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F o r  O p e n e r s

Sputnik

JAMES F. RYAN

On October 4, 1957, the Soviet Union launched the first spacecraft to orbit
Earth. Called Sputnik, a Russian term meaning “fellow traveler”, the
satellite has been called “a 20th century shot heard around the world.”

It seemed to demonstrate that the Russians had overtaken the United States
on our home intellectual territory, namely U.S. primacy in science and tech-
nology. It was the Soviet government’s way of marking their presence. In hind-
sight, Sputnik’s flight can be seen as the capstone of a Cold War technological
race that began with the 1949 Soviet atomic bomb detonation a mere four
years after that of the United States. A generation of people, me included,
trained in university science, technology, and engineering disciplines after Sput-
nik because our government funded such education (at least in part) as a strate-
gic defense expenditure, because our parents supported science and engineer-
ing as a first-rate career choice, and not least of all, because science and scientists
were respected. Maybe not cool, but respected. 

This came to mind because the Chinese government has just launched a
manned satellite, no doubt partly to announce that it is a scientific force with
whose achievements the world must reckon. We probably needn’t worry about
staying ahead in rocketry, but science—especially genetics and the life sciences—
could be a different story. In a presentation at a recent meeting of the Analyt-
ical and Life Science Systems Association, Juan Enriquez, faculty member at the
Harvard Business School and author of As the Future Catches You, pointed out
that China has been graduating 3 times as many scientists and engineers as
the United States. It also manufactures an increasing share of the world’s
scientific instrumentation, and it is becoming a superpower in stem-cell research.
Chinese postdocs, having worked at U.S. research institutions, are returning to
state-of-the-art laboratories in Shanghai and Beijing. 

At the same time, the National Science Foundation (www.nsf.gov) says, in
its report Science and Engineering Indicators 2002, “Few students are attaining
levels deemed Proficient or Advanced by a national panel of experts, and the
performance of U.S. students continues to rank substantially below that of
students in a number of other, mostly Asian, countries.” My observations, admit-
tedly anecdotal, are that science as a career in the United States has lost much
of its post-Sputnik cachet.

As I was writing this, the American Chemical Society was engaged in
National Chemistry Week, an ACS effort which provides community-based programs
and activities to improve the public’s recognition and appreciation of chem-
istry. Many of the activities are focused on classroom demonstrations, poster
contests, and the like. It would be easy to dismiss this effort as simply a means
of demonstrating the fragility of a rubber ball frozen in liquid nitrogen, but it’s
really much more fundamental. It’s really about the American future in
science, chemistry, genomics, life sciences, and medicine. For if we don’t bring
others to share the respect that we who work in chemistry have for this disci-
pline, there will surely be ever fewer fellow travelers on the science path. It
took 500 years for the Romans to lose their civilization. The United States has
been around for slightly over 200 years. There is no guarantee that we’ll last
another 300. Not unless we all help. So here’s my request: Tell someone, prefer-
ably a fifth-grader, why you went into chemistry. Maybe they’ll look at you
with respect. Maybe they’ll even think you’re cool. ◆


