
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca 

Skloot. 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, specifically 

microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease forms some part of the 

story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with some other activity or event, to 

widen interest, and to broaden impact.  

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website In The 

Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others to join, to set up 

their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to us, and give feedback 

about the books that they have read, using our website as the focus for communication. 

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks was published in 2010. The book narrates the story of 

HeLa cells from three different perspectives: the life of the woman from whom the cells were 

taken; the journey of the author as she pieces together the story of the woman and her 

family; and the impact of HeLa cells on science, health and the scientists who worked on the 

cell line – many familiar tissue culture and virology pioneers. The book is really well 

researched, with the science unashamedly up front. 

I remember being fascinated as an undergraduate that HeLa cells had come from the 

cervical tumour of a person called Helen Lake/Lane (a common mistake described in the 

book), and have in turn told my own students – but the personal story of Henrietta Lacks, a 

poor, black (‘colored’) woman from Baltimore, who died in 1951 of a particularly aggressive 

form of cancer, and her family, provides a very human dimension. The book inevitably 

encompasses racism, ethics, law, money and communication, but also describes the 

development in tissue culture technology over six decades, providing many opportunities for 

discussion and debate.  

The thorough and slow progress made by the author in winning the trust of Henrietta’s family 

the shows great tenacity, and the entire story is told in a non-judgemental, journalistic style. 

Nevertheless, the book has had considerable impact on the family. Henrietta and her 

daughter now have memorials, funded by one of the scientists (Dr Patillo) mentioned in the 

book. It could be said that the book had put some humanity into science. 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


Bookclub Meeting 

It was easy for everyone to talk about the book, and our wide-ranging discussion inevitably 

touched upon ethics – past and current issues, scientific procedures such as tissue culture, 

the nature of viruses, race etc. The scientists among the group were very surprised that 

some of the most controversial studies with ethical repercussions were unknown to the non-

scientists. 

We felt that the book could be used by undergraduate and postgraduate students as a 

stimulus for similar discussion, perhaps via guided questions and directed study. It was also 

suggested as a potential focus of discussion for sixth formers, since issues such as gender, 

human rights were all touched upon. 

Some interesting routes that our discussions followed included: 

1. Fundamental discomfort about the topic – treatment due to colour (casual racism in 

every walk of life at that time), class, poverty. An evident lack of respect or empathy. 

Previous studies such as the Vipeholm study (sugar consumption as the cause of 

dental caries), Tuskegee (syphilis), and other studies carried out by those exerting 

undue power were noted (eg during the second world war on prisoners). There are 

plenty to choose from. 

2. The disregard for other people was related to current problems with phone hacking 

by the media, and Dignity in Care. 

3. The benefits of tissue donation, organ donation (change in direction in policy in UK 

from voluntary donation to an assumption of willingness to donate). Do we own our 

own bodies or are they shared by the genes passed to us from others – who do we 

belong to? Animal rights? 

4. The impact of Alder Hey Children’s Hospital issues and the resultant Human Tissue 

Act, with its consequent impact on laboratory research. The advent of NHS Ethics 

panels and impact on clinical studies. The significance of informed consent was 

raised, and the possible inclusion of a cooling-off period (as in insurance policies!) 

5. The importance of keeping tissue for retrospective research, for example 

demonstrating the first case of HIV, Manchester, in the 1950s; the search for the 

1918 influenza genome; the Biobank project. The issue of others making money from 

one’s tissues- intellectual property. The identity of Henrietta’s family was not 

protected when looking for cell markers; their personal privacy was invaded and they 

were very poorly informed.  

6. There was some difference of opinion regarding the ‘spiritual elements’ of the cells – 

the belief of Henrietta’s family that some of ‘her’ was still alive, and being abused, or 



another person was being grown. Scare stories about hybrids were raised again on 

the front pages of the Daily Mail this weekend (July 2011). 

7. All characters were described without comment. Some of the group felt a little 

uncomfortable about the relationship between Rebecca and Deborah – Rebecca was 

still writing a story. Henrietta had caught syphilis and gonorrhoea: possible causes for 

her cancer were not discussed.   

The discussions arising from this book were probably the most stimulating of any bookclub 

meeting to date. We would imagine that any group of interested readers would find similar 

opportunities.  

‘As scientists we cannot dissociate ourselves from human emotional suffering in going about 

our work. We cannot see the sample in our laboratory as anything other than a part of the 

body, mind and spirit of a person who is anxious to receive your results, and whose whole 

life (and the lives of their family) may be changed for ever by the timeliness, quality and 

accuracy of our analytical skills.’ David Spratt, review in July 2011 Institute of Biomedical 

Science Journal. 

Joanna Verran 

 


