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Devra Lee Davis heads up the country’s first center for 
environmental oncology at the University of Pittsburgh Cancer 
Institute, one of the nation’s top cancer research and treatment 
institutions. Honored for her research and public policy work by 
various national and international groups, Dr. Davis is professor 
of epidemiology at the University of Pittsburgh Graduate School 
of Public Health, visiting professor at Carnegie Mellon 
University's Heinz School, honorary professor at the London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and expert advisor to 
the World Health Organization. She is the author of more than 
170 scientific publications and the editor of 11 books, including 
When Smoke Ran Like Water, a finalist for the 2002 National 
Book Award for nonfiction. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
In this special seminar Dr. Devra Davis, 
an award-winning scientist and author, 
will discuss her latest work, THE 
SECRET HISTORY OF THE WAR ON 
CANCER (Basic Books; October 1, 
2007; Hardcover).  From the 
abandoned poisoned towns of the 
Mississippi Delta, to the boardrooms of 
the American Cancer Society, to the 
laboratories of the Centers for 
Disease Control and the Food and Drug 
Administration, Dr. Davis tells a 
compelling story of what was known 
about the causes of cancer, when, and 
by whom.  
 
“Since its formal launch more than 
thirty-five years ago, the War on 
Cancer has been fighting many of the 
wrong battles with the wrong weapons 
and the wrong leaders,” Davis writes. 
“Officially declared by President Nixon 
in 1971, the American effort 
aggressively targeted the illness but 
left its myriad causes untouched. Less 
than a decade after the famed U.S. 
Surgeon General’s report of 1964 
indicted tobacco as a cause of lung 
cancer, the President announced a 
national attack on cancer. Left off the 
table completely were tobacco, 
radiation, asbestos, and benzene—
materials that for decades had been 
well understood to be hazardous.”  
 
Dr. Davis uses materials from secret 
archives to show how leaders from 
industries that generated a host of 
cancer-causing materials and products 
have downplayed research on cancer 
prevention, and also kept findings on 
the environmental causes of cancer 
from gaining widespread attention or 
benefiting the general public.  Dr. 
Davis brings to light a major public 
health effort diverted and distorted 
for private gain – a legacy that persists 
to this day. 
 

Followed by light refreshments  
 


