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In Praise of Engineering

The world we live in has largely been
created by engineers, who have delivered
blessings to mankind since the dawn of
history. Here we examine their role --

and note that it is now more crucial to
human survival than ever before . . .

[] We in the developed countries live in the realm
of the engineer. From the moment we turn on the
water in the morning until we turn off the lights at
night, we are surrounded by engineered struc-
tures, systems, products and processes. They help
to feed, shelter, clothe, transport, comfort and
entertain us, and allow us to communicate invisi-
bly with one another. No matter what we do for a
living, much of our own work is done with things
made by engineers.

Yet most of us who are not concerned in our
jobs with the nuts and bolts of technology seldom
give more than a passing thought to how critical
the engineering profession is to our existence. This
is because the marvels of engineering have come to
be routine. They are as much a part of our daily
environment as the mountains around a Nepalese
Sherpa. They have ceased to inspire the awe they
deserve except when, as in an avalanche, some-
thing goes wrong with disastrous results.

The engineer himself {or, increasingly these
days, herself) has faded into the landscape along
with his all-pervasive output. We know the names
of the sculptors and architects whose works grace
our big cities -- the Henry Moores and the I.M.
Peis -- but who knows who actually erected the
buildings and bridges, who cut the streets and
installed the pipes and wires that make a city run?
In any list of historical persons, engineers rank far
below monarchs, politicians and generals. The rea-
son for this is simple: engineers normally solve

problems instead of creating them, and a problem
solved is a problem out of mind.

The lack of recognition of the engineer in rela-
tion to his significance is hardly a recent phenome-
non. History does record the name of the man who
built the Great Pyramid -- Khufu-onekh -- but it
is less commonly known than that of Cheops, the
Egyptian king for whom that incredible feat of
engineering was carried out. While the poets and
philosophers of antiquity are enshrined in immor-
tality, the builders of the seven wonders of the
world are forgotten. We have all heard of Homer
and Plato, but who was in charge of constructing
the Acropolis? Virgil and Cicero are still quoted,
but who engineered the Coliseum?

In particular, the engineer has always lived in
the shadow of the scientist. The latter tradition-
ally has received the credit for advancing the
cause of mankind with discoveries that might
never have done any good for anybody without the
added value of innovative engineering skill. The
difference between the two callings is that the
scientist seeks new knowledge and the engineer
seeks ways to apply knowledge for practical pur-
poses. Neither could function without the other.
"There are science and the application of science,
bound together as the fruit of the tree that bears
it," as Louis Pasteur said.

In fact, the scientist and the engineer have
often been one and the same person. Galileo not
only unlocked the secrets of the sky, he built the




