




Introduction 
   
I first wrote about breast cancer over twenty years 
ago, in 1992, with my friend Jean Hardisty. We 
were, at the time, both members of the Women’s 
Community Cancer Project (WCCP), a group that 
met monthly at the Women’s Center in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. Aware that the nascent breast can-
cer movement had not yet addressed the problems 
of poverty, Jean and I decided to write about the 
extra obstacles facing low-income women diag-
nosed with cancer.  We wrote a long piece for what 
was then the leading feminist newspaper in New 
England, Sojourner: The Women’s Forum. Called 
“Cancer and Poverty: Double Jeopardy for Wom-
en,” our article documented the health disparities 
that were closely allied to disparities in income, 
health insurance, and education. 

This was not, it turned out, a major concern to 
either the medical establishment or the mainstream 
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media, narrowly preoccupied as it was with re-
porting alleged scientific breatkthroughs.1 In fact, 
much of what inflamed the passions of women in 
the Cancer Project was on no one’s agenda at the 
time. Despite the fact that the disease was now 
claiming more than 40,000 American lives every 
year, criticizing the status quo—in print—was still 
rare.  The WCCP helped to change that, publish-
ing a regular newsletter that captured some of that 
passion on the page. The photo below, taken at a 
demonstration on the Boston Common in the fall 
of 1992, neatly summarizes the issues that galva-
nized the group at the time, all of which were taken 
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up—many repeatedly—in articles published in the 
newsletter.

Over the next several years, WCCP members 
(including myself) contributed stories that seemed 
to challenge almost every aspect of the disease, 
questioning the lack of progress in stemming the 
rising tide of deaths, the limitations of mammog-
raphy, the continued reliance on toxic and disfig-
uring treatments, and increasingly important, the 
apparent indifference to prevention, marked by 
the failure to investigate possible links between 
environmental poisons and cancer causation.

The lack of forward momentum piqued my cu-
riosity.  Why, I wanted to know, was the experience 
at the end of the twentieth century so depressingly 
similar to what it had been a half-century earlier?  
Where were the thousands of women who had suf-
fered and died from the disease before us?  What 
did they have to tell us?  I was, essentially, looking 
for the backstory of breast cancer, or at least for 
some fragments of it that would shed light on the 
social, rather than the medical side of its history.  
What role did culture play in mediating the pace 
of change? And why did it take so long for women 
to understand the disease as a feminist issue?

I tried to provide some answers to these ques-
tions in A Darker Ribbon: Breast Cancer, Women, and 



vi

MY SOUL IS AMONG LIONS

Their Doctors in the Twentieth Century (1999).  Two 
correspondences lie at the heart of this book, each 
between a woman diagnosed with breast cancer 
and her surgeon, each running from diagnosis to 
death.  The first set of letters, from 1917 to 1922, 
was exchanged between a doctor’s daughter and 
William Stewart Halsted, the first professor of 
surgery at the Johns Hopkins Medical School; the 
second between Rachel Carson and Dr. George 
Crile Jr. at the Cleveland Clinic, from 1960 to 
1964.  Though separated by more than forty years, 
the two women faced similar ordeals.  For both, 
the surgeon was still male, still the gatekeeper 
to breast cancer treatment, and still reluctant to 
disclose the truth to his patient.  Both women’s 
experience was dominated by the procedure for 
radical mastectomy, which Halsted himself had 
introduced at the end of the nineteenth century. 
This remained the “gold standard” of treatment for 
almost a century, when surgery was king. With no 
competing therapies beating at the door, Halsted’s 
operation was never forced to prove its effective-
ness despite a death rate that almost doubled over 
this period—from 7.8 breast cancer deaths in 1922 
for every 100,000 people to 13.7 in 1964. 

The book goes on to explore the efforts made 
by many women—and a few enlightened male 
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doctors—to rouse the disease from its torpor and 
lift it out of its medical backwater.  Along the way, 
I caught a glimpse of some intriguing figures who 
lay just beyond the scope of the story I was then 
telling.  I was determined to go back for them 
when I could.   

Many of the articles and essays gathered here 
are the fruits of these pursuits.  Written between 
1996 and 2012, all of them reach into corners of 
breast cancer history that until recently have at-
tracted litt le attention.  Some were written well 
before there was really an audience for them.  Now 
there are over two million American women with a 
history of the disease and an appetite for knowing 
more than they can glean from the science pages 
of newspapers.   

 The book starts off with stories of individual 
women who were, in some way, agents of change. 
Taken together, they hint at the many kinds of 
damage an entrenched disease like breast cancer 
can inflict and the need to respond to it on many 
fronts.  The women highlighted here—Katha-
rine Lee Bates, memoirist; Janet Lane-Claypon, 
epidemiologist; Irma Natanson, plaintiff; and Ruth 
Handler, inventor; are just a very few of those who 
made a difference.  

The longest of these pieces is a memoir by 
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Katharine Lee Bates, recounting the illness and 
death of her life companion, Katharine Coman, 
who died of breast cancer in 1915. My introduc-
tion to this memoir tries to make clear just how 
unusual—and revealing—a document it is.

The shorter pieces on Lane-Claypon, Natan-
son, and Handler that follow emphasize the diffi-
culties facing those who would challenge the status 
quo.  These women marshaled the resources they 
had at their disposal and put them to new uses.  
Lane-Claypon pioneered the emerging discipline 
of breast cancer epidemiology. Natanson, damaged 
by cobalt radiation treatment, took her grievances 
to court and, in the process, strengthened legal 
protections for women through the doctrine of in-
formed consent.  Handler, outraged by the lack of 
decent post-mastectomy prostheses, decided she 
could do better—and did.   

Only Handler, the youngest of these four wom-
en (she died in 2002) ever wrote for publication 
about her personal experience of the disease.  But 
until relatively recently, this was the prescribed 
path to publication for most books on the subject 
(excluding self-help guides written by doctors and 
nutritionists).  The worlds of activist newsletters 
and mainstream publishing rarely overlapped.  If 
breast cancer had a literature, it was confined to 
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chronicles of the disease as a personal journey.  
Such books posed no threat to the medical estab-
lishment.  They were, typically, confessional and 
well behaved; their authors were reluctant to con-
sider their own struggles as symptomatic of prob-
lems afflicting all women with the disease.  There 
were exceptions like Rose Kushner’s Breast Cancer: 
A Personal History and Investigative Report (1975). 
But even she had to adopt the approved format and 
deliver her criticisms from inside a personal narra-
tive. The review titled “Body Language” considers 
this tradition, its limitations and eventual disap-
pearance—or, more accurately, transformation.

“The Last Word,” the essay that follows it, also 
examines the representation of breast cancer on 
the printed page.  In this case, it traces the tor-
tured history of obituaries as they grapple with the 
increasing visibility of women and a disease that 
would not go away but could not be named.  

Finally, the book pulls away from the personal, 
in line with recent shifts in media attention. Chang-
es in corporate philanthropy have had a significant 
impact on the perception of breast cancer.  Com-
panies have now turned away from general giving 
toward charitable causes that enhance their bot-
tom line. “Pink ribbon” marketing is a by-product 
of this shift, as Samantha King documents in her 
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book, reviewed in “The Tyranny of Cheerfulness.” 
The rise to prominence of national breast cancer 
charities and their sponsorship by big business 
has made breast cancer a magnet for journalistic 
coverage that is altogether more “corporate” in 
outlook, concerned as much with issues of execu-
tive compensation and board membership as with 
evaluating their success in accomplishing the mis-
sion that gave them life to begin with.  

The alliance between business and breast 
cancer has created a powerful new hybrid, one 
that does not seem to have accelerated progress 
towards either prevention or cure. I was troubled 
by this in 2000 (“Shopping for the Cure”) and I 
remain troubled by this today (“The Breast Cancer 
Donor’s Dilemma: Time to Revolt?”).

          jjj

Where conditions have materially changed over 
the intervening years, I have added commentary 
to update them. These latter-day adjustments give 
some idea of the pace of progress—or lack of it.




