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How Ethical were the Doctors in Henrietta’s time period?

Looking back from the 21st century, the doctors for the Henrietta Lacks case seemed like they acted unethically in their dealings with Henrietta and her family.  However, in the time period of the 1950s, they were performing the same deeds that all other doctors around the country performed.  However, does this make actions ethical?  The answer is no.  The Nuremburg Code was passed back in 1947, by a United States-led tribunal.  Although not a law, it was set up to “govern all human experimentation worldwide” (Skloot, p. 131).  American doctors thought themselves above the very ruling that America had a large part in creating.  While something may not be illegal for a doctor, this does not necessarily make it ethical.
The first problem that occurrs when discussing ethics in this story is what the doctors used to attempt to treat Henrietta’s cervical cancer.  While radium does have the ability to kill cancer cells, exposure to it “causes mutations that can turn into cancer, and at high doses it can burn the skin off a person’s body” (Skloot, p. 32).  Therefore, using radium treatments to cure cancer may totally backfire.  As Henrietta’s body sharply goes into decline, the tumors that end up covering all of her organs may have had something to do with those original radium treatments, although no one knows for sure.
When Dr. Chester Southam attempted to inject the cancerous HeLa cells into a group of Jewish patients at the Jewish Chronic Disease Hospital in Brooklyn, New York, it was really the first high-profile court case regarding ethic, and the idea of “informed consent.”  Even when three Jewish doctors refused to inject the cancer cells without patient consent, the director of medicine believed they were “overly sensitive because of their Jewish ancestry” (Skloot, p. 132).  Only one member of the hospital’s board believed that the doctors were correct in their assessment that the study was in “violation of basic human rights and the Nuremburg Code” (Skloot, p. 132).
When lawyer William Hyman, the one member of the board that agreed with the doctors, began his research for a lawsuit against the hospital, his findings were shocking.  There was no way that many of the study patients would have been able to give informed consent, since “one had advanced Parkinson’s disease and couldn’t talk, others spoke only Yiddish, one had multiple sclerosis and ‘depressive psychosis” (Skloot, p. 133).  Although informed consent was not established in law at the time of the study, ethical doctors would never perform a potentially dangerous study without patients knowing, and accepting, all potential risks in the research.
The main ethical issue in Henrietta’s case was when the doctors took the biopsies of her cervical cells and attempted to culture those cells.  At no point was Henrietta asked about a cell culture, or whether she could provide permission for the doctors to take a sample.  While no harm came to Henrietta after the biopsy, the taking of cells always has the potential to be dangerous to the patient, if the doctor is imprecise in his cut.
When doctors dragged the rest of the Lacks family into the whole issue with cell cultures, what occurred was no more ethical than anything that had occurred prior.  Dr. Susan Hsu, who drew blood from Henrietta’s family, believed that there was no need for consent in the drawing of the blood.  She stated, “we never gave consent form because you just go to draw blood…it’s not involved in a human research committee” (Skloot, p. 183).  However, the National Institute of Health (NIH) rules for human subject research were that, if it was being funded by the NIH, informed consent and approval from a Hopkins review board was required.  The study that Dr. Hsu was working on was certainly NIH-funded, and therefore required informed consent, no matter what the study required of the patients.  These rules had actually been put into place after the court case of Dr. Chester Southam, which has already been mentioned.

A very interesting topic that does not really play a large part until the end is the idea that some things seem unethical to a regular citizen, yet are not illegal.  In the afterword of the story, Rebecca Skloot says that even today (or 2009, when she published the book) doctors have no requirement to inform patients when their cells are used for research (Skloot, p. 315).  This fact is truly shocking, as it seems like doctors can still take advantage of patients, even in this day of increased enlightenment and knowledge towards all things in the medical field.
While this is an understandable issue (since most cells or tissues that are taken from a patient’s body are used only to help the individual patient), when doctors profit from the use of cells to cure illnesses, shouldn’t the patient whose cells were used also get a portion of the profit.  Whether the patient knew that the cells were being used or not, the point remains that they played a large part in the discovery.  When a doctor profits from findings using one individual’s cells, that individual should stand to profit from the discovery as much as the doctor does.

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks exposes many interesting debates about medicine and doctors that most people who read the story have probably never thought of before.  A major debate that occurs is the one between legality and ethics.  Many things that were actually legal during the 1950s are considered highly unethical through the lens of the 21st century.  Back then, doctors had an almost free reign to do as they pleased.  As the years have passed, and the government and public have learned more about what doctors used to do, laws have gotten much stricter concerning what doctors must tell patients, and what is allowed.  While the case of Henrietta Lacks may not have influenced the laws that have passed since her death, the entire book about her, and others, shows us the ethical dilemmas that doctors face while treating patients.
