
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
remember welltwo lunches with

prominent visiting departmental sem-
inar speakers that I attended as a grad-
uate student in the early 1990s. At
each event, one of my fellow graduate

students asked the guest what
the future of our field held. One
speaker replied, “If I knew, I
probably wouldn’t say.” The
other turned the question
around and asked each of us to
mail him a list of what we
thought the 10 most important
reactions in synthetic organic
chemistry would be in the next
10 years.

In thinking about my essay
for this anniversary issue, I have
rejected the attitude of the for-
mer speaker. As for the latter, I
think that forward speculation
can be very valuable, and I com-
mend the editors of Chemical &
Engineering News for asking
many relatively young members
of the scientific community to
go out on a limb in a highly visible format.

I strongly suspect that many people
would agree that the future holds great
opportunities for exciting developments
in nanotechnology, chemical biology, and
synthesis (that is, synthesis of all com-
pounds and materials of interest). Like-
wise, many would envision that interdis-
ciplinary work will characterize much of
the most exciting science in the decades
to come. Finally, many would welcome an
era in which private industry redoubled
its commitment to basic research, enter-

ing into aggressive partnerships with gov-
ernment agencies for increasing the over-
all level of support for science.

I am optimistic about the future. I tell
my students, undergraduate and graduate

alike, to keep a list of things that people
say are impossible or impractical. My own
list from about 10 years ago included effec-
tive syntheses of polyketide-derived natu-
ral products by recombinant techniques
and drug discovery by combinatorial meth-
ods. Small molecules that function as
“enzymes” likely have been on such lists
for decades and still are.

As a child, my parents always told me
that “banned books” were the books
needed to be read immediately. I think we
in the scientific community should con-

tinue to target projects that may seem fan-
ciful or impractical at the outset or are the
objects of substantial skepticism. Of
course, the choice of a research problem
tends to be a deeply personal one, influ-
enced by numerous factors. I suspect that
nearly all scientists have legitimate rea-
sons for pursuing their particular projects.
I only suggest that people indicate the
projects they think most important for
future exploration less through essays like
this one and more through the projects
they choose to pursue. In the end, it is
quite remarkable to see so many impossi-
ble things being erased from people’s lists.

I imagine this progression only
becomes more exciting as one
gets older and has had more
opportunity to observe science
move forward.

This progress takes place
even as we stare down signifi-
cant nonscientific challenges.
As chemistry booms from the
scientific standpoint, those of
us standing in front of class-
rooms full of bright, but as yet
uncommitted, potential sci-
entists must be mindful of the
importance of inspiring as
many of the best and the
brightest as possible to choose
research as a career.

There are many very cre-
ative, potential solutions to
this problem, but perhaps the

simplest is to provide very current
courses—even at the introductory
level—that portray chemistry as it is, a
truly dynamic and fast-moving field. So
many of our most successful scientists
remember that key undergraduate
moment when they got hooked on sci-
ence. Likewise, meaningful laboratory
experiences play a crucial role. Acade-
mics and industry together can do a
much better job of increasing the num-
ber of such experiences to further cap-
tivate our best students. Certainly, the
greatest successes of the future will come
from drawing into science the individu-
als with the most creative and curious
minds and then nurturing them by chal-
lenging them with exciting, important,
and, in some cases, even improbable
research projects.
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The greatest successes of the future will come
from drawing into science the individuals with
the most creative and curious minds and then
nurturing them by challenging them with
exciting, important, and, in some cases, even
improbable research projects.


