
This quote from President John Kennedy’s address on June 28, 1963, 
before a Joint Session of the Dail and Seanad in Dublin, Ireland, rings 
more true and urgent today than almost five decades ago. However, 
creating a sustainable future faces a daunting set of complex and 
challenging problems—poverty, water, energy, environment, disease, 
terrorism and war, to name a few. Meeting these challenges will 
require a healthy dose of innovation, looking beyond silo-based 
education and research, and a culture of nimbleness to change 
course mid-stream, if needed. Although creativity is generally 
associated with spontaneity and individual talent, speaker Roop 
Mahajan will argue that in our fast-changing, hyper-Schumpeterian 
world, the deliberate pooling of creative researchers at the boundaries 
of different disciplines promotes transformative research. These 
intersections can also serve as a breeding ground for the so-called 
Black Swans—the technologies and events not yet recognized but that, 
when implemented, have potential for extreme impact. The National 
Academies Press 2005 report “Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research” 
considers interdisciplinary research to be “one of the most productive 
and inspiring of human pursuits – one that provides a format for 
conversations and connections that lead to new knowledge.”
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“The supreme reality of our time is
the vulnerability of our planet.”

Roop L. Mahajan will draw heavily on his personal professional 
journey from Bell Labs to academia to reflect on the nature and 
complexity of interdisciplinary collaborations, and the creative tensions 
and transformations inherent in the integration of
disciplinary cultures. He will propose that we 
create a regular forum to bring  engineers, 
scientists and humanists together for  
conversations and connections that lead to new  
knowledge. Discussion triggered by the question, 
“What technology/ innovation/idea will make your 
field irrelevant in seven years?” is generally 
a good stage-setter for a dialogue that can 
move us beyond the predictable and 
incremental advances in  current 
technologies to the  transformative 
enterprise of the future.
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Roop L. Mahajan is Lewis E. Hester Chair Professor of Engineering and 
Director of the Institute for Critical Technology and Applied Science at 
Virginia Tech. He has more than 35 years of experience working as an 

interdisciplinary scientist within both the private and educational 
sectors. He has over 180 archival journal publications, several book 
chapters and review articles and an authoritative textbook to his 

credit.  He is the recipient of numerous awards including the Subaru 
Educator of the Year Award (2002),  Charles Russ Richards Memorial 

Award (2003) for outstanding achievements in mechanical engineering 
twenty years or more following graduation, and the Ralph Coats Roe 

Medal (2007) for lifelong contributions in communicating to the public 
the potential of engineering research for the betterment of society, and 
for contributions to engineering education as an inspirational teacher 

and role model to students. He is an ASME Fellow.


