
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

“N
o choice buteducation

and democracy.” These
memorable words from
Roald Hoffmann’s 1990
Priestley Medal address

still provide the clearest, most sustainable
vision for the future of the chemical enter-
prise and for the role that its professionals
need to play. They embody not only a fun-
damental respect for democratic institu-
tions but also a deep understanding that
the continued health of our profession
depends on the continued strength of
these institutions. Key to that strength is
education—not only the public’s educa-
tion, but our own.

Unfortunately, we too often view edu-
cation as something we possess in abun-
dance and think we automatically merit
respect. As a group, chemists tend to em-
brace education largely as a means by which
an unappreciative, irrationally suspicious
public can better appreciate the fruits of
our labors. We view scientific literacy as a
goal for others, not necessarily for ourselves,
and often we do not consider the many
other aspects of literacy (cultural and busi-
ness, for instance) that we ourselves can
attain. We do this to our detriment.

This problem was recently illustrated in
a message from the president of the Amer-
ican Chemical Society, Attila E. Pavlath,
wherein he noted that 50 years ago, chem-
ists enjoyed a high standing, but then
“something changed” (C&EN, Jan. 1, page
2). The problems confronting the chemi-
cal enterprise, we are told, have been exter-
nally imposed and must be vigorously
fought to protect the future status of our
profession. The message is a familiar one,
often expressed in ACS forums, but it does
damage to our credibility and standing and
misses some uncomfortable realities.

In 1960, then-ACS president Albert
Elder commissioned Social Sciences Inc.
to study ACS. Results of the study showed
that 54% of Ph.D. chemists felt that the
society did not accord them adequate sta-
tus. This period was a time of unprece-
dented public spending and interest in
science and technology, boundless opti-
mism, miracle drugs, the green revolu-
tion, and post-Sputnik bravado—a time
before the environmental movement and
even before the birth of most opponents
to biotechnology. Yet even then, chemists
felt misunderstood, underappreciated,
and inadequately rewarded. More telling

and prophetic were the study’s conclu-
sions: “The outsider is struck by several
instances of the chemists’ nearsighted-
ness. One is the relative lack of sophisti-
cation concerning chemistry’s role in a
complex society that has social, eco-
nomic, political, religious, and artistic
aspects as well as scientific and scholarly
ones. Chemists, taken as a group, do not
have a very clear perception of the inter-
relationships of these aspects. ... Neither
do they have a very differentiated notion
of which groups will be responsible for
according them status. The public is the
public—singular, and out there—not a
series of groups, some more influential
than others.”

The problem then, as it is today, is one
of education—not of the public, but of
chemical professionals ourselves. We sim-
ply do not adequately understand our role
in a democratic system of government,
which has supported and nourished our
profession so well. Too often, we expect
the public to make its important daily deci-
sions—or at least accept our decisions—
solely on the basis of what we define as
good science, when all history and evidence
suggest that this is not how the real world
actually works. To a large extent, the chem-
ical profession finds itself raging against
the world as it is, with its imperfect unsci-
entific people and their open democratic
institutions—institutions that provide the
very support we need.

This is a poor strategy for long-term sur-
vival, let alone respect and growth. In pro-
moting the worthy goals of scientific lit-
eracy and education, we should look to
ourselves first. We need to find and
embrace our place in a democratic society,
endeavor to learn more about its workings,
and find common ground with others.
Hoffmann was eloquent in his Priestley
Medal address about finding the “them”
in “us” and allowing for “that life-enhanc-
ing and beautiful complexity of human
beings, a complexity that does not forbid
a chemist to be incensed at a rotting chem-
ical dump at the same time as he or she
knows that the production of those chem-
icals increased our life span.” Finding this
balance remains the greatest challenge fac-
ing every individual engaged in the chem-
ical enterprise.
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EDUCATING THE PUBLIC 
STARTS RIGHT HERE
Look to ourselves first in promoting scientific
literacy and a strong future for chemistry

SWEET HONEY Wade demonstrates how a bee pollinates “Wisconsin Fast
Plants”—a type of fast-growing plant—for a third-grade class in Newark, Del. 
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