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Week 5 Assignment: Essay Two 

Pediatric cancer, as represented in a heartfelt narrative from the "Humans of New York" 

series, provides a window into the profound challenges and resilience exhibited by young 

patients and their families. This essay delves into the story of Alex, a child battling cancer, to 

explore the sociological dimensions of health, medicine, and the human experience. Through the 

lens of sociological theories and concepts, we gain insights into the broader implications of this 

devastating illness (Humans of New York, 2016). 

In the narrative, Alex's childhood is markedly different from his peers due to his ongoing 

battle with cancer. Described through a series of poignant vignettes, his life is a patchwork of 

hospital visits, chemotherapy sessions, and moments of mundane joy where he finds respite in 

video games and family gatherings. The narrative starkly portrays the physical and emotional toll 

of the disease, not only on Alex but also on his family, who navigate this journey with a blend of 

resilience and despair. 

Sociological Analysis 

The ordeal of pediatric cancer, as experienced by Alex, encapsulates several sociological 

issues (Von Werthern, 2021). At the forefront is the issue of health inequality. Despite advances 

in medical technology, access to healthcare remains deeply unequal, influenced by factors such 

as socioeconomic status, geography, and insurance coverage. Alex's story underscores the 

struggle many families face in securing and managing treatment, pointing to a broader critique of 

the healthcare system's ability to serve the vulnerable. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

Symbolic Interactionism  
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This perspective helps us understand how pediatric cancer alters a child's self-concept 

and social interactions. For Alex, his identity is partially shaped by his illness, influencing how 

others perceive and interact with him. The narrative highlights moments where his condition 

isolates and engenders deep connections with family and caregivers, showcasing the complex 

interplay of self-identity and societal expectations. 

Conflict Theory 

From this angle, Alex's situation illustrates the disparities in health outcomes based on 

social and economic inequalities. The financial burden of cancer treatment on his family reveals 

the systemic inequities within healthcare that prioritize profit over patient care (Ndeche & Iroye, 

2022). This theory invites a critical examination of how capitalistic drives in healthcare can 

exacerbate suffering and hinder equitable access to necessary treatments. 

Functionalism  

In examining the functions of social institutions, Alex's narrative reveals the healthcare 

system's role in maintaining societal stability (Vink et al., 2021). However, the story also 

questions the effectiveness of this system in fulfilling its function when it fails to prevent the 

disintegration of family stability due to financial and emotional strain. This discrepancy calls for 

a reevaluation of healthcare policies to serve better families dealing with pediatric cancer. 

Conclusion 

Alex's journey through pediatric cancer, as shared in "Humans of New York," is a 

microcosm of the larger sociological dynamics in health and medicine. The story sheds light on 

the personal struggles associated with the disease and reflects broader societal issues, such as 

healthcare disparities and the impact of illness on social identity. Integrating sociological 

concepts and theories enhances our understanding of these complex interactions and how social 
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structures influence individual experiences. This analysis deepens our empathy and reinforces 

the need for a more just and compassionate healthcare system. 
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