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ONE OF THE STAPLES of the graduate cur­
riculum in a ChE department is undoubtedly 

the ChE seminars that the students would attend 
during their graduate career. Their range and 
quality as an index of the quality of the depart­
ment and their value, both to faculty and students, 
is unparalleled. Though the stringent budgets of 
recent years have often forced departments to cut 
back on the number of outside speakers they can 
afford to bring in, most departments make every 
effort to introduce as many and varied speakers as 
possible. Nor are the resources of industry to be 
overlooked, for often an industrial speaker can, 
with a good talk, give the students a much better 
idea of the uses to which their ChE training will 
be put than is possible under the pressures of 
classroom curriculum. But there is also a case for 
the student hearing an occasional seminar on 
something even more interesting than ChE. This 
can be accomplished by asking a speaker from 
another department of one's own university or, on 
occasion, by getting an outside speaker. There is 
also the possibility of devoting the seminars of a 
whole quarter or semester to subjects other than 
ChE itself an-d this we have tried about every third 
year at Minnesota. Arvind Varma has recently or­
ganized such a series at Notre Dame and the 
Editor thought that the idea might be worth gen­
eral mention. 

RANDOM LECTURE TOPICS 

THE FIRST SUCH SERIES that we tried at 
Minnesota was, like many other good things 

here, started with the blessing and encouragement 
of Neal Amundson. It was held during the Winter 
Quarter of 1964 under the general title of "A 
Broader View of Research at the University." This 
series was deliberately discursive though it started 
with a hop, step and jump from classical times 
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into current research topics. It had the incompar­
able advantage of being launched by the late Mr. 
Douglas Cuthbert Coloquon Young, the Reader 
in Greek at St. Andrews University, who was 
spending a sabbatical at Minnesota. A redoubtable 
scholar of immense height and doughty mien, he 
was quite liable to wear the kilt to a seminar, 
though he did not, unfortunately, for his talk to 
us on "How the Greeks Started in Science and 
Why They Stopped." Commenting that one of the 
earliest works of Greek Science was Hesiod's 
"Works and Days," a work in verse, he remarked 
that "It would be a hardship for a modern sci­
entist to have to present his Ph.D. thesis in verse. 
But such compulsory academic verse might not 
sound much worse than most modern scientific 
prose, nor indeed worse than much modern poetic 
verse." The second talk was on medieval scholas­
ticism and the third, on modern philosophy of sci­
ence, was given by Herbert Feig!, one of the last 
surviving representatives of the Vienna circle. 
From this three-stage launching the series became 
quite discursive, ranging from archaeology and 
physiology to mathematics and economics. The 
Vikings as poets were discussed by one speaker 
and the structure of theoretical physics by an­
other. 

In the Fall of '66 we had another series of 
random topics under the title of "The Scope of 
Scholarship." These ranged from ocean engineer­
ing and architectural design to the preservation 
of organs and the plays of August Strindberg. 

Skip Scriven suggested a series on 
"Aspects of Technological Development and 

Social Change." . ... thanks to Scriven's vision we 
were also able to bring in people from outside. These 

included a director of a multinational 
corporation, an international economics 

consultant and a State Department 
man from Washington ... 
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Two would have needed audiovisual aids for a 
proper record. One on the enthnomusicology of 
Ecuador was enlivened by some excellent record­
ings, while another on the history and technique 
of stage movement was dramatically illustrated by 
the gambollings of the speaker. Walter Heller had 
recently returned from his service in Washington 
and was kind enough to speak on the "New Eco­
nomics." 

Under the rubric of "Varieties of Academic 
Experience" another series was launched in the 
Winter of 1970. This again was a series of diverse 
and disconnected topics ranging, this time, from 
ecology and cellular engineering to symmetry and 
the psychology of speech perception. We again had 
some classical archaeology from our Regents' Pro­
fessor of that predilection, William McDonald. He 
had introduced the subject in 1964 and it was to 
his kind interest that we had been indebted for the 
suggestion of several speakers. We even had a 
Vice-President for administration speak on the 
perils, promise and perplexities of program plan­
ning budgets. 

This illustrates one kind of seminar series that 
can be tried, namely the random or desultory. The 
essential thing is to find out who are the most 
likely and interesting speakers on campus and to 
give them their head as to the choice of topic. It 
need hardly be added that this criterion must be 
guarded with a sense for true scholarship, for 
there are on many campuses a number of quite 
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lively, but perhaps more superficial, individuals 
who from time to time surface with a great splash. 
These will be heard in any case by those who wish 
to and it is no service to the student to provide a 
forum for anything less than that which can pass 
the most exacting scholarly standards. 

GENERAL THEME TOPICS 

THE OTHER FORM OF seminar series is that 
which embroiders the talks around a general 

theme. Thus one quarter we had a series called 
"Research in the Industrial Context" in which we 
deliberately tried to give the graduate students a 
sense for the different conditions under which 
many of them would operate in their research 
once they found a job in the chemical industry. 
Here we were fortunate in being able to attract 
some of the top people of the profession such as 
Tom Baron of Shell and Vern Weekman from 
Mobil, but we were less fortunate in being able to 
get manuscripts from them and so make a perma­
nent record of the series. Perhaps this was as well, 
for the impact on the current student body was the 
main intention and our industrial visitors were 

"It would be a hardship for a 
modern scientist to have to present his 

Ph.D. thesis in verse. But such compulsory academic 
verse might not sound much worse than most modern 

scientific prose, nor indeed worse than 
much modern verse. 

able to speak more freely and refer to more cur­
rent topics when they were neither recorded nor 
asked to provide a full script. 

In the Spring Quarter of 197 4, Skip Scriven 
suggested a series on "Aspects of Technological 
Development and Social Change." This was even 
more thematic than anything we had attempted 
before, yet we wanted to be sure it would not be 
without its leaven of humanities. Our local expert 
on ethnomusicology [ among other things, for he is 
a musicologist of vast range] Johannes Riedel 
came again to talk about music and social change 
and an anthropologist discussed the interaction of 
growth and no-growth cultures. One of our leading 
political scientists discussed the differences and 
similarities in economic development in England 
and France at the time of the Industrial Revolu­
tion and between China and Japan in more recent 
history. A geographer spoke of the changing 
metropolitan patterns of America while a visiting 
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professor discussed the interaction on aesthetics 
and politics in recent Latin American literature. 
But thanks to Scriven's vision we were also able 
to bring in people from outside. These included a 
director of a multinational corporation, an inter­
national economics consultant and a State Depart­
ment man from Washington as well as Dr. 
Jayaragan Chanmugam, a chemical engineer, 
whose paper with George Box graces the first page 
of I&EC Fundamentals and who now works with 
the World Bank. 

Last fall we again had a thematic series, 
though the theme was very lightly-even meta­
phorically-treated at times. The current interest 
in catastrophe theory seemed to be a good starting 
point and indeed we were launched with a splendid 
description of the elements of the mathematical 
theory by Larry Markus of our Mathematics De­
partment. He was followed by Professor Holt, who 
had three years before told us about the politics of 
economic change and who now discussed his anal­
ysis of the beginnings of World Wars I and II in 
the light of the categories of catastrophe theory. 

There is also the possibility 
of devoting the seminars of a whole quarter 
of semester to subjects other than ChE itself and this 
we have tried to do about every third 
year at Minnesota. 

Apart from a final "wayside dandelion without the 
gate" which made some reference to catastrophe 
theory in the context of chemical reactors, there 
was little in the rest of the series which had any­
thing to do with catastrophe theory as such. In­
stead the term was used in a variety of meanings 
and this freedom allowed us to invite an archaeo­
logical geologist to talk about Atlantis and an art 
historian to show how the eruption of Vesuvius in 
1631 helped date some of Carracciolo's later 
frescoes. A classicist described the influence of the 
plague in Athens in 430 B.C. on the thought of 
Thucydides, while a psychologist talked of crisis 
intervention psychology. The Director of our 
Limnological Research Center raised the question 
of whether a catastrophe was necessarily a catas­
trophe by showing that forest fires had a definite 
value to the forest community in the longer per­
spective of the ecological cycle. The use of the 
term catastrophe was even more metaphorically 
used in a discussion of the rise of mounted shock 
combat as one of the chief instruments of fuedal-

ism. Here the title "The Feudal Catastrophe" 
really referred to the commonly received opinion 
of our day that feudalism as such was a disaster. 
Very thought-provoking were the remarks of a 
Germanic philologist who suggested that in primi­
tive societies nothing short of a catastrophe broke 
the chain of cyclical thinking and allowed man to 
recognize the essential difference between past and 
future. This linked catastrophe with the origin of 
history as a science. 

SELECTION PROCEDURES 

AS WAS MENTIONED above the great es-
sential for all these enterprises is the choice 

of the liveliest and most vigorous of scholars, and 
the advantage of a major university is that there 
should be a sufficient number of these around. The 
other essential is that some one, or perhaps two, 
members of the ChE faculty should take it up as a 
positive commitment. They will certainly benefit 
from the suggestions of their colleagues, but it is 
fatal to try and get a series like this run by a com­
mittee. Since there is generally a very small budget 
for these things it is usually necessary to depend 
on colleagues within one's own university to whom 
one is not allowed to pay an honorarium and for 
whom no expenses are required. Obviously where 
there is money the series can be greatly enhanced 
by invitations to people from farther afield. It is 
generally well to line up the speakers at least nine 
months in advance. They are usually eminently 
pregnable when they think they can carry to full 
term, forgetting, as is so often the case, that the 
going may be more than a little laborious when 
their hour has come. Beyond the usual administra­
tive reminders and provision of audiovisual equip­
ment, the occasion of the seminar often gives an 
opportunity to get the faculty together for a lunch 
with the speaker beforehand. 

If the speakers are not being offered an 
honorarium it is a little unfair to demand a manu­
script, though there are always some who like to 
write out their talks. Thus, if a record of the 
seminars is thought desirable, one must be pre-

.... we had another 
series of random topics under 

the title of "The Scope of Scholarship." 
These ranged from ocean engineering and 

architectural design to the preservation of organs 
and the plays of August Strindberg. 
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The second talk was on medieval scholasticism and 
the third, on modern philosophy of science, was given by Herbert Feigl, 
one of the last surviving representatives of the Vienna circle. From this three-stage launching 
the series became quite discursive, ranging from archaeology and physiology to 
mathematics and economics. The Vikings as poets were discussed by one 
speaker and the structure of theoretical physics by another. 

pared to tape the lecture and transcribe from the 
tape. It is incredible how incoherent in transcript 
a perfectly good, or even really exciting, talk can 
be. It is absolutely fatal to show the raw transcript 
to the speaker. He or she will throw up their hands 
in horror and that is the last you will see of it. 
Therefore an intermediate stage of editing by the 
organizer of the seminars, or colleagues, is ab­
solutely essential. Indeed it is this, and the prepa­
ration of suitable introductions for the speakers, 
that constitutes the major part of the labor of such 
a series. The burden of it is enormously lightened 
if one is blessed, as we have been at Minnesota, 
with highly intelligent secretaries. Marsha Riebe, 
Laura Muellenbach and others here have been able 
to produce transcripts that only take three or four 
hours to edit. Without such intelligent transcrip­
tion it can take six or eight hours to turn into 
grammatical and continuous form the eloquent 
talk that one so much enjoyed when it was being 
given. There is an occasional speaker who tran­
scribes into connected prose, such as the late Jacob 
Bronowski, but these are the exception rather than 
the rule and the labor of editing from transcript 
should not be underestimated in planning to make 
a record of such a seminar series. The edited tran­
script should then be typed up for the speaker to 
go over and the organizer's work then consists in 
hounding his speakers until the manuscripts are 
returned. There is of course no need to make a 
permanent record of such seminar series but we 
have found it a great pleasure to do so when funds 
permitted. 

The publications have more value, too, than as 
a mere record and recollection of a series of enjoy­
able talks for they may be sent out with offer let­
ters to prospective graduate students. Here they 
serve as a certain touchstone. If a student is put 
off by them, their irrelevance to ChE and lack of 
solemnity, then we are only too thankful-such a 
person would hardly take to the atmosphere of a 
good graduate school. On the other hand, if it tips 
the balance of the decision in the favor of Minne­
sota as a graduate school we are appropriately 
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grateful. Of one aspect there has never been any 
question: their popularity with the graduate stu­
dents is immense. It is not just a relief from the 
strenuousness of ChE, but is a definite challenge 
and opening of windows on wider perspectives. To 
the faculty they also offer an opportunity for 
wider contact within the university and have been 
enthusiastically welcomed whenever we have been 
able to arrange them. • 

C!JN#I letters 

RANKING OF DEPARTMENTS 

Dear Sir: 
In the spring issue of C.E.E. you have published an 

article by Professor Griskey that dealt with ratings of 
Chemical Engineering Departments. I will not deal here 
with the particulars of the article since several members 
of the profession have done so in statements accompanying 
it. The article, however, points unwittingly to two major 
aspects of the current state of chemical engineering educa­
tion. 

Indiscriminate comparisons of Chemical Engineering 
Departments without regard to their emphasis and direc­
tion is ludicrous. Today there are departments which re­
semble applied mathematics; other departments act as 
industrial appendices. Then we have those places which 
emphasize bioengineering, physical chemistry, theoretical 
chemistry, etc., etc. To rate all these together is like com­
paring "apples and oranges." 

The second point of this letter derives directly from the 
above notion. It is high time, I believe, to reexamine the 
direction of the profession as an academic discipline. 
Crouched somewhere between tenure, publications, and 
personal prestige, we certainly need to rediscover relevance 
in both teaching and research. 

Some of Griskey's "top rated" institutions seem to for­
get that we are an applied discipline; that not all gradu­
ates intend to pursue academic careers; that there is such 
a thing as undergraduate education. (Over 80% of the stu­
dents terminate their academic careers at the B.S. level). 
Perhaps the accreditation of certain institutions which call 
themselves Chemical Engineering Departments need to be 
reexamined and reevaluated. 

Michael Economides 
Graduate Student 
Stanford University 
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