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Johannes Fibiger: The Nobel error and the
guest for cancer's origin (1926)
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Imagine the pinnacle moment. A phone call from Stockholm. The Nobel Prize. It's every scientist's dream,
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the recognition for a lifetime of effort, countless hours in the lab. A golden seal on truth, a passage to
scientific immortality. In 1926, that honor, one of the most prestigious in the world, fell upon a Danish
pathologist, Johannes Fibiger. His discovery seemed monumental, a light at the end of the tunnel of

despair: he had found, he believed, the cause of cancer. Yes, the cause!

Fibiger was not a man of shortcuts. His obsession began with a seemingly trivial observation in 1907:
wild rats, caught near a sugar factory, suffering from mysterious stomach tumors. Upon examination, he
found that all of them were infected with a particular type of parasitic worm, which he namedSpiroptera
carcinoma. Coincidence? For Fibiger, it was a sign, a red thread connecting the microscopic intruder
to the devastating disease. His hypothesis was bold and terrifying: what if this tiny worm, transmitted

through the cockroaches that the rats devoured, was the silent architect of cancer?
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He became obsessed. He spent years, LONG years, in his laboratory, in meticulous and exhausting
work, trying to recreate the miracle (or the tragedy, depending on how you look at it). He fed his lab rats
infected cockroaches, replicating the diet of their wild counterparts. Patience was his only companion.
Andin the end, after countless experiments and autopsies, he succeeded. He managed to induce tumors
in the guts of his lab rats. The news resonated throughout the scientific world. A parasite. That was

it! A cause, a path to prevention, perhaps even a cure. The world was ecstatic. The Nobel Prize was

recognition for what seemed to be a decisive revelation.

But science is a path full of unexpected turns, of dead ends that sometimes seem like highways, and of
truths that, over time, reveal deeper layers. What if | told you that, despite the Nobel, despite the initial
euphoria and the ovations, Johannes Fibiger was mistaken? What if the worm was not the real culprit,
but merely a secondary character in a much more complex story? Fibiger's story is one of the most
fascinating and, at the same time, humbling in science, a constant reminder that truth is elusive and that
every 'discovery' is just a snapshot in a process of constant evolution. How could such a fundamental
error reach the pinnacle of scientific recognition, and what did this 'stumble’ teach us about the true and

intricate nature of cancer?

The Enigma of Cancer and the Promise of a Simple Cure

To understand the magnitude of Fibiger's work and why it was so acclaimed, we must travel to the
early 20th century. At that time, cancer was an invisible enemy, a mysterious and terrifying disease that
seemed to emerge from nowhere. Its causes were not understood, nor how it spread, nor how to stop
it. Theories were vague: humoral imbalances, trauma, even curses. Any hint of a concrete cause was a

beacon of hope.

Fibiger's Obsession: A Detective in the Lab

Johannes Fibiger was no charlatan. He was a meticulous and brilliant scientist. His path to the Nobel
began, as we mentioned, with the observation of wild rats. It was 1907. The rats, found near a sugar
factory, presented very specific stomach tumors. Upon dissection, Fibiger consistently found small

roundworms, nematodes, embedded in the walls of their stomachs. He saw a connection.

Imagine the scenario: years of work. First, identifying the parasite:Spiroptera carcinoma, which was later
reclassified asGongylonema neoplasticum. Then, the titanic task of understanding its life cycle. How did
it get into the rats? It turned out that the rats became infected by eating cockroaches that had, in turn,
ingested the parasite's eggs. Fibiger, with a dedication that today seems almost heroic, collected and
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bred cockroaches, infected them with the worm's eggs, and then fed groups of laboratory rats with these
infested cockroaches.

The process was slow and frustrating. The rats did not always develop tumors. But Fibiger persisted. After
several years, he managed to make a sufficient number of his laboratory rats develop stomach tumors
that, under the microscope, closely resembled human cancers. His conclusion seemed irrefutable:
theSpiropteraworm directly caused cancer. It was an etiological agent, meaning a direct cause, like a

bacterium that causes an infection.

The scientific community celebrated him. The possibility that cancer had an external, definable cause,
a parasite that could perhaps be attacked, was revolutionary. It was a clear explanation for a confusing
disease. In 1926, Johannes Fibiger received the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for his 'discovery

of theSpiroptera carcinomaparasites and their relationship to cancer.'

The Crack in the Wall: A Nobel in Question?

But science, unlike faith, is a constant process of questioning and verification. If a result is true, other
scientists should be able to replicate it. And this is where the crack began to appear in Fibiger's brilliant

wall.

Other researchers tried to replicate his results. Scientists like the Japanese Masahiro Fujiwara and the
British Richard Passey, among others, managed to infect rats with the parasite, but could not consistently
induce the same types of cancer that Fibiger had described. Some tumors did appear, yes, but not with

the same reliability, and they were not always malignant in the strict sense of the term.

What was happening? Was Fibiger a fraud? Not at all. He was a brilliant observer, but the exact

conditions of his experiments were more complex than he himself understood.

The Modern Detective Unravels the Mystery

Over time, and with a much deeper understanding of cancer biology and nutrition, modern scientists
began to unravel the puzzle. It was discovered that Fibiger's rats, especially those in his laboratory, were
fed a diet deficient in vitamin A. This vitamin is crucial for the maintenance of epithelial tissues (the layers
of cells that line organs, like the stomach). A chronic vitamin A deficiency can lead to what is known as

metaplasia and dysplasia, which are abnormal cellular changes that can be precursors to cancer.

Now imagine the full scene, like a slow-motion film. We have the worm,Spiroptera carcinoma, embedding
itself in the rat's stomach. This alone causes chronic irritation, constant inflammation. Think of it like
having a small stone in your shoe all the time: annoying, irritating, and if not removed, it can cause a

blister or a wound.
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But in addition to this constant irritation, Fibiger's rats had a diet poor in vitamin A. It's like trying to
repair a chronic wound in your shoe when your body doesn't have the right materials to heal itself. The
combination was devastating: the persistent inflammation caused by the parasite acted as a promoting
factor, while the vitamin A deficiency made the stomach cells much more vulnerable to malignant
transformations. In essence, the parasite was not the direct ‘trigger' of cancer, but a crucial facilitator'
that created a conducive environment for other circumstances (nutritional deficiency) to act and for cells

to spiral out of control.

Cancer was not caused by the worm directly, like a bullet that kills. Rather, the worm created a scenario
of chaos and chronic inflammation in tissue already weakened by a lack of vital nutrients. In this breeding

ground, cells mutated and transformed.

Science Self-Corrects: Lessons from a 'Mistaken' Nobel

Johannes Fibiger's story is a testament to the power of self-correction in science. It's not a story of
shame, but of learning. The Nobel Prize is recognition of the state of knowledge at a given time. And

the beauty of science is that it is always willing to adjust its course when new evidence emerges.

» The complexity of cancer:The biggest lesson is that cancer rarely has a single, simple cause. Itis a
multifactorial disease. Like a wildfire, it's not enough to have a spark (a mutation); you also need fuel
(genetic factors), oxygen (environmental and lifestyle factors), and wind (other promoters). Fibiger's

worm was a factor, important in his experiments, but not the only master key.

* The importance of chronic inflammation:Although the worm was not a direct carcinogen, its
presence led to chronic inflammation. Today we know that persistent inflammation is a significant risk
factor for many types of cancer. From chronic bacterial infections (likeH. pyloriand stomach cancer)
to inflammatory bowel diseases (like Crohn's disease and ulcerative colitis with risk of colorectal

cancer), the connection is undeniable. Fibiger, unknowingly, had stumbled upon a fundamental truth.

* The role of nutrition: The vitamin A deficiency in his rats was a key later discovery. Nutrition and the
dietary environment play a vital role in cancer prevention and development. This laid the groundwork

for future research on chemical and dietary carcinogens.

» The scientific method in action:Science is not perfect, but it is resilient. The fact that other
scientists tried to replicate Fibiger's results and, failing to do so consistently, forced a re-evaluation,
demonstrates the value of replication and peer review. It's a system designed to find the truth, even

if that means correcting its heroes.

Fibiger's Legacy: A Stumble Forward
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Johannes Fibiger did not 'discover' the cause of cancer, but his work, though with an erroneous
conclusion, was enormously influential. It inspired generations of researchers to look for experimental
causes of cancer, not to settle for vague theories. It focused attention on environmental factors and the

possibility of inducing cancer in animal models, which was crucial for the study of chemical carcinogens.

His story teaches us that the path of science is not a straight line, but a labyrinth of hypotheses,
experiments, apparent successes, and humble corrections. It reminds us that every prize, every scientific

'truth," is a point in time, subject to improvement and revision as new tools and knowledge emerge.

Fibiger's error was, in retrospect, a necessary step in understanding one of humanity's most complex
diseases. It was a reminder that nature is often craftier than we think and that to unravel its mysteries,
we need not only brilliance, but also the humility to admit that sometimes, even the greatest architects,
can build on foundations we don't yet fully understand. And it is precisely this willingness to learn from

our mistakes that makes science the most powerful tool we have for progress.
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