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Anya Plutynski’s Philosophy of Cancer: Toward a Critical
and Pluralistic Understanding of Disease

Abstract

Cancer is considered one of the most controversial and thought-provoking
medical and biological phenomena in modern era—not only because of its
biological complexity and the intricacy of its molecular pathways, but also
because it raises profound philosophical questions about the nature of
disease, the concept of causality, and the limits of scientific explanation. The
widespread prevalence of cancer, the diversity of its types, and its various
strategies for resisting treatment have pushed researchers to reconsider the
foundations of medical classification, diagnostic criteria, and the relationship
between the individual and their environment.

This study examines the perspective of the philosopher of cancer science,
Anya Plutynski (1970- ), on these issues from a critical and analytical
standpoint. It explores how scientific concepts related to cancer are
constructed, investigates the foundations for justifying hypotheses and
scientific experiments, and raises questions about the normative values
underlying medical practices such as screening, treatment, and classification
decisions. In light of recent conceptual shifts — such as the rise of precision
medicine and evidence-based medicine — philosophical inquiry into cancer
becomes even more crucial. This has raised many questions: Is cancer a
single disease or a collection of distinct phenomena? What philosophical
assumptions underlie the ways scientists classify and define cancer? How do
philosophical concepts of causality influence the design of cancer-related
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studies and experiments? What role do social values and priorities play in
guiding decisions about screening and treatment? And do current research
and treatment strategies truly reflect a deep understanding of the nature of
cancer?

Accordingly, this study aims to explore the philosophical problems
associated with cancer science by examining the conceptual, methodological,
and normative foundations that shape scientific research and medical
applications in this field, hoping to contribute to opening a new critical
horizon for understanding this complex phenomenon. It also highlights
Plutynski’s effort to formulate an alternative philosophy for studying cancer
— one that acknowledges the complexity and diversity of the disease, avoids
excessive simplification and rigid universal models, and calls for integrating
genetic, environmental, behavioral, social, and value-related knowledge.
Keywords: Plutynski, Philosophy of cancer, Natural Kinds, Somatic
mutation theory, Tissue organization field theory, Pluralism, Multilevel
selection.
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