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Abstract

It has been over 40 years since President Richard M. Nixon
signed the National Cancer Act. Considered radically progressive
by some in 1971, few today recognize the political implications
of this legislation for a conservative U.S. president. In retrospect,
the signing of the National Cancer Act highlights how closely most
U.S. politicians operate to political center, relative to their global
counterparts. Thus, the rest of the world is often mystified by the
ability of the pendulum of American democracy to drive revolutionary
events with global impacts, following a subtle swing to the left or
right of the political center. Herein, we reflect upon the relationship
between this pendulum of democracy and oncology research.

Discussion

Growing up in a small town near the Baltic Sea made it easy for
me to grasp the concept of little boats in a big sea. It is this memory
of adolescence and youth that provides such an apt metaphor to
reflect upon recent developments and provide a rather personal view
on where our travels may take us. As with the great sea, to remain
true with this mental picture, small waves may provide a soothing
rocking of the boat, whereas their bigger counterparts invite one,
in not so subtle terms, to find shelter on the high ground. Waves
are encountered almost everywhere, from boom and bust in the
economy to the periodic movement of public opinion from one side
of the political center to the other. The last example provides a rich
ground to elaborate on select examples, albeit from the viewpoint
of a scholar with awareness of constitutional duties of a citizen. It
all starts with the terms used, in this case, “one side of the political
center.” Different writers may very well have different opinions of
what this phrase means. We shall, for the sake of keeping this analysis
reasonably short and simple, not dive into the tools of textual and
contextual determination of shades in meaning. How, do we ask, can
we determine what is meant by the phrase “one side of the political
center” when the concept of the “political center” can be viewed
very much like a moving target. Is, for instance, the presidency of
Richard Nixon to be seen as “right of the political center” [1] by
the standard applied at the time of election? If one is to take this a
step further, are Nixon’s acts, such as paving the way for affirmative
action [2] to be seen as “left of the center” if measured against, say, a
decision of the U.S. Supreme Court in 1856 in which “A free negro of
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the African race [...]” was “considered as a subordinate and inferior
class of beings” [3]? It should be noted that the 1856 decision was
reversed by the Supreme Court in the decision of the case Brown
v. Board of Education (1954). As another illustration of this point,
Justice David Souter delivered a speech on the occasion of the 2010
Harvard Commencement [4]. Here, Souter elaborated on the limits
of tools available to discern the meaning of phrases in a text, such as
the U.S. Constitution. Related to this is the charge of judicial activism.
Is judicial activism simply a result of the margins of error in a fair
reading of a text or is this charge grounded by a notion that judges
cannot “bend general structural elements to fit the morally antecedent
condition of non-discrimination” [5]?

What is the basis for assessments of this kind? Are these, by
nature, rooted in historical context or of attempts of “trying to stretch
the meaning of words beyond what was credible” [6]? Answers to
this problem are likely to affect how we educate the next generation
of oncology scholars to avoid “limited review” [5] or “sins of
omission”[7]. This, in turn, may drive disparities between current
and future standards for the ethical conduct of oncology research
[8]. In observing the political center as a slowly moving target, it
is not difficult to imagine a world in which the current systems for
oncology research are someday beyond the reach of the pendulum
of democracy. While the laws of science may be immune to evolving
interpretation, political opinion is an endless sea of ebb and flow. As
such, we must never assume that we are protected on our islands of
research. It is our responsibility, as cancer researchers, to watch the
tide and determine when to toss or pull anchor.
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