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Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot 

● Skloot's book was one of the most popular choices for "summer reading" for incoming 
students in American colleges and universities in 2011 and 2012.  Why?  What particular 
needs did it meet for academic administrators (including needs involving undergraduate 
research)?  How well did it meet those needs? 

● How do we respond to it as adult educators and researchers; what parts of Harriet 
Lacks's story are particularly compelling and meaningful to us?  How  is our response 
similar to and different from our students' responses? 

● What was Skloot's purpose in doing the research and writing the book? Is this question 
fully answered by her own statements in the prefatory material? 

● To what extent has medical or scientific research become more "humanized" since the 
1950s in the U.S.?  If it has, why? 

● The popularity of the book may reflect a general desire for cross-disciplinary thinking and 
collaboration.  Are the interests and purposese of researchers, medical professionals, 
and journalists compatible, or finally irreducibly different? 

● The Immortal Life of of Henrietta Lacks is literally about who owns a human body and/or 
its products.  This is an important philosophical and political  question, but it also has 
immediate practical implications.  What are some of these, and how do we and society 
deal with them? 

● The book has also been sharply criticized as extending the project of exploiting and 
profiting by Henrietta Lacks's cancer, and doing so in the name of humanitarian 
compassion.  Does this strike you as a legitimate critique?  Is it inevitable in research on 
humans, whether medical or journalistic? 

● Skloot has also been accused of perpetuating racist stereotypes in order to reaffirm a 
social and political hierarchy in which whites dominate as thinking subjects, knowers, 
and problem-solvers.  Is this correct?  Does it point to a problem that we might address 
in our teaching and our research? 

 
  


