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Discussion Questions for The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, authored by Rebecca Skloot, is a
compelling narrative that intertwines the life of Henrietta Lacks, her
family, and the scientific community. The book raises critical ethical
questions regarding medical research, race, and the intersectionality of
science and humanity. As readers engage with this profound story, discussion
questions can facilitate deeper understanding and reflection on the themes
presented. This article will provide a comprehensive set of discussion
questions designed to provoke thought and conversation among readers,
students, and book clubs.

Understanding Henrietta Lacks and Her Legacy

The Life of Henrietta Lacks

1. What were the significant events in Henrietta’s early life that shaped her
character and values?

2. How did Henrietta's socioeconomic status influence her access to
healthcare and treatment?

3. In what ways did Henrietta's experiences reflect the broader societal
issues of race and gender during her lifetime?

The Impact of Henrietta's Cells

1. Why are Henrietta's cells, known as HelLa cells, considered a pivotal
moment in medical research?

2. How did the scientific community benefit from the use of Hela cells, and
what were the implications for future research?

3. Discuss the ethical considerations of using Henrietta’s cells without her
knowledge or consent. How does this situation highlight issues of informed
consent in medical research?

Ethical and Moral Considerations

Informed Consent

1. What is the importance of informed consent in medical research, and how
was it violated in Henrietta’s case?

2. How did the lack of informed consent affect Henrietta’s family, both in
terms of understanding her legacy and their own health?

3. What changes have occurred in the medical field regarding informed consent
since Henrietta's story came to light?



Race and Medical Ethics

1. How does the story of Henrietta Lacks illustrate the historical
exploitation of African Americans in medical research?

2. In what ways does the book address systemic racism within the healthcare
system?

3. Discuss the implications of Henrietta's story for contemporary discussions
on race and ethics in medicine.

The Role of Family and Community

Henrietta's Family Dynamics

1. How did Henrietta's illness and subsequent death impact her family,
particularly her children?

2. What role did family play in the narrative, and how did their experiences
reflect the struggles faced by many African American families?

3. In what ways did the Lacks family’s understanding of Henrietta's
contributions to science evolve throughout the book?

Community and Identity

1. How did Henrietta's story resonate within her community, and what does it
reveal about collective memory and identity?

2. Discuss the significance of community support for the Lacks family in
their quest for recognition and justice.

3. How can the lessons learned from Henrietta's story be applied to
contemporary discussions about community health and advocacy?

Scientific Progress and Responsibility

Advancements in Medical Research

1. What are some notable advancements in medicine that have been made
possible through the research conducted with Hela cells?

2. How does the story of Hela cells challenge the notion of individual versus
collective benefit in scientific research?

3. Discuss the balance between scientific progress and ethical
responsibility. How can researchers ensure they honor the contributions of
individuals like Henrietta Lacks?

Future Implications

1. In what ways can Henrietta Lacks' legacy inform future policies regarding
consent and ethical research practices?



2. How should the scientific community honor the contributions of individuals
whose biological materials are used in research?

3. What role can education play in improving understanding of ethical issues
in medical research among both scientists and the public?

Personal Reflections and Reactions

Emotional Response

1. How did your understanding of Henrietta's story change as you read the
book? What emotions did it evoke in you?

2. Did you find any particular passage or moment in the book especially
impactful? Why?

3. How can sharing stories like Henrietta’s contribute to a more
compassionate understanding of the individuals behind scientific
advancements?

Broader Conversations

1. How does Henrietta's story relate to current debates about genetic
research, cloning, and biotechnology?

2. What are the potential consequences of failing to address ethical
considerations in modern medical research?

3. How can readers use Henrietta Lacks’ story as a catalyst for discussing
broader social justice issues in healthcare today?

Conclusion

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks is not just a tale of scientific
achievement; it is a poignant reminder of the human stories behind medical
advancements. By engaging with the discussion questions outlined in this
article, readers can delve into the complexities of ethical research, the
implications of race and gender in healthcare, and the vital importance of
informed consent. Henrietta's legacy serves as a powerful call for reflection
and action, encouraging us to honor the past while striving for a more
equitable future in medicine and beyond. Through thoughtful dialogue, we can
ensure that the lessons learned from Henrietta’s life continue to resonate in
our ongoing conversations about ethics, race, and the human experience in the
world of science.

Frequently Asked Questions

What ethical dilemmas are presented in 'The Immortal
Life of Henrietta Lacks'?

The book raises significant ethical issues regarding informed consent, the
exploitation of African American patients, and the ownership of biological



materials, highlighting the tension between scientific advancement and
individual rights.

How does Henrietta Lacks' story illustrate the
intersection of race and medical research?

Henrietta's story demonstrates how systemic racism in medical research led to
the exploitation of Black individuals, emphasizing the lack of ethical
considerations for marginalized communities in the name of scientific
progress.

In what ways did Henrietta Lacks' cells contribute to
scientific advancements?

Henrietta's Hela cells were pivotal in numerous medical breakthroughs,
including the development of the polio vaccine, cancer research, and
advancements in gene mapping, revolutionizing the field of biomedical
research.

What role does the concept of family play in the
narrative of Henrietta Lacks?

The narrative explores the impact of Henrietta's legacy on her family,
examining their struggles with identity, grief, and the fight for recognition
and justice in a scientific community that largely overlooked them.

How does the author, Rebecca Skloot, balance
scientific information with Henrietta's personal
story?

Skloot intertwines scientific explanations with Henrietta's biography,
creating a compelling narrative that humanizes the science while honoring
Henrietta's life and the impact of her cells.

What impact did the publication of 'The Immortal Life
of Henrietta Lacks' have on public awareness
regarding medical ethics?

The book brought widespread attention to issues of medical ethics, informed
consent, and the historical exploitation of African Americans in research,
prompting discussions about the need for reform in medical practices.

How does the book address the theme of immortality,
both literally and metaphorically?

The theme of immortality is explored through the Hela cells, which live on
indefinitely, while Henrietta's personal story reflects the desire for legacy
and recognition beyond her biological contribution.

What lessons can be learned from Henrietta Lacks'



experience regarding the importance of patient
advocacy?

Henrietta's experience underscores the necessity of patient advocacy,
highlighting the importance of informed consent, transparency in medical
practices, and the need for greater representation of minority wvoices in
healthcare.

In what ways does 'The Immortal Life of Henrietta
Lacks' challenge traditional narratives in medicine?

The book challenges traditional narratives by centering a Black woman's
story, questioning the ethics of how scientific progress often overlooks the
human lives behind medical advancements, and calling for greater
accountability in research practices.
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