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The Empire of Pain: Unearthing the Secret History of
the Sackler Dynasty

The Sackler dynasty, a name synonymous with philanthropy and art, also casts a long shadow over
the opioid crisis that has devastated communities worldwide. Patrick Radden Keefe's meticulously
researched and gripping exposé, "Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the Sackler Dynasty," pulls
back the curtain on this influential family, revealing a narrative far removed from the polished image
they cultivated. This comprehensive article delves into the origins and ascent of the Sackler empire,
meticulously examining their pivotal role in the rise of Purdue Pharma and the aggressive marketing
of OxyContin, a drug that became a cornerstone of the opioid epidemic. We will explore the ethical
complexities, legal battles, and devastating human cost associated with their business practices,
offering an in-depth look at how a single family's pursuit of profit became entangled with widespread
addiction and suffering. Prepare to understand the hidden history behind a name often seen on
museum wings and university buildings, and the profound impact it has had on modern society.
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The Genesis of the Sackler Empire: From Pharmacy to



Pharmaceutical Powerhouse

The story of the Sackler dynasty begins not with boardrooms and lucrative drug patents, but with a
modest pharmacy in Brooklyn. Founded by Jewish émigrés from Poland, the Sackler family,
particularly the patriarch Arthur Sackler, laid the groundwork for a pharmaceutical empire built on
keen business acumen and an innovative approach to marketing. Arthur, along with his brothers
Raymond and Mortimer, demonstrated an early understanding of how to connect with physicians and
influence medical practice. They acquired and expanded companies, strategically focusing on areas
with significant market potential. This period marked the initial ascent of the Sacklers, where they
honed the strategies that would later propel Purdue Pharma to unprecedented heights. Their early
ventures, while not directly tied to the opioid crisis, established a pattern of aggressive expansion and
a deep understanding of the pharmaceutical landscape.

The Sackler Brothers: A Collective Vision

Arthur, Raymond, and Mortimer Sackler were not merely siblings; they were a formidable business
unit. Each brought different strengths to the table, creating a synergistic force that drove their early
successes. Arthur was the visionary marketer, understanding the power of direct physician
engagement and sophisticated advertising. Raymond, a psychiatrist, provided a clinical perspective,
while Mortimer, also a physician, contributed to the scientific and medical understanding of their
products. Together, they built a foundation for a pharmaceutical conglomerate that would eventually
redefine the industry. Their initial focus was on a diverse range of pharmaceutical products, but the
seeds of a more potent future were being sown.

Early Pharmaceutical Ventures

Before the advent of OxyContin, the Sackler brothers achieved significant success with various
pharmaceutical companies, including Mundelein Pharmaceuticals and later, Medical World
Communications. They became pioneers in medical advertising, creating detailed brochures and
publications aimed directly at doctors. This innovative approach allowed them to educate physicians
about new drugs and treatment protocols, effectively shaping prescribing habits. The Sackler strategy
was to not just sell a product, but to create a demand by educating and influencing the medical
community. This was a revolutionary tactic in an era where pharmaceutical marketing was far less
sophisticated.

The Purdue Pharma Era: OxyContin and the Opioid
Epidemic

The pivotal moment in the Sackler dynasty's history, and arguably one of the most consequential in
modern American public health, was the acquisition and subsequent development of OxyContin by
Purdue Pharma. This potent painkiller, a time-release formulation of oxycodone, was marketed as a
revolutionary solution for moderate to severe pain. However, the narrative surrounding OxyContin
quickly shifted from a groundbreaking analgesic to a primary driver of the opioid epidemic. The
Sackler family's stewardship of Purdue Pharma during this period is central to understanding the



"Empire of Pain." The company's aggressive marketing tactics, coupled with the drug's highly
addictive nature, created a perfect storm that led to widespread addiction and countless deaths.

The Birth of OxyContin

Purdue Pharma, under the leadership of Arthur Sackler and later his siblings, recognized the immense
potential of opioid-based pain relief. While oxycodone had existed for some time, Purdue's innovation
lay in its time-release formulation, which was intended to provide longer-lasting pain relief and
potentially reduce the risk of abuse. This formulation was approved by the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) in 1995. The Sacklers saw an opportunity to capture a significant share of the
burgeoning pain management market. The development and subsequent marketing of OxyContin
would become the financial engine of the Sackler empire.

Purdue Pharma's Market Domination

OxyContin quickly became a blockbuster drug, generating billions of dollars in revenue for Purdue
Pharma. Its success was largely attributed to the aggressive and often misleading marketing
campaigns orchestrated by the company. Physicians were inundated with promotional materials,
sales representatives, and educational programs that downplayed the drug's addictive potential and
emphasized its efficacy. The Sackler family's strategic investment in influencing medical opinion
proved highly effective, leading to widespread prescribing of OxyContin for a variety of pain
conditions, often without adequate regard for the risks involved. This market dominance cemented
Purdue Pharma's position as a pharmaceutical giant.

Aggressive Marketing and Deceptive Practices: The
Rise of OxyContin

The success of OxyContin was inextricably linked to Purdue Pharma's aggressive and, as it would later
be revealed, deceptive marketing practices. The company employed a multi-pronged approach to
promote its painkiller, targeting physicians, pharmacists, and patients with carefully crafted
messaging. The core of their strategy was to portray OxyContin as a safe and effective solution for a
wide range of pain, while systematically minimizing its addictive properties. This approach directly
fueled the opioid crisis, transforming a legitimate medical need into a public health catastrophe.

Targeting Physicians with "Pain Management Education”

Purdue Pharma invested heavily in educating physicians about pain management, with a particular
focus on OxyContin. They sponsored speaker programs featuring doctors who advocated for more
aggressive pain treatment, often citing studies that were either flawed or selectively presented. Sales
representatives, incentivized by bonuses tied to prescription volume, were encouraged to push
OxyContin for any type of pain, regardless of severity. The company's message was clear: pain should
be treated aggressively, and OxyContin was the key to unlocking effective pain relief. This created a
culture where prescribing powerful opioids became the norm.



The "Breakthrough Pain" Strategy

A particularly insidious marketing tactic was the concept of "breakthrough pain." This referred to pain
that patients experienced between scheduled doses of their pain medication. Purdue Pharma actively
promoted the idea that patients suffering from breakthrough pain should be given additional doses of
OxyContin, often encouraging the prescription of larger quantities and higher potencies. This strategy
significantly increased the total amount of opioid medication being consumed, thereby escalating the
risk of addiction and overdose. The marketing materials subtly, and at times overtly, downplayed the
risks associated with increased dosing.

Misleading Claims and Downplaying Addiction Risks

Central to Purdue Pharma's deception was the systematic downplaying of OxyContin's addictive
potential. Despite internal knowledge and external warnings about the high risk of addiction, the
company's marketing materials consistently asserted that OxyContin was "less addictive" than other
opioids and that addiction was rare when prescribed appropriately. They even went so far as to claim
that the drug's slow-release mechanism reduced the likelihood of abuse. These claims were
demonstrably false and played a critical role in the widespread misuse and addiction that followed.
The company also funded research that supported their claims, further embedding their narrative
within the medical community.

The Sackler Family's Response and Legal
Repercussions

As the opioid crisis escalated and the role of Purdue Pharma became increasingly scrutinized, the
Sackler family faced mounting legal and public pressure. The company, and by extension the family,
found themselves at the center of numerous lawsuits, investigations, and public condemnation. Their
response to these challenges, characterized by denial, legal maneuvering, and attempts to shield
themselves from liability, became a significant part of the "Empire of Pain" narrative. The legal
repercussions for the Sackler dynasty were substantial, leading to billions of dollars in settlements
and a lasting stain on their reputation.

Federal Investigations and Criminal Charges

Over the years, Purdue Pharma and members of the Sackler family faced numerous federal
investigations. These probes focused on allegations of fraud, conspiracy, and misbranding of
OxyContin. In 2007, Purdue Pharma pleaded guilty to misbranding OxyContin and paid a $600 million
fine, with executives admitting to misleading the public about the drug's addictive potential. However,
the Sackler family members largely escaped direct criminal liability in these early proceedings. This
outcome fueled public anger and further accusations of the family's ability to evade accountability.

Massive Lawsuits and Settlements

By the late 2010s, thousands of lawsuits had been filed against Purdue Pharma and the Sackler family



by states, cities, counties, and individuals. These lawsuits alleged that the company's deceptive
marketing practices had directly contributed to the opioid epidemic, causing immense harm and
financial burdens. In 2019, Purdue Pharma filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection, largely in an
effort to resolve these liabilities. The proposed settlement involved the Sackler family agreeing to pay
billions of dollars and relinquish ownership of Purdue Pharma. However, the terms of the settlement,
particularly the broad releases of liability for the family, proved highly controversial and faced
numerous legal challenges.

The Bankruptcy Proceedings and Controversy

The bankruptcy proceedings became a protracted and contentious battle. While the Sackler family
argued that the settlement was the only way to provide compensation to victims and address the
opioid crisis, critics argued that it allowed the family to evade true accountability and profit from the
suffering they helped create. The legal battles surrounding the settlement highlights the complex
ethical and legal issues at play when dealing with a family dynasty implicated in a national crisis. The
family's wealth and legal resources allowed them to navigate these proceedings in ways that many
believed shielded them from full responsibility.

The Human Cost of the Opioid Crisis: Victims and Their
Stories

Beyond the boardrooms and legal battles, the true legacy of the Sackler dynasty's actions lies in the
devastating human cost of the opioid crisis. "Empire of Pain" masterfully weaves in the personal
stories of individuals and families torn apart by addiction to OxyContin and other opioid painkillers.
These narratives serve as a stark reminder of the real-world consequences of aggressive
pharmaceutical marketing and the pursuit of profit at the expense of public health. The impact of
OxyContin has been profound, leaving a trail of broken lives and communities struggling to cope.

From Prescription to Addiction

Many individuals who became addicted to OxyContin initially received the drug legally through
legitimate prescriptions for pain management. They trusted their doctors and the pharmaceutical
companies, believing the assurances that the medication was safe and effective. However, the highly
addictive nature of OxyContin, coupled with the aggressive marketing that encouraged higher doses
and longer-term use, led many to develop a dependence that spiraled into full-blown addiction. The
transition from prescribed pain relief to devastating addiction is a central tragedy explored in the
book.

Families Shattered by Opioid Addiction

The opioid crisis has had a devastating impact on families across America. Parents have lost children,
siblings have lost each other, and communities have been ravaged by the pervasive effects of
addiction. Keefe's work brings to light the profound grief, loss, and trauma experienced by those
affected, offering a deeply human dimension to the broader public health crisis. The stories highlight



the emotional toll, the financial strain, and the societal breakdown that accompanies widespread
opioid addiction. These personal accounts underscore the urgency of addressing the root causes of
the epidemic.

The Long-Term Impact on Communities

Beyond individual families, entire communities have been impacted by the opioid crisis. Increased
rates of crime, homelessness, unemployment, and strain on social services are all consequences of
widespread addiction. The economic and social fabric of many towns and cities has been weakened
by the epidemic, leaving lasting scars. The legacy of OxyContin and the practices that fueled its
proliferation continue to affect communities for years to come, requiring ongoing efforts in treatment,
prevention, and recovery.

Art, Philanthropy, and the Stain of Opioid Money

The Sackler dynasty's significant contributions to the arts and sciences, particularly their substantial
philanthropic donations to major museums and universities, stand in stark contrast to the devastating
impact of their pharmaceutical ventures. "Empire of Pain" meticulously examines this dichotomy,
exploring how the family sought to launder their reputation through art and philanthropy while
continuing to profit from the opioid crisis. The source of this wealth, however, casts a long shadow
over their perceived generosity, leading to growing calls for accountability and a reassessment of how
charitable institutions engage with such tainted money.

Generous Donations and Public Recognition

For decades, the Sackler name adorned wings of prestigious museums like the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, the Louvre, and the Tate Modern. Universities also benefited from their largesse, with medical
schools and research centers bearing the Sackler name. These donations were often accompanied by
significant public recognition and praise, solidifying the family's image as benevolent patrons of
culture and science. This carefully cultivated image served as a powerful counter-narrative to the
growing concerns about their business practices.

The "Whitewashing" of Reputation

Critics argue that these philanthropic endeavors were a deliberate attempt to "whitewash" their
reputation and divert attention from their role in the opioid crisis. By associating their name with
esteemed cultural institutions, the Sacklers aimed to associate themselves with prestige and public
good, effectively masking the source of their immense wealth. The book highlights how this strategy
allowed them to maintain an aura of respectability even as the devastating consequences of
OxyContin became undeniable.



Museums and Universities Grapple with Sackler Donations

In recent years, as the full extent of the Sackler family's involvement in the opioid crisis became
widely known, many art institutions and universities found themselves in an untenable position. Faced
with public outcry and ethical considerations, several institutions began to distance themselves from
the Sackler name. Some museums announced they would no longer accept donations from the family,
while others debated whether to remove the Sackler name from buildings and programs. This
reckoning reflects a broader societal conversation about the ethics of accepting "tainted money" from
industries with questionable practices.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Sackler
Dynasty

The Enduring Legacy of the Sackler Dynasty

Patrick Radden Keefe's "Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the Sackler Dynasty" provides an
unflinching and comprehensive examination of a family whose name is now irrevocably linked to one
of the most devastating public health crises in modern history. The Sackler dynasty, through Purdue
Pharma and the aggressive marketing of OxyContin, wielded immense influence and amassed vast
wealth, but at an immeasurable human cost. This deep dive into their secret history reveals a pattern
of strategic ambition, calculated deception, and a remarkable ability to shield themselves from full
accountability, even as millions suffered the consequences of their business practices. The legacy of
the Sacklers is a potent reminder of the critical need for ethical oversight in the pharmaceutical
industry, the devastating impact of unchecked greed, and the importance of holding powerful
individuals and corporations responsible for the harm they inflict. The story of the Sackler empire
serves as a cautionary tale, urging continued vigilance and a commitment to prioritizing public well-
being over profit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of Patrick Radden's "Empire of
Pain"?

"Empire of Pain" is a detailed and investigative account of the Sackler family and their role in the
opioid crisis, focusing on their business practices, their vast wealth, and the pharmaceutical
companies they owned, particularly Purdue Pharma.

What is the Sackler family most known for in relation to the
opioid crisis?
The Sackler family is primarily known for owning Purdue Pharma, the manufacturer of OxyContin, a

highly addictive opioid painkiller whose aggressive marketing and promotion significantly contributed
to the devastating opioid epidemic in the United States and beyond.



How does "Empire of Pain" portray the Sackler family's rise to
power and wealth?

The book traces the Sackler family's history from their immigrant roots through their rise in the
pharmaceutical industry, highlighting how they built their fortune through a combination of business
acumen, aggressive marketing, and, according to Radden, a willingness to prioritize profits over
public health.

What ethical criticisms are leveled against the Sackler family
in the book?

The book details widespread ethical criticisms, including allegations that the Sacklers deliberately
misled doctors and patients about OxyContin's addictive potential, engaged in deceptive marketing
practices, and actively sought to shield themselves from the consequences of their company's
products.

What role did Arthur Sackler play in the family's
pharmaceutical ventures?

Arthur Sackler is portrayed as a key figure in the family's early success, a brilliant marketer who
pioneered aggressive advertising techniques for pharmaceuticals, including the promotion of drugs
like Valium and later OxyContin.

What is the significance of Purdue Pharma in the context of
"Empire of Pain"?

Purdue Pharma is the central company examined in the book. It was responsible for the creation and
marketing of OxyContin, which became a major driver of the opioid crisis due to its potent pain relief
but also its extreme addictiveness and the company's marketing strategies.

How does the book address the Sackler family's philanthropic
activities?
Radden explores the Sackler family's extensive philanthropic donations to prominent cultural

institutions and universities, often referred to as "artwashing," suggesting it was a way to deflect
criticism and enhance their public image while their companies profited from the opioid crisis.

What legal and financial repercussions have the Sacklers
faced, as depicted in the book?

The book covers the numerous lawsuits filed against Purdue Pharma and members of the Sackler
family, leading to multi-billion dollar settlements and bankruptcy proceedings for the company. It also
touches on the ongoing legal battles and efforts to hold individual family members accountable.



What is the author's overall thesis or message in "Empire of
Pain"?

Patrick Radden's thesis is that the Sackler family, through deliberate actions and a pursuit of profit,
played a foundational and devastating role in creating and exacerbating the opioid crisis, highlighting
the powerful influence of wealth and corporate greed on public health.

What impact has "Empire of Pain" had on public perception of
the Sackler family?

"Empire of Pain" has significantly amplified public awareness and condemnation of the Sackler
family's role in the opioid crisis. It has contributed to a broader understanding of how pharmaceutical
companies can exploit regulatory systems and marketing tactics to generate immense profits at the
expense of human lives.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the themes explored in "Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the
Sackler Dynasty":

1. The Poisonous Truth: A History of Big Pharma's Deceptions

This book delves into the history of pharmaceutical companies and their often-unethical practices. It
examines how profit motives can overshadow patient well-being, illustrating recurring patterns of
industry misconduct. Readers will gain insight into the systemic issues that allow for the widespread
harm caused by certain medications.

2. Addiction Nation: The Opioid Crisis and Its Roots

"Addiction Nation" provides a comprehensive look at the devastating opioid epidemic in America. It
traces the historical factors, from medicalization to public health failures, that contributed to its
escalation. The book also explores the human cost of addiction, highlighting personal stories and the
societal impact.

3. Chasing the Dragon: The Rise and Fall of a Pharmaceutical Mogul

This biographical account focuses on a powerful figure within the pharmaceutical industry, mirroring
the trajectory of individuals like those in the Sackler family. It explores their ambition, innovation, and
the ethical compromises they may have made on their path to immense wealth. The narrative often
culminates in examining the consequences of their business decisions.

4. Pharmaco-Capitalism: How Drug Companies Control Health

This critical analysis examines the intersection of capitalism and the pharmaceutical industry. It
argues that the pursuit of profit often dictates healthcare policies and drug development, even when
it conflicts with public health. The book sheds light on how financial incentives shape the availability
and prescription of medicines.

5. The Oxy Continues: A Personal Journey Through Addiction

This memoir offers a raw and intimate perspective on the experience of opioid addiction. It details the
author's descent into dependency, often linked to prescribed pain medication. The book is a powerful
testament to the personal struggles and the long road to recovery from the opioid crisis.



6. The Business of Suffering: Profiteering from Public Health Crises

This investigative work uncovers instances where individuals and corporations have profited
immensely from public health crises. It scrutinizes the ethical boundaries crossed when human
suffering becomes a source of financial gain. The book aims to expose those who exploit
vulnerabilities for economic advantage.

7. Big Pharma's Grip: The Politics of Medical Regulation

This book explores the intricate relationship between pharmaceutical companies and government
regulatory bodies. It questions the effectiveness of oversight and investigates instances where
industry lobbying and influence may have compromised public safety. The work highlights the
challenges in holding powerful corporations accountable.

8. Pain & Profit: The Unseen Hand of Medical Marketing

This title focuses on the aggressive marketing strategies employed by pharmaceutical companies to
promote their products. It dissects how drugs, particularly those for pain management, are marketed
to both physicians and the public, often downplaying risks. The book reveals the lengths to which
companies will go to increase sales.

9. Generations of Greed: Legacies of Corporate Misconduct

This sweeping history examines how patterns of unethical business practices can persist across
generations within powerful families and corporations. It draws parallels between different industries
and historical periods to illustrate the enduring nature of corporate avarice. The book provides a
broader context for understanding how powerful entities can wield influence over time.
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