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FROM THE EDITOR

Walking on eggshells? Contribution of 
celebrities to the cancer scene

You may have interest in many aspects of 
medicine other than cancer, and have 
seen a book by Randy and Mason entitled 

“Stop Walking on Eggshells…” [1], regarding the 
way some people and even carers tread warily 
when dealing with people with mental disorders. 
The issue being raised is about the human habit 
reluctance to be open with others about difficult 
medical matters, and of the use of euphemisms. 
There was a habit in Victorian times of hiding 
away any mention issue related to death, and 
today we speak of someone “passing away” or 
“passing on”.  Is cancer still being an example 
of something about which many people simply 
do not want to deal with openly with other 
peoples? Is the stigma of having cancer declining, 
as it is slowly with mental health? The expression 
of treading warily has recently been used by 
Dermot Morgan’s (Father Ted, a TV comedy) son 
Ben, diagnosed with multiple myeloma; however, 
he has decided that, rather than “walking on 
eggshells”, he will be open and even quite blatant 
about his condition, to the point of joking about 
it.  Maybe that is going a little too far, but it does 
suggest we might take a lighter view of one of 
our worst of diseases by accepting our mortality 
and coming to terms with it, along with all our 
relative and friends. We might then learn more 
about how to keep a positive attitude to coping 
with what Ben Morgan calls that most dreaded of 
disease. 

The more that we hear and read about 
celebrities falling prey to cancer, the better. 
Although it becomes headline news when 
someone as internationally acclaimed as David 
Bowie dies of cancer, it tells the general public 
in no uncertain terms that the disorder can claim 
the lives of the rich and the poor, the celebrity 
and the recluse. The greater this exposure, 
the more we should all come to terms with 
cancer. Two years ago I broached this subject 
in an editorial “Cancer – Campaigns, Awareness 
and Education”. Often the death of a loved 
one or the suffering of a “survivor” can lead 
to quite remarkable charitable acts whereby 
large amounts of money are raised that will 
undoubtedly support long-term research into 
cancer and greatly assist the care of those with it. 
One of the remarkable achievements has come 
from the tenor, José Carreras, who has so far 
raised 73 million euros for the Internal Leukemia 
Fund (ILF) since being diagnosed with the disease 
in 1988. We can think of many other campaigns 
from those which are quite small and particular 

to others that come closer to the scale of the 
ILF. The death of Bob Monkhouse (a UK top 
comedian) in 2003 took another approach, which 
was a campaign to help raise the awareness of 
all men to the possibility of developing prostate 
cancer on the basis “I died from it, but you don’t 
have to”. A more radical approach to prevention 
of cancer was taken by Angelina Jolie at 37 years 
of age to undergo a double mastectomy because 
of a putative 87% risk developing breast cancer, 
having been found to have the defective BRCA1 
that runs in her family.

Victoria Wood, another British comedian 
(comedienne), like Bowie and quite a spate of 
other celebrities, recently died of cancer. The 
public pay more attention to these cases because 
the media make so much of them. There are large 
institutions in America, both hospitals and cancer 
research centres of excellence that were set up 
by wealthy benefactors, and much the same can 
also be found throughout the world. Those of 
us who work one way or another with cancer 
have to appreciate that we greatly benefit from 
this very generous funding that comes in from 
private sources or charities set up by individuals 
and other organisations, perhaps by celebrities in 
particular. This income far outweighs that being 
spent on any other disease. The contribution of 
celebrities also comes in the form of educating 
the public, in gaining more insight into cancer and 
becoming more aware of the need to take action 
rather than “sit on one’s hands”.

Other sectors of medicine are seeking much 
more funding. We now recognise that mental 
disorder is becoming a major problem in 
increasingly aging populations; it is much less 
straightforward in its treatment, requiring greater 
insight, much more time and a good deal of 
patience than many cancers. As we gain control 
over tumours of many different types and people 
survive longer as a result, one wonders whether 
in due course cancer funding will give way to 
other avenues of growing medical importance 
being supported to a greater extent by the public 
than is presently the case. 
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