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Cancer and Society

50/50
Directed by Jonathan Levine

2011, 100 min
For more information see http://

www.50-50themovie.com/

When Fanny Rosenow, a breast 
cancer survivor, telephoned the 
New York Times in the 1950s to ask 
if she could place an advertisement 
announcing a support group, she was 
told that both “breast” and “cancer” 
were banned words. “Perhaps you 
could say there will be a meeting 
about diseases of the chest wall,” came 
the response. That Hollywood is now 
willing to release 50/50, a touching 
and funny fi lm about a young man’s 
fi ght with cancer, shows how much 
society’s attitude to disease has 
changed.

50/50 opens with Adam 
(Joseph Gordon-Levitt) jogging along 
a Seattle waterfront. We meet his fl aky 
girlfriend Rachael (Bryce Dallas Howard) 
and crude-joke-cracking best friend 
Kyle (Seth Rogen) as the fi lm starts 
on a typical comedy track. However, a 
niggling back pain brings the fi lm down 
to earth when a visit to the doctor 
reveals that Adam has neurofi broma 
sarcoma schwannoma, a rare spinal 
cancer that has a 50% survival 
rate. Adam sub sequently stumbles 

through chemo therapy, heartbreak, 
the stages of grieving, and surgery. 
Despite these hardships, the fi lm 
stays upbeat and even entertaining 
as Adam fi nds support from Kyle, his 
in experienced therapist Katherine 
(Anna Kendrick), and his overbearing 
mother (Anjelica Huston). 

To call the fi lm a comedy is not quite 
accurate. Written by Will Reiser, and 
based loosely on his own experience 
with cancer, the fi lm instead navigates 
an endearing course through the fear 
and pain of cancer, the mundanity of 
everyday life, and the humour and 
drama of existence. 50/50 shows the 
lows of life with cancer without being 
cheesy or unrealistic by fi nding the 
laughs in each situation. Gruelling 
4 h chemotherapy sessions become a 
time for Adam to get high, forget his 
sorrows, and bond with fellow cancer 
patients. A night out with Kyle that 
ends badly emphasises the eff ects 
that cancer can have on a patient’s 
sex life. Catheter-related humour 
even cuts through the sweetness of 
budding love between Adam and 
Katherine. 

While the romantic subplot 
plays out cutely, the show-stealing 
relationship actually builds between 
Adam and Kyle. Despite ups and 
downs, Adam eventually realises 
what a pillar of support his friend has 
been when he discovers Kyle’s well-
thumbed copy of the book Facing 
Cancer Together. 

More broadly, the fi lm shows 
the unexpected societal challenges 
that cancer suff erers face. Awkward 
conversations with loved ones and 
acquaintances who don’t know how 
to handle the news abound. Although 
Adam has the disease, he fi nds himself 

constantly apologising and consoling 
those around him; “you have no idea 
how hard this is” his soon-to-be-
exgirlfriend lamely tells him. And the 
fact that no one is willing to confront 
his illness with him head on, he tells 
his therapist, only makes things 
worse. For those of us who will never 
be diagnosed with cancer (which, 
according to an American Association 
for Cancer Research report, is only 50% 
of men and 66% of women), these 
scenes drive home the unappreciated 
burdens that the healthy can place on 
the ill. 

This fi lm is not Hollywood’s fi rst 
attempt to mix cancer and comedy, 
but in the 2009 blockbuster Funny 
People, acute myeloid leukaemia was 
reduced to a device on which to build 
a story about a man fi nding himself 
and returning to his roots. And 
The Bucket List, a 2007, schmaltzy 
fi lm starring Jack Nicholson and 
Morgan Freeman, framed terminal 
disease within a ridiculous storyline. 
Television comedy dramas have 
tackled this theme too, with The 
Big C and the darker Breaking Bad 
combining humour and cancer to 
diff erent degrees of success.

50/50’s portrayal of cancer is 
not perfect. Heavy handed cliches 
include the mandatory head shave 
and midnight nausea. Oncologists—
depicted as having atrocious patient 
skills—draw a particularly short straw. 
Nevertheless, the fi lm succeeds in 
tackling a challenging theme from 
an unusual angle while delivering 
an important message that rings 
true: cancer can be tough, but life 
goes on.

Asher Mullard
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For the American Association 
for Cancer Research report see 

http://www.aacr.org/Uploads/
DocumentRepository/2011
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