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Creatives The Worlds  
We Make

Books

Loving Science,  
Leaving the Bench
Fiction alum Weike Wang examines life as a PhD  

dropout in Chemistry |  BY JESSICA ULLIAN

WHEN CHOOSING A CAREER, FEW 
people have the option of weighing 
the merits of becoming an acclaimed 
novelist versus a top cancer researcher. 
Weike Wang (GRS’15) is part of that 
select group. 

Last April, she successfully defended 
her doctoral dissertation in cancer 
epidemiology at Harvard’s T. H. Chan 
School of Public Health, and in May her 
debut novel, Chemistry, was published 
by Knopf. Wang was working on an 
MFA at BU during the third year of her 
doctoral program and acknowledges 
that enrolling in both simultaneously 
made for “a really intense couple of 
years,” but says the result was worth the 
effort. Chemistry, the story of a PhD 
student questioning whether there’s life 
outside of academia, has been praised 
by critics at Science Magazine and the 
New York Times. Wang, who lives in 
New York, is at work on her next novel.  

BOSTONIA: Your protagonist, like you, is 
a first-generation American in an elite 
PhD program, a high school and college 
exam tutor, and a dog lover. How do you 
decide what life experiences to include 
in your fiction?
WANG: I was writing Chemistry at a 
time when I was under a lot of pressure, 
doing the MFA and PhD programs, so 
I channeled that mentality into the 
narrator—but nothing that happens to 
her happened to me. I had to give her 
actual problems: her ex-boyfriend, her 
parents, and her overall sense of failure 
that she didn’t do what she set out to do. 
She is trying to figure out how to be her 
own person, and she is trying to do that 
with many obstacles. 

Do your interests in writing and cancer 
epidemiology complement each other?
One side doesn’t understand the other 
very well. But I think how they might 
be related is that science teaches you to 
be clear and to the point in your writ-
ing. Having teachers like authors Amy 
Hempel at Harvard, and Sigrid Nunez, 
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a Creative Writing Program lecturer, 
helps with that, because they both em-
phasize clarity. And I like writing about 
science in fiction; it feels natural to me. 

One of the novel’s themes is a love for 
pure science along with distaste for  
research and academia. Does that 
theme resonate for you? 
I’ll be the only nonscientist in my fam-
ily. I’ve always had it in my life. It’s like 
asking someone else when they learned 
to play baseball—I don’t even know 
when I began to learn it, it’s just in-
grained in me. I love science dearly. It’s 
hard to not do it for a living, but I’m also 
very bitter about it for a lot of reasons. 
I don’t like the politics of research, and 
there’s such a hierarchy in the system. 
But I didn’t want to bring these things 
into the book; the character loves 
science and wants to figure out how 
to use that love for another purpose, 
like teaching. Not everyone who loves 
baseball goes on to be a professional 
baseball player. 

The pressure the narrator feels from her 
Chinese parents is brutal at times. Why 
was that important for you to include?
Well, my dad was a scientist, and my 
mom was a scientist, and all my friends 

who are Asian are doctors. I’m always 
stumped by the question: if we didn’t 
have this expectation, if we felt like we 
had a choice, would we have gone into 
these fields? In a way I think it’s good 
that we did, because it’s good to have 
STEM knowledge, especially in this day 
and age. But there is a negative side—I 
think you have to be urged into the field 
for the right reasons—and I think that’s 
what the narrator is trying to work out, 
coming to terms with that. 

You’ve said the books you felt most con-
nected to as a child were Anne of Green 
Gables and A Wrinkle in Time. What 
about those stories appealed to you? 
In hindsight, I think more about who 
these characters are and what appealed 
to me about them. “Normal” is what-
ever you grow up with, and I grew up 
with Caucasian characters in lead roles. 
But when reading about Anne and Meg 
from those stories, I didn’t think much 
about race—they were both spunky, 
smart girls, and that’s what I related  
to. Smartness is transcultural.

I’ve always liked reading books with 
female protagonists, and I’ve always 
gravitated toward writing them. The 
viewpoint is more comfortable for  
me, and I like writing from an Asian 

American angle. The Asian American 
female voice is marginalized, often 
invisible. Writing is important to me 
because while I don’t have that formi-
dable of a voice when I speak, I can be 
much stronger on the page. 

Until your novel was published, you 
worked in both the research and writing 
worlds. Why have you chosen writing 
over research?
I wrote in college, and minored in  
English, but I applied to the MFA pro-
gram on a whim. If I hadn’t gotten in, 
I think I would have taken it as a sign 
to just move on. But when the book got 
sold, I realized, “This is happening for 
real. I need to get my act together.” 

You can’t go into research part-
time—it’s like trying to mother part-
time. So once you’re off the train, you’re 
off. I think Americans, and some read-
ers, don’t believe in final-final. They 
think there’s always a way. But I can’t 
get a postdoc because it would take a  
lot of time away from writing, and I 
think I want to see if I can get another 
book published and keep going down 
that route. It’s still a difficult choice. 
I’ve always had science in my life, and 
now that I don’t do it every day it feels  
a little weird. 

Gallery

MARGO LEMIEUX (CFA’81) of Mansfield, 
Mass., showed Sub Rosa at the Duxbury 
Art Complex Museum and at Curry Col-
lege. Lemieux was promoted to full pro-
fessor in Lasell College’s art and graphic 
design department. She has been co- 
teaching and leading a class called Viet-
nam Immersion, which brings students to 
Vietnam. During her most recent trip there, 
in January 2017, she designed a mural at 
the SOS Children’s Village Da Nang, which 
was painted by the students from Da Nang 
University of Architecture.

↑ Sub Rosa, 11" x 15", linocut, 2016




