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Ethical Standards in the Mid-Twentieth Century
Most every group of people has its own set of ethical standards.  In regards to the medical field in the 1950s, doctors had conflicting ethical values with their patients. Rebecca Skloot’s novel The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks exemplified how doctors were devoted to their ethical standard of responsibility so that they could hopefully improve the health of future generations of people, whereas their patients lived by their belief of fairness in the health field. Therefore, Skloot’s novel illustrated that while both doctors and their patients had justifications for their beliefs, they had conflicting ethical standards.
In the 1950s, an ethical standard relating to the medical field that doctors and researchers followed was responsibility. The novel showed how one of the researchers, Gey, felt he had a responsibility to respect his patients’ privacies. Gey refused to reveal the names of the patients’ whose cells he worked with. Instead, he labeled a patient’s cell culture using abbreviations for her name. Gey labeled one of his patients, Henrietta Lacks,’ cells using the abbreviations “HeLa” to protect her and her family’s privacy. Henrietta’s cells were the first cells to continuously divide without ever dying; they became known as “immortal” cells because of this. Gey stated that he must “‘withhold the name of the patient.’” (Skloot, p. 106) In the 1950s, “keeping patient information confidential was emerging as a standard practice.” (Skloot, p. 107)  
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This situation with Gey refusing to reveal the name of the patient with the “immortal” cells exemplified how Gey respected his patients’ privacies.  In addition to feeling they had a responsibility to respect their patients’ privacies, doctors felt they had a responsibility to future generations of people to excel in their professions. Doctors did this by observing the progression of diseases so that they could gain a greater knowledge about them.  For example, in the Tuskegee syphilis study, researchers felt it was their responsibility to understand the progression of the syphilis disease.  Researchers wanted “to study how syphilis killed, from infection to death.” (Skloot, p. 51) In this study, researchers offered their subjects incentives, such as physical examinations and hot meals, to prevent them from turning against the study.  This study illustrated the concept of “benevolent deception;” (Skloot, p. 63) even though hundreds of African Americans died in this study, this study informed doctors about the progression of the disease with their hope of improving the health of future generations of people.  While doctors and researchers felt they had a responsibility to future generations of people, they furthermore felt they had a responsibility to their professions to excel.  In the novel, one of the doctors, Southam, injected patients with HeLa cancer cells, without having the patients’ consents to do so, so that he could observe how their bodies reacted to the cells.  He felt it was his obligation as a doctor to advance science and perform tests while he had the cells to do so.  Skloot wrote, “Southam began injecting people with HeLa cells in 1954…bills were repeatedly turned down for fear of interfering with the progress of science.” (Skloot, p. 131) 
Because they lived such separate lives from their doctors, the patients’ ethical standards conflicted with those of their doctors; patients lived by their ethical standard of fairness in the medical field.  The novel described how often times, patients were not cared for in the hospital.  
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Doctors would send patients home, even when the patients complained of having pain.  Henrietta notified her doctors when she was in pain, yet they continued to send her home. One doctor wrote “‘the patient looks chronically ill. She is in obvious pain,’” (Skloot, p. 64) and he sent her home.  Studies had shown that “black patients were treated and hospitalized at later stages of their illnesses than white patients.” (Skloot, p. 64) African Americans wanted to be treated as fairly as the whites were in the hospitals.  In addition to wanting fairness in receiving hospital care, patients wanted fairness in having informed consent.  The novel described how in 1957, a patient underwent a procedure without having been informed that the procedure carried any risks; the procedure caused the patient to become paralyzed in half of his body.  This case was brought to court and the judge ruled that in all fairness to the patient, there had to be “‘a full disclosure of facts necessary to an informed consent.’” (Skloot, p. 132) Patients believed it was only fair for the doctors to provide them with all of the risks associated with a procedure before it was performed.    
This novel portrayed the conflicting ethical standards between doctors and their patients in the 1950s. Doctors believed they were acting responsibly, while their patients regarded the doctors’ actions as unjust so patients supported their belief in fairness.  Because of their differing positions in society, doctors and their patients struggled to conform to the same standards.  
