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Al l  l i fe  on E ar th ne e ds water  to  sur v ive.  But  increasingly  i t 

se ems that  the charac ter is t ic s  that  make water  a  so lvent 

for  l i fe  are  a lso  those that  make i t  the weirdes t  of  l iquids . 

Some of  these quirk s  of  ‘ l i fe ’s  matr ix ’  are  wel l  under s to o d; 

other s  are  s t i l l  b eing debate d,  sometimes f ur iously  and 

controver sia l ly.  I  wi l l  e xplore  what  we do and don’t  k now 

ab out  water,  ending with a  considerat ion b oth of  how i t s 

b ehaviour  in  l iv ing ce l ls  can of fer  c lues  for  new pur i f icat ion 

te chnolo gies  and of  whether  i t s  unique ro le  for  l i fe  on E ar th 

makes  i t  a  prere quis i te  for  l i fe  on other  wor lds .

PHILIP BALL 

Freelance sc ience wr i ter
London,  United K ingdom

WHY WATER IS WEIRD

2:00 PM

CFEL
SCIENCE


