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Reviewed by Richard J Sundberg
This is a multi-authored book edited by Choon Ho Do 
and Attila E. Pavlath, who have served as presidents of 
their respective national chemical societies and been 
active in promoting public interest in chemistry and 
chemical education. The book is organized into three 
sections: Chemistry Inherited from the Universe; Con-
tributions of Chemistry; and Chemistry and Activities. 
Chapter 1 by Sunney I. Chan and Andrew P. Yeh is a 
broad overview of the origin of molecules, their organi-
zation into life forms and the crucial role of DNA, RNA, 
and protein in life processes. The central point is that 
chemistry, the understanding of substances at the mo-
lecular level, has provided deeper insight and enabled 
science-based progress. In Chapter 2, Mary V. Orna de-
scribes the origins of substances such as gunpowder, 
salt, dyes, metals, and glass. This chapter also provides 
examples of chemicals used in medicine. In Chapter 
3, Dr. Pavlath emphasizes the role of chemically-mod-
ifi ed materials—such as metals, alloys, textiles, glass, 
and ceramics—have had in changing daily life over the 
course of human history.

The second section of the book addresses specif-
ic areas of chemical impact in agriculture, nutrition, 
energy, medicine, transportation, and communica-
tion. For example, in Chapter 6, James Wei describes 
the chemical aspects of energy use including pe-
troleum refi ning, combustion processes, pollution 
control, biomass conversion, and nuclear energy. In 
Chapter 7, Veronica Nemeth considers chemical as-
pects of clinical assays and imaging in diagnosis. In 
Chapter 8, Etrika and Dorottya Godor adopt a more 
anecdotal approach than most of the other chapters 
in discussing pain management, steroidal anti-infl am-
matories, psychotherapeutic agents, contraceptives, 
and insulin. This approach gives more emphasis to 
the circumstance of discovery than most of the other 
chapters. Chemist Carl Djerassi gets slightly less than 
top billing in the contraceptive section, not because 
his contribution was less critical, but because he did 
not need to step so far out of existing boundaries 
as the four “stars” (Margaret Sanger, George Pincus, 
Katherine McCormick and John Rock) of the chapter. 
Chapter 9 by Young Ha Kim describes implantable 
medical devices and regenerative medicine. In Chap-
ter 10, James Wei discusses the materials used for 
vehicles, roads, and fuels in ground transportation. 
In Chapter 11, Dr. Pavlath considers materials used 

for communication. Examples include batteries, vac-
uum tubes, transistors, computer chips, liquid crys-
tal displays, optical fi bers, compact disks, ink, and 
photographic fi lm. If I had edited this book, I would 
have split this section into two parts emphasizing 
the more biological (Chaps. 4, 5, 7, 8, 9) and physical 
aspects (Chaps. 6, 10, 11), and in particular bringing 
together the closely related chapters on energy and 
transportation.

In Chapters 12 and 13, at the beginning of the third 
section, the editors discuss the future. Dr. Pavlath’s 
chapter addresses perceived needs for improvement 
in chemical education and the public’s appreciation of 
chemistry. The pronoun “we” is used frequently in this 
chapter, meaning professional chemists, as Dr. Pavlath 
urges his colleagues to address the problems he has 
noted. In Chapter 13, Dr. Do seeks to identify ways in 
which chemistry might be used to achieve advances 
and sustainability in the future. Among the topics are 
artifi cial photosynthesis, renewable energy sources, 
and new materials. Climate change, in particular CO2 
management, is addressed. The conversion of deserts 
to livable environments by massive water redistribu-
tion is considered. The fi nal chapter looks at Africa, 

“This book is an excellent compilation of articles by eminent chemists and chemistry educators 
that covers chemistry from cosmological beginnings to its impact on human activity, health, 
and life with a look into the future of chemical applications and their implications. The text 
is easy to read and has clear and relevant illustrations, which will make the book a valuable 
resource for students, teachers, professionals, and the general public.”

Prof. Morton Z. Hoffman
Boston University, USA

This book discusses the vital role of chemistry in everyday life. It encourages readers to 
understand how the knowledge of chemistry is important for the development of society 
and a better future. The text is organized into three parts. Part I covers the historical 
aspects of chemistry and discusses how countless discoveries since the beginning of 
life on earth have benefited human beings. Part II focuses on modern life and describes 
chemistry’s contribution to the developments in the fields of food and agriculture, energy, 
transportation, medicine, and communications. Part III emphasizes the role of chemists 
and educators in making the layperson aware of the benefits of chemistry without 
having them to go through its complexities. Written in an easy-to-understand manner 
and supplemented by ample number of figures and tables, the book will cater to a broad 
readership ranging from general readers to experts. 
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2011, he was professor of polymer chemistry at Sunchon National University, 
South Korea. Dr. Do served as president of the Korean Chemical Society in 
2010 and as a member of the IUPAC Committee on Chemistry Education 

from 2000 to 2013. He is a member of the American Chemical Society and the Royal 
Society of Chemistry. His research interests include the synthesis and characterization of 
polymers, chemical education, chemical terminologies, and archaeological chemistry. 

Attila E. Pavlath is a senior emeritus scientist at the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA). He received his education in Budapest, Hungary. After 
his stint as an assistant professor at the Technical University of Budapest, 
he left Hungary in 1956 and joined McGill University, Canada, as a research 
fellow. In 1958, he joined Stauffer Chemical Company, California, to lead 
a research group on agriculture-related problems. In 1967, he joined the 

USDA, where he headed several research projects at the Western Regional Research 
Center, Albany, California, and is still involved in research. Dr. Pavlath has published more 
than 130 research papers, has authored 10 books and numerous chapters, and holds 
25 patents. In 1997, he received the Pioneer of the Year award from the American Institute 
of Chemists. In 1999, he was elected president of the American Chemical Society, and in 
2004, he was elected to the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
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the part of the world that has received the smallest 
share of the benefi ts extolled in the rest of the book. 
It envisions improved education, research, and “green” 
chemistry as means of progress. 

So far as I could tell, this book is factually solid, al-
though I noted two curious time warps. On page 115, the 
wrong Isaac Newton (1642-1727) is said to have been 
the fi rst US Commissioner of Agriculture, beginning in 
1862. On page 390, the Wright brothers fi rst fl ight is 
dated as Dec 17, 1953, exactly 50 years off  the mark.

There is no mistaking that this book is “pro-chem-
istry.” That is its avowed purpose. On page 375 Dr. Pav-
lath estimates that the benefi ts of chemistry outweighs 
its problems by 100:1. This is probably conservative, if 
the units are human life-years multiplied by some qual-
ity factor. Some of the problems get brief mention. 
Automobile emission control by catalytic converters is 
described on pages 152-154 and on 321-322. But there 
is no mention of the 50-year battle by geochemists and 
environmental chemists against the off ending tetraeth-
yllead. On page 370 the success of chemists in fi nding 
substitutes for ozone-destroying chlorofl uorocarbons 
is described, but not the role of atmospheric chemists 

in predicting and verifying the problem. 
What will readers get from this book? The dust 

jacket includes professionals, teachers, students, and 
the general public as potential readers. For profession-
al chemists the book will be a relatively easy read and 
a reminder of the chemical aspects of many everyday 
activities. Teachers and students can appreciate the 
broad scope of chemistry but will not fi nd close con-
nections between the benefi cial results and the fun-
damental chemistry they are addressing. It is hard for 
me to judge the situation for the general public. Pro-
fessional chemists have a broad technical language 
that is relatively unfamiliar to the public. This books 
makes an eff ort to keep the message understandable, 
but general readers will probably encounter some un-
familiar language. 

https://www.crcpress.com/Chemistry-Our-Past-Present-and-Future/
Do-Pavlath/p/book/9789814774086
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