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The whole world is currently seized with 
the pandemic of COVID‑19, with the 
outbreak spanning more than 200 countries. 
Physical suffering and a far greater mental 
anxiety are common to both the ailments, 
COVID‑19 and cancer, with the former 
likely to supersede the status of cancer as 
“The Emperor of All Maladies.”[1]

In fact, there are quite a few similarities 
between cancer and COVID‑19. Both 
are associated with a significant degree 
of fear and phobia. They both result in a 
panic‑like situation. The diagnosis of either 
is associated with the patients suffering 
sequentially through stages of disbelief, 
denial, and finally coping phenomena. 
The outcome of either illness is largely 
dependent on the stage  (in cancer) and 
severity (in COVID‑19). One is regarded 
as emerging either a winner  (survivor) or a 
victim.

Can all the phobia and panic associated 
with COVID‑19 be explained? The answer 
is both yes and no. Yes, because it is a new 
illness with so much yet unknown about 
it. We are still learning to diagnose it and 
deal with it. We are still not fully geared up 
to deal with the impending burden of the 
disease – in terms of hospital infrastructure, 
testing facilities, rapid diagnostic tests, 
workforce  (in the form of doctors, nurses, 
and ancillary staff), and personal protective 
equipment. Furthermore, there is no 
definitive treatment based on large‑scale 
clinical trials and preventive vaccine seems 
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Abstract
Cancer has been the undisputed “Emperor of All Maladies” till now. The current COVID‑19 
pandemic has created havoc and seems to have displaced cancer from this notorious title. This 
narrative examines the facts and figures that have led to this succession.
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a bit far away at present. No, because we 
as doctors have earlier dealt with bigger 
challenges and overcome them. These 
challenges have been in the form of some 
earlier epidemics and pandemics  (such as 
Spanish flu, bubonic plague, severe acute 
respiratory syndrome  [SARS], Middle 
East respiratory syndrome, Nipah virus, 
and more recently Ebola).[2] We have been 
able to successfully eradicate diseases such 
as plague and smallpox. We have found 
a cure for HIV and AIDS. Moreover, we 
have come a long way in our war against 
cancer. Cancer is thus no longer a death 
sentence that it used to be many decades 
ago. Some of the cancers are preventable as 
well by lifestyle modifications and also by 
prophylactic vaccines!

If numbers were a way to judge the 
differential need for panic, then here they 
are. As per the World Health Organization, 
there were a total of 18.1 million new 
cancer cases diagnosed in the year 2018, 
and 9.6 million succumbed to it.[3] In the 
year 2020, in the USA alone, more than 
1.8 million new cancer cases  (excluding 
noninvasive cancers except that of the 
urinary bladder and basal and squamous 
cell carcinoma skin) are expected to be 
diagnosed. Furthermore, about 606,520 
Americans are expected to die of cancer 
this year, a number surpassed only by heart 
disease. According to the GLOBOCAN 
2018 data, there were about 1.16 million 
new cancer cases and 784,821 cancer 
deaths in India in 2018.[4] Although cancer 
is known to humankind since antiquity, 
its incidence is increasing due to multiple 
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factors such as increased life expectancy, changing lifestyle, 
improved diagnostics, and cancer screening.[5,6]

The best available measure of control over an illness, be 
it cancer or COVID‑19, would be the reduction in deaths 
due to it. For example, in the USA, the age‑adjusted cancer 
death rate increased steadily, peaking in 1991 at 215 cancer 
deaths per 100,000 people, mainly because of the smoking 
epidemic. In 2017, the mortality rate dropped to 152/100,000 
due to reductions in smoking, and also improvements in 
early detection and treatment. The 5‑year relative survival 
rate for all cancers combined has also increased significantly, 
from as low as 27% in the 1960s to 70% currently.[7]

As of April 29, 2020, there are currently 3,138,895 confirmed 
cases and 218,010 deaths from the coronavirus  (COVID‑19) 
outbreak globally, with 1,035,765  cases being in the USA 
alone in contrast to 33,050 confirmed COVID‑19  cases in 
India till date.[8] A look at the number of deaths per hundred 
confirmed cases  (observed case‑fatality ratio) reveals that 
Belgium (15.1%), the United Kingdom (13.5%), Italy (13.5%), 
and France  (13.9%) have the most deaths proportionally to 
their COVID‑19 cases or population, not necessarily the most 
deaths overall. In the USA, the case‑fatality rate of 5.7% has 
been reported.[9] In India, the same reported figure is at 3.2%. 
Recently, deaths due to COVID‑19 (almost 13,000) surpassed 
weekly deaths due to cancer (11,500 approximately) and 
heart disease (12,500 approximately), making COVID‑19 the 
number one cause of mortality in the USA, surpassing both 
cancer and heart disease.

The economic burden of cancer is huge and progressively 
increasing. As per the IARC World Cancer Report of 2014, 
the total annual economic cost of cancer is estimated at 
approximately US$1.16 trillion, which had been the highest 
for any disease. The COVID‑19 pandemic has already 
adversely affected the global economy within this short 
span and its impact is likely to continue for a much longer 
period. The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
has predicted about 1% shrinkage in the global economy 
due to the COVID‑19 pandemic. Further, a fall in global 
trade to the tune of 13%–32% is predicted. The COVID‑19 
pandemic has adversely affected India’s economy as well. 
In the period between April and June 2020, a gross value 
added loss of over 9% is estimated.[10]

Almost one‑third of all cancers are preventable, another 
third curable, and for the remaining one‑third, the outcome 
is variable depending on the nature and stage of the disease 
and the treatment offered. Patients with some cancers 
now live long with good quality of life, despite being in 
Stage 4 disease. Further, cancer is an uncommon cause 
of sudden tragic death. This is in stark contrast to the 
COVID‑19 infection wherein one often does not know the 
source and is caught unprepared for the sudden downturn 
of the immunological response machinery with resultant 
respiratory and multiorgan failure. Due to its very high 
infectivity from person to person and transmission through 

fomites, COVID‑19 pandemic has led to a huge societal 
impact. This pandemic has led to a new way of living with 
a big emphasis on personal hygiene and social distancing. 
The impact has been so huge that it led to a complete 
lockdown on a global scale with a need for isolation, contact 
tracing, and quarantine. Therefore, its control would entail a 
change in social behavior and global cooperation, which is 
in contrast to individualized treatment strategies for cancer. 
Even though efforts toward the development of anti‑cancer 
vaccine have been unsuccessful till date, there is a ray of 
hope in the development of vaccine against SARS‑CoV‑2.

We are thus witnessing a new world, rather with a sad state 
of affairs globally, across continents. This new world is 
filled with human tragedy, with fearful people locked inside 
their four walls, often with inadequate supplies. So much 
so that COVID‑19 has even snatched away the right to 
terminal care and also the right to die with dignity! It took 
humans decades of research in laboratories and clinics to 
win the war against some cancers. Before humankind could 
rejoice in its glory or plan to enhance its progress by taking 
a giant leap in time and space, the tiny, invisible, but very 
powerful and destructive novel coronavirus has wreaked 
havoc and definitely displaced cancer from the throne of 
“The Emperor of All Maladies!”
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