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EMBED FILM CLIP HERE PLEASE:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpmC

Mem02Jg, clip between 1:41 and 3.38

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpmCMem02Jg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpmCMem02Jg
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The Racialization of Illness
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1 in 10 Black Americans possess 

the sickle cell trait 

1 in 375 develop the condition.

In England: 1 in every 2,000 births 
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More common:

ancestors from sub-Saharan Africa, 

as well as in people from 

Hispanic, Mediterranean, East Indian, 

and Middle Eastern ancestry
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James B. Herrick & Ernest Irons (1910)
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Sickle Cell is recessive:

There is a difference between 

possessing the sickle cell trait

and having sickle cell disease or anemia
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Sickle Cell: 

Haemoglobin A 

in the red blood cell 

is replaced by haemoglobin S. 

As haemoglobin S releases oxygen, 

haemoglobin polymers stretch the cells 

into the crescent shape of a sickle. 

‘Sickling’
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Linus Carl Pauling:

‘man is simply a collection of molecules’ 

and ‘can be understood 

in terms of molecules’.
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PAIN
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Little public awareness of the disease



A Cultural History  
of Sickle Cell 

Disease

Joanna Bourke

Professor of History, Birkbeck, 
University of London &

Professor of Rhetoric, Gresham College
(@bourke_joanna) Milica Brozović & Elizabeth Anionwu (1984)



A Cultural History  
of Sickle Cell 

Disease

Joanna Bourke

Professor of History, Birkbeck, 
University of London &

Professor of Rhetoric, Gresham College
(@bourke_joanna) Bone Marrow Transplants (1984+)



A Cultural History  
of Sickle Cell 

Disease

Joanna Bourke

Professor of History, Birkbeck, 
University of London &

Professor of Rhetoric, Gresham College
(@bourke_joanna) Hydroxyurea (1995+)



A Cultural History  
of Sickle Cell 

Disease

Joanna Bourke

Professor of History, Birkbeck, 
University of London &

Professor of Rhetoric, Gresham College
(@bourke_joanna)

Pain management, hydration, 

oxygen, and antibiotics
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Although cystic fibrosis affects fewer than 

1/3 the number of people, 

it receives 3.5 times the amount of funding 

from the National Institutes of Health  

and 440 times the funding 

from national foundations
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‘Hypersurveillance of sickle cell patients’
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‘Good’ patients are stoical ones
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‘Black blood’ v ‘white blood’
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‘Race mixing’
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Civil Rights:

disease was politicized
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‘Welfarism’, ‘malingering’, 

and the ‘war on drugs’
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Empire, decolonization, and migration. 
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Beware: ‘RACE’
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