Rhyme and Reason

Katrina Miller interviews a
physicist who thinks in poetry
from the cosmic edge

uch of the praise for Chanda Prescod-Wein
stein’s debut book in 2021, The Disordered Cos
mos. A Journey Into Dark Matter, Spacetime,
and Dreams Deferred, lauded the way she used
personal experiences in physics to discuss the
social and political inequities that exist along

side scientific breakthroughs

“It contains the narrative of dreams deferred,” Prescod-Wein
stein. a physicist at the University of New Hampshire in the US, ex
plained in April at a bookstore in Chicago, US. But its very existence,
she said. also “represented a dream deferred, because that was not
the dream of what my first book was going to be’

Her second book reclaims that dream. Released on April 7.

The Edge of Space-Time: Partidles, Poetry, and the Cosmic Dream
Boogie is less pain and more play, a homage to the big questions
that made Prescod-Weinstein want to become a physicist in the
first place. Here are excerpts from the interview.

Why include so many ref-
Qervnces to poetry in a book
about physics?

1 knew poetry before | knew
physics. It was part of mv up-
bringing 1loved A_A_Milne's
Now We Are Six and Edward
Lear's Nonsense Limericks. Both
of my books draw their subtitles
from Langston Hughes' Moniage
of a Dream Deferred

Adnienne Rich's poem The
Burrning of Paper Instead of
Children became a guiding light
for how my work would move in
the wardd_ Jt also opened up for
me that ] need language That's

true among physicists. Even an
equation is 2 sentenoce, even an
equation is telling a story__ As
physicists, we're always working
in language to connect what we
learn with what we know. Poetry
is one of the firs! plaoes that my
brain goes 10 drew those links
What if we got sway from the

argument that doing cosmaology

paracis phvsics s practical

we have 10 acospt that we're
ke the posts. Whst we do is bm-
portant culturally in the saame
way poetry is. A phece of this
Ve, s me saying there is vadus
in banding with the poests and
fighting for the value of beng
CUOUE, and Iry1ng O artioulate
the worid with whatever tools
are gvailable (o us Not for the
purposes of selling semething
bt for the purpose of fulfilling
our hamanity

Another theme thiroughout

the book is the story of
Lewis Carroll's Alice’s Adver,
tures in Wondariand.

1t has allowed me, a8 a Black
Gueer person, 10 Le open W the
playful side that pliysics can
take from you | wanted the buok
10 be whimsical because (hat's
who | was when | first arrived in
physics, and that's who | want
10 be when | die. Part of the call
of quantum physics is to change
what our sense and #6715 jbality
are. When you look at the # orid
through this framework — like
the Idea that particles have spin
but don't really spin — It n{mwh
like nonsense. Except that & h”(
erally how the universe works
Physics is our “through the
looking glass". It's real.

u Your first chapter invites

readers to reflect on the

metaphors used to describe the
universe, like the “fabric” of
space-time or electromagnetic
“fields™. Why open in this way?

A lot of books about quan-
tum physics start with its
history. | wanted as much as
possible to not do that. I had
actually planned to start it with
the Stern-Gerlach experiment
of 1922 But then I read an essay
by the poet Natasha Trethewey
about abiding metaphors and
started to ask myself what the
abiding metaphors of my phys-
ics training were. We don't ever
take time in our classes to ask.
“What do we mean when we say
‘space” What do we mean when
we say ‘space-time™?” There are
these metaphysical questions
that | often told myself were for
the philosophers. This book was
me Jetting myself think of them
as ph\\lr .

How do you want readers to

approach this book?

There Is this feeling that
YUl re supposed 0 reand @ Dook
Hke this and walk away an
expert. That's actually not the
point of this book at all The
point Is o wander through phys
s, Even if maths terrifies you
you are entitled 1o spend some
Qme with it And 0 here | have
made you a ok with a bunch of
GALs an the oddines of the uni
verse The universe 1s stranget
and more queer and more won
derful and avore full of possibn]
1y than whatever lmitations
You might Le expecien ng nght
now Plrysics ¢ hallenges r'-l',,l"
we are wid are sxclal norms. For
example nnary neutrings
are fundas al W our standard
moded A physios

“NonArinary,” as in they

shift between three differ
ent fosrms

Non-trinary bs natural it's
such a challenge (o the cusrent
arsti-trans rivwtons tha! says
poopie can vty ever be Ory
thing | dory't rveed 1y book Lo be
the nost bnportant thing Ut
sotnwone reads Put | want it W
Le a source of hope If It reminds
you that, as my mom sa@ys, the
universe Is bigger than the bad
things that are happening tv us
then that's all you need to re-
member. 'm good with that
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FUNDAMENTAL: Chanda Prescod-Weinatein, a cosmologist at the
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