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Old Game
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Omaha, began asking

1 noted that the central
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they get more reserves
more. loans and imvest-
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the chairman seemed to
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money supply.” But Mr.
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‘at the Ways We Die

Looking

By Haspy ScHWARTZ

Americans are more hypochondriaca}
than ever in our history, some observers
suggest. Whatever the truth of that, it is
evident that 8 morbid preoccupation with
death is a major component of the national
scene, Day after day, we are told that the
air we breathe, the water and other bever-
ages we drink, the food we ingest, and the
substances we come into contact with at

moulh and nose cancer of the genitalia,
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since 1960 the age-adjusted death rate has
declined by almost 20%.

The obverse side of these data is the
steadily rising expectation of life for the
newborn. A baby born in 1930 could expect
4 life span of 60 years; one born in 1978
emﬂdexped 73.3 years. A female Ameri-
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s immediately, and deservedly, fo-
cuses attention on lung cancer. The overal)
age-adjusted increase in Jung cancer in
1978 was 3.2%, while for white women the
increase was a whopping 7.7%.

our jobs are all dangerous or potentially Can born in 1978 could expect 1o live T8 The figures seem to speak for them:
dangerous to our health. years, while 3 baby cowld ex-  selves. lnsofar as the rate of cancer deaths
pect almost TO years. Al the 1978 figures g

f prominent component of this obsession
 Claims that we are caught in a *‘cancer ep-
‘idemic” arise from many sources, and we
are warned that we may get cancer from
the sun that shines upon us, the frankfurt-
ers we eat at the ball park, the saccharin
!in the soft drinks we use to try to control
-our weight, the exhaust gases from our
cars, etc. Somne zealots are already com-
"plaining that too many Americans are dis-
regarding warnings about carcinogens be-
cause they have been convinced by earlier
scares that everything causes cancer, and,
therefore, all one can do is relax and en-
This background gives specia! interest
to a government publication, “Final Mor- -
tality Statistics, 1978," just issued by the
Nationat Center for Health Statistics.
Arrayed in precise columns are statis-
ties on how many Americans died in 1978
asd earlier, as well as an elaborate analy-
sis of what they died of. Here, if anywhere,
it would seem, is the evidence needed to
tell whether our hypochondria is justified.
All humans die eventually, of course, but
are we departing now in unusually large
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What are the causes of death in this

country? In 1978 the largest smge killer ¢
- death rate from lung cancer for whlte
males was only 1.8%, while the increases
were even smaller for non-white males and
lemales. Aside from lung cancer, in 1978
deaths from all other major forms of can-
cer either declined or remained the same.

Danger Posed by Smoking _

The public health implications of these
official government data would seem un-
mistakable. The most effective way to
combat future increases in cancer deaths
would be an all—out campaign against ciga-

er 1o _American lives posed

ater t.han n Trom asbes

What are the causes of
death sn this country? In
1978 the largest single killer
was heart disease, which
was responsible for almost
38% of all deaths. A dss-
tant second was cancer,
which killed about 20% of
all who died.
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Why then is all the tury of current popu-
lar environmental and health crusaders
- aimed at nuclear power piants, the oil and
» chemical industries, etc.? Wouldn't all that
; energy and will for public improvement be
far more fruitfully employed if directed
.. = against tobacco?

I don't feel capable of answering these
questions adequately, though they have
long disturbed me. Could it be that it is

receden TR ‘ dramatic to oppose nuclear power and bor-
. St et ery stausuc as as possible will ' ing to Insist that one’s friends and relatives
.-vrﬁ.m"‘f.’ma.’nm.m ..:r:‘ probably interject: “Ah, but the rate of | give up smoking—or even that the cru-
o o of | cancer deaths was higher than in 1977. . sader himself quit the cigaret habit?
_mumtnompponformdm How do you explain that?" Certainly it is hard to doudt that the

The crude death rnti- from cancer

votes in the or tobacco-growing and
1978 did rise almost 1.5%. But to o <

scaremongers.
Lowest Crude Death Rate

Preliminary figures Indicate that in 1979
the 1.5. bad the lowest crude death rate in

processing states probably had something
{o do with the Carter administration’s re-
cent silence about the importance of stop-
ping smoking. Joseph Califano, whatever
his other virtues and faults, did try to
mount a sigrificant anti-smoking cam-
paign. It is likely that many bureaucrats
have made a connection between his undig-
lll:ged ouster and his naivete about the re-

onship between tobacco state votes and
when one considers we have a rapidly ag- the i
g Cand tor that reason the needs of the administration

Harry Schwartz wns o member of the
itorini board of The New York Tines
1951 to his retirement in late 1979.
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rate was 40% less than it was in 1940. Just =178 : : m
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