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Sandra Steingraber On How We ve Made

e Environment

Dangerous To Our Health

and reproductive problems, Sandra Steingraber was
diagnosed at the age of twenty with bladder cancer, a
disease that has been linked to chemical pollutants. Now fty,
she is a leading environmental-justice advocate and speaks and
writes candidly about her personal health. Steingraber s ability
to meld literary prose with complex scienti c¢ information has
made her a best-selling author. Like her hero Rachel Carson,
whose book Silent Spring led to the ban on the pesticide
and kick-started the grass-roots environmental movement,
Steingraber somehow nds language beautiful and compelling
enough to seduce readers to sit through a science lesson.

When she was diagnosed with cancer, Steingraber was a
student at Illinois Wesleyan University. She promptly reviewed
the epidemiological literature and learned that scientists had
known since the nineteenth century that certain textile dyes
caused bladder cancer inhumans.  ose dyes were still used by
industries. Other suspected bladder carcinogens were produced
in Steingraber s own hometown in Tazewell County, lllinois. She
discovered that the suspect chemicals were found in the ground-
water there. Still, her doctors called her cancer a  uke.

Years later, when cancer research began to focus on genetic
causes, she submitted to doctors questions about her family his-
tory. She would recount her mother s breast cancer, her uncles
prostate and colon cancers, and her aunt s bladder cancer. e
doctorswould nod knowingly.  en she would reveal that she was
adopted.  ere is no evidence for a hereditary link to bladder
cancer, she writes, and there never has been.

Steingraber earned a doctorate in biology from the Univer-
sity of Michigan and a master s degree in English from Illinois
State University. She authored a book of poetry, Post-Diagnosis
(Firebrand Books), and coauthored e Spoils of Famine (Cul-
tural Survival), a book about ecology and human rights in
Africa. Her next book, Living Downstream: A Scientists Per-
sonal Investigation of Cancer and the Environment (Vintage),
was the rstcomprehensive e ort to connect data on toxic pol-
lutants with newly released U.S. cancer registries. In it Stein-
graber con rms Rachel Carsons early predictions and de nes
cancer as a human-rights issue. In , the year the book came
out, Steingraber was named Ms. magazine s Woman of the Year,
and the Sierra Club dubbed her the new Rachel Carson. Liv-

Q biologist and expert on the environmental causes of cancer
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ing Downstream is now widely used as a college textbook, and
the People s Picture Company has made a documentary Im
based on it, which will be released in the spring to coincide with
the publication of the second edition.

Steingraber s most recent book, Having Faith: An Ecologists
Journey to Motherhood (Da Capo Press), is both a memoir of
her pregnancy with her daughter, Faith, and an investigation of
the environmental hazards that threaten fetal development. She
details how poisons like solvents, plasticizers, and pesticides can
be found in amniotic uid, umbilical-cord blood, and human
breast milk. Adult humans are not at the top of the food chain,
she writes: breast-feeding infants are.

Today Steingraber is a columnist and contributing editor
for Orion magazine. She has taught biology at Columbia Col-
lege in Chicago and held visiting fellowships at the University
of Illinois, Harvard, and Northeastern University. She has
participated in U.S. Congressional committees and testi ed
before the parliament of the European Union. She once briefed
United Nations delegates on breast-milk contamination, pass-
ing around a jar of her own breast milk to make a point. She
says her next book, due out in the spring of , will be about
the ecology of childhood. She is married to sculptor Je de
Castro, and they are the parents of eleven-year-old Faith and
eight-year-old Elijah.

When | met Steingraber for breakfast at a restaurant on
New York City s Upper West Side, she had just returned from
a four-mile run in Central Park and appeared refreshed and
poised. In person she conveyed a serious intensity  strong,
practical, and no-nonsense. Behind her carefully chosen words |
heard an anger at the industries, lobbyists, and politicians who
perpetuate the discharge of harmful chemicals into our envi-
ronment. After she ate, we caught a cab uptown to Columbia
University, where she was a featured speaker at a conference
on children s environmental health.

Kupfer: How did your own experience with cancer lead
you to this work?

Steingraber: | had cancer at a young age, and not just any
cancer, but bladder cancer, the quintessential environmental
cancer. ere was no lifestyle explanation. | was thin, | was
healthy, and | was only twenty years old. Yet in my thirty years






