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Immortal life of Henrietta Lacks is a poignant tale that intertwines medical
ethics, racial injustice, and the scientific advancements that have shaped
modern medicine. Henrietta Lacks was an African American woman whose cells,
taken without her knowledge in 1951, became one of the most important tools
in medicine. Her story is a profound reflection on the intersections of
science and humanity, raising critical questions about consent, ethics, and
the exploitation of marginalized communities in medical research.

Background of Henrietta Lacks

Henrietta Lacks was born on August 1, 1920, in Roanoke, Virginia. She grew up



in a poor, segregated community and experienced the harsh realities of racial
discrimination from an early age. As a young woman, she married David Lacks,
and together they had five children. In 1951, Henrietta sought treatment for
what she thought was a simple “knot” in her abdomen, which was later
diagnosed as cervical cancer.

Medical Treatment and Cell Harvesting

During her treatment at Johns Hopkins Hospital, a pioneering research
institution, doctors took a sample of Henrietta's tumor without her knowledge
or consent. This practice was not uncommon at the time, particularly in the
context of African American patients, who were often treated as subjects
rather than individuals with rights. The cells taken from her tumor were
named HelLa cells, after the first two letters of her first and last name.

1. The Characteristics of HelLa Cells:

- Immortality: Unlike normal human cells, which have a limited lifespan, Hela
cells could divide indefinitely in a laboratory setting. This unique
characteristic made them invaluable for research.

- Rapid Growth: HelLa cells multiplied rapidly, allowing researchers to
conduct experiments with ease and efficiency.

- Versatility: They could be used in a wide range of studies, from cancer
research to the development of vaccines.

Impact on Medical Research

The implications of Henrietta Lacks' HelLa cells for medical science are
monumental. Since their discovery, HelLa cells have contributed to numerous
medical breakthroughs, including:

- Polio Vaccine: HelLa cells were instrumental in the development of the polio
vaccine in the 1950s, which has saved millions of lives worldwide.

- Cancer Research: Scientists have used HelLa cells to understand cancer
biology, leading to advancements in treatment and understanding of the
disease.

- Genetic Research: HelLa cells have been fundamental in the study of human
genetics, including the effects of various genetic disorders.

Ethical Considerations and Controversies

Despite the significant contributions of HelLa cells to science, the story of
Henrietta Lacks raises numerous ethical questions about consent, ownership,
and the treatment of African Americans in medical research.



Informed Consent

One of the most pressing issues in Henrietta’'s story is the concept of
informed consent. At the time, it was common practice for doctors to collect
samples from patients without informing them or obtaining consent. This
practice has since evolved, leading to strict guidelines regarding patient
consent in medical research.

- Key Issues:

- Lack of transparency: Patients often lacked information about how their
samples would be used.

- Racial dynamics: The exploitation of Henrietta’'s cells reflects broader
patterns of racial injustice in medicine.

Scientific Ownership and Profit

Another layer of complexity involves the ownership of HelLa cells and the
profits generated from their use. After Henrietta’s cells were taken, they
were commercialized and sold to various pharmaceutical companies. Meanwhile,
her family remained largely unaware of the significance of her contribution
to science and did not receive any financial benefit.

- Questions Raised:

- Who owns biological materials? Should patients be compensated for the use
of their cells?

- How can the medical community ensure that marginalized communities are not
exploited?

The Legacy of Henrietta Lacks

The story of Henrietta Lacks has led to a growing awareness of the ethical
implications of medical research, particularly in relation to vulnerable
populations. Her legacy continues to influence various fields, from bioethics
to public health.

Books and Media Representations

Henrietta Lacks’ story gained national attention with the publication of
Rebecca Skloot’s 2010 book, "The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks." This
groundbreaking work delves into Henrietta’s life, her contribution to
science, and the ethical issues surrounding her legacy. The book has inspired
various adaptations, including:

- Documentaries: Numerous documentaries have explored the impact of Hela



cells and the ethics surrounding their use.

- Television Films: HBO produced a film adaptation of Skloot’s book,
featuring Oprah Winfrey as Henrietta Lacks, which brought her story to a
broader audience.

Policy Changes and Awareness

In response to the ethical issues highlighted by Henrietta's story, several
changes have occurred in medical research practices:

1. Informed Consent Regulations: Stricter laws have been implemented
regarding informed consent, ensuring patients are fully aware of how their
biological materials will be used.

2. Ethics Committees: Many institutions now have ethics boards to review
research proposals, ensuring that the rights of participants are protected.
3. Community Outreach: There is an increasing focus on involving communities
in the research process, particularly those historically marginalized.

Conclusion

The immortal life of Henrietta Lacks serves as a powerful reminder of the
ethical complexities that accompany scientific advancement. Henrietta's
legacy is not just about the HelLa cells that changed the course of medical
research; it is also about the need for justice, respect, and recognition of
individuals whose contributions have historically been overlooked. As we
continue to navigate the challenges of medical ethics, Henrietta’'s story
remains a vital touchstone for discussions about consent, racial injustice,
and the responsibilities of the scientific community. Her life, though cut
short, continues to inspire and provoke thought in the realms of medicine,
ethics, and social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main subject of 'The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks'?

The book centers on Henrietta Lacks, an African American woman whose cancer
cells were taken without her knowledge in 1951, leading to significant
medical breakthroughs and ethical discussions about consent and medical
research.

Why are Henrietta Lacks' cells, known as HelLa cells,



so significant in medical research?

HeLa cells were the first immortal human cell line and have been crucial in
numerous scientific advancements, including the development of the polio
vaccine, cancer research, and gene mapping.

What ethical issues are raised in 'The Immortal Life
of Henrietta Lacks'?

The book discusses ethical concerns regarding informed consent, racial
discrimination in medical research, and the exploitation of African Americans
in the healthcare system.

How did Rebecca Skloot contribute to the story of
Henrietta Lacks?

Rebecca Skloot is the author of the book and spent over a decade researching
Henrietta Lacks' story, interviewing her family and exploring the impact of
HeLa cells on science and society.

What impact did Henrietta Lacks' family experience
after her cells were used in research?

Henrietta Lacks' family faced both financial struggles and emotional
distress, feeling disconnected from the legacy of her cells, which were used
globally without their knowledge or benefit.

How has 'The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks'
influenced discussions about medical ethics?

The book has sparked widespread discussions about the importance of informed
consent, the rights of patients, and the need for equitable treatment in
medical research, particularly for marginalized communities.

What role does race play in the narrative of 'The
Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks'?

Race is a central theme, highlighting the historical exploitation of Black
individuals in medical research and the systemic inequalities that persist in
healthcare today.

How has the legacy of Henrietta Lacks been honored
in recent years?

Henrietta Lacks' legacy has been honored through various initiatives,
including the establishment of the Henrietta Lacks Foundation, scholarships,
and increased awareness about the importance of ethical research practices.



What lessons can be learned from Henrietta Lacks'
story regarding patient rights?

Henrietta Lacks' story emphasizes the necessity for clear communication,
obtaining informed consent, and respecting patients' autonomy and rights in
medical research and treatment.
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