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1 The thriving pharmaceutical industries, moderndiced breakthroughs and increased
dependency on prescription medicine have captunechmmedia and academic interests lately.
Rebecca Skloot's acclaimed bookhe Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacksontributes to this
discourse. It incisively weaves issues relatedygnder, race and class with health, medical
practice myth, art, miracle, history and sciencd arposes the benefits and abuse of medical
advances. At the center of this book is Henriettakis, a poor black woman who died in 1951 of
cervical cancer, but the cells from the deadly tuthat were taken without her knowledge or
consent live on. “HelLa,” the term scientists usech@ame her miraculously productive cell line,
would propel to fame numerous laboratories, sa&ntand scholars creating a multi-billion
dollar industry.
2 Rebecca Skloot, an award-winning science jowshplunges the reader into the wonders
medical research can perform and how easily anklesgly it can exploit society's most
vulnerable patients. Her book contributes to tiheaaof medical advances that has been
documented in the Golden Gate Award winning docuargnThe Way of All Flesproduced by
Adam Curtis while affiliatedwith BBC, London. This riveting documentary was created
following visits and interviews with the Lacksesnge relatives and community members who
knew Henrietta. Skloot, who had a chance to viesvdbcumentary, acknowledges Curtis’ effort
to give Henrietta recognition. Moreover, Skloot addresses issues about the histomedical
research and practice and ethics that other rdsmarsuch as Harriet Washington covers in
Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Expeentation on Black America from
Colonial to the Present2008, a shocking revelation of medical experiméomabn African
Americans that won a National Book Critics Circlevéd. Also, in her 2011 booReadly
Monopolies: The Shocking Corporate Takeover of ltgelf--And the Consequences for Your
Health and Our Medical FutureWashington has penned a spellbinding story of how
corporatization of scientific research has devalopgendency to place priority on high profit
margins regardless of the consequences to huméth heads.
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3 Skloot’s odyssey into the bloodline of Henridttacks whose cells are etched in a web of
medical breakthroughs led her to trace, excavaderacord an astonishing story of a less well-
known heroine of modern science. A large corpusdafa partly consisting of Skloot’s
documentary-like look of Lack’s hometown of CloverVirginia allows us to see its remnants
that are suggestive of a place frozen in the eth®iGreat Depression. Moreover, her research
draws on thousands of interviews with Henrietta Ksikin, lawyers, ethicists, journalists,
scientists at and beyond Johns Hopkins. Part ofddia also includes journals of Henrietta's
daughter, Debora and a vast range of archival ginapis, journal and newspaper articles, legal
documents, and reports.

4 Skloot captures a mosaic of voices dealing wét#l tife situations in the language of
each speaker, some of whom, had been hithertoamkesdl. Her writing combines journalism
with literary nonfiction and includes valuable upslaon the major characters, an afterword and
notes on chapters. Deep scars of racism are wovtire ifamily’s voices that are beleaguered by
a variety of issues. These range from their aapeut little knowledge about how Henrietta’s
cells have been used and resentment of their ladttaymistrust of researchers, and thrill about
the cells’ contribution to modern science.

5 The book’s strength includes the honesty thanpates its numerous pages with respect
to the research process. The candid manner in wBidbot has pieced up the information
exposes contradictions in medical advances andamferacism that impacted how Henrietta
was treated and what became her husband and chddegacy. Skloot’s interactions with
Henrietta’s family reveal their vulnerability, thsa fortitude and generous spirit among others.
Their religious faith fond and painful memoriesH#nrietta seem to hold them together.

6 Also, Skloot unearths vital information about IHetia and Hela cells that arouse
different emotions in the reader. These range fagra- inspiring revelations about the miracle
cells with an estimated weight and height of ov@rnaillion metric tons and 350 million feet
respectively that have enjoyed more fame than itfeeféet tall woman who contributed them.
Skloot’s revelation that by time the Lackses weyeng to absorb the shock that HeLa had been
used to advance medical science, the cells had laeeched in the outer space to test human
cells in zero gravity, used to study lactose digestappendicitis, and longevity and had been

instrumental in supporting myriad medical advanaesluding genetic mapping, cloning,
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fertility, polio vaccines, and a host of drugs iteatt diseases such as herpes, leukemia, influenza,
hemophilia, Parkinson's and to suppress cancema@uukhers.

7 Skloots makes us aware that amidst these breaighs lie a family that has had its
unfair share of health problems. Besides beingetarypreys of scientists’ investigating Hela,
Skloot reveals that Henrietta’'s husband Day wasithgtprostate cancer, Zakariyya the son was
declared deaf and legally blind, her daughter Dalaas partially deaf and dependent on costly
prescription medication and all seem to be scathe@conomic poverty and psychologically
scarred. These sentiments are partially but ghlinaptured in Debora’s words:

But | always have thought it was strange, if outtineo cells done so much for medicine,
how come her family can’t afford to see no doctdossh’'t make no sense. People got
rich off my mother without us even knowin aboutrthakin her cells, now we don’t get

a dime. (Skloot 9)

8 Additionally, the chapters have captivating S$tlesuch as “Too Young to
Remember”...1951-1965 and “lllegal, Immoral, and @eable” ...1954-1966 that capture the
sentiments related to family members and thoseciehssts, journalists in chapters 15 and 17
respectively. Skloot sheds light on the genesisifofmed consent that was triggered by a 1957
court case involving Martin Salgo who became pamdlyfrom the waist down after a routine
procedure when his doctor withheld information abmassible risks. “And it would be decades
before anyone thought to ask whether informed aunsieould apply to cases like Henrietta’s,
where scientists conduct research on tissues rgetcaitached to a person’s body” (132). The
book hascomplex technical vocabularies and medical procesiexplained in layperson's terms
and in specific contexts.

9 Reading about Henrietta’s life is both rewardamgd disturbing but Skloot's account
enable us to catch a glimpse of her humanity inolydher love for her family, hospitality and
generosity juxtaposed with the excruciating paie shdured during treatment at Hopkins whose
medical units of the 1950s were divided by raceentietta’s human side contrasts sharply with
the insensitivity of doctors, researchers and latooies that seemed immune to being held
accountable.

10 Close family members some of whose photograpésireluded discover a void of
information that they must strive to fill. Many te@s the researcher becomes a “participant” as

Henrietta’s kin ask several questions about theseand nature of her cancer. Her daughter
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Debra in particular seemed to have an insatiablgihg and desire to separate fact from fiction
and myth from reality about the uses to which hethar's cells have been and can be put
(cloning, curing blindness etc). Several timeso8klexplains to family members what has been
done with HelLa cells and helps to ignite Henrist@daughter’s passion about her mother’s cells
and the mystery surrounding her sister’s deathtwepeople she barely knew. Debora states, ‘I
want to go to centers and colleges and all thaarhing places. And | want to get the medical
record and autopsy report on my sister” (252). Titassient reversal of roles in research has far
reaching consequences that open up emotional seatsinitiate positive actions. Skloot
contributes to enlightening Henrietta’s family aasbists them in gaining access to the cells, and
medical details and records that had hitherto naderavailable to them. The effects on Debora
include taking pictures at the graveside, planoget up a webpage, and her dream to build a
museum that will help to immortalize memories aldwert mother.

11 By including the story about John Moore, a whiten diagnosed with leukemia whose
cells doctor, Golde had developed and marketedhoBkhdicates that exploitation of patients
was not necessarily restricted to blacks and to evorhike Henrietta, Moore was slated to be a
victim of medical abuse had his lawyer not uncogdret his cells had fetched over 3 million
dollars. Conversely, Ted Slavin case challengesptrception that one begins to have about
doctors’ greed during this era. After his doctodsclosure that his body was producing
substances that were valuable for researchersjlivgly offered to sell them. Skloot reminds
us that despite heavy media publicity the Lacksesewot aware of Moore’s lawsuit and that
Henrietta herself remained relatively unknown aesk|spoken about by her surviving family
members. Buried in unmarked grave, her cells wagdderate a flurry of research activities,
build careers and benefit millions of patients. Peborah confirms: “You know what's weird?
The world got more pictures of my mother cells titado of her” (235).

12 It is not easy to pinpoint weaknesses in a bobkhis depth and magnitude. Skloot
appears to have a personal stake in this reseadctheusts her effort, time and resources into it.
However, Day’s limited participation in the studyhos wife’s life and in relation to HelLa leaves
some gaps in the narrative of this family’s histand its link with issues in medical science.
Also, the process of gathering data plunges heriggues poverty, sexism, racism about which

her predisposition and sensitivity appear elusiha. instance, her discovery that the black and
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white Lackses do not mix although they live aboutike apart elicits no reaction from her. Also,
when Skloot visits Debora and learns that she sleeper office because of the tension with her
husband, Pullum, Skloot does not document her tmsugn this but proceeds to describe the
room and the décor. If Skloot's detachment is tfeg purpose of lending objectivity to her
research, it has also prevented readers from gadeerper insights.

13 Also, Skloot indicates that for more than a decgrior to writing the book she harbored
the curiosity about the life and children of “Theodvan in the Photograph” and what her
thoughts about her cells would be yet, the reades the impression that other than reveativg
story of Henrietta, her cells and family, she scarcely egpes the extent to which she quenched
her curiosity.

14 Overall, Skloot’s research that spans a longpgeand inspiration cast a ray of light in
the life of the Lackses. Through telling the stofyHenrietta’s life, we witness a resurrection of
sorts. The book account of the secrets of, andightst on modern medicine stirs recognition of

medical ethics. It is an invaluable resource todagl and discussed by a diverse audience.
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