By Kathleen

1en NBC correspondent Betty Rollin got
breast cancer in 1975 at age thirty-nine,
she knew ot no one else with the disease

except for political wives Betty Ford and

Happy Rockefteller. “loday,” says Rollin,
who chronicled her experience in the best-seller First, You Cry,
“I almost don’t know anyone who hasn’t had breast cancer.”
It’s an epidemic, we're told. It’s the chic new charity, eclips-
ing even AIDS tor research dollars. It’s everywhere in the me-

dia: the rallies; the parade of celebrities disclosing their private

battles against the disease; the giant billboards of Linda Evan-
gelista, with only an arm draped across her gaunt model’s
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chest, accompanied by a toll-free number to call with dona-
tions toward a cure. In case the message hasn’t reached every-
one, breast cancer even has a month—October—devoted to
yoosting public awareness.

What’s

tered as a blip on the nation’s radar screen just a generation
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roing on herer How did a hazard that barely regis-

ago mushroom into such an ominous cloud?

In 1970, when 1t was rarely discussed, breast cancer was

l‘};n'{_ll}f rare. | hen, one in thirteen women fell victim to the

disease by age eighty-five. The numbers are one in eight to-

d;‘i}-‘l Jut even that increase alone does not account for the at-
tention now Imn_;—- paid to the disease.
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In reality, the furor and clamor over breast cancer is tapping
something much deeper in the female psyche. Striking at the
very core of women’s feminine identity, breast cancer makes us

%

teel uniquely vu nerable—so much so that “nice ladies” once
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just didn’t talk about 1t. * Iwenty years ago,” says Amy Langer,

director of the National Alliance ot Breast Cancer Organiza-
ABCQO), n

subject, and breast cancer was particularly taboo because it at-

t1Ons
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vew York City, “cancer itselt was a taboo

fects a part of the body we associate with intimacy, sexuality

and nurturing.”
The disease also relates to issues of feminine anger, because

the ficht against it has become inextricably intertwined with

Kate Jackson

women’s own battle for sexual liberation and empowerment
within society. It can even make some women feel guilty and

further victimized, tor the very litestyle choices that they asso-
ciated with their emancipation—the postponement ot child-

b

yearing or opting not to have children at all—have now been

8

implicated as risk factors tor the disease.

n a sense, the hiﬁt{.)r}f ot breast cancer’s ascent to promi-
nence is inseparable from the latest chapter ot the female
consciousness-raising movement. lo battle the disease,

women have united into a sisterhood, talking openly about

.’"

their concerns, sharing their experiences and otfering each

other mutual support. 'l hey've become educated (continued)
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says. “As 1t was, | had a great night in the camaraderie of my
friends. It was overwhelming to feel so cared about and

loved.” (1 he epiphany of that evening also became the inspi-

e

ration for a recently released book of humorous cartoons, Not

Now—I m Havme a No Harr Day, written by Clitford i col-
laboration with illustrator Jack Lindstrom.)

'he many more-formal support groups that have sprung up
across the country in recent years otter yet another resource
unknown to the isolated victims of vesterday. In addition to
companionship, these groups provide something friends and

tamily otten cannot—namely, the wisdom and perspective of

someone else going through the same experience.

At a recent gathering of women with advanced breast can-
cer near San Francisco, the liberal sprinkling of tissue boxes
around the room is a measure of the gravity of their business.
culty communicating with doctors and loved ones, their fear
of dying. “We ralk a lot about death because it stares us in
the tace every day,” says Sandra Allen, fifty-two, who joined

the group in 1991. “I can’t tell you how many of us have
died. Four women died in just four
months—one ot them my best friend.
That’s pretty heavy.” Sometimes they
laugh. " l'here’s a lot of black humor in
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the group,” she says. Otten they cry.
They also take care of each other. “One
woman wanted tresh organic carrot
juice every day,’ recalls Allen. “So we
formed a carrot-juice brigade, and we
all took turns bringing it to her.”

1 he outcast status of earlier victims 9273).
ot breast cancer is particularly tragic in
piohit of what researeh 18 revenliny

Allen. Ac-

about group members like

cording to the findings ot David Spiegel, M.D., a professor of

psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Stanford University
School ot Medicine, participation in a support group offers
much more than psychological benefits. In addition to being

ess depressed, the women in his study were living significant-

y longer than breast cancer patients who did not attend such

a group. | hough the women in each oroup otherwise received
the same level of medical care. the typical difference in sur-
vival was eighteen months. If a new drug produced results like

that. it would be hailed as a medical breakthrough.

he very disease that once made women re-
treat in shame has also united them into 2
political force ot enviable clout. The move-
ment began in the early eighties as a humble
orassroots campaign and was slow 1n getting

off the ground. Even as late as 1989, for ex-
ample, marshaling support tor Medicare coverage of mam-
mography was, in the words of NABCO)'s Langer, “a hard sell.

You cannot mmagine the amount of education we had to do
around that 1ssue in Congress.”

I-ttorts to involve communities and corporations in pro-
moting better awareness and treatment of the disease were
similarly met with inditterence or nervous discomtort. At the

first mention of breast cancer, CEQOs often blushed or looked
the other way. Bra manufacturers, when approached with the
suggestion that they attach tags to their product encouraging
women to do breast self-exams, shrugeed off the idea as nega-
tive advertising that would only hurt sales.

1L hen, virtually overnight, a confluence of events conspired

to push breast cancer into the forefront of public concern.
The disease started to take a toll on aging baby boomers—a
generation who prided themselves on their open attitude to-
ward sexuality and their willingness to be vocal about topics
oft-limits to their mothers. What’s more. during the sixties
and seventies, they had become well schooled in political ac-
tivism. With that history, they were not about to remain quiet
as the disease withered their ranks. Nor had the stunning suc-
cess of AIDS advocates escaped their notice. That movement,
driven by educated homosexual men, demonstrated that anger
could be channeled into activism that produced results. Fe-
male baby boomers heeded their lesson. |

For LLos Angeles—based Susan Love, M.D., a veteran of
breast cancer advocacy and a former surgeon, an event in

Whether you’re interested in getting involved or getting information, these top
organizations can tell you how. For the best books on breast cancer, see page 127.
® National Alliance of Breast Cancer Organizations. They offer a number of free brochures,

such as Myth or Fact? and Facts About Breast Cancer in the USA. 800-719-9154,

® National Cancer Institute. Information, referrals and brochures, such as Questions to Ask
Your Doctor About Breast Cancer. 800-4-CANCER (800-422-6237).

® Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation National Helpline. 800-I'M AWARE (800-462-

® Y-ME offers information and counseling and runs a wig and prosthesis bank for women in
need. Available twenty-four hours a day. 800-221-2141.

June 1990 signaled a critical turning point in attitudes towarc

the disease. Standing before an audience of middle-aged
women in Salt Lake City during a promotional tour for her
new book, D Susan Loves Breast Book. she decided to leaven
the somber mood in the auditorium with a wisecrack. To shake
politicians into doing something about breast cancer, “Maybe,”
she quipped, “we should all march topless on Washington.” Af-

terward, a stream of mostly older, conservatively dressed

women ftlooded the podium wanting to know, “When do we

march?” At that instant, says Love, “l knew that American

women were ready to make a lot of noise about breast cancer.”
fall of 1991. the newly

-

And that’s just what they did. By the

formed National Breast Cancer Coalition set up shop in
Washington, D.C., to orchestrate a coordinated political cam-
pnigl] l“upi‘mmuing the interests of more than twenty major
breast cancer organizations across the country. ‘Today there
are more than 350 major organizations. Advocates began
bombarding their elected representatives with demands for in-
creased spending on research. Meanwhile, extravagant publici-
ty and tund-raising events were launched. In the largest show
of the movement’s strength yet, some 30,000 activists oathered
last June at the Capitol Building to participate in the Susan G.
Komen Breast Cancer Foundation’s “Race for the Cure.” The
relentless pressure on Congress paid off: In just the last six

years, the |

ational Cancer Institute’s  (continued on page 126)
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