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What Were the Ethical Standards of the Time?


The laws in the 1950s were far from the laws that we witness today in the United States. The doctors were able to do a much wider range of procedures without the consent of the patient, and there were more dangerous experiments being conducted without repercussions for the doctors. In The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, Rebecca Skloot gives us some insight as to what some of these malpractices were like. They include the Tuskegee syphilis experiment, the cancer experiment by Dr. Southam, and in juxtaposition to these two is the treatment of Henrietta Lacks. Within these different scenarios also arises the discussion of legality versus ethics, which often came into conflict during these times. None of the doctors in these scenarios were violating the law, but doing harmful experiments on fellow humans is by no means right, and therefore unethical. Ethics are the standards used to determine what is right and what is wrong, and they have been present among our cultures since the beginning of time.

The doctors treating Henrietta, no matter what era they were living in, performed in compliance with high ethical standards. During the 1900s, new advancements were being made in the medical field, notably the use of the radium to treat cancer. Through studies, scientists discovered that “radium was safer and more effective than surgery for treating invasive cervical cancer” (Skloot, p. 32). The doctors at Johns Hopkins used radium as their main form of treatment for Henrietta’s cancer, which was clearly the most advanced treatment of the time. They put the care of the patient first, acted responsibly and in her best interest; a noble effort.
The only possible conflict with ethics would then be the time it took them to actually treat her. In the 1950s, cancer was a prominent killer, especially cervical cancer. Skloot states, “more than 15,000 women were dying each year from cervical cancer,” (p. 29). The Pap smear, according to Skloot, was available then and could reduce the chance of cervical cancer by 70 percent (p. 29). However, many women were too afraid to go to the doctor to have the test and even if they did go, most doctors were too incompetent to “interpret the results accurately” (Skloot, p. 29). Therefore, one cannot call the doctors unethical by any standards, both past and present, for not forcing Henrietta to come back for the numerous follow up exams over the course of her life, or for their lack of training in reading certain medical tests. The truth is that they attempted everything they possibly could to save this woman’s life. Their sincere efforts are shown when Skloot writes, “[Her doctors] seemed as defeated by the cancer as she was,” (p. 66). It is clear that the doctors at Johns Hopkins cared for Henrietta, which sadly was not too common back then.

While Henrietta had doctors with morals who honestly tried to do what was best for the patient, other patients during the same time were not so fortunate. There were several key cases of patient mistreatment discussed in The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, including the Tuskegee syphilis experiment and the Southman experiments, among others. During this time, there were no formal laws that protected patient rights while seeking medical help. The only forms of protection came through the Hippocratic Oath and the Nuremburg Code. Every doctor is supposed to swear to the Hippocratic Oath created in the 4th century B.C., which states that a doctor shall do no harm to a patient (Skloot, p. 131). The Nuremburg Code provided the same protection, and was created only several years before many of the cases presented by Skloot, after the Nazis had conducted experiments on Jews during World War I (Skloot, p. 131). 

The problem with both of these models of conduct is that they are not laws and have no means of enforcement. This allowed doctors to dismiss them and continue their research through any means necessary, no matter the damage they caused their patients. The Tuskegee syphilis study embodies this way of thinking. The United States Public Health Services decided to conduct a study in which they watched how syphilis kills “from infection to death” (Skloot, p. 50). They recruited thousands of African Americans who had syphilis and watched them die slowly. In exchange for their lives the men received hot meals, free physical exams, and other incentives (Skloot, p. 50). This goes against all ethical thinking and morality because they were killing innocent men even after they realized penicillin could cure them (Skloot, p. 50). Even more disturbing, it was done by the United States Government.

In addition to Tuskegee syphilis study, Skloot also discusses the Mississippi Appendectomies and the cancer tests done by Dr. Southam. The Mississippi Appendectomies were actually hysterectomies performed on African American women that deprived them of children just so young doctors could practice surgery (Skloot, p. 50). Dr. Southam, trying to see if viruses caused cancer, injected hundreds of people, both healthy and sick, with cancer (Skloot, p. 128). In response to this horrific act, Southam only received a one-year probation, reduced from a one-year suspension of his license (Skloot, p. 133).

These studies, and many more like them, were able to happen because there was no law against them. The doctors, while morally reprehensible, did not actually do anything illegal. Clearly, the law and ethics are in conflict in these instances. The fact that the Tuskegee syphilis study was performed by the United States government is evidence enough. It was obviously legally within their power to conduct such research, but they should never even have thought of such a thing because of the value everyone should have for human life, and their own personal agreement to the Hippocratic Oath. Killing hundreds of people, hundreds of American citizens, just to see how a sexually transmitted disease kills, is preposterous. Southam’s punishment did not reflect his crimes, another discrepancy between ethics and law. In Switzerland, a doctor who performed a similar experiment was expelled from his lab while Southam only received probation (Skloot, p. 133).

Ethics, as shown in the book, vary greatly from person to person. In the 1950s, there seemed to be few doctors who took ethics into account when treating patients or researching. Luckily for Henrietta, the doctors that treated her were compassionate human beings who wanted to save her life. They attempted nearly everything possible to save her, and when all else failed they at least attempted to make her more comfortable with the numerous types of painkillers they gave her. It is true that they took her cells without her consent, but this process did not hurt her in any way and so they seemed to be acting ethically. They did her no intentional harm, which is what is expected of all doctors.  By both the standards of the 1950s and today, these doctors performed their duties to the best of their abilities to help this African American woman fight one of the deadliest illnesses known to man.
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