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The Wild West of the Medical World



 Can we call the medical ethics raised in The Immortal life of Henrietta Lacks benign deception or morally wrong? To answer this question the reader must look at the time in which the story was taking place. Up until the 1950’s, doctors were allowed to practice freely with unquestionable authority. This allowed for many doctors to take advantage of or even abuse their patients. Thus, the certain questionable actions taken by the doctors in the story, the treatment of Henrietta Lacks, and the clear medical abuses raised in the book stems from the fact that doctors held complete control and freedom to pursue whatever they wanted with their patients. 

The doctors who treated Henrietta clearly took advantage of her. Henrietta was an easy target because she was uneducated, poor, and clearly had no idea of the testing that was being done. Therefore, the doctors could say anything to her and she would ignorantly agree. Yet, can you really blame the doctors? Here comes a woman with something of great value who can easily be manipulated. Moreover, there would be no consequences for doing so. The doctors could just take Henrietta’s cells and falsely tell her they were testing for cancer. Of course, the doctors knew that by taking advantage of a patient they were not acting according to high ethical standards; however, that was not their rational. They knew that by doing a series of non-harmful tests on Henrietta they could in fact save the lives of thousands of other people who were in desperate need for cures. 


The actual treatment of Henrietta seemed to be standard to other people of her race and economic background. Nonetheless, that is not to say that her treatment was an overall success. In the earlier stages of her cancer she could have received better treatment than just being told to go home and rest. Moreover, the doctor’s could have spent more time trying to explain to her exactly what they were treating her for and what tests they were doing on her. However, Henrietta was not a “paying customer” in the minds of the doctors. She was not paying for her treatment and thus the doctors were not going to bend over backwards for her. To house Henrietta in the early stages of her cancer would have cost money which the hospital most likely did not want to spend on a patient who was not paying for treatment. Besides, the doctors could just tell Henrietta to go home and rest and she would think nothing of it. Though shunning away a patient based on her economic and social background is morally wrong, it was a reality. Still, the doctors did give Henrietta typical treatment when the cancer started to get serious. They did radiation testing on her and kept on top of the cancer and its progress. The tests they did to obtain her cells, though morally questionable, did not physically harm her in any way. From this, we can say that even though Henrietta was taken advantage of as patient the actual treatment of the cancer itself was standard to that of people from her race and social class. 


The lack of regulation and absolute power possessed by the doctors up until this time did allow for some clear abuses of medical ethics. Similar to Wall Street, when there is a lack of regulation there always seems to be people who try to take advantage of the system. Since doctors had a great deal of respect and relative freedom, they started to take advantage of their patients trust. There are terrible stories of doctors who injected syphilis and cancer into their patients. One characteristic that every one of those stories has in common is that the abuses are always done on those who are most vulnerable in society. The list includes African Americans, prisoners, and the elderly. The doctors chose these types of people because many of them can be easily tricked and are not knowledgeable enough or do not have the credentials to question the doctor’s authority. It is sad that doctors would violate peoples trust in such away; however, it is human nature to abuse power when you are granted unlimited authority and freedom to pursue whatever you want. 


The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks raises the question of ethics in the medical field. Many of the doctors in the story act morally wrong and use deceit and power to obtain what they want. Although these actions cannot be justified, they can be understood better if you look at the time in which the story was written. Up until this time doctors were granted excessive freedom and held the unconditional trust of their patients. This created an opening for doctors to exploit their power. That opening for doctors to take advantage of their patients explains the treatment of Henrietta and even more severely those patients who were injected with syphilis and cancer.  

