
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
miss the direct and straight-

forward message of DuPont’s old slo-
gan, “Better Things for Better Living
through Chemistry.” That simple state-
ment reinforced a fundamental role of

chemistry in raising our standard of living
and contributing to society.

How can it be that chemistry is so often
mistrusted and feared? When I look at the
world through my hydrophilic contacts and
UVA/B-screened sunglasses, I wonder how
the decision was made to put water-soluble
methyl-tert-butyl ether (MTBE) into my
gasoline. Was it an intrinsic chemical over-
sight, or are all storage tanks supposed to
leak like that? I rub some liposomes on my
face, tie my “synthetic leather” shoes, pull
on my recycled-soda-bottle “fleece” jacket,
and wonder whether the fluorocarbons way
up above me are reducing the ozone layer
that will reappear at ground level later this
afternoon. I gulp my synthetic thyroid
hormone, wash it down with some well-
preserved carbonated beverage, and won-
der how soon the screen of my computer
will be a flexible true-color polymeric sheet.
I hear about the latest descriptions of amy-
loid plaque in the brains of Alzheimer’s
patients and wish that chemistry could
move a little faster. I contemplate the life
span my children can expect and am pleased

that chemistry has progressed so quickly.
This optimism is tempered by our iden-

tification of threats as we examine physiol-
ogy at a molecular level and the influence of
humans on our surroundings. However, I
believe that chemistry will continue to pro-
vide us with “better living” in terms of longer,
healthier, and more comfortable lives and
benefits that will extend beyond our national
boundaries to developing countries.

The future of chemistry and the chem-
ical enterprise will be inspired by our
understanding and control of biochemical
processes on a molecular level and by the
synthesis and processing of new materials
that are designed on a molecular level and
produced efficiently on a large scale. From
the Iron Age to the silicon age, we enter
into the “molecular age”—one of under-
standing the smallest interactions of com-
plex systems. This is the contribution that
chemists will continue to make: the knowl-
edge and continued development of means
to examine and manipulate interactions
on the molecular level.

Often, however, this contribution will
not be uniquely chemical. Consider the
sequencing of the human genome, a feat
resulting from the work of chemists, biolo-
gists, engineers, entrepreneurs, computer
scientists, mathematicians, and policy mak-

ers. Although the sequence may be com-
plete, our comprehension of genomics and
proteomics is rudimentary at best. As we
work to decipher the code, its higher-order
structure, and the mechanisms that pro-
duce a protein, hormone, or chemical
species, we will generate an understanding
of ourselves and the incredible complexity
of life, as well as the means to contribute to
the health and comfort of our society and
world.

Unfortunately, this required level of
understanding may make chemistry more
esoteric and threatening for those without
a solid scientific background. In consider-
ing the future of education, we must resist
the urge to sacrifice depth of chemical
understanding at the undergraduate level
for a jack-of-all-trades approach. Whereas
many of the advances in technology are tak-
ing place at the interfaces of traditional dis-
ciplines, these remarkable achievements
are occurring because bright people with
fundamental training in one field have
brought their unique knowledge or per-
spective to a new discipline. Although we
need students trained at all levels, I predict
an increasing demand for graduates who
can contribute on a fundamental level to
the developments of the molecular age. And
perhaps therein lies the difficulty. The most
creative advances require detailed under-
standing on the most fundamental chemi-
cal level, whereas the public demands a
broad and practical understanding of the
implications of molecular manipulation.

The ethical questions of any new tech-
nical application should encourage contin-
uing discussion, and what better way to have
this discussion than with an educated soci-
ety? This need to clearly explain science is
not a new challenge to chemists, but it is
becoming more pressing as our society
evolves with increasing speed toward the
molecular age. How can this journey not
be guided by those who understand the
most basic fundamentals of chemistry?

My hope is that chemists will play in-
creasing roles not only in driving the molec-
ular age forward “through chemistry” but
in bringing society along with it. What an
exciting time to be a chemist!
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