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			Book Presentation: The Secret History of the War on Cancer by Devra Davis

			Book Abstract

			No one can argue against a war on cancer, but what Davis reveals throughout The Secret History of the War on Cancer is the ways in which the popular slogan was actually a way to fight the wrong battles with the wrong weapons. More than 10 million preventable cancer deaths over the past 30 years can be attributed to the failed efforts to combat cancer. Much of this failure can be traced to the leaders of industries that generated cancer-causing materials and products. Through blatant and subtle means, these industries have diverted attention from the environmental factors that actually cause cancer.

			About the Author

			Devra Davis, Ph.D., MPH, serves as the Director of the Center for Environmental Oncology at the University of Pittsburgh Cancer Institute. She is also a Professor in the Department of Epidemiology, Graduate School of Public Health. Dr. Davis was the founding director of the Board on Environmental Studies and Toxicology of the National Academy of Sciences. Her previous book, When Smoke Ran like Water, was a finalist for the National Book Award in Nonfiction. 

		


		
			Summary of The Secret History of the War on Cancer (Devra Davis)

			Natural and Other Experiments

			In 1936, 200 of the world’s top cancer experts gathered in Brussels to attend the Second International Congress of Scientific and Social Campaign Against Cancer. The proceedings from the congress were then forgotten. Upon perusal, the sophisticated drawings and research techniques in the collected papers presented there showed how much was known about the social and environmental causes of cancer, more than 70 years ago.

			The history of cancer research is the story of physician scientists who wanted to learn the truth about cancer, “no matter where their inquiries took them”. Multiple jobs were identified as linked to higher rates of cancer, including “mining, painting, smelting, gorging, distilling, curing, smoking, grinding, and cleaning”. Research performed all around the world by top cancer doctors supported the view that these were basic causes of cancer.

			Modern cancer medicine has a collective amnesia about its history. As the world entered World War II, science did not remain an abstract matter carried out with unfettered cooperation amongst scientists from different countries. It became “part and parcel of vital national efforts to conduct and carry out warfare”.

			After WWII ended and we entered the Cold War, the previously acknowledged information about cancer hazards “fell victim to enthusiasm for modern industrial advances”.

			Industries that put both their workers and their customers at risk with known carcinogens are now able to hire lawyers and lobbyists to question whether any specific agent causes cancer.

			Animal testing, a vital component of scientific experimentation, has been disqualified; “that work may be suitable to make drugs, but not for showing harm to people.”

			Phantom Collaborators

			In the interest of economic success, our country’s laws protect businesses from revealing what they deem to be trade secrets. “But what if your trade secret costs my father his life?” The blurring line between protected trade secrets and health information has led to cases of criminal negligence.

			In 1934, Wilhelm Heuper, a German émigré pathologist, had the opportunity to study at the DuPont Haskell Laboratory of Industrial Toxicology. He had warned the DuPont Company several years earlier that the men manufacturing some synthetic dyes often developed blood in their urine and blockages in their bladders, which are early signs of tumors.

			Sure enough, the DuPont plants making those dyes (including beta-Naphtylamine and benzidine) had 23 workers recently diagnosed with bladder cancer.

			The director brought in Heuper to do research. He followed the development of tumors on dog bladders after exposure to the chemicals being produced by DuPont. He was ordered not to study humans. Then, in November 1937, he was “threatened with legal action if he tried to talk about or publish any of his findings regarding worker health dangers.”

			Ultimately, Heuper shared his findings about environmental causes of cancer at the U.S. National Cancer Institute.

			In his autobiography, Heuper wrote that there are four basic ways that industry avoids focusing attention on their workers’ occupational cancers:

			
					They can feign ignorance by refusing to see or record cases of cancer among their workers.

					They can create negative evidence by only recording diseases appearing in workers whom they have employed for a short time and “excluding from their records those with long-term exposure who are neither working nor alive”.

					They can dilute the data by including in the study population many employees who do not have contact with the dangerous agent.

					They can “suppress or delay publishing the results”.

			

			Fear Sells

			In the 1930s, the “war on cancer” was hailed as such for the first time. Clarence Cook Little led the American Society for the Control of Cancer (ASCC), and forged a union with the General Women’s Federation, a group that took on major social issues of the twentieth century, including women’s suffrage, birth control, and child labor.

			Together, they formed the Women’s Field Army, which mobilized women all across the country to fight against cancer. A Time magazine story about the WFA published in March 1937 noted that 300,000 U.S. women have cancer and that some 40,000 “need not die of it if they take or have taken advantage of the resources which Medicine has so far marshaled” against cancer.

			At its peak, there were more than 2 million members of the WFA, going door-to-door collecting money and distributing pamphlets. They worked to educate the public about cancer prevention and treatment, especially those cancers most affecting women: cervical, breast, and stomach cancer.

			The Pap smear (first proposed in 1928) caused quite a stir in the medical community. Doctors still were the sole providers of health care, in homes and in their offices. “No one conducted scientific evaluations of the effectiveness of physicians’ methods.” So when it was proposed that medical technicians – “mere laboratory workers” – could evaluate Pap smears, surgeons and pathologists revolted. Add to this conflict the private nature of women’s reproductive organs and it was a social and medical nightmare.

			While the debate about Pap smears was ongoing in the U.S., 10 out of every 100,000 women in the U.S. died of cervical cancer each year. In the meantime, other countries around the world cut their rates of deaths caused by cervical cancer by starting regular Pap screenings.

			“Politics plague the issue of cervical cancer even today.” A vaccine preventing the most common forms of the human papilloma virus (which causes most cases of cervical cancer) is now available. Trials of the HPV vaccine have shown promising results, yet abstinence-only education groups are incensed.

			Cervical cancer is a death sentence for women in Africa, China, and India, as well as when it is diagnosed too late in the U.S. But instead of supporting an inexpensive vaccination to prevent cervical cancer, American legislators are holding things up for ideological reasons.

			Making Goods Out of Bads

			The Nazis knew that tobacco caused cancer and when the U.S. and England defeated Nazi Germany, we gained access to all of the research done to determine this fact. However, radio, print, and television revenues depended on tobacco advertising and 70 percent of men smoked. It simply wasn’t in our country’s financial interests to enact policies controlling tobacco.

			Instead, a “deliberate strategy” was adopted to “manufacture and magnify public doubt” about the harm of smoking tobacco. The tobacco industry worked hard to create a “protracted and mostly artificial scientific debate” about the dangers of its product. One way they did this was by secretly funding research into the hazards of chemicals, hoping to “divert attention from tobacco”, as a cause of poor health and cancer.

			It didn’t help that, at the time, most men smoked. This included doctors and researchers. When a top surgeon of the 1930s, Dr. Evarts Graham, did a study comparing people with lung cancer to those hospitalized with other diseases, he found that nearly all of the lung cancer patients had smoked, compared to only half of those with other diseases. However, as a chain-smoker himself, Graham was not inclined to see the writing on the wall.

			Ernst Wynder, a medical student, helped to change Graham’s mind by pinpointing the impact of tobacco smoking. He reviewed the files of nearly 200,000 men who served in the military between 1917 and 1940. When death benefits claims were filed, investigators confirmed the primary cause of death with the physician who signed the death certificate.

			Wynder’s findings were clear: men who smoked at least two packs of cigarettes a day had twice the death rate from cancer as those who didn’t smoke at all.

			How did the American Cancer Society (ACS) respond to this overwhelming evidence of tobacco’s harmful effects? By dragging its feet.

			Two of the most prominent leaders of the ACS were W. B. Lewis, vice president of a tobacco firm, and Emerson Foote, a founder of one of Madison Avenue’s leading advertising firms. Both stood to loose a bundle if the American public learned about how dangerous cigarette smoking really was.

			Finally, in 1954, the ACS “reluctantly adopted a resolution” admitting that “present evidence indicates an association between smoking and lung cancer” and, to a lesser degree, other cancers. It came along with a “litany” of insinuations that other factors might be involved, including air pollution and workplace dust.

			Word began to spread about the dangers of tobacco, alarming the tobacco industry. So, the tobacco czars manufactured doubt. Clarence Cook Little, the former managing director of the American Cancer Society for Cancer Control, as well as the first head of the U.S. National Cancer Institute, helped to create the Tobacco Industry Research Council (TIRC).

			The TIRC gave research money for the study of tobacco science. “The supply of dollars perpetuated the demand for research”, as there were always scientists looking for research dollars. “So long as scientists could be found to say that research on the hazards of tobacco was still needed – a necessity, of course, in any request for funds – the industry could claim that the issue was not settled.”

			It was only after the Royal College of Physicians in England issued a report clearly stating that cigarette smoking was linked to poor health and cancer that the U.S. Surgeon General issued a report echoing the RCP’s evaluation. Within three months of the report, cigarette consumption in the U.S. had dropped by 20 percent.

			Cancer Doctoring

			Researchers and physicians who are on the frontlines in the war against cancer sometimes find themselves battling for their own lives against the disease. Many “grasp that the reasons for their disease may come directly from their training and the things they have done in their medical work.” Often, doctors pick up the first signs of

			
					Chemicals necessary in chemistry studies, including phenols, formaldehyde and benzene.

					Chemicals used to induce anesthesia in years past.

					Exposure to radiation.

			

			
			Doctoring Evidence

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Harshest of Schoolmasters

			
			
			
			
			
			No Safe Place

			
			
			
			
			
			Chasing Tales

			
			
			
			
			
			Presumed Innocent
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