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Cristina Luiggi’s  “Taming Carbon’s Wild Side” proved to be a welcome antidote to the article referenced in my previous paper.  Not only did it not assume that my knowledge of science was frozen back in grade school, it gave detailed and practical explanations of carbenes.  Furthermore, it explained the historical significance of the challenge of carbenes as well as why we should even care whether or not scientists were ever able to stabilize them.  The against-all-conventional-wisdom backstory provides that extra little bit that reminds the reader of why science can actually stoke one’s imagination.

Luiggi’s explanation of the instability of carbenes is concise without being overly simplistic. The concept of an atom or molecule being inherently unstable by lacking a full set of valence electrons is not too hard to wrap one’s head around, especially if it was recently covered in chemistry class.  Although a nice diagram would have made visualizing the structure slightly easier, I do understand that the actual physical arrangement of the atoms is key to making them last more than a few nanoseconds.  

The attraction of this article lies outside the actual structure of the molecule and more within the notion that a molecule or class of molecules that chemistry had long ago written off as impossibly unstable, and therefore not worth researching, had to be fundamentally reconsidered.  Mathematical or scientific puzzles that are considered dead ends are seemingly quite commonplace.  News of one having been solved is, however, much less common.  This coupled with the fact that Anthony Adurengo’s bosses at DuPont officially steering him away from such research make his success even more satisfying.  It’s nice to see success occur despite the nay-saying of people who look primarily at the bottom line.

Lastly, the real payoff of this research seems to be in its promise in the battle with atmospheric CO2.  As the article points out, CO2 is itself a very stable molecule.  This coupled with the fact that it is inherently harmful to life on Earth in large quantities make the application of C3N2 and other N-heterocyclic carbenes all the more promising if they end up living up to the promise of converting CO2 into methanol.  Although, I might doubt the ultimate wisdom of turning greenhouse gases into substances that will most likely be used to just create CO2 all over again, but I suppose that recycling the CO2 is better than creating more of it in the end.

Luiggi’s article proves that science writing doesn’t have to stick to the polar opposites of the idiotic and the impenetrable.  Moreover, it proves that there could still be much conventional wisdom in science that is ripe to be toppled.  In my mind, that prospect alone is more attractive than any single breakthrough could ever be.
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