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The Lesser of Two Evils

In The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot, the doctors and researchers who worked to treat Henrietta avoided releasing the name of their patient to the other scientists who used her cells, and later, the industries that would mass-produce HeLa for researchers around the world.  Possibly more befuddling is the fact that her family was not even aware of the name behind these famous cells.  Were they trying to conceal her name so that only they could reap the financial and benefits of her cells, or was it truly for patient confidentiality and the greater good? Henrietta Lacks certainly is not widely known for being the source of HeLa cells, and neither she nor her family received the credit deserved for such a monumental contribution to the world of science and the benefit of the health of millions.  However, this is not necessarily due to any greed on the part of the original researchers who took her cells, but simply the fault of an extremely strong passion for discovery and the zeal that accompanied that passion in George Gey and others.  

Henrietta was brought up the daughter of sharecroppers, and at the time of developing cervical cancer, she was but another poor African American woman living in the Jim Crow South.  She was barely educated, despite the fact that unlike her siblings she “stayed [in school] until the sixth grade” (Skloot 20).  Therefore, if George Gey, Howard Jones, or Richard TeLinde had tried to explain her cancer or even how much her cells could do for research, it was likely that she would not have understood.  Furthermore, Henrietta’s were the first cultured cells to live (and flourish).   It would have been very inconvenient, not to mention difficult, for Gey and TeLinde to have to explain the scope of their experiments and what they planned to do with Henrietta’s cells to the Lackses, and it would have been unlikely that her family would have given consent in the event that they did partially grasp the concept.  Therefore, for the sake of their research and all that they imagined it would be able to do for the medical world in the future, they had to conceal Henrietta’s name locally and during the initial stages of their research.


George Gey wanted to avoid interference with his research by revealing the woman behind the cells, but not for financially egocentric reasons. “Various spokespeople for Johns Hopkins…have issued statements that George Gey gave all of [the cells] away for free” (Skloot 194).   He was more concerned with scientific developments than monetary gain. He shortly began “sending Henrietta’s cells to any scientist who might use them for cancer research” (Skloot 57).  Those scientists, in turn, sent the cells to other researchers, and Gey saw no materialistic profits until later in his research.  He also devoted a massive amount of his own time traveling with the cells and developing the best culture to grow them in.  He was emotionally invested in the success of the cells, calling him his “babies”, but this affection was a result of the fact that he had devoted his life to cancer research and had just come upon a prodigious development that would allow him to continue his life’s work.


Nevertheless, as the HeLa cells traveled to many different scientists around the country and the world, and as large companies took over the growing and distribution process, Gey “didn’t like the fact that HeLa was now completely out of his control” (Skloot 103).  Seeing as he did not attempt to give the woman behind the cells any credit, Gey indubitably expected recognition for his work and even wrote to his colleagues, “trying to restrict the way they used Henrietta’s cells” (Skloot 103).  As mentioned before, Gey was generally selfless when it came to making discoveries in the name of science, but as a human being, he naturally was inclined to seek praise for his work, and contradicted his own true desire to work for the greater good.  This natural inclination, in turn, led him to deny many reporters Henrietta’s true name, but this was more a result of juvenile selfishness than any shame in the actions he had taken in the past.


Confucius once said, “If names are not correct, language will not be in accordance with the truth of things.”  But in concealing “the truth of things”, George Gey and his fellow researchers were able to make discoveries that continue to have benefits for us today.  Gey had a choice between revealing the woman behind the cells and facing major roadblocks in his research, or pushing on in secrecy that would lead to developments such as the polio vaccine and the mapping of the human genome and thousands of saved lives.  He chose the lesser of two evils, and was right in doing so.
