Kevin Sutman                                                                                                         Sutman 1

Professor Little

Math Through Time

10 September 2010

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks: Topic 2


In the world of science and medicine, the ethical treatment of patients has always been a key issue and has led to many problems over the years. The Hippocratic Oath has existed for over two thousand years, but still there is always a grey area that hangs over ethics and their correlation with the treatment of patients. Over the years different endeavors in science that were received with outrage have warranted new sets of ethical codes in correlation with treatment of patients; however those rules are not set in stone. One case that can attest to this issue is the case of Henrietta Lacks, the unwitting donor of the HeLa cells that have changed the face of science forever. There are many questions that arose over the treatment of Henrietta, and of course over the famous cells and the multibillion-dollar industry they have turned into. While she died in Johns Hopkins Hospital in 1951, the cells from her cancerous cervix continued to survive and reproduce, but could the doctors have treated her better? As an African-American woman in 1950s Baltimore, there were not many hospitals that would treat her with the same care that whites were treated with. In the Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, author Rebecca Skloot explores the ethical grey area around Henrietta’s treatment at Hopkins and reveals what the doctors did to keep her alive.


As there were not many standard ethical laws beyond the Hippocratic Oath, the doctors at the time in the 1950s would not have been too worried on whether or not they were treating Henrietta ethically. However, if one were to ask the doctors if they believed they were treating Henrietta to the highest ethical standards, they would have undoubtedly said yes. Johns Hopkins had been built, “for the sick and the poor” (Skloot 15) and Henrietta was both of those at the time. In addition, she was African American, so she was sent to the “colored ward;” for the doctors, they were agreeing to treat all kinds of people and they did it without complaint. She was a poor, sick, African-American woman, and the doctors believed they were being highly ethical because they were treating her despite those facts. In accordance with consent of the patient and ethics, Henrietta signed the form, allowing the doctors to “perform any operative procedures they may deem necessary.” (Skloot 31) If any had probed the doctors about unethical treatment of Henrietta, the accusation would have stopped there. She signed the consent form, even if she didn’t fully understand what she was doing. Also, Howard Jones, her doctor insisted that Henrietta got the same care any white patient would have.” (Skloot 64) Everything that could be done for patients with cervical cancer, was being done for Henrietta Lacks.


When the time came for Henrietta to be treated, the doctors did so reasonably and without hesitation. They tried their best to relieve her of her pain, and remove the tumor from her cervix; however, by the time she resorted to treatment at Hopkins, Henrietta was past healing. Still, the doctors gave her radium treatment to kill of the cancer cells. At the time, no better way to destroy the cancer cells had been discovered, and so the doctors were giving Henrietta standard treatment. The fact that she waited too long to seek treatment from the doctors is entirely her fault. Her recent medical records showed that she had several minor problems with her breathing due to “recurrent throat infections and deviated septum in patient’s nose,” in addition to “increased cell activity in the cervix.” (Skloot 16) It seemed as if each time she went to the doctor or gave birth there was a new problem in her body, but she never sought treatment, even in things that were simple procedures. “For Henrietta, walking into Hopkins was like entering a foreign country where she didn’t speak the language.” (Skloot 16) When she heard the word “cancer,” Henrietta did not fully understand what that meant. It is clear unclear whether or not the doctors fully explained the situation to her, but it is likely that they did not “trouble her” with big words and details of the cancer. They could have at least tried to tell Henrietta about the cancer, and not used “benevolent deception” as was the norm for the day. (Skloot 63)


However, in my opinion I believe the doctors overstepped the ethical boundaries when they took her cells without her consent. Henrietta had given consent to tests, and surgeries, but she had never allowed the doctors to remove the cells from her body and use them for any purpose they deemed necessary. At the time, this had not been an issue. Henrietta’s cancer was becoming worse, and even if she had withheld consent George Gey would have obtained the cells anyway. The ethical issue over the seizure of Henrietta’s cells came to light many years later, when the Lacks family discovered that their mother’s cells were being sold around the world and they weren’t receiving any money from the sales. In addition, the case of John Moore brought the question of informed consent to the forefront of medical ethics. “Who told you you could sell my spleen?” (Skloot 199) John Moore had been diagnosed with cancer in his spleen, which was promptly removed. Not long after, Moore’s doctor David Golde had used Moore’s cancerous cells from the spleen to start a cell line call “Mo.” (Skloot 201) The sale of these sells had reached a “market value estimated to be $3 billion.” (Skloot 201) John Moore sued for control of the cells and a stake in the industry that his cells had become. He lost the case as the court ruled that “doctors [had the] right to use patient tissues”(Skloot 205) and once the cells had left the patient, they were no longer his or her property. I agree that when the cells leave the body they are no longer the property of the owner, but the cells should not be taken from the body unless the patient has given consent. If the patient is incapacitated or dead, then the right goes to the family; no tissue should be removed from the patient unless they or their family have given consent to the doctors. Had this been enforced, the Lackses may have understood the situation better, and received rights to the cells and the millions of dollars associated with the sale of the HeLa cells.


Henrietta Lacks was given reasonable treatment by the doctors at Johns Hopkins; they did for her what they could, and did not withhold anything from her in the area of treatment. I do believe that her consent should have been required for the removal of her cells, but she had given consent to the doctors for just about everything else. Ethically, Henrietta was shown respect and the appropriate treatment for her condition, but she was not always made aware of what was happening to her. The doctors thought to protect her by withholding the information, but patients have the right to know exactly what is happening inside their bodies, even if they cannot fully understand what the doctor is telling them. The ethical argument over the treatment of Henrietta Lacks is well founded, and has several valid points, but Henrietta was treated fairly for today and back then and the doctors did everything they could to save her life.

