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The  34th  Annual  Black  Fami ly  Conference
incorpora ted  i t s  theme,  "Roots  & Wings :  The  Road to
the  Fu tu re  Runs  th rough  the  Pas t , "  i n to  a  pane l
d i scuss ion  based  on  th i s  year ' s  se lec ted  read- in
book ,  " T h e  I m m o r t a l  L i f e  o f  H e n r i e t t a  L a c k s , " b y
Rebecca  Sk loo t .  

The  pane l  d i scuss ion  he ld  on  March  15 ,  h igh l igh ted
widespread  i s sues  concern ing  the  b lack  fami ly .  

Topics  inc luded  were  rac i sm and  d i sc r imina t ion ,  as
wel l  as  individuals  knowing thei r  medical  h is tory .  

Pane l i s t s  inc luded  Denise  Mot ley  Johns ton ,  human
resources  d i r ec to r  fo r  r ec ru i tmen t  a t  Duke
Univers i ty ;  Kar ima Jeffery ,  associa te  professor  in
Hampton  Un ive r s i ty ' s  Eng l i sh  Depa r tmen t ;  F redda
Bryan ,  b reas t  cancer  su rv ivor  wi th  the  Amer ican
Cancer  Soc ie ty ;  and  Phi l l  Branch ,  ass i s tan t
professor  o f  Engl i sh  and  Cinema Stud ies  a t  HU.  

"The Immorta l  Li fe  of  Henr ie t ta  Lacks"  i s  based  on a
poor  b lack  tobacco  fa rmer ,  whose  ce l l s  were  t aken
wi thout  her  knowledge  or  consent  in  1951.  This  book te l l s  the  s tory  of  the
col l i s ion  be tween  e th ics ,  race ,  and  medic ine .  

Johnston used the  acronym R.E.A.D.Y to  p lace  the  book in to  d i f ferent
ca tegor ies :  Respect ,  Eth ics ,  Acknowledgement ,  Digni ty ,  and  the  abi l i ty  to  say
"yes ,"  she  sa id ,  a re  a l l  impor tant  fac tors  tha t  indiv iduals  should  taken  in to
cons idera t ion  be fore  a l lowing  one  to  conduc t  r esea rch .  

"Where  i s  our  vo ice  in  research  pro jec t s?"  sa id  Bryan ,  regard ing  the
necess i ty  and  impor tance  of  be ing  involved  in  your  medica l  process .  "What  i s
mean t  fo r  good  can  be  tu rned  in to  bad  and  ug ly . "  

Al though HeLa –  Lack 's  ce l l s  –  became one of  the  most  impor tant  tools  in
medic ine ,  she  remains  v i r tua l ly  unknown and  her  fami ly  can ' t  a f ford  hea l th
i n s u r a n c e .  

Ques t ions  of  race  were  preva lent  in  many of  the  inqui r ies  to  the  panel i s t s .  A
common thread  was ,  would  th i s  book  be  re levant  i f  i t  was  wr i t ten  by  a  b lack
woman,  o r  i f  Henr ie t t a  Lacks  was  a  whi te  woman?  

Accord ing  to  Branch ,  i f  th i s  s tory  was  wr i t ten  by  a  b lack  woman,  the  conten t
would  be  same ye t  the  pub l i sh ing  would  have  been  d i f fe ren t  and  her  s to ry
wou ldn ' t  have  been  hea rd .  
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The  Hampton  Univers i ty  Read- In  was  schedu led  on  March  27  and  28 .  

For  more  in format ion  about  the  Henr ie t t a  Lacks  Founda t ion ,  v i s i t  
r e b e c c a s k l o o t . c o m o r  h e n r i e t t a l a c k s f o u n d a t i o n . o r g .

The  wr i ter  i s  a  s tuden t  a t  the  S c r i p p s  H o w a r d  S c h o o l  o f  J o u r n a l i s m  a n d
C o m m u n i c a t i o n s .
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