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STEVEN CHU IS NOT A POLITICIAN 
STEVEN CHU IS A SCIENTIST. In the early days of his 
career, at Bell Labs, Chu created atomic traps in which 
single atoms could be probed, studied, and tinkered 
with. A few years later, he used lasers to grab and stretch 
virus DNA, leading to a new understanding of plastics 
and polymers. Hyper-precise atomic clocks also came 
along, as well as a shared 1997 Nobel Prize in physics. 

President Obama named him secretary of energy in 
2008. It was a message that science, banished from 
Washington out of political convenience during the 
Bush years, would return. And with it came an honesty 
often missing from policy debates, as when Chu told 
The Wall Street Journal that to solve global warming, 
“somehow we have to figure out how to boost the price 
of gasoline to the levels in Europe.”

He was right. Just as he was right that the only way 
to make huge advances in energy independence is to 
take huge gambles. That led to the successful launch of 
a new government agency, ARPA-E, an energy-solu-
tions research lab modeled on DARPA, as well as the 
dolling out of $36 billion in stimulus loans for clean-
energy initiatives. “We’re swinging for the fences,” he 
said to his critics. “We’re going to strike out a lot, but 
we’ll hit a few grand slams.”

He was right about that, too. He understood that the 
only way to solve the major energy and environmen-
tal problems facing our world is to go all-in. And now 
that he’s moved back to academia at Stanford, he will be 
missed. Washington needs more scientists. —Tyler Cabot
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