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Development in chemistry during the Industrial Revolution 

The Industrial Revolution began in the late 18th century and continued into the 19th century. It 

had a profound impact on the development of chemistry. Some important development in chemistry 

during the Industrial Revolution are discussed below: 

1. Chemical Manufacturing 

The Industrial Revolution created a huge demand for chemicals to support manufacturing 

processes. For example, sulfuric acid became essential for producing dyes, textiles, and cleaning agents. 

Factories required chemicals for processes like bleaching, dyeing, and metal refining. Scottish chemist 

Charles Tennant developed bleaching powder in 1800, which reduced the time required to bleach textiles 

from months to days. Alkali production (sodium carbonate and potassium carbonate) became critical. The 

Leblanc process (developed by Nicolas Leblanc in the 1790s) enabled the mass production of soda ash, 

which was used in soap and glass manufacturing. 

2. Advances in Organic Chemistry 

During the Industrial Revolution, the demand for dyes, medicines, and other products led to 

significant advances in organic chemistry. The production of synthetic dyes from coal tar derivatives began 

in the mid-19th century, and William Henry Perkin discovered the first synthetic dye, mauveine, in 1856. 

This discovery marked the beginning of the synthetic chemical industry, which revolutionized fields like 

textiles and pharmaceuticals. 

3. Fertilizers and Agriculture 

The discovery and production of fertilizers, such as ammonium sulfate, during this period helped 

improve agriculture, boosting food production to meet the needs of the rapidly growing population. Justus 

von Liebig, a German chemist, made significant contributions to agricultural chemistry, particularly in 

understanding plant nutrition and soil chemistry. 

4. Metallurgy and Industrial Chemistry 

During this time, production shifted from hand-made to machine-made. Advances in science, 

especially chemistry, helped this change. Henry Bessemer's 1850s steel-making process boosted 

construction, transport, and machinery. Chemistry was key in improving metal strength and durability. 

5. Founding of Chemical Societies and Journals 

The increased importance of chemistry led to the establishment of scientific institutions. For 

example, the Royal Society of Chemistry was founded in 1841 in the UK, promoting research and 

collaboration. The period also saw the publication of scientific journals, which became critical for 

disseminating new chemical knowledge and discoveries. 
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Development of Chemistry During World Wars 

Chemistry played a crucial role in both World War I (1914–1918) and World War II (1939–1945), driving 

advancements in warfare and industry. The wars pushed chemists to develop new materials, methods, 

and technologies, many of which shaped the modern world. 

World War I: "The Chemists' War" 

(i) Chemists in War: 

Chemists were deeply involved in making weapons and solving material shortages. Poison gas, 

introduced during this war, made it known as "the chemists' war," though gas caused less than 1% 

of deaths. 

(ii) Germany's Lead in Chemistry: 

At the start, Germany was the world leader in chemistry, with advanced research and supply. 

Britain struggled to catch up and relied on its Chemical Society for knowledge. 

(iii) The Haber Process: 

The Royal Navy blockaded Germany's supply of Chilean nitre, which was essential for making 

fertilizers and explosives. To overcome this, Germany scaled up the Haber process to fix nitrogen 

from the air. This allowed them to produce nitric acid for explosives and fertilizers. 

(iv) British Solutions: 

British chemists industrialized older methods to produce nitrogen, like making calcium cyanamide, 

and used ammonia from gas plants. These methods also relied on converting ammonia to nitric 

acid using a process developed by Wilhelm Ostwald. 

(v) Solving Bottlenecks in Explosives: 

• High explosives like TNT and smokeless cordite were crucial. Cordite required acetone, 

which was in short supply. 

• Chaim Weizmann developed a fermentation method to produce acetone, using brewery 

techniques. His contribution was so significant that it influenced the Balfour Agreement, 

leading to the creation of Israel. 

(vi) Other Innovations: 

• German chemists made guncotton from wood pulp due to cotton shortages. 

• Fermentation processes by Max Delbrück used yeast to create animal feed, marking early 

biotechnology developments. 

• Improvements in glass and synthetic dyes helped in manufacturing instruments and 

materials for war. 
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World War II: "The Physicists' War" 

(i) Role of Chemists: 

While physics was central to the development of the atomic bomb, chemists were critical in 

separating uranium isotopes and producing heavy water. Without their contributions, the bomb 

would not have been possible. 

(ii) Petroleum-Based Weapons: 

Napalm, a deadly petroleum-based weapon developed by chemist Louis Fieser, caused more 

deaths in Japan than the atomic bombs. Its use in later wars, like Vietnam, led to public fear and 

distrust of chemistry. 

(iii) Synthetic Materials: 

• Blockades forced Germany to innovate, leading to the development of synthetic rubber 

and polymers. 

• These materials were not only useful during the war but also advanced science by helping 

understand biological chemical systems. 

Long-Term Impact of War-Driven Chemistry 

(iv) Managed Innovation: 

Both wars led to "organized science," where research was focused and managed for specific goals. 

This momentum continued even after the wars. 

(v) Chemical Warfare and Ethical Concerns: 

• Chemical warfare agents, like Zyklon B (developed by Fritz Haber), were later used for 

tragic purposes during the Holocaust. 

• The use of napalm and other chemicals caused public backlash, leading to long-lasting 

fear of chemistry. 

(vi) Other Advances: 

• The war pushed chemistry into biotechnology, synthetic fabrics, and better materials for 

construction and everyday use. 

• Innovations like the Haber process revolutionized agriculture with fertilizers, boosting 

food production worldwide. 

In summary, the world wars turned chemistry into a vital tool for solving problems during extreme 

conditions. While these developments brought scientific progress, they also highlighted the 

ethical challenges of using science in war. 
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Ethics in Science 

The use of chemistry during the world wars highlights a critical ethical dilemma: scientific advancements 

can bring great benefits but can also cause immense harm when misused. Chemistry’s contributions to 

the war efforts were groundbreaking, but they raise important questions about the moral responsibilities 

of scientists and societies. 

Dual Nature of Chemistry 

Chemistry, like all sciences, is inherently neutral. Its applications, however, can either benefit humanity or 

cause destruction. The world wars were prime examples of this duality: 

(i) Positive Impact: 

• The Haber process, originally developed to fix nitrogen for fertilizers, boosted food 

production and saved millions from starvation. 

• Advances in synthetic materials, dyes, and biotechnology have led to long-term benefits 

for society. 

(ii) Negative Impact: 

• The same Haber process was scaled up to produce explosives, directly fueling war efforts. 

• Poison gas, a direct product of chemical research, caused horrifying deaths and injuries 

on the battlefield. 

Key Ethical Issues 

(i) Chemical Weapons and Mass Destruction: 

• During World War I, chemists created weapons like chlorine and mustard gas, which 

inflicted severe suffering. Although such weapons accounted for a small percentage of 

casualties, their psychological and physical impact was immense. 

• In World War II, Zyklon B, a pesticide developed by Fritz Haber for peaceful purposes, was 

tragically repurposed to execute millions in Nazi concentration camps. 

(ii) Civilian Harm and Long-Term Damage: 

• Napalm, used extensively during World War II and later conflicts like Vietnam, caused 

widespread destruction, killing civilians and devastating environments. 

• The chemical warfare innovations sparked a chemophobia (fear of chemicals), negatively 

affecting public perception of chemistry. 

 



Compiled by Dr. Sanjib Deuri, Madhab Choudhury College, Barpeta 

(iii) Scientific Responsibility: 

• Chemists often worked under pressure from governments and military demands, raising 

the question: should scientists pursue knowledge at any cost, even if it risks being used 

for harm? 

• Some scientists, like Fritz Haber, justified their contributions to war as service to their 

nations, while others, such as Albert Einstein, later reflected on the moral consequences 

of their work. 

Lessons for Modern Science 

The history of chemistry during the wars teaches us several key lessons: 

• Accountability: Scientists must consider how their work may be used and advocate for 

ethical applications of their discoveries. 

• Transparency: Open discussions about the potential risks and benefits of scientific 

advancements are essential. 

• Peaceful Innovation: Research should prioritize solving global problems like hunger, 

disease, and climate change, rather than enabling destruction. 

In conclusion, chemistry during the world wars showcases both the power and the peril of scientific 

progress. While its contributions to industrial and technological advancements were immense, the use of 

chemistry in warfare serves as a reminder of the ethical responsibilities scientists bear. Balancing the 

pursuit of knowledge with humanity’s greater good remains a fundamental challenge in science today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


