
November Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks Forum 

A Conversation With Rebecca Skloot 

Rebecca Skloot began her November 2 “Exploring Ethics” lecture by paying tribute to the unprecedented re-
gional initiative built around and named after her bestselling book, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks. 

“I feel exceptionally lucky every time I show up to an event and see the number of people who are reading the 
book and see that it’s part of academic discussions,” Skloot said. “What’s happening here in San Diego is so 
much more than that. … Congratulations to San Diego for pulling together what is most definitely so far the 
most impressive spread of events that I’ve seen of different ways of looking at the issues raised by the book and 

different ways of starting conversations in different commu-
nities. I’m just thrilled to see that.” 

As the keynote speaker for the Ethics Center’s 2011-
2012“Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks Series,” Skloot read 
excerpts from her book and discussed its historical context. 
She noted that medical researchers in the 1950s were so ex-
cited about the discovery of the “immortal” HeLa cells that 
they did not wonder about the source. “There were so many 
questions that scientists wanted to answer with cells that were 
alive that, once the cells grew, they just ran with them,” she 
said. 

In 1974, as HeLa cells had literally spread to research facilities 
around the world, the family of Henrietta Lacks finally 
learned about the existence of her cell line. “Her husband, 
who had a third-grade education and didn’t know what a cell 

was, got a phone call one day,” Skloot said. “The way he understood the phone call was, ‘We’ve got your wife, 
she’s alive in a laboratory, we’ve been doing research on her for the last 25 years, and now we have to test your 
children to see if they have the cancer that killed her.’ … For the family, it was absolutely terrifying.” 

Today, Henrietta’s surviving relatives “are part of the public discussion of the book,” Skloot said. “The flood of 
responses they’ve gotten, largely from people who have benefited 
from the cells, has been pretty therapeutic for the family. Scientists 
have reached out to them saying, ‘Thank you. Let me tell you about 
the research I did and why it’s important.’” 

During the audience discussion, Skloot said that the Henrietta Lacks 
story has helped demystify and humanize science. “Science illiteracy is 
rampant,” she said. “One of the biggest barriers to learning about sci-
ence is that people just don’t understand why they should care. Telling 
the stories of science shows you why you should care. 

“Everyone has personally benefited from these cells in some way or 
another,” she added. “[This] shows why cell culture matters to you and 
how it has actually changed your life.” 

Asked about the reaction of scientists to the Lacks story, Skloot said that the scientific community has embraced 
her book; in fact, she noted, the National Academy of Science awarded The Immortal Life its 2011 Best Book 
Award. 

“I wanted to tell all sides of the story,” she said. “There are human beings behind all these biological samples, 
but there are also human beings behind the scientists, which people tend to forget.” 

Skloot expressed hope that conversations sparked by her book “will build public trust” in clinical research. “It’s 
so important to do the research and to donate the tissues,” she said. “We all depend on the research.” 
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