the eternal life of henrietta lacks

The eternal life of Henrietta Lacks is a profound narrative that intertwines science, ethics, and the
quest for medical advancement. Henrietta Lacks, an African American woman who died in 1951,
became a pivotal figure in medical research due to her immortal cell line, known as Hela cells. These
cells have contributed significantly to various medical breakthroughs, raising important questions
about consent, ethics, and the intersection of race and science. This article delves into the life of
Henrietta Lacks, the legacy of Hela cells, and the ongoing discussions surrounding her story.

Who Was Henrietta Lacks?

Henrietta Lacks was born on August 1, 1920, in Roanoke, Virginia. She grew up in a poor, rural
community and faced numerous challenges throughout her life. Here are some key details about her
life:

e Early Life: Henrietta was the granddaughter of enslaved people and experienced the harsh
realities of poverty and racial discrimination.

e Family: She married David Lacks in 1941 and had five children, balancing the demands of
motherhood with the struggles of her socioeconomic status.

e Health Issues: In 1951, at the age of 31, Henrietta sought medical help for what she believed
was a painful knot in her womb, which was later diagnosed as cervical cancer.

The Discovery of HelLa Cells

During her treatment at Johns Hopkins Hospital, doctors took a sample of Henrietta’'s tumor without
her knowledge or consent. This sample was the beginning of what would become the first immortal
human cell line, known as HelLa cells. This section explains the significance of HelLa cells and their
impact on science.

Characteristics of HelLa Cells

Hela cells possess several unique characteristics that made them invaluable to researchers:

e Immortality: Unlike normal cells, which have a limited lifespan, HelLa cells can divide
indefinitely in culture, allowing for continuous experimentation.

* Rapid Growth: Hela cells reproduce quickly, making them ideal for research purposes.



e Versatility: Researchers have used Hela cells in a variety of fields, including cancer research,
virology, genetics, and vaccine development.

Contributions to Medical Research

HeLa cells have played a crucial role in numerous medical advancements, including:

1. Polio Vaccine: Hela cells were instrumental in the development of the polio vaccine in the
1950s, helping to eradicate the disease in many parts of the world.

2. Cancer Research: Scientists have used Hela cells to study cancer biology, leading to a better
understanding of the disease and the development of new treatments.

3. Genetic Research: Hela cells have been used in studies related to human genetics, including
the discovery of the structure of DNA.

4. Drug Testing: Pharmaceutical companies have utilized HelLa cells for testing new drugs,
contributing to the development of treatments for various illnesses.

The Ethical Implications of HelLa Cells

While the contributions of HelLa cells to science are undeniable, Henrietta Lacks's story raises
significant ethical questions regarding informed consent and the exploitation of African Americans in
medical research.

Lack of Informed Consent

At the time of Henrietta's treatment, medical ethics were not as stringent as today. The concept of
informed consent was not widely practiced, meaning that patients did not always have the right to be
informed about or consent to the use of their tissues for research. Henrietta’s cells were taken without
her knowledge, leading to discussions about the following:

» Patient Rights: The ethical obligation of researchers to inform patients about the use of their
biological material.

» Racial Inequality: The disproportionate impact of medical exploitation on minority
communities, particularly African Americans.

e Legacy and Ownership: Questions about who owns biological materials and the profits
generated from them.



Impact on Medical Ethics

Henrietta Lacks's case has had a lasting impact on the field of medical ethics. In the wake of her
story, several key changes have occurred:

1. Establishment of Ethical Guidelines: The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
introduced federal regulations requiring informed consent for human subjects in research.

2. Increased Awareness: Henrietta's story has raised awareness about the importance of ethical
practices in medical research, particularly concerning marginalized communities.

3. Advocacy for Patient Rights: Organizations and advocacy groups have emerged to support
patient rights and ensure ethical treatment in medical research.

The Legacy of Henrietta Lacks

Henrietta Lacks's legacy extends far beyond her cells; she has become a symbol of the intersection of
race, ethics, and medical research. Her story has inspired books, documentaries, and discussions
about the ethical treatment of patients in the medical field.

Books and Media

The most notable work documenting Henrietta's life is Rebecca Skloot's book, The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks, published in 2010. The book explores her life, the impact of HelLa cells, and the
ethical issues surrounding her story. It has led to increased public interest and dialogue about medical
ethics.

Honoring Her Memory

In recognition of her contributions to science, several tributes have been made to Henrietta Lacks,
including:

e Memorials: Various institutions have established memorials and educational programs to
honor her legacy.

 Scientific Research: Efforts continue to ensure that research involving human cells is
conducted ethically and with respect for individuals' rights.



e Public Awareness Campaigns: Initiatives aimed at educating the public about the
importance of informed consent and ethical medical practices.

Conclusion

The eternal life of Henrietta Lacks through Hela cells is a poignant reminder of the complexities
intertwined within medical research, ethics, and race. While her cells have contributed immensely to
the advancement of science, it is essential to remember the human story behind the science.
Henrietta’s legacy continues to provoke vital conversations about consent, ethics, and the rights of
individuals in the medical field, ensuring that her impact will be felt for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Henrietta Lacks in medical
research?

Henrietta Lacks is significant in medical research because her cancer cells, known as Hela cells, were
the first immortal cell line and have contributed to numerous medical breakthroughs, including the
development of the polio vaccine, cancer research, and gene mapping.

How did Henrietta Lacks' cells become widely used in
scientific research?

Henrietta Lacks' cells became widely used in scientific research after doctors at Johns Hopkins
Hospital took a sample of her tumor without her knowledge or consent in 1951. These cells were
unique because they could survive and replicate indefinitely in laboratory conditions.

What ethical issues are raised by the story of Henrietta
Lacks?

The story of Henrietta Lacks raises ethical issues related to informed consent, the exploitation of
patients, particularly African Americans, in medical research, and the lack of recognition and
compensation for individuals whose biological materials are used for profit.

What impact did the book 'The Immortal Life of Henrietta
Lacks' have on public awareness?

The book 'The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks' significantly increased public awareness about the
use of human tissues in research, the importance of ethical standards in medical practices, and the
historical exploitation of African Americans in healthcare.



How has Henrietta Lacks' legacy influenced modern medicine?

Henrietta Lacks' legacy has influenced modern medicine by prompting discussions about ethics in
research, inspiring policies for informed consent, and highlighting the importance of recognizing the
contributions of individuals to science, thereby encouraging a more equitable approach to medical
research.
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