
addiction recovery programs and support groups for those struggling with
dependence.

The Legacy of America's Turbulent Affair With Tranquilizers

While the tranquilizer era is now a thing of the past, its legacy lives on. The
history of America's turbulent affair with tranquilizers serves as a cautionary tale,
reminding us of the dangers posed by overmedication and the importance of
balancing medical advances with responsible prescribing practices. It also
highlights the resilience and determination of individuals to seek justice and pave
the way for a healthier and more mindful approach to mental well-being.

The history of America's turbulent affair with tranquilizers is a fascinating and
cautionary tale. From their initial promise to the devastating consequences, it
underscores the need for responsible medication practices and a comprehensive
approach to mental health. As we move forward, let us learn from our past
mistakes and strive for a society that prioritizes the well-being of its citizens
above all else.
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Anxious Americans have increasingly pursued peace of mind through pills and
prescriptions. In 2006, the National Institute of Mental Health estimated that 40
million adult Americans suffer from an anxiety disorder in any given year: more
than double the number thought to have such a disorder in 2001. Anti-anxiety
drugs are a billion-dollar business. Yet as recently as 1955, when the first
tranquilizer -- Miltown -- went on the market, pharmaceutical executives worried
that there wouldn't't be interest in anxiety-relief. At mid-century, talk therapy
remained the treatment of choice.

But Miltown became a sensation -- the first psychotropic blockbuster in United
States history. By 1957, Americans had filled 36 million prescriptions. Patients
seeking made-to-order tranquility emptied drugstores, forcing pharmacists to post
signs reading "more Miltown tomorrow." The drug's financial success and cultural
impact revolutionized perceptions of anxiety and its treatment, inspiring the
development of other lifestyle drugs including Valium and Prozac.

In The Age of Anxiety, Andrea Tone draws on a broad array of original sources --
manufacturers' files, FDA reports, letters, government investigations, and
interviews with inventors, physicians, patients, and activists -- to provide the first
comprehensive account of the rise of America's tranquilizer culture. She
transports readers from the bomb shelters of the Cold War to the scientific
optimism of the Baby Boomers, to the "just say no" Puritanism of the late 1970s
and 1980s.

A vibrant history of America's long and turbulent affair with tranquilizers, The Age
of Anxiety casts new light on what it has meant to seek synthetic solutions to
everyday angst.
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