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AT a recent function hosted by the Ml aysi an Acadeny of Sci ence, Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad i ssued a chal | enge to t he | ocal
scientific fraternity to produce a Nobel Laureate by the year 2020.

In away, the challenge is nost appropriate, considering the current
buoyancy in the country's scientific conmunity. Scientific findings and
i nnovati ons can beconme worthy commodities for export to reverse the fl ow
of intellectual property royalty Ml aysi a has been coughi ng out.

Such paynent has al ways been a maj or draining factor which contri butes
to the persistently huge negative balance in the nation's trade account.
And especially so in this nmonent of economic turnoil, the reduction in the
outfl ow of funds would certainly be a godsend.

Wi | e acknow edgi ng that | ocal scientists have made significant
br eakt hroughs i n vari ous areas of research, the Prime M nister urged them
to push harder towards greater heights, in response to the Governnent's
unwavering support in terns of policies, buildinginfrastructure and
al l ocating financial resources for science and technol ogy-rel ated
activities.

The Intensified Research in Priority Areas grant of the Mnistry of
Sci ence, Technol ogy and Environnment is a prine exanpl e of the conm t nent
to propel the country into a society of curious nminds and zeal ous hearts.

"We have to strive for excellence and i n the process, transform Ml aysi a
into one of the world players in science and technol ogy,"” the Prine
M ni ster had said.

The Nobel Prize is alegacy of Al fred Nobel, the Swedi sh i ndustriali st
who i nvent ed dynam te. When he di ed of heart disease in 1896, he left a
will stipulating that winners of the prizes should be benefactors of
manki nd.

Nobel sel ected chemi stry, physics, physiol ogy or nedicine, literature
and peace for the prizes. Four institutions agreed to award the prizes.
Reci pients for literature and peace prizes are sel ected by the Swedi sh
Acadeny and t he Norwegi an Nobel Institute respectively.

The Royal Swedi sh Acadeny of Sciences sel ects awardees for the physics
and chenmistry prizes, while the Karolinska Institute chooses winners in
physi ol ogy or nedicine.

In his will, Nobel designated that the peace prize be presented in Gslo
and the others in Stockholm During his lifetime, Norway and Sweden were
still united, thus his reasons for including the two parts of his honel and

as settings for the prize-giving cerenonies

Thus, begi nning 1901, the Nobel prizes have been presented on Dec 10, to
coincide with the anni versary of his death. Since 1969, an additi onal
prize, in nenory of Nobel, has been awarded i n St ockhol m the Bank of
Sweden Prize in Economi c Sci ences.

The sel ection process of the Nobel Prize winners is shrouded in secrecy.
Si x special comm ttees, each conprising five nenbers, start their search
fromFeb 1, each year. Qutside experts may be called in for additiona
advi ce.

In early autum, they submit recomendations to the respective prize-
awar di ng bodi es, whi ch have the sole right to decide. Even a unani nous
committee reconmendation can be overruled. It is said that no records are
kept of the deliberations. The decisions are final, with no roomfor
appeal



The nanmes of this year's winners were announced recently. John Hune and
David Tri nmbl e were the reci pients of the peace prize. They were credited
for their efforts in finding a peaceful solution to the conflict in
Nort hern Irel and.

Amartya Kumar Sen became the sixth Indian Laureate when he received the
Nobel Prize for Econonmics. He is a wel fare econoni st who provi des an
et hical dinension to the study of economics.

H s selection is a glaring departure fromthe darlings of the free
mar ket fromthe Chi cago School of Econom cs, who have nmonopolised this
category in recent decades.

As an econom st, Sen does not swal |l owthe globalisation pill wholly. He
adopts the m ddl e pat h, sayi ng that al though gl obalisati on can be a maj or
force for the good of the world, it can al so backfire.

He says it shoul d happen in a gradual manner as a headl ong pl unge can
exacer bat e the probl emof social and econonic i nequality. And howtrue
this has turned out to be!

Three physicists share the 1998 Nobel Prize for physics. They are
Anerican Robert B. Laughlin; German Horst L. Storner; and, China-born
Dani el C. Tsui

The three initiated and descri bed t he phenonenon whereby el ectrons in a
power ful magnetic field can condense to forma fluid. This so-called
quantumf |l ui d provi des an i ndi spensabl e avenue to study t he general inner
structure and dynanics of natter.

Commercially, the discovery is significant for the mniaturisation of
el ectronic products. The barrier that limts the smallness of conputers,

t el evi si ons and nobi | e phones has probably been broken down.

Austrian Wal ter Kohn and Briton John A. Poppl e shared the chenistry
prize. They both contributed to devel opi ng nmet hods t hat can be used for
theoretical studies of nolecules and the chemi cal processes in which they
are invol ved.

The citation of the Royal Swedi sh Acadeny of Science reads: "To Kohn for
hi s devel opnent of the density-functional theory and Popple for his
devel opnent of conputational nethods i n quantumchemni stry".

For Literature, Joese Saramago was the sole recipient. He is the first
witer fromPortugal to receive the world' s nost coveted literary award.
The 75-year-old Saramago is a well-known aut hor, poet and politica
commentator. Naturally, he is a non-conform st and sel f-confessed sceptic.

Per haps t he nost not abl e Nobel Prize winners for 1998 are the three
gent | emren sci enti sts who have provided not only relief but al so euphoria
to their nal e counterparts.

The Anerican trio of Robert F. Furchgott, Louis J. Ignarro and Ferid
Mur ad bagged the prize for nedici ne or physiology. Their studies were al
centred on a sinple gas better known as a pollutant, nitric oxide.

Mur ad di scovered in 1977 that nitrogl ycerine and ot her rel ated
compounds, then widely used in the prevention of heart pain, act by
rel easing nitric oxide.

Furchgott later found that a substance rel eased fromthe |ining of the
bl ood vessel s can hel p i ncrease blood circulation to the heart by dilating
the vessel s. The substance was ternmed endot heliumderived rel axi ng factor
or EDRF.

Ignarro then tied up Murad's and Furchgott's findings in proving that
EDRF is nitric oxide. Al though doctors have prescribed nitrogl ycerine for
nmore than 100 years, nobody had a clue as to howit works.

Nobel , too, was offered this drug by his doctor, which he refused. He
was probably gripped by the scepticismthat being a derivative of TNT, a
key conmponent of the dynanite which he invented, nitroglycerine would
surely be the last thing his ailing heart needed!



Back to nitric oxide. It is also a conponent of the now rmuch-tal ked-
about drug, Viagra. Enough said.

The first Muslimscientist tow n the Noble Prize was Professor Abdus
Sal am of Paki stan. Hi s study was on the fundanental forces of nature.
Sal am who died two years ago, and his co-recipients, Steven Winberg and
Shel ton G asgow, showed that the "weak" force that causes radi oactive
decay and the el ectronmagnetic force are one and t he sane.

In the meantine, the quest for the first Ml aysian Nobel Laureate is
truly on.
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