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Abstract: This introductory paper explores the potential of dynamic symmetry theory as a conceptual and 
practical framework for understanding and treating cancer. By viewing cancer as a complex adaptive system, 
dynamic symmetry offers new insights into tumour growth, metastasis, and therapeutic resistance. The paper 
examines how principles such as balance, adaptation, and emergence can inform multi-modal treatment 
strategies, including precision medicine, immunotherapy, AI-assisted diagnostics, and personalised vaccines. 
The discussion highlights how dynamic symmetry may guide approaches that work with, rather than against, 
the body’s natural processes, potentially reducing side effects and improving patient outcomes. Challenges in 
clinical implementation, the integration of dynamic symmetry with existing oncological paradigms, and 
implications for the future of cancer care are also addressed. The paper draws on current research in systems 
biology, oncology, and complexity science to suggest that dynamic symmetry could serve as a unifying 
principle in the ongoing effort to combat cancer. 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 
Cancer remains one of the most formidable challenges in modern medicine. Despite significant 
advances in detection, diagnosis, and therapy, cancer continues to account for millions of deaths 
worldwide each year (Sung et al., 2021). The disease’s complexity, adaptability, and heterogeneity 
have frustrated attempts to find universal cures. Traditional approaches, often focused on eradicating 
malignant cells through surgery, chemotherapy, or radiation, have yielded important successes but 
are frequently limited by toxicity, resistance, and relapse. Recent decades have seen the emergence 
of precision medicine, immunotherapy, and AI-assisted diagnostics, which offer more tailored and 
sophisticated interventions. Yet, the search for a conceptual framework that can unify these advances 
and guide the development of more effective, less harmful therapies remains ongoing. 
 Dynamic symmetry theory has recently been proposed as a powerful tool for understanding 
complex adaptive systems, including biological organisms and disease processes (Rattigan, 2023). 
Unlike static models, dynamic symmetry emphasises the interplay between order and variability, 
stability and change. This perspective is particularly relevant to cancer, which is marked by both the 
breakdown of normal regulatory processes and the emergence of new, often unpredictable, patterns 
of growth and adaptation. 
 This brief essay outlines how dynamic symmetry can inform a new perspective on cancer. It 
explores the theoretical foundations of dynamic symmetry, reviews its relevance to cancer biology, 
and discusses its potential applications in treatment and care. The paper also addresses the 
challenges of implementing dynamic symmetry-based approaches in clinical practice and considers 
their implications for the future of oncology. 

Dynamic Symmetry: Theory and Biological Relevance 
Dynamic symmetry refers to the balance between order and variability in complex systems. In 
mathematics, symmetry is traditionally associated with invariance under transformation; a system is 
symmetric if certain properties remain unchanged when it is rotated, reflected, or otherwise altered 
(Stewart, 2013). Dynamic symmetry extends this idea by focusing on systems that maintain 
coherence and adaptability in the face of continuous change. Such systems are neither rigidly 
ordered nor entirely chaotic; instead, they operate at the boundary between stability and flexibility. 



 In biology, dynamic symmetry manifests in processes such as morphogenesis, homeostasis, 
and adaptation. Organisms must maintain internal order while responding to external perturbations. 
For example, the immune system recognises and responds to pathogens without attacking the body’s 
own tissues, a feat that requires both precise discrimination and adaptive flexibility (Cohen & 
Efroni, 2019). Similarly, developmental processes involve the regulated proliferation and 
differentiation of cells, guided by genetic and epigenetic cues that balance stability with the capacity 
for change (Waddington, 1957). 
 Cancer can be understood as a disruption of dynamic symmetry. Tumours arise when the 
regulatory networks that maintain tissue homeostasis are perturbed, leading to unchecked growth, 
evasion of immune surveillance, and the potential for metastasis (Hanahan & Weinberg, 2011). Yet, 
cancer is not simply a breakdown of order; it is also marked by the emergence of new patterns of 
organisation, as malignant cells adapt to their microenvironment, resist therapy, and colonise distant 
tissues. This duality—loss of normal symmetry and the creation of novel, adaptive structures—
suggests that dynamic symmetry may provide a useful framework for understanding cancer’s 
complexity. 

2. Cancer as a Complex Adaptive System 
The concept of cancer as a complex adaptive system has gained traction in recent years (West et al., 
2020; Gatenby & Maini, 2003). Such systems are characterised by multiple interacting components, 
nonlinear dynamics, and emergent behaviour. Tumours are composed of heterogeneous populations 
of cells, embedded in a microenvironment that includes stromal cells, immune cells, blood vessels, 
and extracellular matrix. These elements interact through networks of signalling molecules, 
metabolic exchanges, and mechanical forces. 
 Complex adaptive systems exhibit properties such as robustness, adaptability, and self-
organisation. In cancer, these properties manifest as therapeutic resistance, tumour heterogeneity, 
and the ability to evolve under selective pressure. For example, the phenomenon of clonal evolution 
allows tumours to adapt to changing conditions, including the presence of drugs or immune 
responses (Nowell, 1976). Similarly, the tumour microenvironment can reprogramme immune cells, 
promote angiogenesis, and facilitate metastasis (Joyce & Pollard, 2009). 
 Dynamic symmetry theory offers a way to conceptualise these processes. Rather than 
viewing cancer as a purely destructive force, it can be seen as a system that has shifted to a new, 
maladaptive equilibrium. The challenge for therapy is not merely to eliminate malignant cells, but to 
restore or reconfigure the dynamic symmetry that supports healthy tissue function. 

3. Implications for Cancer Treatment: Precision Medicine and Beyond 
Traditional cancer therapies often aim for maximal destruction of tumour cells. While this approach 
can be effective, it is frequently limited by toxicity to normal tissues and the development of 
resistance. Precision medicine seeks to address these limitations by tailoring treatment to the genetic, 
epigenetic, and phenotypic characteristics of individual tumours (Collins & Varmus, 2015). This 
approach recognises the heterogeneity of cancer and the need for adaptive, patient-specific 
strategies. 
 Dynamic symmetry theory complements precision medicine by emphasising the importance 
of balance and adaptation. Rather than seeking to eradicate all cancer cells, therapy might aim to 
modulate the tumour microenvironment, disrupt key adaptive pathways, or restore regulatory 
feedback loops. For example, metronomic chemotherapy—low-dose, continuous administration of 



drugs—has been shown to normalise tumour vasculature, reduce toxicity, and enhance immune 
responses (Kerbel & Kamen, 2004). This strategy works not by overwhelming the tumour, but by 
shifting the system to a more stable, less aggressive state. 
 Immunotherapy provides another illustration. Immune checkpoint inhibitors, CAR-T cells, 
and cancer vaccines harness the body’s own adaptive capacity to target malignant cells (June et al., 
2018). These therapies depend on the dynamic interplay between tumour and immune system, and 
their success often hinges on the restoration of immune surveillance and the rebalancing of immune 
responses. Dynamic symmetry theory suggests that effective immunotherapy may require not only 
activation of immune effectors, but also the modulation of regulatory pathways that prevent 
autoimmunity and maintain tissue integrity. 

4. AI-Assisted Diagnostics and Personalised Vaccines: Harnessing Emergence 
The advent of artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning has revolutionised cancer diagnostics 
and treatment planning. AI systems can analyse vast datasets—genomic sequences, 
histopathological images, clinical records—to identify patterns and predict outcomes (Esteva et al., 
2017; Topol, 2019). These technologies exemplify the principle of emergence: complex, meaningful 
patterns arise from the interaction of simpler elements. 
 Dynamic symmetry theory provides a conceptual foundation for AI-assisted oncology. By 
recognising that cancer is a system in flux, AI algorithms can be designed to detect subtle shifts in 
tumour behaviour, predict resistance, and suggest adaptive interventions. For example, AI-driven 
models have been used to anticipate the evolution of resistance in chronic myeloid leukaemia, 
allowing clinicians to adjust therapy before relapse occurs (Bhinder et al., 2021). 
 Personalised cancer vaccines represent another application of emergence and dynamic 
symmetry. By sequencing tumour neoantigens and designing vaccines that target these unique 
markers, clinicians can stimulate patient-specific immune responses (Ott et al., 2017). The 
effectiveness of such vaccines depends on the ability to anticipate and adapt to tumour evolution, 
maintaining a dynamic balance between immune activation and tolerance. 
  

5. Multi-Modal Strategies: Working with the Body’s Natural Processes 
One of the most promising implications of dynamic symmetry theory is the potential for multi-
modal treatment strategies that work with, rather than against, the body’s natural processes. Cancer 
therapies often disrupt not only malignant cells but also the regulatory networks that maintain health. 
By focusing on balance, adaptation, and emergence, dynamic symmetry suggests that effective 
treatment may require the coordinated modulation of multiple pathways. 
 For example, combination therapies that integrate chemotherapy, immunotherapy, targeted 
agents, and supportive care can exploit the adaptive capacity of both tumour and host (Al-Lazikani 
et al., 2012). Such approaches recognise that tumours can rewire their signalling networks, adapt to 
single-agent therapies, and recruit support from the microenvironment. Multi-modal strategies aim 
to anticipate and counter these adaptations, restoring dynamic symmetry at the level of the whole 
organism. 
 Emerging technologies such as organoids and patient-derived xenografts allow researchers to 
model tumour behaviour in complex, physiologically relevant systems (Drost & Clevers, 2018). 
These models can be used to test combinations of therapies, identify adaptive responses, and refine 
treatment protocols. By capturing the dynamic interplay between tumour and environment, they 
offer a powerful tool for translating dynamic symmetry principles into clinical practice. 



6. Clinical Implementation 
Despite its promise, the application of dynamic symmetry theory to cancer care faces significant 
obstacles. Clinical practice is often guided by protocols and guidelines that prioritise standardisation 
and predictability. Dynamic symmetry, by contrast, emphasises adaptation, feedback, and context-
specific responses. Implementing this perspective may require changes in clinical culture, training, 
and decision-making. 
 One challenge is the need for real-time monitoring of tumour dynamics and patient 
responses. Advances in imaging, liquid biopsy, and wearable sensors offer new opportunities for 
tracking disease progression and therapeutic effects (Wan et al., 2017). Integrating these data 
streams into adaptive treatment algorithms will require collaboration between clinicians, data 
scientists, and systems biologists. 
 Another challenge is the management of uncertainty. Dynamic symmetry recognises that 
cancer is inherently unpredictable, and that therapeutic interventions may have unintended 
consequences. Developing robust, adaptive protocols will require a willingness to experiment, learn 
from failure, and adjust strategies as new information emerges. 

7. Implications for the Future of Oncology 
Dynamic symmetry theory offers a new perspective on cancer, one that recognises the disease as a 
complex, adaptive system rather than a simple target for eradication. By focusing on balance, 
adaptation, and emergence, this approach has the potential to guide the development of more 
effective, less toxic therapies that work with the body’s natural processes. 
 The integration of dynamic symmetry with precision medicine, immunotherapy, AI-assisted 
diagnostics, and personalised vaccines represents a promising direction for research and clinical 
practice. Multi-modal strategies that anticipate and counter tumour adaptation, while supporting host 
resilience, may improve outcomes and quality of life for patients. 
 The challenges of implementing dynamic symmetry-based approaches are significant, but so 
are the opportunities. Advances in technology, data science, and systems biology are making it 
increasingly possible to monitor, model, and influence the dynamic behaviour of cancer. By 
adopting this approach, oncology can move towards a more holistic, patient-centred paradigm. 

Conclusion 
Cancer’s complexity and adaptability have long frustrated efforts to find universal cures. Dynamic 
symmetry theory provides a new framework for understanding and addressing this. By recognising 
cancer as a complex adaptive system, and by focusing on the principles of balance, adaptation, and 
emergence, dynamic symmetry offers a path towards more effective, less harmful therapies. The 
integration of this perspective with advances in precision medicine, immunotherapy, AI, and 
personalised vaccines holds promise for the future of oncology. The journey from theory to practice 
will require innovation, collaboration, and a willingness to rethink established paradigms. Yet, by 
working with the body’s natural processes, rather than against them, dynamic symmetry may help to 
transform cancer care for the benefit of patients worldwide. 



References 
Sung, H., Ferlay, J., Siegel, R. L., Laversanne, M., Soerjomataram, I., Jemal, A., & Bray, F. (2021). Global 
Cancer Statistics 2020: GLOBOCAN Estimates of Incidence and Mortality Worldwide for 36 Cancers in 185 
Countries. CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians, 71(3), 209-249. .  
Rattigan, B. (2023). Edge of Chaos: Unveiling Life’s Hidden Symmetry. OXQ. 
Stewart, I. (2013). Symmetry: A Very Short Introduction. OUP. 
Cohen, I. R., & Efroni, S. (2019). The Immune System Computes the State of the Body. Frontiers in 
Immunology, 10, 10. 
Waddington, C. H. (1957). The Strategy of the Genes. Allen & Unwin. 
Hanahan, D., & Weinberg, R. A. (2011). Hallmarks of cancer: The next generation. Cell, 144(5), 646-674. 
West, J., You, L., Zhang, J., Gatenby, R. A., Brown, J. S., Newton, P. K., & Anderson, A. R. A. (2020). 
Towards multidrug adaptive therapy. Cancer Research, 79(7), 1588-1597.  
Gatenby, R. A., & Maini, P. K. (2003). Mathematical oncology: cancer summed up. Nature, 421(6921), 321.  
Nowell, P. C. (1976). The clonal evolution of tumor cell populations. Science, 194(4260), 23-28.  
Joyce, J. A., & Pollard, J. W. (2009). Microenvironmental regulation of metastasis. Nature Reviews Cancer, 
9(4), 239-252.  
Collins, F. S., & Varmus, H. (2015). A new initiative on precision medicine. New England Journal of 
Medicine, 372(9), 793-795.  
Kerbel, R. S., & Kamen, B. A. (2004). The anti-angiogenic basis of metronomic chemotherapy. Nature 
Reviews Cancer, 4(6), 423-436.  
June, C. H., O’Connor, R. S., Kawalekar, O. U., Ghassemi, S., & Milone, M. C. (2018). CAR T cell 
immunotherapy for human cancer. Science, 359(6382), 1361-1365.  
Esteva, A., Kuprel, B., Novoa, R. A., Ko, J., Swetter, S. M., Blau, H. M., & Thrun, S. (2017). Dermatologist-
level classification of skin cancer with deep neural networks. Nature, 542(7639), 115-118.  
Topol, E. J. (2019). High-performance medicine: the convergence of human and artificial intelligence. Nature 
Medicine, 25(1), 44-56.  
Bhinder B, Gilvary C, Madhukar NS, Elemento O. Artificial Intelligence in Cancer Research and Precision 
Medicine. Cancer Discov. 2021 Apr;11(4):900-915. doi: 10.1158/2159-8290.CD-21-0090. PMID: 33811123; 
PMCID: PMC8034385.  
Ott, P. A., Hu, Z., Keskin, D. B., Shukla, S. A., Sun, J., Bozym, D. J., ... & Wu, C. J. (2017). An immunogenic 
personal neoantigen vaccine for patients with melanoma. Nature, 547(7662), 217-221.  
Al-Lazikani, B., Banerji, U., & Workman, P. (2012). Combinatorial drug therapy for cancer in the post-
genomic era. Nature Biotechnology, 30(7), 679-692.  
Drost, J. & Clevers, H. (2018). Organoids in cancer research. Nature Reviews Cancer, 18, 407–418.  
Wan, J. C. M., Massie, C., Garcia-Corbacho, J., Mouliere, F., Brenton, J. D., Caldas, C., ... & Rosenfeld, N. 
(2017). Liquid biopsies come of age: towards implementation of circulating tumour DNA. Nature Reviews 
Cancer, 17(4), 223-238.  

Published 1 June 2025 © OXQ: The Oxford Quarterly Journal of Symmetry & Asymmetry

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33538338/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33538338/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33538338/
https://redrattigan.com/edge-of-chaos
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/symmetry-9780199651986?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/immunology/articles/10.3389/fimmu.2019.00010/full
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.547782
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21376230/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31948939/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12540881/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/959840/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19279573/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1500523
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15170445/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29567707/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29567707/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature21056
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature21056
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-018-0300-7
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8034385/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8034385/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature22991
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature22991
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22781697/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22781697/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41568-018-0007-6
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28233803/

