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Paper 1

Topic 2: What Were the Ethical Standards of the Time?


According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, ethics is “the discipline dealing with what is good and bad and with moral duty and obligation.” Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks not only allows the reader to acquire a better understanding of the woman behind the famous HeLa cells, but also prompts the reader to evaluate the ethical standards of the medical world, in both today’s society as well as the society in which Henrietta lived. Because of its ambiguous definition, it is difficult to determine what is highly ethical and what is not because it varies with each person. Furthermore, the ethical standards of today are far different from those of Henrietta’s time (specifically the mid-1900s), as is the importance of even having ethical standards. The doctors who treated Henrietta most likely believed they were acting according to high ethical standards, or were at least not acting unethically. As an African-American woman living in 1950’s America, Henrietta was treated reasonably in that she was treated just like any other patient and didn’t suffer from any physical abuse. The Nuremberg Trials and the cancer research done by Dr. Southam are examples of studies done at a similar time period which, unlike Henrietta’s treatments, clearly abuse the rights of the subjects. Informed consent of the patient wasn’t mandatory at the time nor is it today. Although there are certainly times in which what is legal and what is ethical conflict, extracting and using cells for research without consent shouldn’t be considered unethical when they are being used to help the greater good, which in this case, they were.

At the time in which Henrietta Lacks was treated for cervical cancer, it wasn’t considered unethical to use patients for research, especially when those patients were being treated free of charge. According to Skloot,  “Many scientists believed that since patients were treated for free in the public wards, it was fair to use them as research subjects as a form of payment” (Skloot, pg. 29-30). Henrietta Lacks was the perfect candidate for such research; she was poor and she was African American. Dr. Wharton Jr., the doctor who performed the extraction of the cancer cells from Henrietta, was not behaving unethically because he was simply using his patient for research, just as many other scientists did at the time. Richard Wesley Telinde, one of the top cervical cancer experts in the U.S. at the time, needed the samples to help prove his theory that “carcinoma in situ and invasive carcinoma looked and behaved similarly” (Skloot, pg. 30). If he could prove his theory, doctors who didn’t believe him would know that they were killing their own patients. Telinde believed that he was acting according to high ethical standards because he was trying to save the lives of women who were misdiagnosed and wasn’t harming the patient in order to extract the cells. George Gey had spent decades trying to grow malignant cells “to use them to find cancer’s cause and cure” (Skloot, pg. 30). Similarly to Telinde, Gey was acting according to high ethical standards because he never harmed Henrietta, directly nor indirectly, and wanted her cells for the purpose of furthering scientific discovery and saving the lives of those diagnosed with cancer. Ultimately, the doctors who treated Henrietta were trying to help mankind, and were therefore acting in a highly ethical manner.
As far as Henrietta’s treatment goes, there is no doubt that she was treated reasonably by the standards of the time. Her race didn’t even affect the way she was treated, because according to Skloot, “Hopkins treated all invasive cervical carcinomas with radium, a white radioactive metal that glows an eerie blue” (Skloot, pg. 32). Henrietta’s treatment was no different from that of other patients, whether they were white, black, rich, or poor. By today’s standards, inserting radium into a patient’s cervix might not be considered entirely reasonable, but it’s not as if Henrietta was personally mistreated since that was the customary remedy at the time. As far as the actual extraction of her cells, Henrietta was treated reasonably in that she was treated just like any other woman with cervical cancer. The removal of the cells was not a personal attack on Henrietta because “Telinde began collecting samples from any woman who happened to walk into Hopkins with cervical cancer. Including Henrietta” (Skloot, pg. 30). Henrietta Lacks was operated on through standard procedures at the time, and was therefore treated reasonably.

Throughout the book, Skloot digresses from the story of Henrietta Lacks and the HeLa cells, and describes scientific tests done at relatively the same time the HeLa cells were extracted from Henrietta. The difference between Henrietta’s story and these stories, which include the infamous Nuremberg Trials and cancer testing done by virologist Chester Southam, is that these tests are undoubtedly unethical because the lives of those being used/studied were at risk. In the case of the Nuremberg Trials, Nazi doctors were given the death penalty for “conducting unthinkable research on Jews without consent- sewing siblings together to create Siamese twins, dissecting people alive to study organ function” (Skloot, pg. 131). In this case, it is very clear that the patients were harmed, and more than likely killed as result of this “research”. One cannot compare the way Jews were treated in Nuremberg with the way Henrietta was treated because there really is no evidence to suggest that Henrietta was treated unethically. She went through the same radium treatment that all cervical cancer patients received, and her body wasn’t mutilated in any way. Another example of unethical testing which Skloot described is the cancer testing done by Dr. Southam. Southam injected the malignant HeLa cells into the arms of various volunteers, most of them being prison inmates. Just like the Nuremberg victims, their rights were clearly being abused. It was very possible that the cancer could spread throughout their bodies, and Southam neglected to tell them this pivotal information. Skloot then adds “Research on inmates would come under scrutiny and start being heavily regulated about 15 years later, because they’d be considered a vulnerable population unable to give informed consent” (Skloot, pg. 129). Although Southam’s cancer testing and Henrietta’s cell extraction both involve a lack of informed consent, the two cases shouldn’t be compared because Henrietta wasn’t affected by the cell extraction (meaning the results of the treatment would have been the same whether or not her tumor had been shaved), whereas the inmates were completely exposed to cancer. Although Skloot probably included these stories for the purpose of showing the importance of informed consent, there is such minimal correlation between Henrietta’s case and the cases of Nuremberg and Southam.

The ultimate question in The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks is “Was it unethical for the doctors to extract Henrietta’s cells without her consent?”. As previously mentioned, the definition of ethics is so ambiguous that in some cases, it is hard to determine whether something can be considered ethical or not. Often times, the law is used to make the distinction between the two, but there are certainly times when what is legal and what is ethical conflict. An example of this would be the Southam cancer testing; when this testing first began, it wasn’t illegal for Southam to inject the inmates with cancer, but it was highly unethical because of the risk it imposed on the patients. While some people still consider Henrietta’s treatment and the lack of informed consent to be unethical, there really is no evidence which proves that it is. How is it unethical for a doctor to extract cells from a patient, without harming them in any way, with the purpose of using them for scientific research which would help mankind? Telinde and Gey wanted the cells in order to prevent misdiagnosis of cervical cancer and find the cure for the disease, respectively. Henrietta wasn’t worse off or better off as a result of the extraction. Therefore, even though the ethical standards of 1951 might not match the ethical standards of 2010, one cannot say that Henrietta Lacks was treated unethically because she was treated in the exact same way others with cervical cancer were treated.
