Uses of carbon nanotubes in materials.
Many people believe that nanotechnology will lead to ‘grey goo’; self-replicating nanobots eating the world. However nanotechnology is nothing new, we’ve been using it for hundreds of years without even knowing. Nanotechnology isn’t all nanobots and nanochips; it also includes nanomaterials such as carbon nanotubes; tubes made of carbon, typically a few nanometres long. Their strength means they could help us make stronger objects for everyday life. We’ve used carbon nanotubes for over 2000 years with not sign of ‘grey goo’.
Carbon nanotubes have also been used unknowingly throughout history; from 300B.C. Damascus steel has been used in sword forging and it is legend that swords forged with it were the strongest.  Recently scientists found that it contained carbon nanotubes whereas regular steel didn’t.  The nanotubes increase the toughness and shatter resistance of steel and may reduced the need to use expensive metals such as titanium to make tough machinery.

Carbon nanotubes have already been applied to everyday day objects; they have been used in things ranging from sports gear to boats.  To date, the widespread use of carbon nanotubes has been limited to their use to make bulk composites that are less effective than when nanotubes are used individually. As we look to exploit the use of individual nanotubes we need to be cautious of their toxic effects which could be as dangerous as asbestos.  But all is not lost, we are learning to alter these nanotubes to be less toxic and may still be able to develop ever stronger materials that may allow us to build machines like elevators into space.
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