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Few people know that Argentina’s beloved Eva “Evita” Perón died from cervical cancer. Eva was the 

the wife of the most powerful man in Argentina. She was glamorous, popular and charismatic and 

she died at the young age of 33. Eva’s mother also died from cervical cancer. In Sub-Saharan Africa, a 

woman dies from cervical cancer every 10 minutes¹. Cervical cancer is the leading cause of cancer 

mortality and yet it remains one of those diseases that is rarely discussed. Talking about cervical 

cancer is seen as a taboo subject in our society and most people just try to change the topic if it is 

mentioned. This might have to do with where in the body the cancer is. The cervix is the lower part 

of the uterus that opens to the vagina.  

President Juan Perón berated Eva for not being a virgin, but ironically, Perón's first wife also died 

from cervical cancer, caused by the Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) which is transmitted from skin to 

skin contact, that he more than likely infected both women with. The risk of being infected with HPV 

increases with the number of sexual partners a person has, so we cannot say with certainty that Eva 

contracted HPV from her husband, as it is possible to have HPV for months or years without showing 

any symptoms. 

Types of HPV 

There are many types HPV and not all types of HPV cause cervical cancer. HPV types fall into two 

categories namely: Low-risk HPVs, which do not cause cancer but can cause skin warts; and high-risk 

HPVs, which can cause cancer. Two of these, HPV types 16 and 18, are responsible for most HPV-

caused cancers. Eighty percent of women will have HPV at one stage in their lives and it is possible to 

have different types of HPV at different times.  

The Risks 

The cumulative risk of acquiring cervical HPV infection in women with only one sexual partner is 46% 

(3 years after first sexual encounter) ². Although HPV can cause Cervical Cancer, Wits Donald Gordon 

Medical Centre Gynaecological Oncologist, Dr Trudy Smith, explains that cervical cancer is not a 

sexual disease and people who have only had one sexual partner can also contract HPV. It is 

important to remember that most women with high risk HPV’s don’t develop cervical cancer. Other 

factors affect whether you develop a cancer, such as your immune system or whether you smoke. 

Contrary to popular belief, smoking doesn’t only cause lung and throat cancer. Women who smoke 

and have a high risk type of HPV infection are much more likely to get cervical cancer.  

HPV Symptoms 

It is substantial to have your three to five-year HPV tests or Pap Smears (unless you are HIV positive 

in which case you should have your Pap smear annually). It is not necessary to have them yearly 

unless you experiencing symptoms or have changed your sexual partner frequently. Dr Trudy Smith 

also stresses the importance of going to see your doctor if you have any of the following symptoms  

 Vaginal bleeding (the doctor can still test for HPV if you are bleeding) 

 Pain during sex 

 Discharge that may not be a thrush 

 Lower abdominal pain 
 

Prevention of HPV – Vaccination is key 



The primary cancer control intervention as explained by Dr Smith is vaccination. Secondary is 

screening and lastly is treatment. There are two vaccines available in South Africa. The reported 

adverse events worldwide following HPV vaccination have been considered mild and the miniscule 

percentage of serious reports could not directly be linked to the vaccination.  

The preventative measures that we can take without vaccination and screening are not always 

practical. Technically people should always be using a condom when having sex, even in committed 

relationships. Using a condom doesn’t completely expel the risk of contracting HPV, but it does 

reduce the risk. Using pads instead of tampons also reduces the risk, but is also not practical. We 

cannot ensure that every person we greet has washed their hands properly, or simply never have 

sex or use tampons. But we can educate women about this disease.  

Pay it forward 

Dr Smith explains that in South Africa we have a situation where the low risk population is over-

serviced (ie. People who are educated about it and can afford to have expensive Pap smears done) 

and the high risk (rural) population is under-serviced. Pap smears are also taught to daughters by 

mothers and many women in South Africa are not educated about the importance of Pap smears. It 

is also not easy for rural and poor people to go for the tests when everyday-life is already so hard.  

Dr Trudy Smith dreams of a system where women pay it forward. If you have a pap smear and can 

afford to pay for someone else to have one, why not sponser a pap smear and educate women 

around the importance of having a smear and encourage them to have their children vaccinated? 

Vaccination is offered to girls in government schools from the age of nine. When they receive a 

letter from school they should let their daughters get vaccinated. This disease can be eradicated if 

we all work together to fight it.  As the character of President Juan Peron in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s 

musical, Evita, sings Tim Rice’s lyrics in the song, The Art of the Possible, “What the people can do, 

true power is yours”  

 

We thank Wits Donald Gordon Medical Centre Gynaecological Oncologist, Dr Trudy Smith, for her contribution 

to this article 
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