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Doctor of Science honoris causa

A global authority on tumor virus research and
vertebrate development who is renowned for unlocking
many of life’s secrets, Prof. Nancy HOPKINS’ influence
and problem-solving expertise extends far beyond the
purely scientific. Over the past three decades, she has also
made incalculable contributions to addressing gender
inequality in academia. In strongly advocating better
resources and recognition for herself and her colleagues,
Prof. Hopkins has ultimately succeeded in measurably
brightening future prospects for
everywhere.

female scientists

Currently Amgen, Inc. Professor of Biology Emerita
at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Prof.
Hopkins was born in New York in 1943 to a family whose
members included chemists, engineers, and scientists.
Initially thinking of becoming an architect, she was
inspired to start pursuing a scientific future after attending
alecture on DNA given by Nobel Prize-winning geneticist,
James WATSON, at Harvard University’s Radcliffe
College.

Convinced that DNA and genetic coding held the key
to life and could help cure many diseases, Prof. Hopkins
was invited to begin researching accessible bacteriophage
genes in Watson’s laboratory. Although very few women
at that time were afforded any scientific credibility,
Watson encouraged his protégé to push the academic
envelope.

After earning her Bachelor’s degree in Biology from
Harvard in 1964, Prof. Hopkins moved to Harvard
Graduate School and received a PhD for her research into
controlling gene expression in the lambda phage seven
years later.

Remembering how frightened she had felt when her
mother had been afflicted with skin cancer during her
childhood, Prof. Hopkins was inspired to begin
post-doctoral research into the genetics of tumor viruses.
She was subsequently invited to join MIT’s new Center for
Cancer Research as a faculty member in 1973.

The next 15 years saw Prof. Hopkins’ and her fellow
researchers publish over 40 papers on the mechanisms of
RNA tumor viruses’ host ranges and leukemogenesis. As
such viruses were then considered a likely precursor of
several different types of human cancers, her work proved
pivotal
cancer-causing genes.
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Despite having established herself as a leader in the
area of tumor virus research, Prof. Hopkins next took the
bold step of branching out into studying the then largely
unexplored field of the genetics of early vertebrate
development. Prof. Hopkins eventually chose zebrafish as
her vertebrate model. She and her team developed a
method for rapid gene cloning in the fish and went on to
make major strides forward in identifying the genes
essential for early zebrafish development, including some
that predisposed the fish to cancer. In the 1990s, she and
her researchers further demonstrated fish tumors’
similarity to human cancers. Their findings continue to be
a touchstone for those searching for cancer-causing genes
and ways to inhibit tumor growth to this day.

In the mid-1990s, Prof. Hopkins began working to
raise awareness of gender inequality in academic circles.
The study that she and her female counterparts led
revealed that MIT had only 15 tenured women science
professors against 197 tenured men, and that the
allocation of essential resources was heavily skewed to
male scientists. Published in 1999, the full report is widely
credited with paving the way for fairer hiring policies and
the increased recruitment of women faculty to high-level
administrative positions at leading academic institutions
across the US.

Frequently invited to deliver keynote speeches about
her achievements in molecular biology and championing
female equality all over the world, Prof. Hopkins continues
to inspire enquiring minds everywhere she travels. In
2012, she visited HKUST and gave two talks about her
academic career in which she shared unique insights into
the future of cancer research and women in science.

Prof. Hopkins’ long and distinguished career has seen
her receive numerous awards from her academic peers. In
addition to being a Fellow of the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences, she is a member of the US’ National
Academy of Medicine and the National Academy of
Sciences. Other coveted honors she has received include
honorary doctorates from Trinity College Dublin (2014)
and Rockefeller University (2019), the Harvard Centennial
Medal (2014), and the Helen Dean King Award (2017).

Chancellor, on behalf of the Council of the Hong Kong
University of Science and Technology, I have the high
honor of presenting to you, Prof. Nancy Hopkins, Amgen,
Inc. Professor of Biology Emerita at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, for the award of Doctor of Science
honoris causa.
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