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loaded into washing machines, the bags will dissolve, 
releasing clean clothes.

Chemists have also tried to mimic natural polymers 
like silk, wool and rubber. Silk and wool are made up of 
proteins, and nylons and polyesters are their equivalent 
synthetic versions.  These synthetic polymers can 
be drawn into fibres, and woven into cloth. These 
properties are partly due to the chemical nature of the 
molecule, and partly due to the way it is processed. 

Similarly, chemists have played around with molecules 
to get Kevlar (strong and lightweight), PHA (fire 
resistant) and polycarbonates (replacement for glass). 

Conclusion
We live in an age where we can design new materials 
using our knowledge of molecular interactions. Many 
recent efforts in this field, for example, are aimed at 
making bio- and photo-degradable synthetic polymers. 
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cages, they turned out to be very 
solitary folks, hardly even stopping to 
rub antennae. These socially awkward 
cockroaches regained their camaraderie 
and group clustering when the bacteria 
were re-introduced into  
their cages.

In fact, other insects also communicate 
by using bacteria that give off certain 
odours and chemicals. Locusts play host 
to a specific kind of microbe that helps 
them aggregate and form a swarm. 
Some animals too, like the hyena, have 
bacteria in their scent glands which help 

them tell relatives from non-relatives.

So next time you’re looking for someone in a crowded 
room, close your eyes and give the air a good sniff!

“Man is a social animal” said Aristotle, 
the philosopher who lived 2300 years 
ago. What he did not know, and what 
scientists today have found out is that 
insects too are social animals. This is 
why if you find one cockroach in your 
house, chances are that there are a 
hundred more hidden from view. What 
has puzzled entomologists (people 
who study insects) is how these insects 
communicate with each other. 

Cockroach biologists (yes, there are 
some!) have come up with the answer. 
Cockroaches, they say, are attracted 
to poop. Apparently, the tendency of cockroaches to 
aggregate together is because of their attraction to volatile 
fatty acids that bacteria present in the faeces produce. 
When cockroaches were hatched and raised in germ-free 
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