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INTRODUCTION:
THE WOMAN
BEHIND THE
SCIENCE

I n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f
medical  history,  few
s t o r i e s  a r e  a s
c o m p e l l i n g ,
heartbreaking,  and
ethically  complex  as
the  one  told  in  The
Immortal  L i fe  of
Henrietta  Lacks  by
Rebecca Skloot.  This
bestse l l ing  book ,
published  in  2010,
weaves  together  a

narrative  that  spans
decades,  continents,
and the very fabric of
modern  medicine.  At
its  center  is  Henrietta
Lacks,  a  poor  African
American  tobacco
f a r m e r  w h o s e
cells—taken  without
her  knowledge  o r
c o n s e n t  i n
1951—became  one  of
the  most  important
tools  in  biomedical
research.  Known  as
HeLa  cells,  they  have
been used to  develop
the  pol io  vaccine,
a d v a n c e  c a n c e r
research,  and  unlock
sec re ts  o f  human
b i o l o g y  t h a t  h a d
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previously  remained
hidden.  But  Henrietta
Lacks ,  the  woman
whose  cells  changed
the  world,  remained
largely  unknown  for
decades.  Rebecca
Skloot's  meticulously
researched and deeply
h u m a n  a c c o u n t
rectifies  that  injustice,
g i v i n g  v o i c e  t o  a
w o m a n  w h o s e
biological  legacy  is
immeasurable  but
whose  personal  story
had  been  overlooked
by  science.
The book is more than
a  b i o g r a p h y  o r  a
history  of  scientific
d i s cov e ry ;  i t  i s  a
meditation  on  race,
c l a s s ,  i n f o r m e d
c o n s e n t ,  a n d  t h e
commodification  of  the
human  body.  Skloot
spent  more  than  a
decade researching the
Lacks  family,  earning
their trust, and piecing
t o g e t h e r  t h e

fragmented history of a
woman  who  died  in
1951  but  whose  cells
are  still  alive  today.
The  result  is  a  work
that  has been praised
for  its  scientific
accuracy, its emotional
d e p t h ,  a n d  i t s
unflinching
examination  of  the
ethical  failures  that
al lowed  Henr ietta
Lacks's  cel ls  to  be
t a k e n  a n d
c o m m e r c i a l i z e d
w i t h o u t  a n y
c o m p e n s a t i o n  o r
recognition  for  her  or
her family.

THE SCIENTIFIC
MIRACLE: WHAT
MAKES HELA
CELLS SO
SPECIAL?

The
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Discovery
of an
Immortal

Line
In  February  1951,
Henrietta Lacks visited
the  gynecologic  clinic
a t  J o h n s  H o p k i n s
Hospital  in  Baltimore,
complaining of a "knot"
on her cervix. She was
diagnosed  with  an
aggressive  form  of
cervical cancer. During
h e r  t r e a t m e n t ,  a
surgeon  removed
samples  of  both  her
cancerous and healthy
t issue  without  her
permission,  as  was
common  practice  at
t h e  t i m e .  T h e s e
samples  were  sent  to
Dr .  George  Gey,  a
researcher  at  Johns
Hopkins who had been

trying for years to grow
h u m a n  c e l l s  i n  a
laboratory  setting—a
goal  that  had  eluded
scientists for decades.
Most  human  ce l l s
cultured  in  the  lab
would  die  after  a  few
d i v i s i o n s ,  b u t
Henr i e t ta ' s  ce l l s
behaved  differently.
They doubled every 20
to  24  hours,  growing
w i t h  a  v i g o r  a n d
resilience that amazed
Gey  and  h is  team.
They  were,  in  effect,
immortal. This cell line,
which Gey named HeLa
after  the  first  two
letters  of  Henrietta's
first  and  last  names,
became  the  first
immortal  human  cell
line  ever  successfully
cultured. It opened up
e n t i r e l y  n e w
possibilities for medical
research.  For  the  first
time,  scientists  could
study human cells in a
c o n t r o l l e d
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environment,  perform
exper iments ,  and
o b s e r v e  c e l l u l a r
behavior  over  long
p e r i o d s  w i t h o u t
needing  a  constant
supply  of  new  tissue.

How
HeLa
Cells
Transfor
med
Medicine
The  contributions  of
HeLa  cells  to  modern
m e d i c i n e  a r e
staggering.  They were
instrumental  in  the
development  of  the
polio  vaccine.  In  the
1950s,  Jonas  Sa lk
needed a  way to  test
h i s  v a c c i n e  o n  a

massive  scale,  and
HeLa cells provided the
ideal  medium.  They
were  easy  to  grow,
they replicated quickly,
a n d  t h e y  w e r e
suscept ible  to  the
poliovirus.  Without
HeLa cells, the vaccine
c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n
delayed  by  years ,
potentially  costing
countless  lives.
HeLa  cells  have  also
been  used  in  cancer
research,  he lp ing
scientists  understand
how cancer cells grow
and spread. They have
been used to study the
effects  of  radiation,
chemotherapy,  and
other treatments. They
have  been  sent  into
space to observe how
cel ls  react  to  zero
gravity.  They  have
been  instrumental  in
the development of in
vitro fertilization, gene
mapping ,  and  the
study  of  viruses  like



The Immortal Life Of Henrietta Lacks By
Rebecca Skloot 5

5

HIV and HPV. In total,
HeLa  cells  have  been
used  in  over  75,000
scientific  studies,  and
they continue to be a
v i t a l  t o o l  i n
laboratories around the
world.

THE HUMAN
STORY: HENRIETTA
LACKS, THE
WOMAN BEHIND
THE CELLS

Life in the
Shadow
of
Science
O n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
s t r e n g t h s  o f  The
Immortal  L i fe  of
Henrietta  Lacks  by
Rebecca Skloot is the
way  it  humanizes  a
woman who had been
reduced to a cell line in

the scientific literature.
S k l o o t  c a r e f u l l y
r e c o n s t r u c t s
Henrietta's  life:  her
childhood  in  Clover,
V i r g i n i a ,  a s  t h e
granddaughter  of  a
fo rmer  s lave ;  her
marriage to her cousin,
Day Lacks; her move to
T u r n e r  S t a t i o n ,
Maryland,  a  thriving
Af r i can  Amer ican
community;  and  her
role as a mother to five
children. Henrietta was
known  as  a  warm,
generous  woman  who
loved  to  dance,  cook,
and care for her family.
She  was  a  deep l y
religious  woman  who
a t t e n d e d  c h u r c h
regular ly  and  was
b e l o v e d  b y  h e r
community.  She  was
also  a  woman  who
suffered  in  silence,
enduring  the  painful
radium treatments  for
her cancer without fully
understanding  what
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was happening to  her
body.
Henr iet ta  d ied  on
October 4, 1951, at the
age  of  31.  She  was
buried in an unmarked
grave  in  her  family's
plot in Clover, Virginia.
H e r  d e a t h  w a s  a
tragedy for her family,
b u t  i t  w a s  b a r e l y
n o t i c e d  b y  t h e
scientific  community
that had already begun
to  reap  the  benefits  of
her cells. For decades,
her family did not know
that her cells were still
alive and being used in
research. They did not
know that her cells had
been  commercialized,
bought  and  sold  by
companies,  and  used
i n  c o u n t l e s s
experiments.  They did
not  know  that  their
mother ' s  genet i c
material  had  become
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  tools  in
biomedical  history.

The Lacks
Family's
Struggle
for
Recogniti
on
The book also tells the
story  of  the  Lacks
family,  particularly
Henrietta's  daughter,
Deborah  Lacks,  who
spent  much  of  her
adult  l i fe  trying  to
understand  who  her
mother  was  and what
had  happened  to  her
cells.  Deborah  was
deeply traumatized by
the revelation that her
mother's  cel ls  had
been  taken  without
permission  and  that
they  were  being  used
in ways she could not
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fully  comprehend.  She
struggled with the idea
that her mother's cells
were  "immortal"  while
her  mother  was  dead
and  buried.  She  was
also  frustrated  by  the
lack of recognition and
compensation  for  her
family's contribution to
science.
Skloot's  relationship
with  Deborah and the
rest of the Lacks family
is a central part of the
b o o k .  I t  i s  a
relationship  built  on
trust,  patience,  and
m u t u a l  r e s p e c t .
Deborah's journey from
confusion and anger to
a kind of acceptance is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
moving threads in the
narrative. She came to
see  that  her  mother's
legacy  was  not  just
about  the  cells  but
abou t  the  woman
herself.  She  wanted
the world to know that
Henrietta  Lacks  was

not just a cell line but a
human  be ing  who
d e s e r v e d  t o  b e
r e m e m b e r e d  a n d
honored.

THE ETHICAL
DIMENSIONS OF A
MEDICAL TRAGEDY

Informed
Consent
and the
Legacy of
Exploitati
on
The story of  Henrietta
Lacks  raises  profound
ethical questions about
consent,  ownership,
and the exploitation of
vulnerable  populations
in  medical  research.
The  cells  were  taken
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without  Henrietta's
k n o w l e d g e  o r
permission,  a  practice
that was not only legal
but  common  at  the
time. But it was also a
p r a c t i c e  t h a t
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
affected  African
Americans  and  other
marginalized  groups.
The history of medical
experimentation  on
African  Americans  is
long and painful,  from
the  Tuskegee  Syphilis
Study  to  the  forced
sterilization  of  Black
women.  Henr ietta
Lacks's  story  fits  into
this  larger  pattern  of
systemic  racism  and
exploitation  in  the
American  healthcare
system.
The  lack  of  informed
consent  in  Henrietta's
case  i s  no t  j u s t  a
historical  footnote;  it
h a s  l a s t i n g
consequences.  The
Lacks family has never

r e c e i v e d  a n y
compensation  for  the
use  o f  HeLa  ce l l s ,
despite  the  billions  of
dollars that have been
made from them over
the decades. The cells
have  been  patented,
sold,  and  distributed
around the  world,  but
the  fami ly  has  no
control  over  how they
are  used.  In  2013,  a
n e w  c o n t r o v e r s y
e r u p t e d  w h e n
researchers sequenced
the HeLa genome and
published  it  without
consulting  the  Lacks
family, sparking a new
debate  about  privacy
and consent in the age
of  genomic  research.
The  family  eventually
n e g o t i a t e d  a n
agreement  with  the
National  Institutes  of
Health that gives them
some  say  over  future
research ,  but  the
wounds  are  far  from
healed.
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What We
Can
Learn
Today
The ethical  lessons  of
The Immortal Life of
Henrietta  Lacks  by
Rebecca  Skloot  are
as  relevant  today  as
they were in 1951. The
book  has  become  a
s t a n d a r d  t e x t  i n
medical ethics courses
and  has  influenced
pol icy  discussions
a b o u t  i n f o r m e d
c o n s e n t ,  t i s s u e
ownership,  and  the
r ights  of  research
subjects.  It  has  also
sparked  a  broader
conversation about the
need  for  diversity  in
medical  research  and
the  importance  of
building trust between

scient ists  and  the
communit ies  they
serve.  The  story  of
Henrietta  Lacks  is  a
cautionary  tale  about
what can happen when
scientific  progress  is
pursued without regard
for  the  human beings
who make it possible.

WHY THIS BOOK
MATTERS: A
CULTURAL AND
SCIENTIFIC
TOUCHSTONE

A
Bestseller
That
Changed
the
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Conversa
tion
The Immortal Life of
Henrietta  Lacks  by
Rebecca  Skloot  has
sold millions of  copies
worldwide  and  has
been  translated  into
dozens of languages. It
has been adapted into
an  HBO  film  starring
Oprah  Winfrey,  which
brought the story to an
even  wider  audience.
The  book  has  been
praised  by  scientists,
ethicists,  and  general
readers  alike  for  its
a b i l i t y  t o  m a k e
complex  scientific  and
e t h i c a l  i s s u e s
a c c e s s i b l e  a n d
engaging. It  is  a work
of  narrative  nonfiction
at  its  finest,  blending
rigorous research with
a  compelling  human
story.
The book has also had

a  tangible  impact  on
policy. It has helped to
raise awareness about
the  importance  of
informed  consent  and
the need to protect the
r ights  of  research
participants.  It  has
inspired  changes  in
how tissue samples are
collected  and  used,
and it has encouraged
more  open  dialogue
between scientists and
the  public.  In  many
ways,  the  book  has
become  a  touchstone
for conversations about
the  intersection  of
science,  ethics,  and
social  justice.

The
Continuin
g
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Relevanc
e of HeLa

Cells
HeLa cells continue to
b e  a  v i t a l  t o o l  i n
biomedical  research.
They  have  been  used
in the development of
the COVID-19 vaccines,
in  studies  of  cancer
b i o l o g y ,  a n d  i n
experiments  aimed  at
understanding  the
f u n d a m e n t a l
mechanisms of life. But
t h e  c o n t r o v e r s y
surrounding their origin
remains. The cells are
a constant reminder of
the  ethical  failures  of
the  past  and  of  the
need to ensure that the
benefits  of  scientific
progress  are  shared
equitably.
The legacy of Henrietta
Lacks is  complex. She

w a s  a  v i c t i m  o f  a
broken system, but her
c e l l s  h a v e  s a v e d
countless  lives.  She
was a woman who was
never  told  that  her
cells  had  been  taken,
bu t  he r  s to ry  has
become a  catalyst  for
change.  She  was  a
mother,  a wife,  and a
friend  who  loved  her
f a m i l y  a n d  h e r
community, and whose
name  is  now  known
around the world.

CONCLUSION: A
STORY THAT WILL
NOT BE
FORGOTTEN

The Immortal Life of
Henrietta  Lacks  by
Rebecca  Skloot  is  a
book  that  stays  with
you  long  after  you
have  finished  reading
it.  It  is  a  story  about
science  and  ethics,
about  race  and  class,
about  life  and  death.
But most of all, it is a
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story  about  a  woman
who was  forgotten  by
t h e  w o r l d  t h a t
benefited  so  much
from  her  cells,  and
about  a  family  that
fought  to  have  her
remembered. Henrietta
Lacks's  cells  may  be
immortal, but it is her
h u m a n i t y — h e r
laughter, her kindness,
h e r  l o v e  f o r  h e r
family—that makes this
story  so  powerful .
Skloot  has given us a
work  tha t  hono r s
Henrietta  Lacks  not
just  as  a  biological
phenomenon but  as a
person.  And  in  doing
so,  she  has  ensured
that  Henrietta's  name
will be spoken with the
respect and dignity she

always deserved.
Whether  you  are  a
scientist, a student, or
simply  someone  who
cares about justice and
human  dignity,  this
book  i s  essen t i a l
reading.  It  challenges
us  to  think  critically
about  the  costs  of
p r o g r e s s  a n d  t o
remember that behind
every  scientific
breakthrough,  there
are real people whose
lives and bodies make
it  possible.  Henrietta
Lacks  gave  the  world
an incredible gift,  and
Rebecca  Skloot  has
given  us  the  story  of
tha t  g i f t  i n  a l l  i t s
complexity,  beauty,
and  tragedy.


