RACISM IN THE IMMORTAL LIFE OF HENRIETTA LACKS

RACISM IN THE IMMORTAL LIFE OF HENRIETTA LACKS IS A CRITICAL THEME THAT PERMEATES THE NARRATIVE OF REBECCA
SKLOOT’S ACCLAIMED BOOK. THIS TOPIC EXPLORES THE INTERSECTION OF RACE, ETHICS, AND MEDICAL RESEARCH THROUGH THE
STORY OF HENRIETTA LACKS, AN AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN WHOSE CANCER CELLS WERE TAKEN WITHOUT HER CONSENT IN
THE 1950s. THESE CELLS, KNOWN AS HEL A CELLS, BECAME FOUNDATIONAL TO NUMEROUS SCIENTIFIC BREAKTHROUGHS, YET
THE RACIAL INJUSTICES SURROUNDING HER STORY HIGHLIGHT SYSTEMIC RACISM IN MEDICAL PRACTICES. THIS ARTICLE DELVES
INTO HOW RACISM INFLUENCED HENRIETTA LACKS’S TREATMENT, THE EXPLOITATION OF BLACK BODIES IN MEDICAL RESEARCH,
AND THE ONGOING IMPLICATIONS FOR ETHICS AND RACIAL EQUITY IN HEALTHCARE. UNDERSTANDING RACISM IN THE IMMORTAL LIFE
OF HENRIETTA LACKS IS ESSENTIAL TO GRASP THE BROADER SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF MEDICAL ETHICS AND RACIAL
DISCRIMINATION.

HisToricaL CONTEXT oF RACISM IN MEDICAL RESEARCH

HENRIETTA LACKS’s STORY AND RACIAL INJUSTICE

MebpicAL ETHICS AND CONSENT ISSUES

IMPACT OF RACISM ON AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES

e LEGACY AND MODERN REFLECTIONS ON RACISM IN MEDICINE

HisToricAL CONTEXT OF RACISM IN MEDICAL RESEARCH

THE HISTORY OF MEDICAL RESEARCH IN THE UNITED STATES IS DEEPLY INTERTWINED WITH RACIAL DISCRIMINATION AND
EXPLOITATION, PARTICULARLY AGAINST AFRICAN AMERICAN INDIVIDUALS. DURING THE EARLY TO MID-20TH CENTURY, BLAack
PATIENTS WERE OFTEN SUBJECTED TO UNETHICAL MEDICAL PRACTICES WITHOUT INFORMED CONSENT, REFLECTING \WIDESPREAD
SYSTEMIC RACISM. THE CASE OF HENRIETTA LACKS FITS WITHIN THIS BROADER HISTORICAL PATTERN WHERE AFRICAN
AMERICANS WERE TREATED AS SUBJECTS RATHER THAN PATIENTS.

ExpPLOITATION OF BLACK BODIES

AFRICAN AMERICANS WERE DISPROPORTIONATELY USED IN MEDICAL EXPERIMENTS AND RESEARCH DUE TO PREVAILING RACIST
IDEOLOGIES THAT DEHUMANIZED BLACK PEOPLE. THIS EXPLOITATION INCLUDED INVASIVE PROCEDURES, WITHHOLDING OF
TREATMENT, AND THE USE OF BIOLOGICAL MATERIALS WITHOUT PERMISSION. HENRIETTA LACKS’S CELLS WERE TAKEN DURING
THIS ERA, EMBLEMATIC OF SUCH UNETHICAL PRACTICES.

SEGREGATION AND MEDICAL INEQUALITY

SEGREGATION LAWS ANDJIM CROW POLICIES ENSURED THAT AFRICAN AMERICANS RECEIVED INFERIOR HEALTHCARE SERVICES.
HosPITALS WERE OFTEN SEGREGATED, AND BLACK PATIENTS WERE TREATED IN UNDERFUNDED FACILITIES WITH LIMITED
RESOURCES. THIS CONTEXT SHAPED THE EXPERIENCES OF HENRIETTA LACKS AND MANY OTHERS, INFLUENCING THEIR MEDICAL
TREATMENT AND THE ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS SURROUNDING THEIR CARE.

HeENRIETTA LACKS’s STORY AND RACIAL INJUSTICE

HENRIETTA LACKS WAS A POOR BLACK WOMAN FROM VIRGINIA WHOSE CANCER CELLS WERE TAKEN WITHOUT HER KNOWLEDGE
OR CONSENT. THESE CELLS BECAME THE FIRST IMMORTAL HUMAN CELL LINE, REVOLUTIONIZING MEDICAL RESEARCH. HO\X/EVER, THE



LACK OF CONSENT AND ACKNOWLEDGMENT REFLECTS THE RACIAL INJUSTICES FACED BY BLACK PATIENTS DURING THAT TIME.

THe TAKING oF HeLA CeLLs

IN 19517, HENRIETTA LACKS WAS TREATED AT JOHNS HOPKINS HOSPITAL, ONE OF THE FEW HOSPITALS SERVING BLACK
PATIENTS. DURING HER TREATMENT FOR CERVICAL CANCER, DOCTORS COLLECTED TISSUE SAMPLES THAT LED TO THE
DEVELOPMENT OF HEL A CELLS. THIS WAS DONE WITHOUT INFORMING HER FAMILY OR OBTAINING PERMISSION, A COMMON
PRACTICE FUELED BY RACIAL DISCRIMINATION.

FAMILY’s LACK OoF AWARENESS AND RECOGNITION

For DECADES, THE LACKS FAMILY REMAINED UNAWARE OF THE WIDESPREAD USE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF HENRIETTA’S CELLS. THEY
RECEIVED NO FINANCIAL BENEFITS OR PROPER ACKNOWLEDGMENT, UNDERSCORING THE RACIAL AND ECONOMIC DISPARITIES THAT
COMPOUNDED THE INJUSTICE. THE FAMILY’S STORY REVEALS THE HUMAN COST BEHIND SCIENTIFIC PROGRESS.

MebICAL ETHICS AND CONSENT ISSUES

THE CASE OF HENRIETTA LACKS EXPOSED SIGNIFICANT GAPS IN MEDICAL ETHICS, PARTICULARLY CONCERNING INFORMED CONSENT
AND THE TREATMENT OF MINORITY PATIENTS. THESE ISSUES ARE CENTRAL TO UNDERSTANDING RACISM IN THE IMMORTAL LIFE OF
HENRIETTA LACKS AND THE EVOLUTION OF ETHICAL STANDARDS IN RESEARCH.

INFORMED CONSENT AND ITS ABSENCE

AT THE TIME HENRIETTA LACKS’S CELLS WERE TAKEN, INFORMED CONSENT WAS NOT A STANDARD PRACTICE IN MEDICAL
RESEARCH. THE ABSENCE OF CLEAR COMMUNICATION AND PERMISSION HIGHLIGHTS HOW BLACK PATIENTS WERE OFTEN EXCLUDED
FROM DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES ABOUT THEIR OWN BODIES. THIS ETHICAL BREACH IS A DIRECT CONSEQUENCE OF SYSTEMIC
RACISM IN HEALTHCARE.

EvoLUTION OF ETHICAL STANDARDS

HENRIETTA LACKS’S STORY CONTRIBUTED TO CHANGES IN MEDICAL ETHICS, INCLUDING STRICTER CONSENT LAWS AND GREATER
PATIENT RIGHTS. THE RECOGNITION OF PAST ABUSES LED TO REFORMS AIMED AT PROTECTING PATIENTS, PARTICULARLY
MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES, FROM EXPLOITATION IN RESEARCH.

IMPACT OF RACISM ON AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES

RACISM IN MEDICAL RESEARCH, AS DEMONSTRATED BY HENRIETTA LACKS’s EXPERIENCE, HAS HAD LASTING EFFECTS ON AFRICAN
AMERICAN COMMUNITIES. |T HAS FOSTERED MISTRUST TOWARD THE HEALTHCARE SYSTEM AND INFLUENCED HEALTH DISPARITIES
THAT PERSIST TODAY.

MISTRUST IN MeDICAL INSTITUTIONS

THE EXPLOITATION OF BLACK PATIENTS HAS CONTRIBUTED TO A DEEP-SEATED MISTRUST OF MEDICAL INSTITUTIONS AMONG
AFRICAN AMERICANS. THIS MISTRUST AFFECTS ENGAGEMENT WITH HEALTHCARE SERVICES AND PARTICIPATION IN MEDICAL
RESEARCH, CREATING BARRIERS TO EQUITABLE HEALTH OUTCOMES.



HeALTH DISPARITIES AND INEQUALITY

SYSTEMIC RACISM IN HEALTHCARE CONTRIBUTES TO DISPARITIES IN DISEASE PREVALENCE, TREATMENT, AND MORTALITY RATES
FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS. THE LEGACY OF HENRIETTA LACKS EXEMPLIFIES HOW RACIAL INJUSTICE IN MEDICINE HAS TANGIBLE
CONSEQUENCES ON COMMUNITY HEALTH AND ACCESS TO QUALITY CARE.

LEGACY AND MODERN REFLECTIONS ON RACISM IN MEDICINE

THE IMMORTAL LIFE OF HENRIETTA LLACKS HAS SPARKED IMPORTANT CONVERSATIONS ABOUT RACE, ETHICS, AND JUSTICE IN
MEDICAL RESEARCH. HER STORY CONTINUES TO INFLUENCE HOW THE MEDICAL COMMUNITY ADDRESSES RACISM AND WORKS
TOWARD EQUITABLE PRACTICES.

RecoGNITION AND HONORS

IN RECENT YEARS, HENRIETTA LACKS HAS RECEIVED POSTHUMOUS RECOGNITION FOR HER CONTRIBUTIONS TO SCIENCE. EFFORTS
TO HONOR HER LEGACY INCLUDE SCHOLARSHIPS, PUBLIC AW ARENESS CAMPAIGNS, AND ETHICAL GUIDELINES THAT EMPHASIZE
RESPECT AND CONSENT.

ONGOING CHALLENGES AND REFORMS

DESPITE PROGRESS, CHALLENGES REMAIN IN ADDRESSING RACISM IN MEDICINE. MODERN REFORMS FOCUS ON INCREASING DIVERSITY
IN CLINICAL TRIALS, ENSURING INFORMED CONSENT, AND BUILDING TRUST WITH MARGINALIZED POPULATIONS. HENRIETTA LACKS’S
STORY REMAINS A POWERFUL REMINDER OF THE IMPORTANCE OF THESE EFFORTS.

Key TAKEAWAYS

® RACISM INFLUENCED THE UNETHICAL COLLECTION OF HENRIETTA LACKS’S CELLS.

SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION SHAPED MEDICAL PRACTICES AFFECTING BLACK PATIENTS.

INFORMED CONSENT AND PATIENT RIGHTS EVOLVED PARTLY DUE TO THIS CASE.
® | EGACY OF MISTRUST IMPACTS AFRICAN AMERICAN HEALTHCARE ENGAGEMENT.

® THE STORY PROMOTES ONGOING EFFORTS FOR RACIAL EQUITY IN MEDICINE.

FREQUENTLY ASkeD QUESTIONS

How poEes ‘' THe IMMORTAL LIFE oF HENRIETTA LACKS' ADDRESS THE ISSUE OF RACISM
IN MEDICAL RESEARCH?

THE BOOK HIGHLIGHTS HOW HENRIETTA LACKS, AN AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN, HAD HER CELLS TAKEN WITHOUT CONSENT
DURING A TIME OF RACIAL SEGREGATION, ILLUSTRATING SYSTEMIC RACISM AND EXPLOITATION IN MEDICAL RESEARCH.



\X/HAT ROLE DOES RACE PLAY IN THE STORY OF HENRIETTA LACKS AND HER FAMILY?

RACE IS CENTRAL TO THE NARRATIVE, AS HENRIETTA’S AFRICAN AMERICAN BACKGROUND INFLUENCED THE LACK OF INFORMED
CONSENT AND THE SUBSEQUENT MISTRUST HER FAMILY HAD TOWARDS THE MEDICAL COMMUNITY.

How DID RACIAL DISCRIMINATION AFFECT HENRIETTA LACKS’ ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE?

HENRIETTA, BEING A BLACK WOMAN IN THE 19505, RECEIVED SUBSTANDARD MEDICAL CARE DUE TO SEGREGATION AND RACIAL
BIASES PREVALENT IN THE HEALTHCARE SYSTEM AT THE TIME.

IN WHAT WAYS DID THE AUTHOR, REBECCA SKLOOT, EXPLORE SYSTEMIC RACISM
THROUGH HENRIETTA LACKS' STORY?

SKLOOT DELVES INTO THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF RACISM IN MEDICINE, THE EXPLOITATION OF BLAack BODIES, AND THE
ONGOING IMPACT ON HENRIETTA'S FAMILY, SHEDDING LIGHT ON ETHICAL AND RACIAL ISSUES IN SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH.

WHY IS HENRIETTA LACKS’ STORY IMPORTANT IN DISCUSSIONS ABOUT RACIAL ETHICS
IN SCIENCE?

HER STORY EXPOSES HOW RACIAL BIAS LED TO UNETHICAL PRACTICES LIKE TAKING CELLS WITHOUT CONSENT, PROMPTING
IMPORTANT CONVERSATIONS ABOUT CONSENT, RACE, AND ETHICS IN MEDICAL RESEARCH.

How HAS ‘THe IMMORTAL LIFE OF HENRIETTA LACKS’ INFLUENCED AWARENESS ABOUT
RACISM IN HEALTHCARE?

THE BOOK HAS RAISED PUBLIC AWARENESS ABOUT RACIAL INJUSTICES IN HEALTHCARE, ENCOURAGING DIALOGUE ABOUT MEDICAL
ETHICS, PATIENTS' RIGHTS, AND THE HISTORICAL MISTREATMENT OF MINORITIES.

\W/HAT IMPACT DID RACISM HAVE ON THE RECOGNITION AND COMPENSATION FOR
HeNRIETTA LACKS AND HER FAMILY?

DUE TO SYSTEMIC RACISM, HENRIETTA’S FAMILY WAS UNAWARE OF THE USE OF HER CELLS FOR DECADES AND RECEIVED NO
COMPENSATION DESPITE THE CELLS’ ENORMOUS SCIENTIFIC VALUE, HIGHLIGHTING INEQUITIES IN RECOGNITION AND BENEFITS.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

1. THE IMMORTAL LiFE OF HENRIETTA LACKS BY REBECCA SKLOOT

THIS GROUNDBREAKING BOOK TELLS THE TRUE STORY OF HENRIETTA LACKS, AN AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN WHOSE CANCER
CELLS WERE TAKEN WITHOUT HER KNOWLEDGE IN 195 1. THESE CELLS, KNOWN AS HEL A, BECAME ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT
TOOLS IN MEDICINE. THE BOOK EXPLORES ISSUES OF MEDICAL ETHICS, RACISM, AND THE EXPLOITATION OF BLACK BODIES IN
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH, SHEDDING LIGHT ON THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF RACIAL INEQUALITY IN HEALTHCARE.

2. MepicAL APARTHEID: THE DARK HISTORY OF MEDICAL EXPERIMENTATION ON BLACK AMERICANS FROM COLONIAL TIMES TO
THE PreSENT BY HARRIET A. W/ ASHINGTON

THIS COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY REVEALS THE LONG-STANDING ABUSES AND UNETHICAL MEDICAL EXPERIMENTATION INFLICTED ON
BLACK AMERICANS. W ASHINGTON DOCUMENTS THE SYSTEMIC RACISM EMBEDDED IN THE MEDICAL ESTABLISHMENT AND HOW IT
HAS SHAPED DISTRUST IN HEALTHCARE WITHIN BLACK COMMUNITIES. THE BOOK PROVIDES ESSENTIAL BACKGROUND TO
UNDERSTAND THE RACIAL INJUSTICES HIGHLIGHTED IN HENRIETTA LACKS’ STORY.

3. BLack Man iIN A WHITE CoAT: A DocTor’s REFLECTIONS ON RACE AND MEeDICINE BY DAMON T WEEDY

DAMON TWEEDY SHARES HIS EXPERIENCES AS A BLACK PHYSICIAN NAVIGATING A PREDOMINANTLY WHITE MEDICAL SYSTEM. THE
MEMOIR ADDRESSES IMPLICIT BIASES, RACIAL DISPARITIES IN TREATMENT, AND THE CHALLENGES FACED BY BLACK PATIENTS AND
DOCTORS ALIKE. T WEEDY’S REFLECTIONS COMPLEMENT THE THEMES OF RACISM AND HEAL THCARE INEQUITIES EXPLORED IN



HENRIETTA LACKS® STORY.

4. FATAL INVENTION: HOW SCIENCE, POLITICS, AND BIG BUSINESS RE-CREATE RACE IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY BY
DorOTHY ROBERTS

ROBERTS EXAMINES HOW MODERN SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY CONTINUE TO REINFORCE RACIAL CATEGORIES AND JUSTIFY
INEQUALITIES. THE BOOK CRITIQUES THE BIOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF RACE AND EXPLORES HOW IT INFLUENCES MEDICAL RESEARCH
AND HEALTHCARE POLICIES. THIS WORK PROVIDES A CRITICAL LENS ON THE INTERSECTION OF RACE, SCIENCE, AND ETHICS
RELEVANT TO THE HENRIETTA LACKS NARRATIVE.

5. WHITE RAGE: THE UNspoken TRUTH oF OUrR RACIAL Divipe BY CAROL ANDERSON

ANDERSON EXPLORES THE SYSTEMIC BACKLASH AGAINST AFRICAN AMERICAN PROGRESS IN THE UNITED STATES, TRACING
POLICIES AND PRACTICES THAT MAINTAIN RACIAL INEQUALITY. THOUGH BROADER THAN MEDICINE ALONE, THE BOOK
CONTEXTUALIZES THE SOCIETAL STRUCTURES THAT ALLOW RACIAL DISPARITIES IN HEALTHCARE AND SCIENCE TO PERSIST,
OFFERING INSIGHT INTO THE ENVIRONMENT SURROUNDING HENRIETTA LACKS” EXPERIENCES.

6. THE CoLor oF MepICINE: THE STORY OF AFRICAN AMERICANS IN THE MEDICAL PROFESSIONS BY \W. MICHAEL BYRD AND
LinoA A. CLAYTON

THIS BOOK CHRONICLES THE HISTORY OF AFRICAN AMERICANS IN MEDICINE, HIGHLIGHTING THEIR STRUGGLES AND ACHIEVEMENTS.
|T ADDRESSES THE RACIAL BARRIERS IN MEDICAL EDUCATION AND PRACTICE, AS WELL AS THE DISCRIMINATORY TREATMENT OF
BLACK PATIENTS. THE NARRATIVE ENRICHES THE UNDERSTANDING OF THE SYSTEMIC RACISM WOVEN INTO MEDICAL HISTORY, AS
SEEN IN THE STORY OF HENRIETTA LACKS.

7. MepicAL BonpAGE: RACE, GENDER, AND THE ORIGINS OF AMERICAN GYNECOLOGY BY DEIRDRE COOPER OWENS

OWENS INVESTIGATES THE EXPLOITATIVE MEDICAL PRACTICES USED ON ENSLAVED BLACK WOMEN IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF
AMERICAN GYNECOLOGY. THE BOOK UNCOVERS HOW RACISM AND SEXISM INTERSECTED IN MEDICAL EXPERIMENTATION AND
TREATMENT. THIS HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE DEEPENS THE CONTEXT AROUND THE ETHICAL ISSUES RAISED BY THE USE OF
HENRIETTA LACKS” CELLS.

8. JusT Mepicine: A CURE FOR RACIAL INEQUALITY IN AMERICAN HEALTH CARE BY DAYNA BOWEN MATTHEW

MATTHEW PROPOSES LEGAL AND POLICY REFORMS TO ADDRESS RACIAL DISPARITIES IN HEALTHCARE ACCESS AND OUTCOMES.
THE BOOK COMBINES RESEARCH AND PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS TO COMBAT SYSTEMIC RACISM IN MEDICINE. |T COMPLEMENTS THE
STORY OF HENRIETTA LACKS BY FOCUSING ON HOW TO CREATE A MORE EQUITABLE HEALTHCARE SYSTEM.

9. BEING HEUMANN: AN UNREPENTANT MEMOIR OF A DISABILITY RIGHTS ACTIVIST BY JUDITH HEUMANN AND KRISTEN JOINER
W/HILE FOCUSING ON DISABILITY RIGHTS, THIS MEMOIR OFFERS VALUABLE INSIGHTS INTO INTERSECTIONALITY AND THE FIGHT
AGAINST SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION. HEUMANN’S ACTIVISM HIGHLIGHTS THE BROADER STRUGGLES AGAINST OPPRESSION THAT

ALSO AFFECT MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES IN HEALTHCARE. THE BOOK PROVIDES A BROADER SOCIAL JUSTICE PERSPECTIVE
RELEVANT TO THE THEMES IN HENRIETTA LACKS.
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