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AIChE and Its Role in the Early Shaping of
Chemical Engineering

Zheng Kangni

(National Science Library, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing 100190, China)

Abstract: In the 20 years from the late 19th century to early 20th century, industry developed rapidly
in Europe and the U.S. During this period new branches of engineering science came into being. In order to
have deep understanding of engineering science, the author chooses American Institute of Chemical
Engineers as her case study target. On the basis of important sources and literatures, the paper made a study
on the history of the formulation of chemical engineering as a new discipline from the perspectives of
historiography and sociology of science. The paper shows that in the rapid growth of the chemical industry
in the U.S, chemical engineers has become a new profession, and chemical engineering as a discipline is
gradually shaped by the interaction and intersection of chemistry and mechanical engineering. In 1888,
Boston Institute of Technology (the predecessor of MIT) started to design chemical engineering courses and
to train engineers needed in chemical industry. Chemical engineers paid more attention to the connection of
their work with pure chemistry and mechanical engineering. They tried to find out their own professional and
knowledge boundaries in industry. The chemical industry grew along with the formation of chemical
engineer groups and institutionalization of chemical engineering education. In such a context, the American
Institute of Chemical Engineers was established in 1908. The AIChE was a distinguished mark of the
institutionalization of chemical engineering. It played an important role in the shaping and promoting of the
new discipline: defining the professional identity of the chemical engineer; constructing a platform of
academic communication; clarifying the boundary of chemical engineering and the relationship among
chemical engineering, chemistry, mechanical engineering and other disciplines; reforming the education of
chemical engineering at American universities, standardizing the curriculum of chemical engineering;
promoting the connection among academic institutions, universities and enterprises.

Key words: American Institute of Chemical Engineers; chemical engineering; chemical industry;
discipline



