
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading guide: 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 tells the story of 

Henrietta, a ‘colored’ American woman. She develops a particularly aggressive form of 

cervical cancer, and dies in 1951. Cells taken from the tumour when she was alive become 

the first able to grow in the laboratory. The story of HeLa cells is told 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 – who were unaware of 

their mother’s cells replicating in every tissue culture laboratory across the globe; 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 has received many awards, and is recommended for several bookclubs (including 

the TV bookclub. One example of a reading guide that focuses on fairly detailed aspects is 

http://oleanpubliclibrary.wordpress.com/2010/08/20/reading-guide-for-the-immortal-life-of-

henrietta-lacks/). The BBC Documentary noted in the book ‘The Way of All Flesh’ is now 

available online (eg www.topdocumentaryfilms.com).  

The book provides much opportunity for exploring many different issues such as ethics, 

clinical trials, informed consent, the development of science, scientists, virology, tissue 

culture and so on. Further research is possible, for example finding out more about the 

scientists, identifying studies which were not what we would now deem ‘ethical’, investigating 

the scientific publications describing the advances made using HeLa cells. 
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 ‘It should be recommended reading for students starting out on a biomedical career’. David 

Spratt, review in July 2011 Institute of Biomedical Science Journal. 

Some suggested questions 

1. Did you enjoy the book? Did it affect you at all? 

2. There were three parallel narratives (her family, her cells and the author’s quest) – 

did you think this worked? Did you think that the narratives were presented 

differently? 

3. Did you like the characters? Henrietta and her family; the author; the scientists. 

4. Did you know the story? 

5. Did you find the science accessible/interesting/new? 

6. Any comments on the ethical dimensions? Were they excusable for the time?  

7. Do you know of any other ethically controversial stories? 

8. Racial discrimination was embedded in the culture of the time. How did you feel 

about this? 

9. Do you think that the family were badly treated? If yes, in what ways, and how could 

they have been better treated? 

10. Do you think the book could be used in undergraduate or postgraduate teaching? If 

yes, in what ways? What additional activities could be encouraged/topics explored? 
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