
     Summary of The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer 

Siddhartha Mukherjee’s The Emperor of All Maladies is a sweeping, deeply human 

history of cancer—its earliest known appearances, the centuries of attempts to 

understand it, and the modern scientific battles to treat and control it. Mukherjee, an 

oncologist and researcher, approaches cancer as if it were a character in a biography: 

ancient, shape-shifting, and endlessly resourceful. 

      What the Book Covers 

1. Ancient origins and early descriptions Mukherjee traces cancer back thousands of 

years, from Egyptian medical texts to early Greek accounts. These early physicians 

recognized tumors but had almost no tools to treat them. 

2. The rise of surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy The book chronicles the 

evolution of cancer treatment—from brutal early surgeries to the discovery of radiation 

and the development of chemotherapy. Mukherjee shows how each breakthrough was 

met with both hope and unintended consequences. 

3. The “war on cancer” The narrative explores the political and cultural forces that 

shaped cancer research in the 20th century, including national campaigns, fundraising 

movements, and the push for large-scale scientific collaboration. 

4. The biology of cancer Mukherjee explains how cancer arises from mutations in 

normal cells, how it hijacks the body’s growth mechanisms, and why it is so difficult to 

eradicate. He describes cancer not as an invader but as a distorted version of ourselves.  

5. Patient stories Interwoven throughout are intimate portraits of patients and 

physicians. These stories ground the science in lived experience and highlight the 

emotional and ethical complexities of cancer care. 

6. The future of cancer treatment The book ends by looking forward—toward 

targeted therapies, genetic insights, and the possibility of more personalized, less 

destructive treatments. 

  Why the Book Resonates 

Mukherjee blends scientific clarity with narrative depth, making a complex subject 

accessible without oversimplifying it. The result is both an authoritative history and a 

meditation on human resilience, scientific ambition, and the limits of medicine. 

 


