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ABSTRACT 
 

Gökhan S. Hotamisligil was born in the small town of Pazar on the Black Sea coast of 

Turkey, the youngest of three siblings.  He moved several times when young, attending at least 

three separate elementary schools, though he spent most of his youth in the city of Ankara.  His 

father was a physician who served underdeveloped areas of Turkey (hence the early travel); his 

mother was trained as a teacher but spent her time raising Hotamisligil, his brother, and his 

sister.  Hotamisligil learned much from his family intellectually, socially, and culturally, and 

from the private boarding school he attended for middle and high schools in Ankara.  He was a 

varsity athlete in high school (track and field, volleyball, and table tennis) and was interested in 

his studies, though his science classes did not provide him with much experience in 

experimentation.  He wanted to be a physician from an early age.  He took the entrance exam 

for and attended Ankara University to obtain his medical degree during a time of political 

upheaval in Turkey (the 1980 military coup). 

Hotamisligil decided to specialize in pediatrics and was fortunate to have his residency 

at Ankara University instead of serving his compulsory government service in the remote town 

of Bingöl.  While at Ankara, he became interested in genetics while preparing a seminar on the 

molecular basis of thalassemia.  His wife‘s scholarship to the Eunice Kennedy Shriver Center 

for Mental Retardation in Massachusetts gave him the opportunity to apply for a position in 

Xandra O. Breakefield‘s laboratory at Harvard Medical School.  Hotamisligil‘s work on 

monoamine oxidases in Breakefield‘s lab led him to apply for graduate study at Harvard; he 

undertook his graduate research on tumor necrosis factor, obesity, insulin resistance, and 

diabetes in Bruce M. Spiegelman‘s laboratory.  He remained there for a postdoctoral fellowship 

until accepting an offer for a position at the Harvard School of Public Health.  After setting up 

his lab, he began his work on the molecular mechanisms of obesity, diabetes, and heart disease, 

and began to think about studying the connections between the immune and metabolic systems, 

the inflammatory response, and disease. 

The interview ends with reflections on role of serendipity in his work; the process of 

writing grants and journal articles; and balancing family and career.  Hotamisligil concludes the 

oral history with thoughts about the direction of the national scientific agenda; the role of the 

scientist in shaping public policy; the industrialization of science; and the role of the Pew 

Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences for his previous and current work. 
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been designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 

awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988. 

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral 

History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In 

preparing for this interview, Van Benschoten held a telephone preinterview conversation with 

Hotamisligil to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published 

articles, etc.) and agree on an interviewing schedule. He also reviewed documentation in 

Hotamisligil‘s file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, including 
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