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Henrietta Lacks is a name that resonates deeply within the realms of medical
ethics, race, and scientific advancement. Her story is pivotal not only for
its scientific contributions but also for the ethical questions it raises
about consent and the use of human tissues in research. The cells taken from
her tumor, known as Hela cells, became one of the most important tools in
medicine, yet the circumstances surrounding their extraction reveal a complex
narrative of exploitation and inequality. This article explores the life of
Henrietta Lacks, the significance of Hela cells, and the ethical implications
that arose from her story.

Who Was Henrietta Lacks?

Henrietta Lacks was born on August 1, 1920, in Roanoke, Virginia. She grew up
in a poor family and faced the challenges of racial discrimination throughout
her life. In 1941, she married David Lacks, and they had five children
together. In 1951, at the age of 31, Henrietta was diagnosed with cervical
cancer at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland.

The Diagnosis and Treatment

Henrietta's treatment involved radiation therapy, which was common at the
time. During her treatment, Dr. George Gey, a prominent cancer researcher,
collected cells from her tumor without her knowledge or consent. This
practice was not unusual in the 1950s, when patient consent was often
overlooked, particularly for African American patients.



The Birth of Hela Cells

Hela cells are the first immortalized human cell line, meaning they can
divide indefinitely in a laboratory setting. The cells were derived from
Henrietta's tumor and became a cornerstone in medical research.

Significance of HelLa Cells

The impact of Hela cells on science and medicine is vast:

1. Polio Vaccine Development: HelLa cells were instrumental in the development
of the polio vaccine in the 1950s. Researchers used these cells to test the
vaccine's efficacy, which ultimately led to its successful rollout.

2. Cancer Research: Hela cells have been widely used in cancer research,
helping scientists understand the behavior of cancer cells and aiding in the
development of treatments.

3. Virology Studies: Hela cells have played a crucial role in virology,
particularly in understanding how viruses infect human cells.

4. Genetic Research: The cells have contributed to advancements in genetics
and the study of human genes.

The Ethical Implications

Despite the scientific breakthroughs facilitated by HelLa cells, Henrietta
Lacks's story also raises significant ethical questions regarding consent and
the treatment of African Americans in medical research.

Informed Consent

At the time of Henrietta's treatment, the concept of informed consent was not
well established. Medical practitioners often collected tissues and cells
from patients without their knowledge or permission. This lack of consent is
a critical issue in Henrietta's story, as her cells were used for decades
without her family's awareness.

Racial Discrimination in Medical Research

Henrietta's story is also emblematic of the broader issues of racial
inequality in the medical field. African Americans have historically faced
exploitation in medical research, often being used as subjects without proper
consent or care. The use of Hela cells highlights the systemic injustices
that have persisted in healthcare and research.

The Legacy of Henrietta Lacks

Henrietta Lacks passed away on October 4, 1951, but her legacy continues to
influence both science and ethics in medicine. Her story was brought to wider



attention through Rebecca Skloot's 2010 book, "The Immortal Life of Henrietta
Lacks," which explores both the scientific and personal aspects of her life.

Impact on Medical Ethics

The story of Henrietta Lacks has prompted changes in medical ethics,
particularly concerning informed consent. Today, patients are typically
required to give explicit consent before their tissues can be used for
research purposes. This shift aims to respect patient autonomy and ensure
that individuals are informed about how their biological materials will be
used.

Educational Initiatives

Henrietta Lacks's story has also become a focal point in discussions about
ethics in medicine, leading to educational initiatives aimed at raising
awareness about racial disparities in healthcare. Institutions are
increasingly incorporating her story into their curricula to foster
discussions about ethics, consent, and the history of medical research
involving marginalized groups.

The Continuing Conversation

The legacy of Henrietta Lacks continues to provoke discussions about ethics,
race, and the future of medical research. Her story raises several important
questions:

1. How can we ensure that patients are fully informed about the use of their
biological materials?

2. What measures can be taken to address historical injustices in medical
research?

3. How can we balance scientific advancement with ethical considerations?

Community Engagement and Healing

Henrietta's family has been deeply affected by the use of her cells. They
were not informed about the existence of Hela cells until decades later,
leading to feelings of betrayal and loss. In recent years, efforts have been
made to include the Lacks family in discussions about the legacy of Hela
cells. This engagement seeks to honor Henrietta's memory and address the
emotional and ethical ramifications of her story.

Conclusion

Henrietta Lacks's life and the story of her cells serve as a powerful
reminder of the intersection between ethics, race, and science. While Hela
cells have contributed enormously to medical advancements, the ethical issues
raised by Henrietta's case remain relevant today. The importance of informed



consent, respect for individuals, and acknowledgment of historical injustices
are lessons that continue to resonate within the medical community. As we
move forward, it is crucial to ensure that the legacy of Henrietta Lacks
fosters a more equitable and ethical approach to medical research, honoring
both her contributions and her humanity.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Henrietta Lacks and why is she significant in
medical history?

Henrietta Lacks was an African American woman whose cancer cells were taken
without her knowledge in 1951. These cells, known as Hela cells, became one
of the most important tools in medicine, leading to numerous breakthroughs in
research, including the development of the polio vaccine.

What are Hela cells and what impact have they had on
science?

Hela cells are the first immortal cell line, meaning they can divide
indefinitely in a laboratory setting. They have been crucial for medical
research, contributing to advancements in cancer treatment, virology, and
genetics.

What ethical issues arose from the use of Henrietta
Lacks' cells?

The use of Henrietta Lacks' cells raised significant ethical concerns
regarding informed consent, as her cells were taken without her knowledge or
consent. This has led to ongoing discussions about patient rights and ethical
standards in biomedical research.

How did Henrietta Lacks' story come to widespread
public attention?

Henrietta Lacks' story gained prominence with the publication of Rebecca
Skloot's book 'The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks' in 2010, which
chronicles her 1life, the story of her cells, and the ethical implications
surrounding them.

What is the legacy of Henrietta Lacks in terms of
racial issues in healthcare?

Henrietta Lacks' legacy highlights the historical exploitation of African
Americans in medical research. It has sparked discussions about racial
inequalities in healthcare and the need for ethical standards that protect
all patients.

How did Henrietta Lacks' family react to the use of
her cells?

Henrietta Lacks' family initially had little knowledge about the existence of
Hela cells and their significance. Upon learning about it, they expressed



feelings of betrayal and a desire for recognition and ethical treatment,
leading to greater awareness and advocacy for patient rights.

What steps have been taken to honor Henrietta Lacks'
contributions to science?

In recent years, there have been various efforts to honor Henrietta Lacks,
including the establishment of the Henrietta Lacks Foundation, public
memorials, and educational programs aimed at raising awareness about her
contributions and the importance of ethical practices in research.
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