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FROM THE EDITOR

Ideas about Cancer – Hypotheses as the 
Essential Basis of Advancement

Denys Wheatley
Editor

T he fundamental cause of carcinogenesis 
is a loss of growth control of cells in 
tissue such that their proliferation rate 

exceeds, however small, that expected in normal 
circumstances. Some are more susceptible to 
change than others for reasons that are, as yet, 
difficult to explain. While tumours arising in a 
particular tissue, such a liver parenchyma, might 
look similar in many cases, each is unique. And 
even if they arise through some similar set of 
mutations (particularly where there is inherited 
genetic susceptibility), the environment may 
differ in each case, leading to different patterns 
of outgrowth and responsiveness to treatment. 
Cancer can arise anywhere, at any time, and be 
caused by genetic, epigenetic and other changes. 
We have discussed on a previous occasion [1] 
that apparently normal cells may show some kind 
of “anti-social behaviour” when displaced into 
an inappropriate environment. Although there 
could be some kinds of underlying mechanisms 
in carcinogenesis, there are perhaps hundreds or 
thousands of factors or mitigating circumstances 
involved, of which different sets under different 
conditions lead to a vast array of malignant 
transformations. Conclusion – there is no single 
cause of carcinogenesis and we are still a long 
way from reaching any synthesis regarding it.

Whether a cancer will invade or not is 
also indeterminate; although we can give a 
probability, some types of tumours being more 
prone to do so than others, the outcome is 
uncertain in any particular instance. Whether 
a cancer will undergo complete spontaneous 
or induced remission is also unpredictable, 
and whether we can prevent some cancers 
arising in the first place can only be given a 
probability (the reduction in risk). The latter 
will depend on genetic disposition, level of 
exposure to carcinogens and the metabolic 
status of the individual. As to whether he or she 
might succumb quickly or slowly to a cancer 
that has developed will depend on a vast 
number of factors, not least the frame of mind. 
Conclusion – while we may be aware of some 
of the general characteristics of tumours, we 
have little real insight into their development, 
behaviour and responsiveness. Therefore, making 
any predictions and generalisations about many 
aspects of cancer are fraught with danger, we 
have to make some of these daily. To get to grips 
with cancer, there is a need to focus on specific 
areas because of its great diversity. And as 
scientists and doctors, we have to keep searching 
for answers to many questions if we are to gain 
better control over tumours. Inevitably there 
can be thousands of questions related to the 

problems discussed above. We can only progress 
if we make rational hypotheses, test them 
efficiently in the laboratory and clinic, refine 
them if they hold some water, and eliminate 
them when they are unsubstantiated. Hypotheses 
can arise in two main ways, by building on 
previous knowledge, or by lateral thinking, where 
no obvious correlation had previously seemed to 
exist. Linus Pauling’s dictum about advancing our 
knowledge by experimentation was the remark 
that “you need lots of hypotheses and some 
means of selection” (i.e. some have more merit in 
pursuing than others). Framing a hypothesis takes 
a lot of skill before any experiment; so often in 
hindsight we realise we asked the wrong question 
or framed it poorly.

For this reason, and having demitted editorship 
of other cancer journals, I am now creating 
a new one called Cancer Hypotheses, akin 
to Medical Hypotheses founded by my late 
colleague David Horrobin and published by 
Wiley, but clearly in a specific field. Since all 
experimental work, laboratory investigations and 
clinical trials should be based on a hypothesis 
(other than exercises that amount to little more 
than data collection), every cancer paper to 
communicate new findings should be eligible 
for submission! While this would open up the 
journal to everyone in the field of cancer, the 
original intent is primarily to be a forum for 
those who want to discuss broader rather than 
narrower issues, such as a possible molecular 
basis of cancer [2] or ideas about field theories 
[3]. Where attempts have been made to make a 
synthesis of current knowledge, review articles 
that bring many viewpoints together would be 
welcome. However, since some people can have 
new ideas that do not seem to emerge from 
existing knowledge, of thinking outside the box, 
we should remember the old adage that perhaps 
“today’s crazy idea might become the received 
wisdom of tomorrow”. If a piece of experimental 
work throws up something truly original in this 
way, then Cancer Hypotheses would certainly 
welcome them, provided enough circumstantial 
evidence could be presented to give it some 
resonance – some “ring of truth”. Equally, some 
new finding that calls for a thorough reappraisal 
of an extant, but perhaps controversial, 
hypothesis is just the right sort of material for 
the journal.

I welcome contributions from all who have 
contributed to and/or read Oncology News, 
and also any of your colleagues who might have 
interesting ideas and data that would fit our 
remit. The new journal will also be published by 
McDonnell Mackie.
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