
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
t is always difficult to predict

the future, especially when it comes to
chemistry. Like the weather, prognos-
tication becomes less scientific and
more speculative as the time frame

expands. Some things about the future of
chemistry are easy to predict—for exam-
ple, the continuing profusion of interdis-
ciplinary and collaborative endeavors; the
growth of combinatorial and high-through-
put chemistry; and the importance of biol-
ogy to the chemical enterprise. One could
sound more futuristic by predicting that
computers would propose chemical prob-
lems and that robots would conduct exper-
iments. More likely, I believe, is the pre-
diction that the skills of classically trained
chemists will be more prized than ever. 

Recently, the lines between industry
and academia have been blurring as the
result of a topic of discussion that in-
volves—among other things—faculty
startup companies, contractual relation-
ships with large established firms, and con-
sortia. The debate is taking place between
those who believe that creativity and inno-
vation can be enhanced (as well as wealth
gained) by such collaborations and those
who believe that such endeavors will sti-
fle academic freedom and commercialize
university research. 

It is illustrative to reflect that, in fact,
this discussion is not new; it
was a topic of lively debate
here in Ira Remsen’s lab at
Johns Hopkins University
almost a century ago. Rem-
sen was an organic chemist
from Germany who had an
M.D. and a Ph.D. He is well-
known for establishing the
chemistry textbook in a form
recognizable to today’s stu-
dents; he also founded the
American Chemical Journal (a
forerunner of the Journal of
the American Chemical Society)
and served as president of
Johns Hopkins and of the
American Chemical Society. 

In addition to his other

achievements, Remsen is well-known for
another reason. In 1880, Constantin
Fahlberg, one of his graduate students,
discovered saccharin.
Remsen disdained pos-
sible commercializa-
tion of this discovery
and denounced it as
anathema to the spirit
of the university. How-
ever, Fahlberg devel-
oped and patented a
process for manufac-
turing the substance.
Fahlberg became rich,
whereas Remsen be-
came merely famous. 

Remsen’s legacy is
preserved in a building
named for him at Johns Hopkins. After
he died in 1927, Remsen’s ashes were
placed behind a plaque in the building.
Every class day, hundreds of students file
past this memorial on their way to the
lecture hall. 

In the future, the polarized type of
debate characterized by Remsen and
Fahlberg should be avoided. As always, a
middle ground of compromise must be
found that satisfies the mission of the
university while inspiring creative and
profitable undertakings.

Each chemist cannot help but think that
his or her area is “where it’s at” and, conse-
quently, where it will be. As a chemist inter-
ested in the problem of catalysis, I am no
exception. Expert commentators have
trumpeted the arrival of a “high-tech” econ-
omy characterized by rapid productivity
growth and innovative new products. Much
of the high-tech economy boils down to
the ability to make faster and more sophis-
ticated computers. The high-tech economy
for the organic chemist interested in catal-
ysis is analogous. The problem from our

standpoint is to make
reactions faster and
more selective, with
obvious benefits to aca-
demia and the chemi-
cal industry.

I polled my graduate
students on what direc-
tions they believed
chemistry would take
in the future. I sat back
in anticipation of pro-
phetic statements. In-
stead, I found that they
were much more inter-
ested in telling me of

their hopes and expectations for a robust
job market, brimming with scientifically
stimulating opportunities and high pay. This
is the area in which chemists can help to
shape their own destiny, by making the case
for continued increases in government
funding for science and by emphasizing the
derived benefits to society. 

It is clear to me that the wealth of good
chemical problems to address becomes
apparently larger, not smaller, as time goes
on. Every important new discovery seems
only to raise a new set of questions, each

of which can become an
experimental project unto
itself. If we can maintain
high societal support for
chemistry, then our contin-
ued success as a scientific
discipline is ensured.
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