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F o r  O p e n e r s

Best and 
Worst of Times

JAMES F. RYAN

As our “Chemistry Chronicles” article in June noted, this year is the
200th anniversary of the founding of the DuPont Co. To many, this
also represents the founding of what we know today as the modern

chemical industry. The full name of the DuPont firm, E. I. DuPont de
Nemours and Co., Inc., is derived from its founder, Eleuthère Irénée du Pont.
He came to America in 1799 to escape the guillotines of the French revolu-
tion, which had already claimed the life of the father of chemistry, Antoine
Lavoisier. Although Lavoisier’s accomplishments in chemistry were many,
perhaps the most significant for today’s chemical industry was that he
mentored Eleuthère du Pont in the intricacies of gunpowder manufacturing,
an expertise du Pont used to the benefit of the citizens of his new home in
the United States. The worst of times for France became the best of times
for the chemical industry. 

I bring up this piece of history in part because of the recent Othmer Gold
Medal award ceremony held in Philadelphia at the Chemical Heritage Foun-
dation (www.chemheritage.org). The current chairman of DuPont, Charles O.
Holliday, Jr., was the emcee at the gathering, where he talked briefly about
DuPont’s history. Then, the Othmer medal recipient, chemical engineer and
MIT Professor Robert Langer, showed the audience just where chemistry is
going. Langer has spent his professional career investigating the interface
between medicine and materials. He and his students are responsible for
much of the development of today’s $20 billion market in novel drug deliv-
ery systems. His research has led to the development of polymers that, when
impregnated with drugs such as nitroglycerin, can control the release
through epidermal skin patches to the human body. His current work
includes the development of polymers that can handle larger and more
complex molecules such as insulin devices that could work for a month and
schizophrenia drugs that could last up to two weeks. He is also involved with
the development of new aerosols and inhalers that can greatly improve on the
typical 4% efficiency of current devices. Langer’s revolutionary work with
treatment options derived from chemistry may lead us to the best of times
for minimizing the suffering of people with diseases such as these. 

Then there is the world of chemical employment. This, as we show in our
report on the 2002 ACS salary survey (p 26), is a decidedly mixed picture.
Chemists’ salaries thrived in the past year while at the same time, unem-
ployment hit record levels. Working chemists report their salaries going up
by 3.6–5.5%, and employment is increasing in fields related to pharmaceu-
tical and medicinal chemistry. However, unemployment among all industrial
chemists hit an all-time worst, 4.2%. For chemists employed in agricultural,
basic, and specialty chemical firms, as well as those in the analytical service
labs, it is distinctly not the best of times. 

In the two centuries since the arrival of Eleuthère Irénée du Pont, the
enterprise known as “chemicals and allied products” has grown to employ
over a million people as chemists, production workers, and office personnel
(C&EN, June 24, 2002, p 66). It’s been a grand revolution, and if researchers
like Langer continue, the revolution is nowhere near the end. All we can do
is hope that everyone with the talent and training to participate in it will
be able to do so. ◆
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