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The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot details the life of Henrietta and the famous HeLa cells. Researcher George Gey, his team, and Richard TeLinde deceived the world about the name behind the HeLa cells, but their actions were done, not because they feared what would happen if the name were to be exposed, but rather because the cells were no longer the donor’s. Even if the world knew the name behind HeLa, no one, aside from Henrietta’s family, would care that much, because they were fixated on what could be done with the cells.  

Gey acted as he did because he believed HeLa was no longer Henrietta; it was just a cell line which he could experiment. Gey and other researchers did not care if the cells died, because they “could go back to their eternally growing HeLa cells” (Skloot, p. 58). He believed that “the cell strain should be referred to as HeLa and that the patient’s name should not be used” (Skloot, p. 105). He never directly interacted with Henrietta when the cells were being taken from her body. He probably never recognized the cells were from a person who lived a life, like his assistant, Mary Kubiczek, who “never thought of it that way” (Skloot, p.91). Because of that, there was no reason to think of the cells as Henrietta. Gey clearly thought of the cells as a way to advance science, for years later he even offered his own cancerous cells to be named “GeGe” which followed the same way of naming Henrietta’s cells (Skloot, p. 171). There is no evidence that Gey would let the world know the cells were his, although there is little doubt people would find out. He did not want to share his cells for the publicity. Although Gey supposedly spoke with Henrietta once, he said that her cells would help people, not that she would. He never said that she owned them. He was able to differentiate between whom or what should get credit. He believed that the name behind the cells should not have been what the public was interested in, rather they should have been interested in what the cells have done and could potentially do to help. Even if Gey should have cared about the human behind the cells, he clearly did not. The human interest side of the story should be about the cells, not the person behind the cells, because the cells no longer made up a human.
Gey and his team were not trying to hide anything. Although the name was hidden, there was nothing to hide about the cells. The information that Henrietta had cervical cancer and, once Gey was asked, that she was black were both known to the scientific community. Yet, it was also becoming “standard practice” to keep “patient information confidential,” so it is reasonable to keep Henrietta’s name hidden (Skloot, p. 107). Contrarily, he “wasn’t entirely opposed to releasing her name.” He just did not see a reason why the name should be exposed (Skloot, p. 107). It’s doubtful that Gey was trying to hide that he and the other doctors did not get Henrietta’s permission since he had taken cells “many times before” (Skloot, p. 33). Similar to HeLa, he grew two other cell lines both named after the patients, A.Fi. and D-1, wherein he probably followed the same practice, and neither of the two patients were notified or acknowledged. He even failed growing cell cultures multiple times before Henrietta, and none of those patients were notified. Before Gey’s death, he told his team that it was fine to tell people Henrietta’s name, but they did not for they understood his reasoning. 
Even more, Gey and his team did not feel as though they had done something illegal nor was there a reason to feel ashamed for not telling Henrietta’s family, because there was “no law or code of ethics [which] required doctors to ask permission before taking tissue from a living patient” (Skloot, p. 89). Even after Henrietta died, they clearly followed the law when they asked her husband’s permission to take tissue samples. There were no reasons for them to hide the name, besides the fact that it might interfere with Henrietta’s family and cause unforeseen “trouble” (Skloot, p. 107). The family could demand money, want to file a lawsuit, or possibly try to take away Gey and his team’s ability to perform research. However, none of this would be possible, for “there is no record of Hopkins and Gey accepting money for HeLa cells” and there are no legal grounds for a lawsuit or to take away Gey’s research license, because he operated in the realm of legality (Skloot, p. 194).
People often do not care about things until they are directly affected. Even after the world found out that cells came from a woman named Henrietta Lacks, not much changed.  The public did not look into her background, for the first book about her was The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks published more than 50 years after the cells were taken. The first time cells were desired from Henrietta’s immediate family was for the Human Genome Project, more than 20 years after the cells were taken from Henrietta. Even if the scientific community knew where the cells came from when they were first being dispersed, they would not have had a need to ask the family for cells until the right technology or need for research was found. They seemingly had an inexhaustible supply of HeLa cells. There was also no evidence that researchers searched for the fictitious Helen Lane’s family to do tests. There were plenty of stories “built around a fictitious name” that garnered no attention, but there is no reason why knowing Henrietta’s name when people wanted it would have changed anything (Skloot, p. 107). Her name and family would have been disregarded just as much as Helen Lane’s. Regardless, even if Henrietta’s family knew about the cell strain, it had become “‘general scientific property’” and the family could not prevent any further testing done on the cells (Skloot, p. 104).   

Even though Gey took the cells without Henrietta or her family knowing, he followed the law. When he used the cultures, he did not identify Henrietta with the cells, and neither did his assistant. Gey believed there was no need to release her name, because it would not change much. People did not need to know her name, and the only possible research that would include her family would not come about for about more than 20 years. 
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