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CHEMICAL DEVELOPMENTS AND 
OUR DAILY LIFE 

T HE celebration next week of the centenary of 
the Chemical Society (see Nature, July 5, p. 6), 

and the meeting of the International Congress of 
Pure and Applied Chemistry following it, afford a 
fitting opportnnity to cast a glance at some of the 
more important applications of the science as they 
affect the daily life of the ordinary citizen. Despite 
progress in education, the great majority of people 
seem to have but an inkling of the part played by 
chemistry and its sister sciences in improving the 
material conditions of their existence, and very few 
have any real interest in the subject ; they will grasp 
for an aspirin, grab for a 'nylon' stocking or a coat of 
many colours, they make full use of the modern rapid 
means of commnnication, and relish the margarine 
that now masquerades as butter, without a thought 
that these innovations are the outcome of long and 
patient research in chemistry, physics or biology. One 
may excuse such ignorance and apathy in those who 
were born in Victorian days, but there is less excuse 
for the younger generations, although these also have 
been handicapped at school in their range of interests 
by too much concentration on the distant past. 

For a few years following the First World War, Sir 
William Pope and others complained of the lack of 
recognition and recompense meted out to chemists, 
who were enjoined to become more vocal. Such com
plaint was well justified, but the suggested remedy, 
self-assertion, cannot be regarded as good professiona' 
etiquette. Though chemists have achieved marvellou 3 

discoveries in the last four or five decades, most Jf 
them realize that but for the co-operation of phJ si
cists, biologists and engineers, many of their uis
coveries would never have come to fruition. Almost 
everywhere we see the old rigid bonndary lines 
between what Comte called the positive sciences 
breaking down, and it may be that before very long 
they will disappear completely, and by so doing lead 
to a better integrated outlook on the physical universe 
as a whole. 

Of all the ramifications of chemistry in daily life
and their name is legion-the most significant have 
been made in engineering, food and agriculture, 
medicine and pharmacy ; but wherever we look we 
find that analytical chemistry is an indispensable aid 
in the control of production, from the raw material 
to the finished article. 

Progress in metallurgy-the offspring of chemistry 
and physics and the fairy godmother of engineering
has been a determining factor in the evolution of this 
mechanical age. Within the last few decades methods 
of extracting from their ores metals like aluminium, 
nickel, chromium, tnngsten and beryllium (also 
magnesium from sea-watflr) and improvements in the 
smelting of the older metals, together with the dis
covery of a multitude of new alloys, have added to 
the amenities of everyday life and markedly increased 
its tempo. Among the amenities may be mentioned 
nnstainable cutlery, cooking utensils, nickel- and 
chromium-plated ware, metallic containers, electric-
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lamp filaments, and various components of radio 
apparatus ; and among the 'accelerators' that come 
to mind are bicycles and motor vehicles, turbines, 
speedier locomotives and improved railway lines, and 
modern aircraft. 

From the bronze age down to the modern age of 
light alloys, civilization has advanced almost pari 
passu with the number of new materials available to 
man. These materials are either metals or non
metals, and both have contributed to the progress of 
agriculture, the former by providing better machines 
and the latter chiefly by providing fertilizers. Apart 
from Chilean nitrate and muriate of potash, all the 
common inorganic fertilizers-superphosphate, 
ammonium sulphate, basic slag, cyanamide, nitrate 
of lime and 'nitro-chalk'- are the products of chemical 
enterprise. They have enormously increased food 
supplies and have been of special importance during 
the recent years of austerity. It is true they have 
their denigrators, but the fact that the annual world 
consumption of them before the War approached 50 
million tons should dispel any illusion that fertilizers 
are fooling all the farmers all the time. But scientific 
agriculture is by no means a preserve of chemistry, 
as Davy and Liebig believed. During this century, 
physics, botany and plant physiology, bacteriology, 
mycology, geology and even mathematical statistics 
have invaded the field and deprived her of her 
hegemony. 

Chemical and biochemical research has provided 
new and very important knowledge of food values, 
and so given everyone the means of improving their 
diet and their health, would they only discard the 
myths and mumpsimus of a bygone age and learn 
what science has to teach. The discovery of the 
vitamins and enzymes and of the importance of 
certain minerals in the metabolism of man and farm 
livestock, and research on the proteins, are the out
standing achievements of the last few decades, while 
the very recent work on plant viruses, insecticides and 
phytocides has opened up vistas of healthier crops and 
increased production. Analytical chemistry has been, 
and still is, the custodian of purity and nutritive value 
in plant, animal and human food. 

During the past century we have travelled far from 
the injunction of Paracelsus that "the object of 
chemistry is not to make gold, but to make medicines" ; 
nevertheless the number of drugs and medicaments 
steadily increases. Phenacetin, antipyrine, lithium 
salts and salicylates have been succeeded, but not 
ousted, by aspirin and the narcotics, barbiturates and 
paraldehyde. Medicinal alkaloids and some hormones 
have been synthesized, glycero-phosphates introduced, 
and last but not least, the use of 'Mepacrin' and 
'Paludrin' against malaria, and of sulphonamides and 
penicillin as antibiotics, bid fair to eliminate some of 
the worst diseases of mankind. Nor must one forget 
the value of anresthetics and of many indispensable 
antiseptics like phenol, cresol, hydrogen peroxide, 
chlorine and hypochlorites. The discovery of salvarsan 
by Ehrlich in 1910 was a landmark in the history of 
curative medicine, as also waEI that of insulin by 
Banting and Best in 1921; and medicine aided by 
chemistry has reduced to relative insignificance such 

former scourges as plague, cholera, leprosy and 
dysentery. The end is not yet, for medico-chemical 
research workers are still imbued with the spirit of 
Louis Pasteur, as expressed in his favourite maxim, 
"II ne faut pas s'arreter aux chases acquises". 

Engineering, and its offshoot chemical engineering, 
have been of the greatest service to the community 
in translating the results of chemical research into 
large-scale practice. The manufacture of soda by 
the Solvay process, of sulphuric and nitric acids and 
ammonia by catalytic processes, 'oil from coal' and 
the catalytic hydrogenation of vegetable oils, have 
been outstanding achievements in this connexion. 
In the recent great developments in the petroleum 
industry, the chemist and engineer have improved 
the refining of crude oil, and by 'cracking' this oil and 
the natural gas from oil-fields, have produced a large 
number of valuable chemicals, such as aviation petrol, 
synthetic rubber, and many kinds of solvents. 

The chemist has also improved, or discovered. 
paints, varnishes, detergents and water-softeners, 
photographic materials, optical glass, explosives, 
tanning materials and artificial leather, and the 
bleaching, dyeing, printing and finishing of textiles. 
But perhaps the most spectacular achievement due 
essentially to the chemist has been the discovery of 
the artificial 'silks', Chardonnet, viscose, acetate 
'silk', and the incomparable nylon. These, together 
with new and faster dyes, have not only increased 
the range of fabrics, but also added a welcome touch 
of colour to the somewhat sombre garments of our 
immediate ancestors. 

The above sketch, necessarily incomplete, of the 
main achievements of applied chemistry during the 
last hundred years may well prompt the question as 
to the nature of the benefits they have conferred. 
The answer can only be that they are almost, if not 
quite, exclusively material benefits. Physical health 
as a foundation of mental health has improved, 
especially among people living in large towns, but 
otherwise the achievements have added only to the 
amenities-the conveniences, comforts and enjoy
ments-of life. The trouble is, as Goethe said, that 
"mankind progresses, but man remains the same". 
Not even the most enthusiastic of chemists can envis
age the discovery of an alkahest that will dissolve all 
the long-chain compound troubles and disabilities of 
man that derive mainly from his animal ancestry, and 
so make him master of himself as well as of his 
surroundings. 

SOVIET PHILOSOPHY 
Soviet Philosophy 
A Study of Theory and Practice. By Dr. John 
Somerville. Pp. xv + 269. (New York: Philo
sophical Library, Inc., 1946.) 3. 75 dollars. 

T HIS is an interesting book. The most interesting 
section of it is to be found in the second part, and 

especially in Chapters 7 and 8, where an account is 
given of the development in Russia of the doctrine 
of dialectical materialism that enables one to see how 
alive philosophical discussion is in the U.S.S.R. and 
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