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The ‘soft matter’ of the title of this book is virtually syn-
onymous with the ‘soft solids and structured liquids’, that
are of growing interest to the chemical engineering commu-
nity [1,2]. There has been a great deal of attention shown
recently in the measurement, manipulation and manufacture
of such materials and their microstructure, to the extent of a
large Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council
(the UK-government science and engineering funding body)
initiative in the area. Out of this initiative have come many
practical benefits in the area of what has become known as
‘colloid engineering’. This book is an excellent introduc-
tion to the necessary colloid chemistry/science that will be
needed by those chemical engineers who want to become
active in the colloid area.

The author of the book, Ian Hamley, leads a group in the
Chemistry Department at Leeds University which is at the
forefront of activity in the area of soft matter in general and
polymers and surfactants in particular. He is especially inter-
ested in the way that these systems self-assemble, with the
resulting materials being of great interest in the areas of drug
delivery, encapsulation and thin films, etc. He has developed
a wide range of state-of-the-art characterisation techniques
such as small-angle X-ray and neutron scattering. He has
already published a book on the physics of block copoly-
mers (OUP, 1998) which covered one specific area of his
interests. Although, he states that this new book was writ-
ten primarily for undergraduates taking physical chemistry
courses, in particular the final-year module on the ‘Physical
Chemistry of Condensed Matter’ at Leeds, he also argues
that any proper approach to the subject will, of necessity,
be interdisciplinary, but that ‘the subject is not considered
in conventional textbooks on physics, physical chemistry or
materials science, often being neglected entirely or covered
in an inadequate manner’. He, therefore, offers his book as
an effort to ‘fill the gap’, by ‘providing an up-to-date intro-
ductory summary of the thermodynamics and dynamics of
soft materials’.

For convenience soft materials are characterised in this
book under the headings of polymers (Chapter 2); colloids
(Chapter 3); amphiphiles, i.e. surfactants (Chapter 4) and
liquid crystals (Chapter 5), but the author admits that there
are often no great distinctions between these systems, for
instance, between liquid crystals in detergent and polymer
systems.

As to practical details, the book is very well illustrated;
equations have been kept to a minimum, and questions and
answers are provided at the end of each chapter. The writ-
ing is appropriate for the book’s intended readership, for
instance, he describes amphiphiles (the politically correct
name for surfactants) as having a ‘Jekyll and Hyde charac-
ter. They are molecules with two sides to their nature. One

part likes a solvent (i.e. is soluble in it) and the other does
not’.

The 19th century was the age of ‘hard matter’, i.e. iron
and steel. The 20th century saw the development of softer
materials such as polymers. The 21st century will be the cen-
tury of a deepening interest in ‘soft matter’, whether it be in
traditional products such as detergents, paints, plastics, per-
sonal care products, foods, clays, plastics and gels, or in the
emerging areas of bio-materials. Writing introductory books
in any area might appear simple, but as anyone who has tried
it will know, it is in fact very difficult. Moreover, writing an
introduction to soft matter is even more difficult, given the
breadth of the subject and the potential readership. The au-
thor of this book has done well in his efforts in this matter.

The publisher’s back-cover ‘blurb’ claims that ‘Introduc-
tion to Soft Matter’, is “the first introductory text presenting
a comprehensive and unified coverage of a subject that spans
the disciplines of chemistry, materials science and physics”.
After reading the book one is inclined to believe them, and
hence to encourage chemical engineers to think about buy-
ing it if they want to move into this area.
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This book provides a compendium of petrochemical pro-
cesses. The book is a revised version of an original 1991
publication. It concentrates on olefins and aromatics with
some exceptions such as ammonia. For each product the
main process alternatives are briefly explained. The follow-
ing information is also given: key product properties, inter-
national classifications important for the legal framework for
transportation, a summary of main uses for the product, a
discussion of health and handling issues, and a list of major
plants world-wide and major licensers.

While not as comprehensive as Shreve, I found it easier
to get around. It also has a number of useful features such as
lists of large facilities world-wide, licensors of technology,
and main health and safety issues. Inevitably the ownership
lists get out of date rather quickly — for example, ICI is


