
UC Merced
UC Merced Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Stress-strain Response of High-performance Crystalline Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nf6b40c

Author
Yang, Quanpeng

Publication Date
2022

Supplemental Material
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nf6b40c#supplemental
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nf6b40c
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nf6b40c#supplemental
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Stress-strain Response of High-performance Crystalline
Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides

by

QuanpengYang

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the

requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

in

Mechanical Engineering

at

University of California, Merced

Committee in charge:

Assistant Professor Sachin Goyal, chair
Professor Ashlie Martini, advisor
Assistant Professor Elizabeth Nowadnick
Assistant Professor James Palko

Fall 2022



The dissertation of Quanpeng Yang, titled Stress-strain Response of High-performance Crys-
talline Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides, is approved, and it is acceptable in quality and form
for publication on microfilm and electronically:

chair Date

advisor Date

Date

Date

University of California, Merced



Chapter 2 © 2021 American Chemical Society
Chapter 3 © 2021 American Chemical Society
Chapter 4 © 2022 American Chemical Society

All other chapters
© QuanpengYang, 2022

All rights reserved.



i

Contents

Contents i

List of Figures iii

List of Tables x

Acknowledgements xi

Curriculum Vita xii

Abstract i

1 Introduction 1
1.1 High-performance Polymers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

1.1.1 Polyamides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1.1.2 Aromatic Polyamides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
1.1.3 Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

1.2 Experimental Methods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6
1.2.1 Processing of Polyamides . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6
1.2.2 Experimental Studies on Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamide Crystals . . . . 7
1.2.3 Limitations of Experiments on Polyamide Crystals . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

1.3 Computational Methods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
1.3.1 Computational Materials Modeling from First Principles . . . . . . . . 9
1.3.2 Classical Molecular Dynamics Simulations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

1.3.2.1 Non-reactive Force Fields . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
1.3.2.2 Reactive Force Fields . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
1.3.2.3 MolecularDynamics Studies onAromatic-aliphatic Polyamides 13
1.3.2.4 Limitations of Previous Simulation Studies . . . . . . . . . . . 14

1.4 Dissertation Outline . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

2 Force Field Selection for Molecular Dynamics Simulations of Polyamides 16
2.1 Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
2.2 Methods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17



ii

2.2.1 Structural Models . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
2.2.2 Force Fields . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22
2.2.3 Simulation Protocol . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

2.3 Results and Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
2.3.1 Force Field Selection Based on Lattice Parameters . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
2.3.2 Force Field Selection Based on Hydrogen Bonding . . . . . . . . . . . . 24
2.3.3 Force Field Selection Based on Pi-Pi Stacking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26
2.3.4 Force Field Selection Based on Stress-strain Response . . . . . . . . . . 27
2.3.5 Force Field Selection Based on XRD Patterns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

2.4 Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

3 Stress-strain Response of PPTA and PAP5 in Chain and Transverse Directions 33
3.1 Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33
3.2 Methods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33
3.3 Results and Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

3.3.1 Mechanical Properties . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35
3.3.2 Chain Direction Strain Response . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36
3.3.3 Response to Strain in the Transverse Directions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

3.4 Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

4 Effect of Aliphatic Chain Length on the Stress-Strain Response of Polyamides 53
4.1 Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
4.2 Methods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54
4.3 Results and Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

4.3.1 Lattice Parameters of Polyamides before and after Equilibration . . . . 57
4.3.2 Explanation of Trend in Low-strain Modulus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57
4.3.3 Explanation of Trend in High-strain Modulus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62
4.3.4 Explanation of Trend in the Transition from Low to High Strain . . . . . 62
4.3.5 Origin of Odd-even Effect in Stress-strain Response . . . . . . . . . . . 64
4.3.6 Explanation of Trend in Ultimate Stress . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68
4.3.7 Strain Rate Dependence of Stress-strain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

4.4 Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

5 Summary and Future Work 74
5.1 Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74
5.2 Effect of Functional Groups on Stress-strain Response . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75
5.3 Prediction of Mechanical Properties Using Machine Learning . . . . . . . . . . 77
5.4 Concluding Remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

Supporting Information 80

Bibliography 81



iii

List of Figures

1.1 Synthesis of (a) polyamide 6,6 and (b) polyamide 6.[195] Copyright © 2016 byWiley. 3
1.2 Chemical structuresof themost commonhigh-performancepolymers.[206]Copy-

right © 2016 by Nature Portfolio. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
1.3 Schematic diagram showing the structural modification scenario for reducing the

transition temperature and enhancing the solubility of rigid rod-like polymers,
such as PPTA.[104] Copyright © 2020 by American Chemical Society . . . . . . . . . 5

1.4 Available elements in the ReaxFF force field. The elements in green are available
and those in purple are not yet available[206]. Copyright © 2016 by Nature Portfolio. 11

1.5 ReaxFF development tree, where parameter sets on a common ‘branch’ are fully
transferablewithoneanother. Parameter sets areavailable in (a) vanDuin et al. [182],
(b) van Duin et al. [183], (c) Strachan et al. [164, 165], (d) Chenoweth et al. [30], (e)
Goddard et al. [62] and Chenoweth et al. [31], (f) Castro-Marcano et al. [26] and
Kamat et al. [85], (g) Vasenkov et al. [214], (h)Weismiller et al. [193], (i) Mueller et
al. [121], (j) Agrawalla et al. [2], (k) Rahaman et al. [145], (l) Monti et al. [118], (m)
Fogarty et al. [57], (n) Raymand et al. [148], (o) Pitman et al. [140] and Manzano et
al. [106], and (p) van Duin et al. [181] [157]. Copyright © 2016 by Nature Portfolio. 12

2.1 XRD patterns of PPTA from initially-built MD model and experiments. The exper-
imental XRD pattern and the values of the peak angles were taken from Ref. [3, 46,
187] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

2.2 XRD patterns of PAP5 from initially-built MD model and experiments. The exper-
imental XRD pattern and the values of the peak angles were taken from Ref. [3, 46,
187] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

2.3 Unit cells of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5where lattice dimensions (𝑎, 𝑏, and 𝑐) are iden-
tified on the PPTA snapshot and lattice angles (𝛼, 𝛽, and 𝛾) are identified on the
PAP5 snapshot. Theorthogonal directions (x, y, and z) are alsodefinedwith respect
to the perspective views of the unit cells. Atom colors correspond to: oxygen, red;
nitrogen, blue; carbon, gray; hydrogen, white. The cross-section views on the far
right show the crystals from the yz plane. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

2.4 Comparison of the cumulative error in the lattice parameters for PPTA and PAP5
of seven reactive and two non-reactive force fields. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24



iv

2.5 Comparison of H-bonding (non-bonded, nearest-neighborN–O) RDFs calculated
for (a) PAP5 and (b) PPTA. The reference [46] H-bond lengths (N–O distances) for
PPTA and PAP5 are shown as vertical dashed lines. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

2.6 Comparison of 𝜋-stacking RDFs calculated for (a) PAP5 and (b) PPTA. The refer-
ence 𝜋-stacking distances [46] are shown as vertical dashed lines. . . . . . . . . . . 26

2.7 Snapshots of PPTA strained in the z-direction (a) before and (b) after inter-chain
slip occurs with the OPLS force field. The black lines connecting aromatic rings
highlight the relative positions of chains before and after inter-chain slip. This in-
dicates the sharp drop in stress for some OPLS systems is due to the sudden oc-
currence of inter-chain slip. The origin of this phenomenon may be that the OPLS
force field is less accurate in reproducing the inter-chain distance, i.e., the error in
the lattice parameter 𝑏 for OPLS is larger than that of ReaxFF, as shown in Fig. 2.4.
Specifically, the lattice parameter 𝑏 for OPLS is larger (+0.5 Å) than the experimen-
tal value (5.18 Å), while the lattice parameter 𝑏 for Liu is slightly smaller (−0.14 Å)
than the experimental value. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

2.8 Snapshots of PPTA with the (a) Liu and (b) Vashisth force fields at 8% strain in the
z-direction. These figures show that the buckling of the chains in the Liu model is
of smaller wavelength than the Vashisth model. In addition, from animations of
the Vashisth simulations, it was observed that, starting at ∼8% when the buckling
occurs, the chains act as springs (alternating contraction and extension), corre-
sponding to the fluctuations in the stress-strain curve in Fig. 2.9b. The origin of
this phenomenon may be that theVashisth force field is less accurate in reproduc-
ing the 𝜋-stacking interactions, i.e., the error of lattice parameter 𝑎 for Vashisth is
larger than that of Liu, as shown in Fig. 2.4. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

2.9 Evaluation of the stress-strain curves with the (a) OPLS, (b) ReaxFF Vashisth and
(c) ReaxFF Liu force fields for PPTAwith simulation box sizes between 1×1×1 and
8×8×8 in x-, y- and z-directions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

2.10 XRD patterns of the initially-built structures of PPTA and its structures after equi-
libration using different ReaxFF force field parameter sets. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

2.11 XRD patterns of the initially-built structures of PPTA and its structures after equi-
libration using different ReaxFF force field parameter sets. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

3.1 Comparison between stepwise stretching and continuous stretching approaches
at four different strain rates: (a) 1×10⁸ s-¹, (b) 1×10⁹ s-¹, (c) 1×10¹⁰ s-¹, and (d)
1×10¹¹ s-¹. The stress-strain curves obtained from the two approaches are almost
the same. The above examples are from simulations of strain of PPTA in the x-
direction with theVashisth force field. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34



v

3.2 (a) Ultimate stress, (b) failure strain and (c) elastic modulus (calculated from 0
to 2% strain) from simulations of PPTA and PAP5 strained in the chain direction
at three different strain rates (1×10⁹, 1×10¹⁰ and 1×10¹¹ s-¹) using the ReaxFF Liu
force field. The error bars reflect the standard deviation calculated from three in-
dependent simulations. Also shown are representative data points for PPTA from
experiments [28, 38, 49, 99, 147]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

3.3 (a-c) Lattice parameters and (d) stress of PAP5 as functions of time during the
stretching and relaxation processes. The system was first stretched to 7.5% strain
(shaded red) and then allowed to relax by running NPT at 300 K and 1 atm un-
til the system reached 0% strain (shaded blue). The stress and lattice parameters
return to their equilibrium values almost immediately after the strain is released.
This indicates that the sample is not plastically deformed which indicates that the
inflection point (which occurs around 4% strain) is not yield. . . . . . . . . . . . . 38

3.4 Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding
(c, d, e, and f) and 𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (c, d, g, and h) and PAP5
(e, f, i, and j) strained in the x-direction. The RDFs are normalized by the number
of bonds per unit cell. Movies S1 and S4 showing the evolution of the stress and
RDF distributions as well as the time evolution of the models are available in the
Supplemental Information. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

3.5 Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5 while strained in x-direction with a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed
from the y-direction. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the stress-strain
plots in Fig. 3.4. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

3.6 Position of atoms in the chains projected on the yz plane for (a) PPTAand (b) PAP5,
where the centroid of each chain is manually moved to the origin of the yz plane.
The hydrogen and oxygen atoms, and the carbon atoms in aromatic rings are ex-
cluded in this calculation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41

3.7 Stress and ring-ring angle as functions of strain in the x-direction for (a) PPTA and
(b) PAP5. Ring-ring angle is the average angle between each pair of adjacent rings
(the angle between the two green arrows in the inset) from two adjacent sheets.
It is a measurement of the coplanarity of rings in the crystal, i.e., smaller angle
corresponds to more coplanar. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

3.8 Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding (c,
d, e, and f) and 𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (a, c, d, g, and h) and PAP5 (b,
e, f, i and j) strained in the y-direction. The RDFs are normalized by the number
of bonds per unit cell. Movies S2 and S5 showing the evolution of the stress and
RDF distributions as well as the time evolution of the models are available in the
Supplemental Information. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

3.9 Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5 while strained in y-direction with a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed
from the x- and z-directions. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the
stress-strain plots in Fig. 3.8. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46



vi

3.10 (a) Example snapshots of ring-ring distance before and after slip in the y-direction,
(b) ring-ring angle as a quantification of coplanarity of aromatic rings. Slip quanti-
fied by ring-ring distance in y-direction, stress, and coplanarity quantified by ring-
ring angle as functions of strain in the y-direction for (c) PPTA and (d) PAP5. The
slip is quantified as the average distance between each pair of adjacent aromatic
rings from two adjacent sheets at each strain with reference to the zero strain. For
PPTA, after slip and yield, the chains becomemoreordered as evidencedby thede-
crease in ring-ring angle (becoming more coplanar). The structural optimization
of PPTA by slip allows subsequent strain hardening. Due to the accommodation
of strain by slip, the yield stress of PPTA is lower than that of PAP5. In comparison,
slip is not observed for PAP5, therefore theH-bonds accommodate all of the strain
resulting in a higher yield stress than PPTA. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

3.11 Representative snapshot of PPTA strained in the z-direction at 25%strain. Two ring
pairs locatednear peaks (yellow) andbetweenpeaks (green) of the buckled chains.
The distance between rings at adjacent peaks or valleys of the buckled chains is
larger than the equilibrium value, whereas pairs of rings between peaks or valleys
have smaller distance than at equilibrium. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

3.12 RDFs of proximity (a and b) and coplanarity (c and d) of aromatic rings for PPTA
(a and c) and PAP5 (b and d). The proximity RDFs are calculated from the distance
between every pair of adjacent rings (yellow dotted line in the schematic), and
the coplanarity RDFs are calculated from the dihedral angle between every pair
of adjacent rings (the angle between the green arrows in the schematic). Smaller
proximity and coplanarity are indicators of stronger 𝜋-stacking interactions. The
results indicate that the ring-ring proximity of PPTAandPAP5 are similar, but PAP5
is more coplanar than PPTA. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

3.13 Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding (c,
d, e, and f) and 𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (a, c, d, g, and h) and PAP5 (b, e,
f, i, and j) strained in the z-direction with Liu force field. The RDFs are normalized
by the number of bonds per unit cell. Movies S3 and S6 showing the evolution of
the stress and RDF distributions as well as the time evolution of the models are
available in the Supplemental Information. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

3.14 Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5 while strained in z-direction with a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed
from the y-direction. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the stress-strain
plots in Fig. 3.13. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

4.1 Initial unit cells of (a) PAP5, (b) PAP6, (c) PAP7, (d) PAP8, and (e-f) PPTA. The or-
thogonal directions (𝑥,𝑦, and𝑧) and lattice constants (𝑎,𝑏, and 𝑐) are definedwith
respect to the perspective view of the PPTA. Atom colors correspond to: oxygen,
red; nitrogen, blue; carbon, gray; and hydrogen, white. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56



vii

4.2 (a) Stress-strain curves for 4×4×4polyamide crystals strained from0 to 25% strain.
The shaded areas reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent
simulations. (b) Low-strain and high-strain modulus as functions of the number
of non-aromatic carbons in the polymer repeating unit. Low-strain modulus is
calculated from the slope of stress-strain curve from 0 to 2% strain. High-strain
modulus is calculated from the last 5%strainbefore failure. Dotted lines are guides
to the eye. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

4.3 Positions of the non-aromatic, backbone atoms in the chains projected on the yz
plane, where the centroid of each chain is the origin of the yz plane, for (a) PPTA,
(b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Waviness was quantified from the ra-
dius of a circle fit to the outline of the 90% innermost non-aromatic carbon atoms
and nitrogen atoms. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

4.4 Waviness of the polymers calculated as the radius of best fit circle (black) and the
cross-sectional area of the chains calculated from of the best fit oval (red) of the
atom distribution. In both cases, the calculation is based on the positions of the
90% innermost non-aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms in the yz plane.
The error bars reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent sim-
ulations. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

4.5 (a) Positions of atoms in the chains projectedon the yzplane for PAP7 as a function
of strain, where the origin corresponds to the centroid of each chain. Similar plots
for the other polymers are shown inFig. 4.3. Waviness is quantified as the radius𝑅0
of a circle encompassing the coordinates of 90% of the inner-most non-aromatic
carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms. (b) Low-strain modulus as a function of the
waviness at 0% strain. The error bars reflect the standard deviations calculated
from three independent simulations. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

4.6 Stress-strain responseof single chain (orange) andcrystal (black) formsof (a) PAP6
and (b) PAP7. The single chain is taken from the end of the NPT equilibration sim-
ulation of each crystal before stretching. The force per chain is calculated as the
total stress multiplied by the cross-sectional area of the simulation box (orthogo-
nal to the straindirection) and thendividedby32chains for thecrystal and1 for the
single chain. Similar trends for PAP5 and PAP8 are shown in Fig. 4.7. The shaded
areas reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent simulations. . 62

4.7 Stress-strain responseof single chain (orange) andcrystal (black) formsof (a)PPTA,
(b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. The force per chain is calculated as
the total stress multiplied by the cross-sectional area of the simulation box (in the
strain direction) and then divided by 32 chains for the crystal and 1 for the single
chain. The shaded areas reflect standard deviations calculated from three inde-
pendent simulations. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

4.8 Representative snapshots of trapezoid and parallelogram structures in the back-
bonesof (a) odd (PAP5) and (b) even (PAP6)polymers andcorrespondingH-bonds.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65



viii

4.9 AverageH-bond length (N-Odistance) and inter-chain slip during stretching of (a)
PPTA, (b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Data is shown only until failure
for each crystal. H-bond length is quantified as the average length of all H-bonds
at each strain. Slip is quantified as the change in neighboring ring-ring distance
during stretchingwith respect to 0%strain. Snapshots in (f) showaportionofPAP6
before and after slip occurs. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66

4.10 Stress, inter-chain slip, and dihedral angles as functions of strain of (a) PPTA, (b)
PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Two of the carbons in theNCCC andOCCC
dihedrals are aliphatic andone is the amide carbonyl. Data is shownonly until fail-
ure for each crystal. Illustrations of the ring-ring distance and the dihedral angles
are shown in the lower right corner of the figure. The HNCO dihedral angle distri-
butions are similar for the different polymers (158 ± 7°) at low strains. This angle
increases slightly with increasing strain before failure, but the change is very small
compared to that exhibited by the other dihedral angles (see Fig. 4.7). . . . . . . . 67

4.11 Truncated polymer models used to compute the BDE for (a) PPTA and (b) repre-
sentative aromatic-aliphatic polyamide fragment. X denotes the bond for which
the BDE was computed. The gray part of the latter repeat unit was omitted from
the DFT calculations because the cleaved bond is not likely to be affected by more
distant moieties. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

4.12 (a) Lattice constant in the H-bonding direction, 𝑏, for the polymer crystals as a
function of strain in the x-direction (chain direction). Data is shown only until
failure for each crystal. The shaded areas and errors bars reflect standard devia-
tions from three independent simulations. (b) Ultimate stress and ring-ring angle
(averaged over the last 2% before the stress drop for each polymer) as functions
of the number of non-aromatic carbons in the polymer repeating unit. The inset
schematic defines ring-ring angle. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

4.13 Stress-strain curves of (a) PPTA, (b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8 at three
different strain rates: 1×10⁸, 1×10⁹, and 1×10¹⁰ s-¹. The shaded areas for strain
rate 1×10⁹ s-¹ reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent sim-
ulations. Similar trends, including the shoulder at the transition between low and
high strain behavior, are observed at all strain rates. The shoulder is more distinct
at lower strain rates because the model systems have more time for rearrange-
ments resulting in dihedral angle changes and inter-chain slip. . . . . . . . . . . . 71

4.14 (a) Low-strain modulus, (b) high-strain modulus, (c) ultimate stress, and (d) ul-
timate strain of polyamides (PPTA, PAP5 to PAP8) as functions of the number of
non-aromatic carbons in thepolymer repeatingunits at threedifferent strain rates:
1×10⁸, 1×10⁹, and 1×10¹⁰ s-¹. The error bars at strain rate 1×10⁹ s-¹ reflect the stan-
dard deviation calculated from three independent simulations. Although the ul-
timate stress and ultimate strain increase with increasing strain rate, consistent
with previous studies, [111, 112, 159, 188, 191, 203, 218] the trends with respect to
number of non-aromatic carbons are similar at the different strain rates. . . . . . 72



ix

5.1 Representative chemical structures of polyamides where the𝑋1 and𝑋2 can be dif-
ferent functional groups. Different functional groups are expected to have differ-
ent effects on the mechanical properties of the polyamide. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

5.2 Potential functional groups in 𝑋1 portion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76
5.3 Potential functional groups in 𝑋2 portion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77



x

List of Tables

2.1 Unit cell lattice parameters for PPTA and PAP5 [46, 134] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
2.2 ReaxFF parameter sets and the molecular systems for which they were first pa-

rameterized are identified by the last name of the first author of the corresponding
paper in order of publication date. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

3.1 Mechanical properties calculated fromsimulations of strain in the x-direction. For
the elastic modulus, low-strain refers to 0-2% strain, high-strain refers to the last
5% strain prior to failure, and all-strain refers to all strain prior to failure. Theerrors
are the standard deviation calculated over three independent repeat simulations. . 37

3.2 Mechanicalproperties calculated fromsimulationsof strain in they- andz-directions. 44

4.1 Initial unit cell lattice parameters of the polymers. For PPTA and PAP5, the unit
cell lattice parameters were set to match those measured from XRD. [46]. The ini-
tial PAP6, PAP7, and PAP8 crystals were created based on the lattice parameters of
PAP5 by simply extending the aliphatic chain length and the unit cell in the chain
direction (lattice constant 𝑐) correspondingly. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

4.2 Post-NPT unit cell lattice parameters of the polymers. The errors are the standard
deviation calculated over three independent repeat simulations. . . . . . . . . . . 57



xi

Acknowledgments

First of all, I would like to give my highest respect and gratitude to my advisor Professor
Ashlie Martini. She is such a great scientist and educator, who has the wisdom, motivation,
and energy tomentor her students and keep themon the right track towards success. The best
decision I have made in the past years is to be a student in the Martini group. If someday I will
be a professor, I hope I will be as helpful to my students as my advisor Professor Martini has
been to me.

I am grateful to my very supportive family especially my father and mother. It is hard for
me to imagine the amount of effort they have made for me to have a good education and
future. Without the support and understanding from my family, I would not have gone so far
regardless how hard I worked. I miss my grandfather who passed away after I just began my
Ph.D. journey thousands of miles away from home. Grandfather, you always told me that you
had your hope on me. I believe I have not and will never let you down. For the rest of my
family, I hope you stay safe and healthy, so I can share more of my time with you.

I would like to thank the former and current members of the Martini group, including Dr.
Xiaoli Hu, Dr. Michelle Len, Dr. Arash Khajeh, Dr. Mohammad R. Vazirisereshk, Dr. Azhar
Vellore, Dr. Khurshid Ahmad, Dr. Ingrid Padilla Espinosa, Dr. José Cobeña Reyes, Karen Mo-
hammadtabar, Pawan Panwar, Fakhrul Hasan Bhuiyan, Sergio Romero Garcia, Ting Liu, etc.
We have benefited somuch by learning fromeach other. I willmiss the timewe spent together
at the meetings, conferences, and parties.

I acknowledge ExxonMobil Research and Engineering Company for financial support of
this work as well as for the guidance and brilliant ideas especially from Dr. Wenjun Li, Dr.
Spencer T. Stober, Dr. Adam B. Burns, and Dr. Manesh Gopinadhan. This dissertation would
not have been possible without the discussions with these experts from ExxonMobil in our
monthly meetings for the past three years.

I also acknowledge support for my Ph.D. research from ExxonMobil Research and Engi-
neering Company, the Austrian COMET-Program (Project K2 InTribology1, No. 872176) in
collaboration with the Austrian Excellence Center for Tribology (AC2T research GmbH), the
National Science Foundation (#CHE 1808213), and the Merced nAnomaterials Center for En-
ergy and Sensing (MACES) supported by the National Aeronautics and Space Administra-
tion through grant NNX15AQ01. Simulations were run using the Merced Cluster (by the Na-
tional Science Foundation Award ACI-1429783), the Pinnacles Cluster (by the NSF-MRI grant
#2019144), as well as the Extreme Science and Engineering Discovery Environment (XSEDE,
by the National Science Foundation grant ACI-1548562).

Last butnot least, Iwould like to thankProfessor SachinGoyal, Professor ElizabethNowad-
nick, and Professor James Palko for kindly serving as my committee, providing helpful com-
ments and suggestions for my dissertation, as well as escorting me to the final of my Ph.D.
journey.

This is not the end but the beginning of a new adventure. I am grateful for having the
opportunity to continue exploring on the ocean of knowledge and creativity.



xii

Curriculum Vita

Education

• Ph.D., Mechanical Engineering, University of California, Merced, 2019 to 2022

• M.S., Mechanical Engineering, South China University of Technology, 2017

• B.S., Mechanical Engineering, Guangdong University of Technology, 2013

PROJECTS

Wear Life of MoS2 at cryogenic temperatures
In collaboration with NASA JPL 07/2022 – 10/2022

• Performed atomic-scale MD simulations to study the wear life and failure mechanisms
of MoS2 dry film at cryogenic temperatures

High Performance Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides
In collaboration with ExxonMobil 01/2022 – 10/2022

• Performed atomic-scale MD simulations to study the mechanical properties of high-
performance polymers PPTA and related aromatic-aliphatic polyamides

Friction of Novel 2DMaterials – MXenes
In collaboration withVienna University of Technology, Austria 04/2021 – 07/2022

• Performed MD simulations to study a new family of 2D materials, MXenes, in terms of
their friction and failure mechanisms with different surface terminations

Molecular Dynamics Simulations andMachine Learning for
Hydrocarbons
University of California, Merced 01/2022 – 10/2022

• Performed atomic-scale MD simulations for 305 hydrocarbons



xiii

• Developed a Pythonpackage, PyL3dMD, for descriptors calculation from trajectory out-
put from MD simulations

• Calculated 1444 2D and 156 3D descriptors for these hydrocarbons

• Applied machine learning algorithm to study the temperature dependence of density
and viscosity of these hydrocarbons

Atomic-scale Contrast Mechanisms of Super-resolution Atomic Force
Microscopy (AFM)
In collaboration with TaoYe Group at UC Merced 01/2019 – 12/2019

• Combined MD simulations and experiments to study achieve atomic-scale resolution
with AFM in water environment

Nanoscale Friction of Hydrophilic and Hydrophobic Self-Assembled
Monolayers
In collaboration with TaoYe Group at UC Merced 01/2019 – 12/2019

• Performed MD simulations and experiments to study the frictional behaviors of self-
assembled monolayers (SAMs) with hydrophilic and hydrophobic termination groups

Single Tip Scratching/Indentation Tribometer
GeorgeWashington University 01/2018 – 08/2018

• Developed a software in LabVIEW to control the movement of sample platform in x-, y-,
and z-directions, as well as data acquisition for pressure and speed

All-weather Chamber
GeorgeWashington University 01/2018 – 12/2018

• Developed a software in LabVIEW for instrument operation and data acquisition

• Integrated pressure and temperature sensors, motors, and pumps into the system

• Developed a circuit board for hardware control



xiv

Glove Box with Humidity Control
South China University of Technology 06/2015 – 07/2015

• Designed a glove box using AutoCAD for experiments of adhesion force under different
humidity constraints

• Coordinated with a manufacturer to manufacture the glove box

• Designed and installed a humidity control system for the glove box.

HandheldWall Cleaner Design
South China University of Technology 7/2015 – 11/2015

• Designed a novel wall cleaner for bathrooms with power transmitted through a flexible
shaft

PTFE-Glass Fiber Composite
South China University of Technology 05/2015 – 08/2016

• Prepared PTFE composite samples with different contents of glass fiber using powder
compression molding method

• Performed experiments to study the friction and wear behavior of the PTFE samples
sliding against a SiO2 counterpart

Online Homework System for Mechanical Engineering
South China University of Technology 09/2014 – 06/2016

• Purchased and set up a website server

• Developed a website in ASP for online homework/exam submission and grading

• The system is being used by over 10 colleges for mechanical engineering education

Lubricant Additives Synthesis
South China University of Technology 9/2015 – 01/2017

• Synthesized effective borate lubricant additives to reduce friction and wear

• Experiments were performed to study the improvement of base oils in lubrication per-
formance by the additives



xv

Publications

Refereed Journal Articles

• P Panwar, Q Yang, and A Martini. Temperature-Dependent Density and Viscosity Pre-
diction of Hydrocarbons: Machine Learning and Molecular Dynamics Simulations (In
preparation)

• PPanwar,QYang, andAMartini. PyL3dMD:PythonLAMMPS3DMolecularDescriptors
(In preparation)

• Q Yang, P Grützmacher, S Eder, and A Martini. Effect of Surface Termination on the
Balance between Friction and Failure of Ti3C2T𝑥 MXenes. (Under review)

• QYang,W Li, S Stober, A Burns, MGopinadhan, and AMartini. Effect of Aliphatic Chain
Lengthon theStress-strainResponseof Semi-aromaticPolyamideCrystals. Macromolecules
55, 12, 5071-5079, 2022.

• K Ahmad, Q Yang, and A Martini. Analysis of Friction Anisotropy on Self-assembled
Monolayers Immersed inWater. Langmuir. 38, 20, 6273-6280, 2022.

• Q Yang, W Li, S Stober, A Burns, M Gopinadhan, and A Martini. Molecular Dynamics
Simulation of the Stress–Strain Behavior of Polyamide Crystals. Macromolecules. 54, 18,
8289-8302, 2021.

• X Hu, Q Yang,W Nanney, T Ye, and A Martini. Simulation of Subnanometer Contrast in
Dynamic Atomic Force Microscopy of Hydrophilic Alkanethiol Self-Assembled Mono-
layers inWater. Langmuir. 36, 9, 2240-2246, 2020.

• Q Yang, X Hu, W Nanney, T Ye, and A Martini. Nanoscale Friction of Hydrophilic and
Hydrophobic Self-Assembled Monolayers inWater. Tribology Letters. 68, 1-9, 2020.

• T Lai, Y Meng, Q Yang, and P Huang. Evolution and Level Behavior of Adhesion Force
by Repeated Contacts of an AFM Colloid Probe in Dry Environment. The Journal of Ad-
hesion. 94, 4, 313-333, 2018.

• X Liu,QYang. A handheldwall cleaner for bathrooms. (PatentNo.: ZL 2015 2 1040425.1)

• Q Yang and P Huang. Friction and Wear Property of Glass Fiber Filled Polytetrafluo-
roethylene under SeaWater Lubrication. Hydromechatronics Engineering. 44, 18, 12-18,
2016.

• QYang andPHuang. OnlineHomework Systemof Fundamentals ofMechanicalDesign
Based on ASP. Journal of Guangxi University (Nat Sci Ed). 40, 2, 226-231, 2015.

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.macromol.2c00081
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.macromol.2c00081
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.macromol.2c00081
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.langmuir.1c03234
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.langmuir.1c03234
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.macromol.1c00974
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.macromol.1c00974
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.macromol.1c00974
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.langmuir.9b03655
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.langmuir.9b03655
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.langmuir.9b03655
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11249-020-01301-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11249-020-01301-0
https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ&citation_for_view=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ:IjCSPb-OGe4C
https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ&citation_for_view=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ:IjCSPb-OGe4C
https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ&citation_for_view=-NQ3WIkAAAAJ:IjCSPb-OGe4C
https://patents.google.com/patent/CN205322252U/zh
https://samtari.com/Files/Friction%20and%20Wear%20Property%20of%20Glass%20Fiber%20Filled%20Polytetrafluoroethylene%20under%20Sea%20Water%20Lubrication.pdf
https://samtari.com/Files/Friction%20and%20Wear%20Property%20of%20Glass%20Fiber%20Filled%20Polytetrafluoroethylene%20under%20Sea%20Water%20Lubrication.pdf
https://samtari.com/Files/Friction%20and%20Wear%20Property%20of%20Glass%20Fiber%20Filled%20Polytetrafluoroethylene%20under%20Sea%20Water%20Lubrication.pdf
https://samtari.com/Files/Online%20Homework%20System.pdf
https://samtari.com/Files/Online%20Homework%20System.pdf


xvi

Software Copyright

• PHuang andQYang. OnlineHomework System forMechanical Curriculum. December
12, 2016. 2016SR366930.

• P Huang, W Zhan, and Q Yang. Test Paper Generation System for Mechanical Curricu-
lum (OnlineVersion). August 17, 2015. 2015SR158368.

• P Huang, Q Yang, andW Zhan. Test Paper Generation System for Mechanical Curricu-
lum (Visual Basic Version). August 17, 2015. 2015SR158433.

Patent

• X Liu, Q Yang. A handheld wall cleaner for bathrooms. (Chinese Patent: Authorized -
No. ZL 2015 2 1040425.1)

Awards

• Faculty Mentor Program Fellowship,University of California,Merced 2022

• Bobcat Fellowship,University of California,Merced 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022

• Travel Fellowship,University of California,Merced 2019, 2022

• Third Place Poster Award,TheWeb Seminar Series on Tribology (WeSST) 2020

• SummerFellowship,MercednAnomaterialsCenter forEnergyandSensing (MACES)2019,
2020

• First-tier Scholarship, South China University of Technology 2016

• Third-tier Scholarship, South China University of Technology 2015

• Third-tier Scholarship, Guangdong University of Technology 2010

Academic Service

Conference Chair

• STLE Tribology Frontier Conference (Chicago, Illinois, USA) 2019

– Chair of Tribochemistry session
– Chair of Biotribology session

https://patents.google.com/patent/CN205322252U/zh
https://patents.google.com/patent/CN205322252U/zh


xvii

Peer Reviewer

• Tribology Letters (4), Sustainability (6), International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health (3), Applied System Innovation (2), Applied Sciences (1)

Professional Membership

• Member, Society of Tribologists and Lubrication Engineers (STLE)

Conferences

• Gordon Research Conference (Newry, Maine, USA) 07/2022

– Poster: “Effect of Aliphatic Chain Length on Polyamide Strain Response”

• TheWeb Seminar Series on Tribology (WeSST) (Online) 06/2020

– Poster andpresentation: “NanoscaleFrictionofHydrophilic andHydrophobicSelf-
Assembled Monolayers inWater” (3rd place award)

• STLE Tribology Frontier Conference (Chicago, Illinois, USA) 10/2019

– Presentation: “Molecular Dynamics Simulations of AmplitudeModulation Atomic
Force Microscopy Probing Hydrophilic and Hydrophobic Self-assembled Mono-
layers inWater”

– Chair of Tribochemistry session and Biotribology session

• The 73rd STLE Annual Meeting & Exhibition (Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA) 05/2018

– Presentation: “Molecular Dynamics Simulations of AmplitudeModulation Atomic
Force Microscopy Probing Hydrophilic and Hydrophobic Self-assembled Mono-
layers inWater”

– Chair of Tribochemistry session and Biotribology session

• The 11th National Conference on Tribology (Chengdu, Sichuan, China) 10/2015

– Presentation:”Numerical Calculation ofWear Behavior of Pin-on-disk”

• The5thNationalConferenceonTeachingofMechanical Engineering (Nanning,Guangxi,
China) 07/2015



i

Stress-strain Response of High-performance Crystalline
Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides

QuanpengYang, Ph.D.

University of California, Merced, 2022

Advisor: Professor Ashlie Martini

Aromaticpolyamides, themost famousofwhich ispoly(𝑝-phenylene terephthalamide) (PPTA),
are well-known for their excellent mechanical properties , thermal stability , and chemical re-
sistance. These properties make PPTA ideal for many different uses, including aerospace and
military applications where performance-to-weight ratio is critical. However, the processing
of PPTA is challenging and expensive due to its solubility in only highly aggressive polar sol-
vents and its high melting temperature (∼500 °C). Therefore, it is desirable to design modified
systems that improve processability without compromising other properties. It was reported
that by introducing aliphatic compound into PPTA, the new polyamides, aromatic-aliphatic
polyamides, had improved processability. However, the mechanical properties of these novel
polyamides remained unknown. This dissertation seeks to study themechanical properties of
PPTA and four related amatic-aliphatic polyamides, PAP5-PAP8.

First, a ReaxFF force field developed by Liu et al. was identified to be the optimum for our
systems after evaluating all of the nine candidate force fields based on crystal structures as
well as intermolecular hydrogen-bonding and 𝜋-𝜋 interactions.

Then the Liu ReaxFF force field was used to simulate stress-strain behavior in the chain and
transverse-to-chain directions for PPTA and PAP5. In the chain direction, PAP5 had higher
ultimate stress and failure strain than PPTA; however, the stiffness of PAP5 was lower than
PPTAat low-strain (0-2%)while the reversewasobservedathigh-strain (last 5%before failure).
This contrast, and differences in the transverse direction properties, were explained by the
methylene segments of PAP5 that confer conformational freedom, enabling accommodation
of low strain without stretching covalent bonds.

Next, in order to study the aliphatic chain length effect on the stress-strain response, we ex-
tended the models pool by varying the numbers of carbon atoms in the aliphatic chain to ob-
tain another three aromatic-aliphatic polyamides, i.e., PAP6, PAP7, and PAP8. Tensile strain
was applied to each polymer crystal in the chain direction and the mechanical response was
characterized.

The modulus at high strain was similar for all polymers, but the modulus calculated at low
strain decreased with increasing aliphatic chain length. The decrease in the low-strain modu-
lus with increasing chain length was attributed to the observation that polymers with longer
aliphatic chains were wavier in the quiescent state such that they could accommodate low
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strainwithoutdeformingcovalentbonds. Extensionofwavychainsoccurred throughan intra-
chain process for all polymers, quantified by the bond dihedral angles. In addition, for poly-
mers with an even number of non-aromatic carbons, the strain response involved slip be-
tween chains within the hydrogen bonded sheets. The ultimate stress of the polymers exhib-
ited anodd-even effectwhichwas explainedbydifferences inhydrogenbonding and ring-ring
coplanarity prior to failure; polymerswith an evennumber of carbon atomshad less favorable
H-bonding and poorer ring alignment.

The results revealed direct correlations between aliphatic chain length, intra- and inter-chain
interactions, and the mechanical properties of polyamide crystals. Overall, the results of this
dissertation contribute to establishing the framework of fundamental knowledge needed to
design and optimize high-performance polyamides for various applications.

Keywords: molecular dynamics simulation, high-performance polymers, mechanical prop-
erties, polyamides, stress-strain, PPTA
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 High-performance Polymers
Today, life without polymers is unimaginable, because they have been themain syntheticma-
terials in the 21𝑠𝑡 century. Polymers are now produced in great variety for film packaging,
solid molded forms for automobile body parts and frames of electronic devices, composites
for pens and aircraft parts, foams for house and oven insulation, fibers for clothing and furni-
ture, adhesives for attaching things, rubber for wheels and plumbing, paints and other coat-
ings for beauty and elongation of life of other materials, and many other application.[39] Our
modern world not have been existing without the presence of polymeric materials. Polymers
have become a necessary part in every aspect of our society to improve the quality of human
life.

Withindifferent polymers, the family of high-performancepolymers are particularly desir-
able, which are best classified by defining their properties. Generally, high-performance poly-
mers possess superior properties allowing them to be used in severe conditions. Specifically,
these polymers exhibit excellent mechanical strength per unit weight, high thermal stability
(continuoususe temperatures above150 °C, combinedwith lowflammability), chemical resis-
tance (also at elevated temperatures) as well as good electrical properties (e.g., as insulators).
Among this variety of polymers, there are structural materials used as reinforcing fibers or as
the matrix in the production of high-performance composites, and functional materials for
applications such as adhesives, substrates for optical discs, membranes or orientation layers
for liquid-crystal displays.[94, 95, 135] These properties can be used to define the structural
principles of this new class of polymers.[32, 33]

The quest for high-performance polymers began in the early 20𝑡ℎ century to meet the de-
mands of the military, aerospace, machine-building and electronics industries, among many
other industrial applications.[205] Within the last decades the needs of other industries, es-
pecially electronics, automobile, and machine-building, have resulted in innovation and de-
velopment directed towards high-performance polymers.[74] Without these new materials
many of today’s technologies, e.g., electronics, would not have been possible. The market
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for high-performance polymers will always be characterized by relatively small-volume and
highly value-added products. Applications provide high rewards but require close cooper-
ation with the customer to optimize the materials and processing technologies for specific
purposes. For future technologies, high-performance polymers will still remain as a key item.

The very structural principles that provide the above discussed outstanding combinations
of properties, however, also cause many problems with respect to processability. The melting
or dissolving of stiff chains results in only a small change of entropy. Hence, these polymers
havehighmeltingpoints andareonly sparingly soluble. Typical examplesofhigh-performance
polymers are polyamides.

1.1.1 Polyamides
Polyamides are an important class of high-performance polymers. They usually exhibit high
impact or tensile strengths, electrical insulation, heat resistance, abrasion resistance, and also
depending on the exact structure—biocompatibility, as well as tunability of these properties.
These excellent properties make polyamides of interests for broad applications in different
sectors including automotive, electrical, and textile industries.[1, 107, 155] The monomers of
polyamides are connected through amide bonds, which can form hydrogen bonds (H-bonds)
between adjacent polymer chains. Polyamides can be synthesized via polycondensation re-
actions of dicarboxylic acids and diamines, via polycondensation of amino acids or via ring-
opening polymerization of cyclic amides, resulting in polyamides of AB- and AABB-types, re-
spectively.[1, 107, 155, 195] The number of carbon atoms between the amide bonds describes
thenumber after theprefixpolyamides. Twoof themost famouspetroleum-basedpolyamides
are Nylon-6,6 (polyamide 6,6, or PA66) and Nylon-6 (polyamide 6, PA6, polycaprolactam, or
Perlon) (Fig. 1.1). Polyamide 6,6 is obtained via polycondensation of adipic acid and hex-
anediamine, which was developed by Carothers at DuPont in 1936,[22, 45, 161, 163] while
polyamide 6 is obtained via ring-opening polymerizatio of 𝜖-caprolactam, which was devel-
oped by Paul T. Schlack at IG Farben in 1937.[70] Both polyamides have been popular on the
polymers market for decades. Besides, there are also a great deal of fossil-based polyamides
and polyamide composites with diverse structures, including linear, cycloaliphatic, aromatic,
hyperbranched, dendritic, and many other compounds.[107, 156]
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Figure 1.1: Synthesis of (a) polyamide 6,6 and (b) polyamide 6.[195]Copyright©2016byWiley.

1.1.2 Aromatic Polyamides
Early studies showed that the thermal stability of a polymer could be increased by corpora-
tion of aromatic segments into it. [75] For this reason, many studies have been focusing on
aromatic compositions. Therefore, high-performance polymers usually contain large num-
bers of aromatic units in their structures. Some high-performance aromatic polymers, such
as aromatic polyamides, polyimides, polyesters, polysulfones, polytriphenylamine and hete-
rocyclic polymers, have been used for commercial applications (Fig. 1.2).

Wholly aromatic polyamides (aramids) are considered to be high-performance materials
due to their outstanding properties including thermal, chemical, and mechanical resistance.
Their properties originate from their aromatic structure and amide linkages, which result in
stiff rod-like macro molecular chains that interact with each other through highly aligned
and strong H-bonds. [59] These bonds create effective crystalline micro domains, resulting
in a high-level cohesive energy and intermolecular packing. [59] The most famous commer-
cial aromatic polyamides is poly(𝑝-phenylene terephthalamide) (PPTA), which is also trade-
marked as Kevlar® andTwaron®. PPTA is used in advanced technologies and has been trans-
formed into high-strength and flame resistant fibers and coatings, with applications in the
aerospace andarmament industry, bullet-proof bodyarmor, protective clothing, sport fabrics,
electrical insulation, asbestos substitutes, and industrial filters, amongothers. [159] PPTAhas
beenwell known for decades and attractingmore interests thanother high-performancepoly-
mers because of its superior properties, such as excellent thermal stability, high mechanical
strength (superior strength-to-weight ratio andflexibility) [159], thermal stability (thermal de-
composition temperature of 500 °C) [201], and chemical resistance (to acid, alkali and organic
solvent) [10, 24, 36, 37, 43, 73, 90, 93, 162, 201, 206]

These excellent properties originate from the atomic-scale structure of the PPTA fibers.
X-ray diffraction (XRD) has shown [133] that PPTA fibers consist of a highly crystalline ar-
rangement of extended PPTA chains aligned along the fiber axis with strong intermolecular
H-bonds, which govern chain packing and melting behavior. [46, 67, 99, 112] Owing to their
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Figure 1.2: Chemical structures of themost commonhigh-performance polymers.[206] Copy-
right © 2016 by Nature Portfolio.
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chemical structure, aromatic polyamides, including PPTA, are highly crystalline and cannot
be transformed by conventionalmethods like extrusion or injection because they do notmelt.
This is because their decomposition temperature is below their melting temperature. [59] In
addition, they are sparingly soluble in common organic solvents and, accordingly, can only
be transformed upon solution. Expanding the applications of aromatic polyamides involves
increasing polymer solubility and processability without weakening the excellent chemical,
thermal, and mechanical properties.

Research efforts are therefore underway to take advantage of their properties, enhance
theirprocessability andsolubility, and incorporatenewchemical functionalities in thepolyamide
backbone or lateral structure, so that their applicability is expanded and remains on the fore-
front of scientific research. To achieve this goal, there is interest in diminishing the cohesive
energy through lowering the interchain interactions as awayof improving the solubility. In ad-
dition to using meta substitution in the main chain phenylene residues, this can be achieved
by reducing the H-bond effectiveness through the introduction of bulky side groups to the
main chain, by employing non-symmetric monomers, or by introducing flexible linkages to
the polymer backbone. Fig. 1.3 is a schematic diagram showing the structural modification
scenario for reducing the transition temperature and enhancing the solubility of rigid rod-
like polymers, such as PPTA. Much work has been done in these areas, and most published
papers claim polyamides with increasing solubility and processability. [8, 11, 104]

Figure 1.3: Schematic diagram showing the structural modification scenario for reducing
the transition temperature and enhancing the solubility of rigid rod-like polymers, such as
PPTA.[104] Copyright © 2020 by American Chemical Society .
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1.1.3 Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides
As mentioned above, although PPTA has many advantages, it has limitations as well. One
main drawback is difficulty in processing because it is only soluble in highly aggressive po-
lar solvents, such as concentrated sulfuric acid, making processing challenging, expensive,
and environmentally unfriendly, and directly limit its broader application. [44, 54, 55, 59,
81, 217] Melt processing of PPTA is impossible because of its inaccessible melting point, so
the primary processing route is currently solution processing. Regardless, it is desirable to
design modified systems that improve processability without compromising other proper-
ties. Extensive research has been conducted to develop materials with properties compara-
ble to PPTA but with potentially better processability. [120] The high melting temperature of
PPTA is a result of its rigid and extended conformation, which is due to the rigidity of the aro-
matic polyamide backbone and strong intermolecular interactions—hydrogen bonding (H-
bonding) and 𝜋-stacking. [17, 40, 46, 151, 177] To lower the melting temperature, a variety of
methods have been attempted using chemical modification, including introducing bulky and
packing-disruptive groups into the polymer chain or as side-groups, incorporating flexible
groups into the polymer backbone, and using meta-oriented or asymmetrically substituted
monomers. [5, 41, 69, 88, 101, 104, 212, 219] The enhanced solubility of PPTA in common or-
ganic solvents and lowered melting temperature of it is achieved using diamines, diacids, or
both, that contain flexible ether linkages, bulky substructures, trifluoromethyl groups, sub-
structures with rigid sp3 carbons, amide–imide compounds, linear aliphatic and non-linear
rigid alicyclic structures, or a mixture of thereof. [59] One such approach is to combine the
rigidity of aromatic compounds and the flexibility of aliphatic compounds to create so-called
aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. [7, 13, 46, 96, 120, 136, 152, 153, 202, 203]

1.2 Experimental Methods

1.2.1 Processing of Polyamides
There are two main routes to prepare polymer fibers: melt processing and solution process-
ing.[97]

In melt processing, the polymer is heated over its melting temperature in an inert atmo-
sphere, followed by extrusion the liquid polymer through a spinneret. By immediate cooling
a phase transition occurs and the polymer solidifies. In this way, the polymer fibers can be
obtained with a uniform structure. By stretching, very thin fibers can be obtained with a di-
ameter less than 50 𝜇m and a wall thickness of ∼5 𝜇m. The spinning rate is very high and can
be over 1000 meters/minute.

The solution processing method involves a polymer and a latent solvent.[25] A latent sol-
vent is a good solvent for a polymer at a high temperature, but a nonsolvent at a low tem-
perature. The polymer solution can remain thermodynamically stable at high temperatures.
Liquid-liquid demixing of the solution can be caused by the loss of solvent power as a result
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of lowering the temperature. Further cooling will lead to crystallization or vitrification of the
demixed solution.

In polyamides, such as PPTA, the presence of a stiff aromatic backbone leads to thermal
degradation before melting. Therefore, melt processing is intractable, so the primary route is
solution processing. Specifically, the polymer is spun from a solvent, which usually is concen-
trated H2SO4.[86, 97] Solution spinning and heat treatment results in the formation of yarns
with extended chain crystals having tensilemodulus and tensile strength greater than 100 and
2.3GPa, respectively.[137, 201]However, fromanenvironmental and economic viewpoint, the
usage of H2SO4 in the spinning process of PPTA is disadvantageous. In contrast to wholly aro-
matic polyamides, the presence of flexible methylene segments between successive amide
groups in aromatic-aliphatic polyamides results in melt-processable polymers, with melting
temperatures in the range of 200−320 °C.[19, 46]

1.2.2 Experimental Studies on Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamide Crystals
To identify aromatic-aliphatic polyamides with properties comparable to PPTA (potentially
with better processability), there has been increasing interest in understanding the effects of
the structureand intermolecular forceswithinPPTAon itsmechanical behavior [162]. Northolt
et al. [133] showed through XRD that the microstructure of PPTA fibers consists of a highly
crystalline arrangement of extended PPTA chains aligned along the axis of the fiber. Various
experiments have been used to investigate these structure-property relationships for PPTA
singlefibers, includingelastic loop [49, 65], transverse compression [29, 160], axial tension [29]
and torsion [29] tests. These measurements have been complemented by material and sur-
face characterization tools including scanningelectronmicroscopy, transmissionelectronmi-
croscopy [49] and XRD [146]. These studies revealed that the orientation of crystallite, the
rigidity ofmolecular chains, the density of defects, as well as the degree ofmolecular order are
the main factors affecting the mechanical properties of PPTA. [49]

Clearly, it is of interest to developpolyamides by processing directly from themelt state us-
ingmeltprocessing toobtainmaterial properties comparable to thoseof aromaticpolyamides.
To achieve this goal, the rigidity of aromatic compounds can be combined with the flexibil-
ity of aliphatic compounds. Although the introduction of flexible aliphatic compounds will
cause a reduction in the thermal and mechanical properties, this class of aromatic−aliphatic
polyamides canbeused tobridge thegapbetweenaromaticpolyamidesandaliphaticpolyamides
in terms of processing andproperties.[220] Employing thismethod,Morgan, Kwolek andGay-
mans synthesizedpolyamides containingvariousaromatic andaliphatic compounds.[60, 120]
It was observed that the melting temperature increases with increasing aromaticity but de-
creaseswith increasingchain lengthof thealiphaticdiacid.[60, 120]Takayanagi andco-workers [169]
modified the synthesis methods reported by Morgan and Kwolek. They reported the synthe-
sis of segmented block-co-polyamides having varying aromatic segments combinedwith PA6
and PA66 units. Using the phosphorylation reaction route, Krigbaum and co-workers syn-
thesized fully aromatic block copolyamides.[92] The phase behavior of these block copoly-
mers in solution with dimethylacetamide (DMAc) was investigated in the presence of LiCl
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(3 wt%).[92] Picken and co-workers reported the synthesis of lyotropic rigid-coil poly(amide-
block-aramid)s, where segmented block copolymers were prepared using PPTA and PA66 in
NMP/CaCl2.[82, 149, 186] In industrial applications, thepolyamidepoly(nonamethylene tereph-
thalamide) (PA 9-T) has been commercialized as GENESTAR by Kuraray as an engineering
thermoplastic, which shows the potential of aromatic-aliphatic polymers.[179]More recently,
it was found that the mechanical properties (tensile strength, ultimate strain, and Young’s
modulus) of aromatic-aliphatic polyamides were lower than PPTA. [52, 220]

1.2.3 Limitations of Experiments on Polyamide Crystals
However, thereare challengesassociatedwith studying themechanical propertiesofpolyamide
crystals experimentally. [162] First, it is expected that even minor changes in the molecular
structure of the aromatic-aliphatic polyamides might significantly affect mechanical behav-
ior. For example, longer spacer lengths for a given aromatic amide system leads to a reduction
in H-bonds density which will lower the melting temperature. [120] However, experimentally
studying this relationship for polyamide crystals is difficult and time-consuming, and requires
sensitive equipment. [38, 142, 162] In addition, experimental studies of the mechanical prop-
erties of PPTA in the directions transverse to the fiber axis focused only on compressive behav-
ior [49, 65, 160] due to the difficulties associated with applying tensile strain in the transverse
direction. [172] Further, obtaining large single crystal materials is challenging (slow evapora-
tion of solvent is used to get large single crystals formodulusmeasurements [9, 122, 197]), and
the morphology of the polymers is complicated due to the presence of amorphous contribu-
tions (e.g., non-crystalline regions anddefects). These facts necessitate bothdelicate handling
and sensitive equipment. [38, 142] Finally, it is difficultwith experimental techniques todistin-
guish the relative contributionsof intramolecular (e.g., covalentbonds) interactions and inter-
molecular interactions (e.g., H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking) to bulk mechanical properties. [173]
Design of new materials requires insight into the relative contributions of intramolecular in-
teractions and intermolecular interactions, i.e., H-bonding between amide groups and inter-
actions between the 𝜋-manifolds of the aromatic rings (𝜋-stacking or 𝜋-𝜋 stacking). [173].

1.3 Computational Methods
With the rapid development of high technologies in all areas, advanced materials science has
arrived at a point of time where there is needs for a precise control of the properties of prod-
ucts, as well as for design of new materials to meet specific demands.[68] In parallel with this
need, researchers have realized that these needs can only be met with efficiency by achiev-
ing a via the understanding of how atomic, molecular, and mesoscopic features affect macro-
scopic behavior. Quantum mechanical calculations provide a method to understand and to
predict the interactions between atoms and molecules and to model chemical reactions on
the atomic scale. Methods based on statistical mechanics and on continuum mechanics can
use this information as input to investigate the mesoscopic and macroscopic behavior. In the
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last decades, important theoretical and algorithmic theories of condensed matter and quan-
tum chemistry were developed significantly. Together with the revolution that has occurred
in computer technology, these advances enable us to solve problems of practical interests
and importance. Computationalmethods have significantly changed the formof scientific re-
search. As a result, scientists nowhave the ability to predictmaterial properties without doing
actual experiments. Computational methods such as density functional theory (DFT) calcu-
lations, molecular dynamics (MD) simulations, Monte Carlo simulations, and coarse grained
simulations are used to bridge the gap between fundamental materials science and materials
engineering, since they provide insight into material properties and behavior at the atomistic
scale under controlled conditions. [162]

1.3.1 Computational Materials Modeling from First Principles
”Materials modeling” is the development and use of mathematical models for describing and
predicting certain properties of materials at a quantitative level. When we specify that the
model is ”from first principles” (ab initio), we refer to the choice of a bottom-up modeling
strategy, to understand and predict certain properties without relying on empirical param-
eters. This is possible if we can identify a fundamental theory of materials that is general,
flexible and reliable. Luckily, such a theory does exist and is called quantum mechanics.

The use of quantum mechanics in the study of material properties goes through the solu-
tion of the complicated Schrödinger equation. The complexity of the mathematical problem
is so formidable that even a single particle Schrödinger equation is a complex second order
differential equation in three dimensions. So there is no general mathematical way to solve
such equations in a closed form.

Therefore, modern computational modeling of materials from first principles relies on
a variety of theoretical and computational techniques. The common denominator of such
techniques is that they are based upon DFT. DFT is a very effective technique for studying
molecules, nanostructures, solids, surfaces and interfaces, by directly solving approximate
versions of the Schrödinger equation. DFT was born in an extraordinary 1964 paper pub-
lished by Hohenberg and Kohn in 1964 in the journal Physical Review, entitled ”Inhomoge-
neous Electron Gas” [77]. Using this theory, the properties of a many-electron system can be
determined by using functionals, i.e., functions of another function. In the case of DFT, these
are functionals of the spatially dependent electron density. In other words, understanding the
properties of a gas of electrons was the key to the development of reliable ab initio models of
materials.

The material properties that can be calculated using DFT include: equilibrium structures,
vibrational properties and vibrational spectra, binding energies of molecules and cohesive
energies of solids, ionization potential and electron affinity of molecules, band structures of
metals and semiconductors. [61]

Theconcept of predictingmaterial properties ismeaningful because computationalmeth-
ods based on the first principles of quantum mechanics are entirely general, and can be ap-
plied to any combination of atoms. This concept can be especially useful in the optimization
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and design of new materials. The use of DFT for “materials discovery” has been gaining pop-
ularity during the past decade, [64, 87] and can be expected to become more widespread as
the calculations become more accurate and less time-consuming.

1.3.2 Classical Molecular Dynamics Simulations
The accuracy and speed of DFT method allow the geometries, energies, and vibrational en-
ergies to be predicted quite accurately for small molecules. However, DFT is not yet practical
for studying the dynamic properties of largermolecules because of its expensive computation
which limiting them to few nanometers system size and simulation times of tens to hundreds
of picoseconds. Consequently, it is useful to have accurate models to quickly evaluate the
forces and other dynamical properties such as stress-stress response of polymers.

MDsimulationsusing forces calculated fromempirical potentials is commonly called clas-
sical MD simulations. [47] Unlike the bottom-up approach in DFT, classical MD simulations
use a top-down approach, i.e., extracting empirical laws by fitting experimental measure-
ments, instead of calculating ”from first principles”. Classical MD simulations play an impor-
tant role betweenmore accurate but computationally intensiveDFT studies that are restricted
to a few hundred atoms and coarse grained simulations that have to be extensively parame-
terized. [47, 48]

The ability of MD simulations to accurately describe material properties depends on the
empirical model force field, which is a collection of equations and associated constants de-
signed to reproducemolecular geometry and selected properties of tested structures. In other
words, a model is described by the force field as a series of charged points (atoms) linked by
springs (bonds). With a force field, it is possible to describe the time evolutionof bond lengths,
bond angles and torsions, as well as the non-bonding van derWaals and elecrostatic interac-
tions between atoms. There are two general types of force fields, one is reactive and the other
is non-reactive. With non-reactive force fields, bonds can be stretched and twisted but not be
broken, while reactive force fields can capture the formation and scission of chemical bonds.
Previous simulations of PPTA have used both reactive and non-reactive force fields, as dis-
cussed below.

1.3.2.1 Non-reactive Force Fields

Popular non-reactive force fields includeAMBER [23], CHARMM[16], COMPASS (condensed-
phase optimized molecular potentials for atomistic simulation studies) [167], PCFF (Polymer
Consistent Force Field) [168], OPLS (Optimized Potentials for Liquid Simulations) [50], CVFF
(Consistent Valence Force Field ) [42], and Dreiding [109].

The non-reactive Dreiding [109] force field was used to reproduce the molecular packing
structureof PPTApolymer crystal [129]. Anothernon-reactive forcefield, COMPASS [167], was
also used to study the properties of PPTA crystals. [66, 67] One of those studies focused on the
effects of microstructural and topological defects, such as chain ends, inorganic-solvent im-
purities, chain misalignment and sheet stacking faults on the strength, ductility and stiffness
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of PPTA crystals. [66] In another COMPASS simulation study [67], the effect of torsion on the
tensile properties of PPTA crystals was investigated.

1.3.2.2 Reactive Force Fields

Non-reactive force fields are more computationally efficient than reactive but the bonding
state of atoms is not captured such that covalent bonds cannot be broken or formed during
the simulation.

ReaxFF [182] is an empirical force field that employs a bond-length/bond-order/bond-
energy relationship to obtain a smooth transition between bonded and nonbonded systems,
thus allowing reactions to happen during MD simulations. During an MD simulation, the
bond orders are updated every iteration, and the calculation of the system potential energy
takes the bond-order into account. ReaxFF also considers nonbonded interactions for each
pair of atoms, including van derWaals and Coulomb terms. ReaxFF also includes a geometry
dependent polarizable charge calculation. These charges are updated in every iteration.

Since first developed in 2001 [182], hundreds of papers have been published on the devel-
opment of ReaxFF parameteriazations formaterials in a wide range of elements (see available
elements in Fig. 1.4). As shown in Fig. 1.5, there are currently two major ReaxFF branches
of parameter sets that are not transferable with each other: the combustion branch and the
aqueous branch. The big database of ReaxFF parameter sets enables researchers to choose
the best available parameter set for their systems to perform MD simulations.

Figure 1.4: Available elements in the ReaxFF force field. The elements in green are available
and those in purple are not yet available[206]. Copyright © 2016 by Nature Portfolio.

ReaxFF has been used to model high-performance polymers such as PPTA. The tensile re-
sponseofPPTAcrystalswithdefectswas studied [208]usingaReaxFFparameter set developed
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Figure 1.5: ReaxFF development tree, where parameter sets on a common ‘branch’ are fully
transferable with one another. Parameter sets are available in (a) van Duin et al. [182], (b) van
Duin et al. [183], (c) Strachan et al. [164, 165], (d) Chenoweth et al. [30], (e) Goddard et al. [62]
and Chenoweth et al. [31], (f) Castro-Marcano et al. [26] and Kamat et al. [85], (g) Vasenkov et
al. [214], (h)Weismiller et al. [193], (i) Mueller et al. [121], (j) Agrawalla et al. [2], (k) Rahaman
et al. [145], (l) Monti et al. [118], (m) Fogarty et al. [57], (n) Raymand et al. [148], (o) Pitman
et al. [140] and Manzano et al. [106], and (p) van Duin et al. [181] [157]. Copyright © 2016 by
Nature Portfolio.
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by Budzien et al. [20] A ReaxFF parameter set developed by Liu et al. [102] was used to study
the mechanical properties of PPTA in the presence of defects [112], the influence of strain
rate and temperature on the mechanical strength [111], and the effects of axial and transverse
compression on the residual tensile stress of PPTA. [35]

These simulation-based studieshave revealed important connectionsbetween intermolec-
ular and intramolecular interactions and the material properties of PPTA. Simulations have
shown that H-bonds form in the radial plane (parallel to the flat aromatic rings) and repeat
along the chain axis forming“sheet-like” structures. [67, 130]The interaction strengthbetween
adjacent PPTAchains is further increasedby“inter-sheet”𝜋-stacking. [67]This stackingmech-
anism contributes to the long-range, highly ordered structures observed in PPTA fibers. [103]
Such simulations support the hypothesis that the excellent mechanical properties of PPTA
fibers originate from the strong intermolecular interactions (H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking). In a
study usingReaxFF, the effect ofH-bonding onPPTApropertieswas quantified bynumerically
“turning off” the H-bond interactions in the force field, and a small decrease (1%) in tensile
modulus was measured in the chain direction, but in the transverse directions, modulus and
strength were reduced significantly (by 40% and 69%, respectively). [34]

1.3.2.3 Molecular Dynamics Studies on Aromatic-aliphatic Polyamides

MD simulations have been successfully applied to study aromatic-aliphatic polyamide crys-
tals, including the role of aliphatic and aromatic groups on intermolecular interactions, free
volume, and glass transition temperature [27, 104], the origin of melting, and the influence of
methylene segmentsoncrystal packingandchainconformation. [46] Specifically, Chantawan-
sri et al. [27] investigated the molecular influence on glass transition temperature (T𝑔) of cy-
cloaliphatic, aromatic-aliphatic polyamides, and aliphatic polyamides by atomistic model-
ing. They found that both the chain rigidity and the extent of free volume can influence on
the glass transition temperature of polymers. Both the cycloaliphatic and aromatic-aliphatic
polyamides are more rigid than the aliphatic polyamides due to the presence of aromatic ring
structures along the polymer backbone. Besides, they found that H-bonding can affect the
chain rigidity and free volumeby affecting themolecular packing. In another study, by Long et
al.,[104] three kinds of aromatic-aliphatic polyamides with different pendent groups, termed
as P-PAH (dimethyl-), P-PEPH (methylphenyl-), and P-DPMPH (diphenyl-), were designed
and prepared via aromatic nucleophilic substitution polycondensation. As illustrated by MD
simulation, chain conformations of P-PAH and P-DPMPH presented characteristic random-
coil structures of amorphous polymers, while P-PEPH with asymmetric methylphenyl pen-
dants showed a partial helical conformation, showing a positive effect to form intra-/inter-
molecular H-bonds. It was found that the glass-transition temperature and the thermal sta-
bilities of the synthetic SaPAs were improved with increasing content of the phenyl pendents.
Meanwhile, P-PEPH and P-DPMPH exhibited much higher mechanical properties than P-
PAH. On the one hand, P-PEPH and P-DPMPH possessed a higher rigidity and larger bulk
size of the pendent groups; on the other hand, the 𝜋-stacking interaction effectively domi-
nantly enhanced the molecular interaction. In addition, the influence of flexible methylene
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segments on molecular conformation have been pursued by a combination of experimen-
tal and MD simulation methods by Deshmukh et al. [46] The measurements showed that all
aromatic−aliphatic polyamides synthesized in this study are of a semicrystalline nature and
have a similar degree of crystallinitiy. The shift in the carbonyl peakwith increasing number of
methylene units suggests a weakening in theH-bondingwith respect to PPTA. Understanding
the relationship between chemical structure and the emergent physical properties will enable
chemists to synthesize polymers with desired thermo-mechanical properties.

1.3.2.4 Limitations of Previous Simulation Studies

Although many different force fields have been used for MD simulations of PPTA to study
various aspects of this material. For example, one previous study compared two force fields
(PCFF [168] and ReaxFF Liu [102]) for their ability to model PPTA structure and mechanical
response to strain. [112] It was found that the PCFF and ReaxFF Liu force fields give similar re-
sults, except that PCFF can only be used for situations where primary bonds are not expected
to rupture. Regardless, there has been no direct comparison of a comprehensive set of force
fields, including multiple reactive and non-reactive models, in the ability of faithfully repro-
ducing the mechanical response of PPTA and related aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. Only
when an accurate force field and suitable methods have been identified, can MD simulations
be used with confidence to investigate the effect of structural features that underlie the ma-
terial properties of aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. Further, since intermolecular interactions
play an important role in the mechanical response of PPTA, force field comparisons should
include evaluation of the ability to model H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking patterns. Finally, the
accuracy of MD simulations is highly dependent on the suitability of the force field for the
specific material system being studied, so generalizability must be assessed by evaluating ho-
mologous material systems.

Deshmukh et al. [46] showed that the lengthof themethylene segments inaromatic-aliphatic
polyamides affects the polymer conformation and structure. In theirwork, aromatic-aliphatic
polyamides, prepared from 𝑝-phenylene diamine and aliphatic diacids, were referred to as
PAPX,whereXwas thenumber of carbonatoms in thediacidmonomer. They also showed that
methylene units in PAP5 weakened the H-bonds and altered the topology of the H-bonding
sheets relative to PPTA.However, the effect of these conformational differences between PPTA
and PAP5 were only investigated on the processability but not yet on mechanical properties.
Further, MD simulations have not been used to understand the effect of the length of flexible
aliphatic compounds on the mechanical properties of semi-aromatic polyamide crystals.

1.4 Dissertation Outline
This dissertation consists of five chapters:

In Chapter 1 (this chapter), the background of high-performance polymers (such as aro-
matic polyamides and semi-aromatic polyamides), and computational methods (DFT, MD
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simulations) for studying these topics were introduced.
Chapter 2 described the selection of suitable force field for the polyamides studied in this

study in terms of the lattice parameters, H-bonding, 𝜋-𝜋 stacking, stress-strain response, and
XRD patterns. In addition, a suitable size of the system models were determined based on the
stress-strain response as well.

The stress-strain response of PPTA and PAP5 in the chain and transverse directions using
theoptimal systemsize and forcefield selected in theprevious sectionwas shown inChapter 3.

Chapter 4 extended the number of polyamides to study the effect of aliphatic chain length
on the stress-strain response of polyamides. In this section, we compared the stress-strain
response of PPTA and four related aromatic-aliphatic polyamides, i.e., PAP5, PAP6, PAP7, and
PAP8, in the chain direction.

In Chapter 5, this study was summarized. In addition, the next steps for this research were
proposed, including the effect of functional groups on the stress-strain response as well as
prediction of mechanical properties using machine learning techniques.
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Chapter 2

Force Field Selection for Molecular
Dynamics Simulations of Polyamides

2.1 Introduction
MDsimulations are a natural complement to experiments since they provide insight into ma-
terial properties and behavior at the atomistic scale under controlled conditions. [162] MD
simulations can help not only to interpret complicated experimental results, but also guide
the development of new experimental methods. The ability of these simulations to accurately
describe material properties depends on the empirical model force field for atomic interac-
tions. There are two general types of force fields, reactive and non-reactive. With non-reactive
force fields, bonds can be stretched and twisted but not be broken, while reactive force fields
cancapture the formationandbreakingof chemical bonds. Previous simulationsof PPTAhave
used both reactive and non-reactive force fields, as discussed below.

The non-reactive Dreiding [109] force field was used to reproduce the molecular packing
structureofPPTApolymer crystal [129]. Anothernon-reactive forcefield, COMPASS (Condensed-
phase Optimized Molecular Potentials for Atomistic Simulation Studies) [167], was also used
to study the properties of PPTA crystals. [66, 67] One of those studies focused on the effects
of microstructural and topological defects, such as chain ends, inorganic-solvent impurities,
chain misalignment and sheet stacking faults on the strength, ductility and stiffness of PPTA
crystals. [66] In another COMPASS simulation study [67], the effect of torsion on the tensile
properties of PPTA crystals was investigated.

PPTAhas alsobeenmodeledusingReaxFF [182], a reactive forcefield. The tensile response
of PPTA crystals with defects was studied [208] using a ReaxFF parameter set developed by
Budzien et al. [20] A ReaxFF parameter set developed by Liu et al.[102] was used to study
the mechanical properties of PPTA in the presence of defects [112], the influence of strain-
rate and temperature on the mechanical strength [111], and the effects of axial and transverse
compression on the residual tensile stress of PPTA. [35]

These simulation-based studieshave revealed important connectionsbetween intermolec-
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ular and intramolecular interactions and the material properties of PPTA. Simulations have
shown that H-bonds form in the radial plane (parallel to the flat aromatic rings) and repeat
along the chain axis forming“sheet-like” structures. [67, 130]The interaction strengthbetween
adjacent PPTAchains is further increasedby“inter-sheet”𝜋-stacking. [67]This stackingmech-
anism contributes to the long-range, highly ordered structures observed in PPTA fibers. [103]
Such simulations support the hypothesis that the excellent mechanical properties of PPTA
fibers originate from the strong intermolecular interactions (H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking). In a
study usingReaxFF, the effect ofH-bonding onPPTApropertieswas quantified bynumerically
“turning off” the H-bond interactions in the force field, and a small decrease (1%) in tensile
modulus was measured in the chain direction, but in the transverse directions, modulus and
strength were reduced significantly (by 40% and 69%, respectively). [34]

The MD simulations of PPTA summarized above have used many different force fields to
studyvariousaspectsof thematerial. Oneprevious studycompared two forcefields (PCFF [168]
and ReaxFF Liu [102]) for their ability to model PPTA structure and mechanical response to
strain. [112] It was found that the PCFF and ReaxFF Liu force fields give similar results, except
that PCFF can only be used for situations where primary bonds are not expected to rupture.
However, therehasbeennodirect comparisonof a comprehensive set of forcefields, including
multiple reactive and non-reactivemodels. Further, since intermolecular interactions play an
important role in the mechanical response of PPTA, force field comparisons should include
evaluation of the ability to model H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking patterns. Finally, the accuracy
of MD simulations is highly dependent on the suitability of the force field for the specific ma-
terial system being studied, so generalizability must be assessed by evaluating homologous
material systems.

Therefore, to ensure theMDsimulations being able to faithfully reflect the reality a suitable
force field should be carefully selected. In this chapter, we used PPTA and PAP5 as model sys-
tems to compare the performance of candidate force fields aiming at identifying the optimum
force field for the polyadmides of our interests. First, several force fields (both non-reactive
and reactive) were compared to identify the most accurate model of the static structures of
PPTA and PAP5. This analysis included both unit cell lattice parameters, H-bonding and 𝜋-
stacking distances, aswell as XRDpatterns. Differentmodel sizeswere also compared to iden-
tify the smallest possible system capable of accurately modeling these material properties.
Then, using the reactive and non-reactive force fields that best captured the static structures
of the materials, simulations were run to characterize the response of the polymer crystals to
tension in the chain and transverse directions.

2.2 Methods

2.2.1 Structural Models
The aromatic polyamide models were initially constructed using Materials Studio [12], with
unit cell lattice parameters measured based on experimental XRD patterns [3, 46, 187]. The
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unit cell lattice parameters of PPTA and PAP5 are listed inTable 2.1. The atomic positionswere
then adjusted manually in Materials Studio to match the model-predicted XRD patterns with
the experimental XRD patterns as shown in Fig. 2.1 and 2.2 for PPTA and PAP5, respectively.
TheXRDpatterns from simulationmodelswere calculated using ”Scattering” in ”Forcite Anal-
ysis” with a cutoff distance of 50 Å and an X-ray wavelength of 1.54 Å. Note that the XRDs from
MD models and experiments are not identical since the MD models are perfect crystalls with-
out any defects which are commonly existing in experimental specimens. However, the XRDs
are reasonably similar to each other in terms of the main peaks such as 20.5 ° vs. 20.5 ° and
22.6 ° vs. 23.0 ° for PPTA in Fig. 2.1. Similarly, it is 7.15 ° vs. 7.16 ° and 21.1 ° vs. 21.2 ° for PAP5
in Fig. 2.2.

The initial density of PPTA was 1.50 g/cc, consistent with the experimentally measured
densities in the range of 1.44-1.48 g/cc. [159, 201] The chemical formulas and atomic-scale
models of PPTA and PAP5 unit cells are shown in Fig. 2.3a and Fig. 2.3b, respectively. The
chaindirectionwas alignedwith the x-axis, and theH-bonding and𝜋-stacking directionswere
aligned with the y- and z-axes, respectively.

Figure 2.1: XRD patterns of PPTA from initially-built MD model and experiments. The experi-
mental XRD pattern and the values of the peak angles were taken from Ref. [3, 46, 187]
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Figure 2.2: XRD patterns of PAP5 from initially-built MD model and experiments. The experi-
mental XRD pattern and the values of the peak angles were taken from Ref. [3, 46, 187]

Polymer 𝑎 (Å) 𝑏 (Å) 𝑐 (Å) 𝛼 (°) 𝛽 (°) 𝛾 (°)
PPTA 7.87 5.18 12.9 90 90 90
PAP5 8.50 4.70 24.8 90 85 90

Table 2.1: Unit cell lattice parameters for PPTA and PAP5 [46, 134]
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The foundational element of the crystalline structure is the unit cell. PPTA and PAP5 have
orthorhombicandmonoclinic (pseudo-orthorhombic) crystal structures, respectively, butboth [46,
133, 134, 162, 173] with two molecular chains per unit cell, one at the center and the other at
the corner of the cell viewed in the yz plane, see Fig. 2.3. [46, 134, 162, 173] The main differ-
ences between their unit cell structures are: (1) PAP5 has four monomers in its c-axis repeat
unit, whereas PPTA has only two; (2) the terephthalic acid monomer of PPTA is replaced by a
diacid monomer with three methylene groups to form PAP5, so there are five carbon atoms
and two -NH- groups between two adjacent aromatic rings in each PAP5 monomer, while
there is only one carbon and one -NH- group between the two adjacent aromatic rings in each
PPTA monomer; (3) the unit cell length 𝑐 of PAP5 is almost twice that of PPTA (56 atoms in
PPTA and 108 atoms in PAP5); and (4) there is a slight tilt of 𝛽 in the unit cell of PAP5 while all
lattice angles are 90° for PPTA.

After theunit cellwasbuilt, itwas replicatedby𝑁𝑥×𝑁𝑦×𝑁𝑧 (1×1×1, 4×4×4, 6×4×4, 8×4×4,
6×6×6, and 8×8×8) in the x-, y- and z-directions to create simulation cells with a range of
sizes. Note that themodelswithperiodic boundary conditions in all three directions represent
ideal crystalline polymers with infinite chain length and no defects or chain ends. This is an
approximation of a physical crystalline polymer thatwill have finite length chainswith defects
and chain ends. However, the simulation methods developed here for an ideal crystal can be
extended in future work to more realistic model structures.
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Figure 2.3: Unit cells of (a) PPTAand (b) PAP5where lattice dimensions (𝑎,𝑏, and 𝑐) are identi-
fied on the PPTA snapshot and lattice angles (𝛼,𝛽, and 𝛾) are identified on the PAP5 snapshot.
The orthogonal directions (x, y, and z) are also defined with respect to the perspective views of
the unit cells. Atom colors correspond to: oxygen, red; nitrogen, blue; carbon, gray; hydrogen,
white. The cross-section views on the far right show the crystals from the yz plane.
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2.2.2 Force Fields
Two non-reactive force fields were tested: OPLS [50] and CVFF [42]. Seven different ReaxFF
parameterizations were tested as well, chosen because they include all of the elements in
our model systems (oxygen, nitrogen, carbon, and hydrogen). Each ReaxFF parameter set
is referred to subsequently by the last name of the first author of the paper in which it was
first reported, including Zhang [213], Budzien [20], Kamat [85], Mattsson [108], Liu [102],
Wood [196], andVashisth [185]. Each of these was parameterized for different molecular sys-
tems, as summarized in Table 2.2.

Force Field Material System for Parameterization
Zhang (2009) [213] Thermal decomposition of hydrazines
Budzien (2009) [20] Thermomechanical properties of pentaerythritol tetranitrate
Kamat (2010) [85] Laser-induced incandescence of soot
Mattsson (2010) [108] Polyethylene and poly(4-methyl-1-pentene)
Liu (2011) [102] Polyethylene and energetic materials
Wood (2014) [196] Decomposition of the high-energy-density material 𝛼-HMX
Vashisth (2018) [185] Cross-linking of polymers

Table 2.2: ReaxFF parameter sets and the molecular systems for which they were first param-
eterized are identified by the last name of the first author of the corresponding paper in order
of publication date.

2.2.3 Simulation Protocol
All of the MD simulations in this study were carried out using an open source MD simulation
package LAMMPS (Large-scale Atomic/Molecular Massively Parallel Simulator). [141] Soft-
ware OVITO (Open Visualization Tool) [166] was used for model visualization. The MD time
step was 0.25 fs for all simulations. Temperature and pressure were controlled using a Nosé-
Hoover thermostat [79] and barostat [80] with damping parameters of 25 fs and 250 fs, re-
spectively. The cut-off distance for Lennard-Jones and electrostatic interactions was 1.5 nm
for non-reactive force fields. For the ReaxFF force fields the default cut-offs were used (in
LAMMPS, nbrhood_cutoff was 0.5 nm and hbond_cutoff was 0.75 nm). First, the replicated
simulation cell was energyminimized. Then, simulationswere run in theNPT (constant num-
ber of atoms, pressure and temperature) ensemble for 125 ps (until the lattice parameters
reached steady-state) at 300 K and 1 atm. Thedimensions of the simulation cell were averaged
after steady-state was reached, i.e., over the last 12.5 ps (50 frames) of the NPT simulation, to
calculate the system lattice parameters.

For a subset of the force fields, simulationswere run to calculate stress-strain behavior, fol-
lowing the method developed in our previous work for crystalline cellulose. [200] After equili-
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brating the simulation cell in theNPT ensemble, the systemwas stretched in one direction (x-,
y-, or z-direction) through successive small steps (0.25% strain). After applied deformation,
the simulation cell was equilibrated in an NPT ensemble with the stretching direction fixed
and the perpendicular directions relaxed for 2.5, 0.25 or 0.025 ps. The relaxation time was
determined by the strain step increment (0.25%) divided by the prescribed strain rate. There-
fore, the relaxation times modeled here corresponded to overall strain rates of 1×10⁹, 1×10¹⁰
or 1×10¹¹ s-¹. This processwas repeateduntil the total strain reached25%. The step-wise strain
method has been used in previous studies [51, 199, 200, 204, 210] tominimize unphysicalme-
chanical response that may arise due to insufficient time for the atoms to respond to rapid
changes in the system size at high strain rates. Note that we also tested a continuous strain
rate approach [178] and the results were almost the same (Fig. 3.1).

The stress values at each strain increment were calculated by averaging over the last 10%
of the equilibration with that strain increment applied. The same procedure was performed
in the three orthogonal directions, x (chain), y (H-bonding) and z (𝜋-stacking). The bulk me-
chanical properties were then estimated from the resultant stress-strain curves. The elastic
modulus was calculated by applying a linear fit to the stress-strain data from 0-2% strain. This
calculation was performed over different ranges of strain, as discussed later. The failure strain
was the strain where the first polymer chain breaks (the sharp drop of stress-strain curve),
which is only possible for the reactive potentials. The ultimate stress was taken from the stress
at failure strain. These simulations were repeated three times independently with different
random velocity seeds assigned for the atoms in the initial structure before NPT simulation.

2.3 Results and Discussion

2.3.1 Force Field Selection Based on Lattice Parameters
Theaverage value of each lattice parameter (𝑎, 𝑏, 𝑐,𝛼, 𝛽, 𝛾) for the 4×4×4models of PPTA and
PAP5 was determined for each force field. The error was then calculated from the difference
between the average lattice parameters in our MD simulation and those reported in the liter-

ature measured from XRD reported in Ref. [46]. 𝐸𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑟 =
||||
1
𝑁∑𝑙𝑀𝐷−𝑙𝑋𝑅𝐷

||||, where 𝑙 is one of
the lattice parameters and 𝑁 is the number of simulation frames averaged. The error for the
six lattice parameters for all force fields tested is summarized in Fig. 2.4.

The error analysis shows that most of the force fields tested were able to reproduce the
lattice parameters of PPTA with reasonable accuracy (less than 25% cumulative error). For
both PPTA and PAP5, with many of the force fields, the largest error was for the 𝑎 parameter.
This is likely due to the limitations of those force fields to accurately capture 𝜋-stacking. The
exceptions were Liu (largest error for PPTA was 𝛼),Wood (largest error for PAP5 was 𝛾), CVFF
and OPLS (largest error for PPTA was 𝑏 and for PAP5 was 𝛾). Also, for most of the force fields,
the error was larger for PAP5 than PPTA. Based on this analysis, the Kamat, Liu, Vashisth and
OPLS force fields were identified as the most accurate in terms of both PPTA and PAP5 lattice
parameters.
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Figure 2.4: Comparison of the cumulative error in the lattice parameters for PPTA and PAP5
of seven reactive and two non-reactive force fields.

2.3.2 Force Field Selection Based on Hydrogen Bonding
Since H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking have been found to play important roles in the mechani-
cal properties of polyamides, [46, 67, 99, 112] an appropriate force field should be able to
capture these non-bonded interactions accurately. To test this, the radial distribution func-
tions (RDFs) of interatomic distances were calculated for all force fields, except CVFF, which
exhibited the least accurate lattice parameters, and was excluded from subsequent analysis.
OPLS is the sole non-reactive force field considered henceforth. H-bond length was quanti-
fied from RDFs of the non-bonded, nearest-neighbor N–O distance. This definition is widely
used [46, 112] because the position of the H atom in N–H⋯O is difficult to determine experi-
mentally. The reference N–O distances for PPTA and PAP5 were reported to be 3.0 and 2.9 Å in
Ref. [46] and [133], calculated from experiments and simulations. The reference N–H⋯O an-
gle (H-bond angle) for PPTAwas reported to be 160°, [133] which is consistent with our results
for PPTA (158°) and PAP5 (161°) after equilibrium. Although H-bond strength is determined
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by both distance and angle, here we primarily use the N–O distance to quantify H-bonding.
𝜋-stacking was measured as the distance in the z-direction (𝜋-stacking-direction) between
the centers of two adjacent aromatic rings. The reference value is 3.9 Å for both PPTA and
PAP5. [46]

The H-bonding RDFs (N–O distance) calculated for PPTA and PAP5 with each force field
are shown in Fig. 2.5. The reference values are identified by vertical dashed lines. The accuracy
of the force fields is evaluated by comparing the reference distance to the position of the peak
of the RDF. For PPTA, the Wood force field is reasonably accurate, albeit with a wide peak,
indicating more variation in atom-atom distances within the model system, i.e., the effect of
cumulative error. Also, Budzien and Mattsson slightly overpredict the H-bond distance while
Zhang, Vashisth and Liu slightly underpredict it. There is a similar trend in the force fields for
PAP5. Based on qualitative analysis of the position of the RDF peaks (closer to the reference
value is more accurate) and width of the peak (narrower peaks correspond to less variation
frombond-to-bondwithin the polymers), the best force fields in terms of H-bonding for PAP5
are OPLS,Wood, Zhang, Vashisth, and Liu.

Figure 2.5: Comparison of H-bonding (non-bonded, nearest-neighbor N–O) RDFs calculated
for (a) PAP5 and (b) PPTA. The reference [46] H-bond lengths (N–O distances) for PPTA and
PAP5 are shown as vertical dashed lines.
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2.3.3 Force Field Selection Based on Pi-Pi Stacking
The RDFs for 𝜋-stacking in PPTA and PAP5 are shown in Fig. 2.6. The force fields are again
evaluated based on the position and width of RDF peaks. Note that the position of the 𝜋-
stacking RDF peak also reflects the accuracy of the lattice parameter 𝑎. As such, force fields
that underpredicted the 𝜋-𝜋 stacking distance also had large error in their prediction of 𝑎 (see
Fig. 2.4). For PPTA, the RDF peaks of Liu and OPLS are the closest to the reference value. For
PAP5,Wood and Liu are the most accurate, with relatively narrow peaks.

Figure 2.6: Comparisonof𝜋-stackingRDFs calculated for (a) PAP5and (b) PPTA.The reference
𝜋-stacking distances [46] are shown as vertical dashed lines.

Based on the evaluation of the various force fields in terms of their ability to accurately
reproduce the unit cell lattice parameters, preferred H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking distances, as
well as XRD patterns, the Liu or Vashisth parameter sets within the ReaxFF formalism per-
formed best. Therefore, the Liu and Vashisth ReaxFF force fields were selected for the stress-
strain simulations, discussed below. Stress-strain simulations were also performed with the
commonly employed, non-reactive OPLS force field for comparison.
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2.3.4 Force Field Selection Based on Stress-strain Response
First, it is necessary to determine the appropriate system size for these simulations to mini-
mize finite size effects while maintaining computational efficiency. The goal is to identify the
smallest model that can be used (to maximize computational efficiency) without simulation
artifact that may occur if the model is too small due to the unphysical topology of the simula-
tion, e.g., if the model system is too small, a molecule may interact with its own image across
theperiodicboundary. Thestress-strain simulationswere run for PPTAwith systemsizes rang-
ing from 1×1×1 to 8×8×8 with strain applied in the x-, y- and z-directions at a strain rate of
1×10⁹ s-¹.

The results for the OPLS, Liu andVashisth force fields are shown in Fig. 2.9. It can be seen
that, for theLiu andVashisth forcefields, the curves start to converge at 4×4×4, which suggests
that a system size of 4×4×4 is big enough to minimize finite size effects (this size model was
also used in previous mechanical studies of cellulose nanocrystals [200]). However, for OPLS,
although the stress-strain curves in the x-direction start to converge at 1×1×1, there is no ob-
vious convergence in the data with increasing system size for strain in the y- and z-directions.
The sharp drop in stress for someOPLS systems is due to the sudden occurrence of inter-chain
slip (Fig. 2.7). The fluctuations in the stress-strain curve for some Vashisth systems in the z-
direction starting is due to the occurrence of chain buckling (Fig. 2.8). Regardless, this analysis
indicates that a minimum size of 4×4×4 should be reliable for stress-strain simulations.

Figure 2.7: Snapshots of PPTA strained in the z-direction (a) before and (b) after inter-chain
slip occurs with the OPLS force field. The black lines connecting aromatic rings highlight the
relative positions of chains before and after inter-chain slip. This indicates the sharp drop in
stress for some OPLS systems is due to the sudden occurrence of inter-chain slip. The origin
of this phenomenonmay be that the OPLS force field is less accurate in reproducing the inter-
chain distance, i.e., the error in the lattice parameter 𝑏 for OPLS is larger than that of ReaxFF,
as shown in Fig. 2.4. Specifically, the lattice parameter 𝑏 for OPLS is larger (+0.5 Å) than the
experimental value (5.18 Å), while the lattice parameter 𝑏 for Liu is slightly smaller (−0.14 Å)
than the experimental value.
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Figure 2.8: Snapshots of PPTA with the (a) Liu and (b) Vashisth force fields at 8% strain in the
z-direction. These figures show that the buckling of the chains in the Liu model is of smaller
wavelength than the Vashisth model. In addition, from animations of the Vashisth simula-
tions, it was observed that, starting at∼8%when the buckling occurs, the chains act as springs
(alternating contraction and extension), corresponding to the fluctuations in the stress-strain
curve in Fig. 2.9b. The origin of this phenomenon may be that the Vashisth force field is less
accurate in reproducing the 𝜋-stacking interactions, i.e., the error of lattice parameter 𝑎 for
Vashisth is larger than that of Liu, as shown in Fig. 2.4.

One obvious difference between the reactive (Liu and Vashisth) and non-reactive (OPLS)
force fields is that, in the simulation of strain in the x-direction (chain-direction) the stress
drops after ∼10% strain with the reactive force fields, but not with OPLS. This is because non-
reactive force fields cannot capture breaking covalent bonds [207]. Therefore it is not possi-
ble to model ultimate properties using OPLS force field, particularly for strain in the polymer
chain direction where material failure must occur through breaking of covalent bonds.

In contrast, ReaxFF utilizes a bond order approach to describe the chemical bonds. Also,
ReaxFF models H-bonding with a specific energy functional term [30, 182, 207], which is par-
ticularly important for capturing weak H-bonding that is quite common in organic systems.
Therefore, using ReaxFF, it is possible to study crystallite failure mechanisms involving pri-
mary (covalent) and/or secondary (hydrogen) bond rupture. [112] This indicates that a reac-
tive force field should be used to analyze the mechanical properties of PPTA and PAP5. [162]

Comparing the Liu and Vashisth force fields in Fig. 2.9, the stress-strain trends in the y-
direction are similar. However, there are fluctuations in the stress response to strain in the z-
directionwith someof the larger box sizeswith theVashisth force field, whereas all resultswith
the Liu are quite stable. Recall also that the cumulative error of lattice parameters in Fig. 2.4
was lowest for the Liu force field. Therefore, the 4×4×4model and the ReaxFF Liu force field
were used in the subsequent investigation of the stress-strain response of PPTA and PAP5.
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Figure 2.9: Evaluation of the stress-strain curves with the (a) OPLS, (b) ReaxFF Vashisth and
(c) ReaxFF Liu force fields for PPTA with simulation box sizes between 1×1×1 and 8×8×8 in
x-, y- and z-directions.

2.3.5 Force Field Selection Based on XRD Patterns
To further confirm the selected force field was the optimum for reproducing the crystals of
the models polyamide systems, we also compared XRDs of PPTA and PAP5 after equilibration
using different ReaxFF force field parameter sets as shown in Fig. 2.10 and 2.11. The location
and height of each peak of the XRD pattern of both PPTA and PAP5 equilibrated using the
ReaxFF Liu force field was the closest to the XRD pattern of the initially-built models (manu-
ally tuned to match experimental XRDs as mentioned in earlier). Obviously, the ReaxFF Liu
force field had the best performance in reproducing the atomistic crystalline structures of the
polyamides in this study.



CHAPTER 2. FORCE FIELD SELECTION FORMOLECULAR DYNAMICS SIMULATIONS OF
POLYAMIDES 30

Figure 2.10: XRD patterns of the initially-built structures of PPTA and its structures after equi-
libration using different ReaxFF force field parameter sets.
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Figure 2.11: XRD patterns of the initially-built structures of PPTA and its structures after equi-
libration using different ReaxFF force field parameter sets.
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2.4 Conclusions
MDsimulationswere used to study twopolyamides, PPTA andPAP5. To ensure accuratemod-
eling of these materials, seven different reactive and two non-reactive force fields were evalu-
ated based on their ability to reproduce the unit cell lattice parameters of the polymer crystals,
H-bondingand𝜋-stackingdistanceswithin the crystal structure, aswell asXRDpatternsof the
equilibrated structures. The results indicated that the ReaxFF force field developed by Liu was
best for studying structure-property relationships of PPTA and PAP5.

Overall, this study demonstrated the importance of force field selection for accurate mod-
eling of polyamides. The force field evaluation also emphasized that models that accurately
capture the commonly studiedPPTAmaynot necessarily be suitable for polyamides generally.
However, the fact that one of the force fieldswas suitable for both PPTA andPAP5 suggests that
it may be suitable for other polyamides as well.

This study has also established a protocol for selecting an appropriate force field for per-
forming MD simulations of crystalline polymers (and even more generally, crystalline mate-
rials) to understand their stress-strain response and mechanical properties.
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Chapter 3

Stress-strain Response of PPTA and PAP5
in Chain and Transverse Directions

3.1 Introduction
To enable design of materials with mechanical properties comparable to PPTA, it is necessary
to understand the relationships betweenpolymer structure andmechanical behavior. Toward
this goal, we used MD simulations to study the molecular scale mechanisms underlying the
mechanical response of PPTA and PAP5. Since the suitable force field and model size have
been identified as analyzed in Chapter 2, MD simulations can now be performed with confi-
dence to study the mechanical properties of the high-performance polyamides of our inter-
ests. In this chapter, the optimum reactive force field, ReaxFF Liu, as identified in Chapter 2
was used to correlate the mechanical response of the materials to changes in H-bonding and
𝜋-stacking patterns, as well as how this behavior differed between PPTA and PAP5, by per-
forming stress-strain simulations along the chain and transverse to chain directions.

3.2 Methods
All of the stress-strain simulations were carried out using LAMMPS [141] using the ReaxFF Liu
force field [102]. Software OVITO [166] was used for model visualization. The MD time step
was 0.25 fs for all simulations. Temperature andpressurewere controlledusing aNosé-Hoover
thermostat [79] and barostat [80] with damping parameters of 25 fs and 250 fs, respectively.
For the ReaxFF force fields the default cut-offs were used (in LAMMPS, nbrhood_cutoff was
0.5 nm and hbond_cutoff was 0.75 nm). First, the unit cell was replicated from 1 × 1× 1 to
4×4×4. Next, the replicated simulation cell was energy minimized. Then, simulations were
run in the NPT (constant number of atoms, pressure and temperature) ensemble for 125 ps
(until the lattice parameters reached steady-state) at 300 K and 1 atm for equilibration.

After equilibrating the simulation cell in the NPT ensemble, the system was stretched in
one direction (x-, y-, or z-direction) through successive small steps (0.25% strain). After ap-



CHAPTER 3. STRESS-STRAIN RESPONSE OF PPTA AND PAP5 IN CHAIN AND TRANSVERSE
DIRECTIONS 34

plied deformation, the simulation cell was equilibrated in an NPT ensemble with the stretch-
ing direction fixed and the perpendicular directions relaxed for 2.5, 0.25 or 0.025 ps. The re-
laxation time was determined by the strain step increment (0.25%) divided by the prescribed
strain rate. Therefore, the relaxation times modeled here corresponded to overall strain rates
of 1×10⁹, 1×10¹⁰ or 1×10¹¹ s-¹. This process was repeated until the total strain reached 25%.
The step-wise strain method has been used in previous studies [51, 199, 200, 204, 210] to min-
imize unphysical mechanical response that may arise due to insufficient time for the atoms
to respond to rapid changes in the system size at high strain rates. Note that we also tested a
continuous strain rate approach [178] and the results were almost the same (Fig. 3.1).

Figure 3.1: Comparison between stepwise stretching and continuous stretching approaches
at four different strain rates: (a) 1×10⁸ s-¹, (b) 1×10⁹ s-¹, (c) 1×10¹⁰ s-¹, and (d) 1×10¹¹ s-¹. The
stress-strain curves obtained from the two approaches are almost the same. The above exam-
ples are from simulations of strain of PPTA in the x-direction with theVashisth force field.

The stress values at each strain increment were calculated by averaging over the last 10%
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of the equilibration with that strain increment applied. The same procedure was performed
in the three orthogonal directions, x (chain), y (H-bonding) and z (𝜋-stacking). The bulk me-
chanical properties were then estimated from the resultant stress-strain curves. The elastic
modulus was calculated by applying a linear fit to the stress-strain data from 0-2% strain. This
calculation was performed over different ranges of strain, as discussed later. The failure strain
was the strain where the first polymer chain breaks (the sharp drop of stress-strain curve),
which is only possible for the reactive force fields. Theultimate stresswas taken from the stress
at failure strain. These simulations were repeated three times independently with different
random velocity seeds assigned for the atoms in the initial structure before NPT simulation.

3.3 Results and Discussion

3.3.1 Mechanical Properties
Fig. 3.2 shows the mechanical properties (elastic modulus, ultimate stress, and failure strain)
of PPTA and PAP5 calculated from simulations of strain in the x-direction (chain-direction)
run at three different strain rates (1×10⁹, 1×10¹⁰ and 1×10¹¹ s-¹) with the ReaxFF Liu force
field. For PPTA, the values obtained from simulations are compared to properties reported
from previous experimental studies [28, 38, 49, 99, 147]. In general, the magnitude of strain-
rate-dependent mechanical properties can appear larger when computed by molecular sim-
ulation. This is because the inherently small time scales accessible by molecular simulation
lead to very high strain rates (typically > 10⁸ s-¹). [103, 159, 175, 218] For example, it was re-
ported that chain directionmechanical properties of PPTA increase with strain rate, [111, 159,
188, 191, 218] consistent with the results in Fig. 3.2. This strain-rate-dependence has been at-
tributed to the intermolecular slippage and plastic flow that occurs at low strain rates, result-
ing in more energy dissipation. [162] In addition, our model systems are infinite chain-length
and free of defects (e.g., chain ends, stacking faults, or impurities), in contrast to physical ma-
terials. It has been reported that chain end defects and different defect distribution patterns
could reduce the ultimate stress and failure strain, and that the axial modulus increases with
increasing chain length. [112] Moreover, in higher order structures such as fibrils, where the
morphology is more complicated, chain and/or crystal misorientation might affect material
properties. For all these reasons, the simulation-predicted mechanical properties are higher
than values obtained from physical experiments.

Although we do not have experimental data for PAP5, the simulations enable comparison
of PPTA and PAP5 at high strain rates. Like PPTA, the magnitudes of the ultimate stress and
failure strain increase with increasing strain rate. However, at any strain rate, PAP5 has larger
failure strain and ultimate stress than PPTA, but a smaller elasticmodulus. Although theOPLS
force field cannot simulate mechanical failure due to bond breakage, it was used to calculate
elastic modulus and showed higher stiffness for PPTA than PAP5 (223 ± 8 GPa for PPTA and
120 ± 3 GPa for PAP5), confirming the direction and relative magnitude of the trend observed
from ReaxFF. These results indicate that the methylene units in the PAP5 reduce stiffness but
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Figure 3.2: (a) Ultimate stress, (b) failure strain and (c) elastic modulus (calculated from 0 to
2% strain) from simulations of PPTA andPAP5 strained in the chain direction at three different
strain rates (1×10⁹, 1×10¹⁰ and 1×10¹¹ s-¹) using the ReaxFF Liu force field. The error bars
reflect the standard deviation calculated from three independent simulations. Also shown are
representative data points for PPTA from experiments [28, 38, 49, 99, 147].

increase the failure strain. However, as discussed later, the elastic response of PAP5 is strain
dependent, so the stiffness calculation depends on the strain range for which the linear fit is
performed. These trends are investigated next.

3.3.2 Chain Direction Strain Response
Figs. 3.4a-b show the stress-strain behavior of PPTA and PAP5 for strain up to 25% in the x-
direction at a strain rate of 1×10⁹ s-¹. The corresponding mechanical properties are summa-
rized inTable 3.1. Themechanical properties of PPTA predicted by our simulations are similar
to the range of results reported in previous MD simulation studies with ReaxFF: elastic mod-
ulus 325-360 GPa, ultimate stress 32-35 GPa, and failure strain ∼10%. [34, 35, 112, 208]

Consistent with Fig. 3.2, failure stress and strain are larger for PAP5 than PPTA. However,
theelasticmodulus comparison ismorecomplicated. Thestress-strain curve forPPTA (Fig. 3.4a)
has only one linear regime from zero strain to its failure strain at∼10%. In contrast, the stress-
strain curve for PAP5 (Fig. 3.4b) canbe separated into two linear regimes: low-strain (0 to∼4%)
and high-strain (∼5 to ∼14%). Analysis of the lattice parameters during strain showed that 𝛾
increased sharply at this inflection point, indicating a structural transition, specifically, a con-
traction in the cross-sectional area (yzplane). This contractionalso resulted in a strengthening
of theH-bonding, quantified by a small decrease of the averageH-bond length from2.82 Å be-
fore the transition to2.75Åafter the transition. The inflectionpointbetween these two regimes
does not indicate yield, as confirmed by simulations in which the system was strained to 7.5%
and then allowed to relax in the NPT ensemble at 300 K and 1 atm without constraints. When
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Properties in the x-direction PPTA PAP5
All-strain modulus (GPa) 362±9 310±3
Low-strain modulus (GPa) 293±18 174±3
High-strain modulus (GPa) 375±5 436±10
Failure strain (%) 9.9±0.3 14.3±0.3
Ultimate stress (GPa) 34.0±1.6 42.3 ± 1.1

Table 3.1: Mechanical properties calculated from simulations of strain in the x-direction. For
the elastic modulus, low-strain refers to 0-2% strain, high-strain refers to the last 5% strain
prior to failure, and all-strain refers to all strain prior to failure. The errors are the standard
deviation calculated over three independent repeat simulations.

the constraint was released, the stress dropped to zero and the lattice parameters returned to
their original pre-strain values in approximately 10 ps (Fig. 3.3). This indicates that the defor-
mation is elastic and PAP5 crystals exhibit two linear elastic regimes before failure.

If the two elastic regimes in Fig. 3.4b are considered separately, the low-strain modulus is
174 GPa and the high-strain value is 436 GPa. Although PPTA exhibits some strain hardening,
there is no sharp inflection point and the increase of modulus with strain is much lower than
that observed for PAP5. As a result, the modulus of PAP5 is smaller than that of PPTA at low
strain but the opposite is observed at high strain.

The RDFs for intermolecular H-bonding and𝜋-stacking within PAP5 and PPTA at different
strains are shown in Figs. 3.4c-j. TheH-bondingRDFpeak of PPTA (Figs. 3.4c-d) shifts to larger
radii as the chains are being strained. However, theH-bonding RDFpeak of PAP5 (Figs. 3.4e-f)
first shifts to smaller radii at low strains then shifts to larger radii at higher strains. Regarding
the 𝜋-stacking RDFs, for PPTA, the peak position changes very little with strain, but the peak
widens. For PAP5, the 𝜋-stacking RDF first shifts to the left at low strains and then becomes
narrower as it is strained.

Snapshots from the simulations of PPTA and PAP5 at the strains identified in Fig. 3.4 are
shown in Fig. 3.5. The snapshots show that both PPTA and PAP5 respond elastically at low
strain followed by chain breaking at high strain. However, there are differences between PAP5
and PPTA observed as well. Specifically, it can be seen that, at zero strain, the PPTA is fully
extended and then the chains are stretched as strain is applied. In contrast, the PAP5 chains
have a wavy structure at zero strain. The waves are removed by extension at low strain and
then the covalent bonds themselves begin to stretch at larger strain.

The conformations of PPTA and PAP5 reflect two polymer conformations commonly re-
ported in the literature [78, 84, 98, 105, 116, 119, 131, 132, 143, 154, 170, 173, 180, 190, 198]:
extended and wavy. Note that a variety of different terms have been used to describe these
two conformation in the literature, but here the terms extended andwavywill be used. Awavy
conformation is due to themethylene groups acting as spacers between thehydrogen-bonded
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Figure 3.3: (a-c) Lattice parameters and (d) stress of PAP5 as functions of time during the
stretching and relaxation processes. The system was first stretched to 7.5% strain (shaded
red) and then allowed to relax by running NPT at 300 K and 1 atm until the system reached
0% strain (shaded blue). The stress and lattice parameters return to their equilibrium values
almost immediately after the strain is released. This indicates that the sample is not plasti-
cally deformed which indicates that the inflection point (which occurs around 4% strain) is
not yield.
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Figure 3.4: Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding (c,
d, e, and f) and𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (c, d, g, andh) andPAP5 (e, f, i, and j) strained
in the x-direction. The RDFs are normalized by the number of bonds per unit cell. Movies S1
and S4 showing the evolution of the stress and RDF distributions as well as the time evolution
of the models are available in the Supplemental Information.

amide groups, which increases the conformational freedom of the polymer chains. [46, 71] A
previous investigationof twenty-fivedifferent polymers (includingpolyethylene (PE) andpoly
tetrafluoroethylene (PTFE)) revealed that, at lowstrain, thepolymer conformations are closely
related to the force required to stretch them. [154].

It has been shown that polymers with a loose wavy conformation exhibit a much lower
stiffness than polymers with extended conformations because extended conformations have
stronger H-bonds between adjacent chains. [98, 154, 170] Another study examined the rela-
tionship between the elastic modulus, molecular conformation and flexibility of the chains of
PPTA and related polymers. [173] They found that PPTA chains are fully extended, resulting in
a high elastic modulus. The same study compared the extended and wavy forms of polyethy-
lene oxybenzoate (PEOB) and found that the former had a much higher elastic modulus due
to its extended conformation. [173]

To quantify waviness and its evolution with strain, we identified the positions of the back-
bone atoms in each chain in the yz plane. This analysis excluded the H and O atoms, and the
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Figure 3.5: Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5 while strained in x-direction with a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed from the
y-direction. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the stress-strain plots in Fig. 3.4.
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C atoms in the aromatic rings. The results are shown in Fig. 3.6. In this figure, all the chains in
the crystal are aligned by relocating their centroid to the origin of the yz plane at each strain.

At zero strain, the size and shape of the distributions of atoms in PPTA and PAP5 are differ-
ent. The PPTA atoms fall into two, relatively small circular regions (|y| < 1 Å and |z| < 0.75 Å).
In contrast, the PAP5 atomdistribution ismuchmore spread out (|y| < 0.75 Å and |z| < 1.25 Å),
showing that the atoms are further from the chain axis, i.e., exhibiting a wavy conformation.
ThePAP5 atomdistribution is also asymmetric, indicating there is some rotation ofmethylene
units in the yz plane; this is not observed for the PPTA.

Once strain is applied, the size and shape of the atom distribution for the PPTA changes
little, consistentwith its extended conformationwhich accommodates strainby stretching co-
valent bonds. However, the distributionof atoms inPAP5becomes smaller andmore symmet-
ric with increasing strain. This indicates that strain is initially accommodated by elongation
and rotation of the wavy chains.

Figure 3.6: Position of atoms in the chains projected on the yz plane for (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5,
where the centroidof each chain ismanuallymoved to theoriginof the yzplane. Thehydrogen
and oxygen atoms, and the carbon atoms in aromatic rings are excluded in this calculation.

The initial waviness of the PAP5 explains its smaller low-strain stiffness since less force is
needed to elongate and rotate the methylene segments in PAP5 than to strain the covalent
bonds within the extended chains of PPTA. This can be confirmed by the H-bonding and 𝜋-
stacking RDFs in Figs. 3.4c-j. The H-bonding RDF peak position for PAP5 moves to the left
(indicating stronger intermolecular interactions due to more ordered chains) with increasing
strain as the waviness is removed. In contrast, for PPTA, the H-bonding peak position moves
to the right and broadens (indicating weaker intermolecular interactions due to the loss of
H-bond registry) as the covalent bonds within the chains are strained. A similar trend can be
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found in the 𝜋-stacking RDFs at low strain in Figs. 3.4g-j, where the peak for PAP5 shifts to
the left and becomes narrower (strengthening 𝜋-stacking interactions) as the wavy chains are
extended.

Thedifference between the initial conformations of PAP5 andPPTA also explains the larger
failure strain of PAP5 than PPTA. Specifically, the larger failure strain is due to the initial wavi-
ness of PAP5, which enables it to accommodate the initial strain by extension of the wavy
chains such that stretching of covalent bonds does not begin until higher strains.

After the initial 5% strain, the conformations of PPTA and PAP5 are similar. Therefore, dif-
ferences in their high-strain stiffness and ultimate stress, both of which are larger for PAP5
than PPTA, cannot be directly explained by the waviness argument. It has been reported that
amide bonds contribute significantly to the chain direction elastic modulus of materials such
as cellulose and polyamides. [53, 171]. Also, the amide groupC–Nbond has been identified as
the weakest bond in the polymer chain backbone of PPTA, [112] consistent with the observa-
tion that failure of bothPPTAandPAP5 in the chaindirectionoccurred throughbreaking of the
C–N bond. Therefore, C–N bond is expected to be the limiting factor of the overall strength of
PPTA and PAP5. The average C–Nbond length in PPTA is 1.44 Å and is 1.43 Å for PAP5 at failure
strain, suggesting that the C–N bonds in PAP5 may be slightly stronger than those in PPTA.

A higher degree of chain alignment (less conformational freedom) is known to increase
tensile strengthandelasticmodulus inpolymers [53] and thehighdegreeof alignmentof PPTA
has been attributed to intermolecular H-bonding. [99, 112, 113, 160, 209] From the analysis
of the coplanarity of aromatic rings in the PPTA and PAP5 crystals at each strain (Fig. 3.7),
it can be seen that, before failure, the ring-ring angle increased slightly (less aligned) with
strain in PPTA but decreased (more aligned) in PAP5 as the chains transitioned from wavy to
extended before plateauing in the high-strain regime. This phenomenon contributes to the
sharp increase in the modulus of PAP5 in the high-strain regime.
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Figure 3.7: Stress and ring-ring angle as functions of strain in the x-direction for (a) PPTA and
(b) PAP5. Ring-ring angle is the average angle between each pair of adjacent rings (the angle
between the two green arrows in the inset) from two adjacent sheets. It is a measurement of
the coplanarity of rings in the crystal, i.e., smaller angle corresponds to more coplanar.

3.3.3 Response to Strain in the Transverse Directions
Themechanical properties of PPTA andPAP5 exhibit anisotropy, as shown in Fig. 2.9. The elas-
tic modulus and ultimate stress in the x-direction (chain-direction) are expected to be much
higher than those in transverse directions since intramolecular covalent bonds resist strain in
the x-direction but do not contribute to material properties in the y- and z-directions (direc-
tions aligned with H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking, respectively). Such anisotropy in mechanical
properties has been reported for many other high-performance fibers [72] and explained by
the high degree of chain orientation in the axial direction. [201] The mechanical properties of
PPTA and PAP5 calculated from simulations of strain in the transverse directions are summa-
rized in Table 3.2. The elastic modulus of PPTA in the transverse directions were calculated to
be 8 GPa and 60 GPa in the y and z directions, respectively, consistent with the range of 4.1-52
GPa reported in a previous study. [150]

The stress-strain curves and RDFs for strain in the y-direction are shown in Fig. 3.8, with
corresponding snapshots in Fig. 3.9. Strain in the y-direction is primarily accommodated
by the H-bonds between the chains. Therefore, as the crystal is strained, the peak of the H-
bonding RDFs decreases in height and shifts to the right in Figs. 3.8c-f, indicating weaken-
ing and then breaking of H-bonds. The 𝜋-stacking RDF peak shifts to the left with increasing
strain, as shown in Figs. 3.8g-j. This reflects Poisson contraction in the z-direction.

In the y-direction, both the Young’s modulus and ultimate stress are larger for PPTA than
for PAP5. PPTA has stronger H-bonding than PAP5 due to the more favorable chain confor-
mations of PPTA; this conclusion is also supported by the experimental work of Deshmukh et
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Properties PPTA PAP5
y-direction

Elastic modulus (GPa) 60 26
Yield strain (%) 3.0 6.5
Yield stress (GPa) 1.21 1.55
Failure strain (%) 24.3 24.8
Ultimate stress (GPa) 1.31 0.90

z-direction
Elastic modulus (GPa) 8.4 13.2
Yield strain (%) ∼5.5 ∼6.2
Yield stress (GPa) ∼0.43 ∼0.68
Failure strain (%) 25 19
Ultimate stress (GPa) 0.72 0.99

Table 3.2: Mechanical properties calculated from simulations of strain in the y- and z-
directions.

al. [46] Since y-direction strain is in the direction of the H-bonding, the higher stiffness and
strength of PPTA are directly attributable to its stronger intermolecular H-bonding.

Unlike the x-direction behavior, the crystals exhibited a yield point when strained in the y-
direction. Yield occurred at a higher strain and larger stress for PAP5 compared to PPTA, so this
trend could not be explainedbyH-bonding. However, analysis of the deformation (seemovies
in Supplemental Information) indicated that yield occurred through different mechanisms
for these two polymers. For PAP5, yield occurred through breaking of its relatively weaker
H-bonds while, for PPTA, the strong H-bonds resisted breaking and, instead, inter-sheet slip
occurred at the yield point (see Supplemental Information Fig. 3.10).

Inter-sheet slip resulted in a step-change reduction in the ring-ring angle, whichbrings the
pi-pi stacking into better registry. No such mechanism is active in PAP5, which instead yields
by H-bond breaking. Hence, the stress at which slip occurs in PPTA is lower than the stress for
H-bond breaking in PAP5.

Thestress-strain response andRDFs for strain in the z-directionare shown inFig. 3.13, with
simulation snapshots in Fig. 3.14. The response of the polymers to strain in the z-direction is
dominated by the𝜋-stacking interactions between adjacent sheets. So, there is little change in
the H-bonding RDFs with strain (Figs. 3.13c-f). In the 𝜋-stacking RDFs, the peak is observed
to initially shift to the right (0-5% for PPTA and 0-10% strain for PAP5), corresponding to in-
creasing distance between the sheets (Figs. 3.13g-j).

This trend continues until failure for PAP5. However, at about 8% strain, the PPTA chains
buckle at alternating amide linkages (Fig. 3.14a). This results in a split of the 𝜋-stacking peak
for PPTA into two (Figs. 3.13h) since the buckling causes some aromatic rings to move closer
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Figure 3.8: Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding (c,
d, e, and f) and 𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (a, c, d, g, and h) and PAP5 (b, e, f, i and
j) strained in the y-direction. The RDFs are normalized by the number of bonds per unit cell.
Movies S2 and S5 showing the evolution of the stress and RDF distributions as well as the time
evolution of the models are available in the Supplemental Information.

together and others farther apart (Fig. 3.11). In contrast, the sheetsmove gradually apart until
around 20% strain, at which point they separate in the middle leaving two groups of sheets
with approximately equilibrium 𝜋-stacking distance (Fig. 3.14b and 3.13j). These different
behaviors of PPTA and PAP5 in response to z-direction strain can be attributed to the better
coplanarity of the PAP5 (Fig. 3.12), which corresponds to stronger intermolecular 𝜋-stacking
interactions that enable it to resist buckling.

TheYoung’s moduli in the z-direction of PPTA and PAP5 are the smallest among the three
directionsof strain (x, y andz)because𝜋-stacking isweaker thancovalentbonding (that resists
strain in x) and H-bonding (that resists strain in y). In the z-direction, the stiffness of PAP5 (13
GPa) is slightly larger than that of PPTA (8 GPa). This high stiffness of PAP5 is explained by
the fact that its aromatic rings are more coplanar (Fig. 3.12), which corresponds to stronger
intermolecular 𝜋-stacking interactions and increases the modulus in the z-direction.

As seen in Figs. 3.13a-b, PAP5 exhibits a failure strain at 20%, but PPTA does not fail until
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Figure 3.9: Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5 while strained in y-direction with a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed from the x-
and z-directions. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the stress-strainplots in Fig. 3.8.
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Figure3.10: (a)Example snapshotsof ring-ringdistancebeforeandafter slip in they-direction,
(b) ring-ring angle as a quantification of coplanarity of aromatic rings. Slip quantified by ring-
ring distance in y-direction, stress, and coplanarity quantified by ring-ring angle as functions
of strain in the y-direction for (c) PPTA and (d) PAP5. The slip is quantified as the average dis-
tance between each pair of adjacent aromatic rings from two adjacent sheets at each strain
with reference to the zero strain. For PPTA, after slip and yield, the chains become more or-
dered as evidenced by the decrease in ring-ring angle (becoming more coplanar). The struc-
tural optimization of PPTA by slip allows subsequent strain hardening. Due to the accommo-
dation of strain by slip, the yield stress of PPTA is lower than that of PAP5. In comparison, slip
is not observed for PAP5, therefore the H-bonds accommodate all of the strain resulting in a
higher yield stress than PPTA.
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Figure 3.11: Representative snapshot of PPTA strained in the z-direction at 25% strain. Two
ring pairs located near peaks (yellow) and between peaks (green) of the buckled chains. The
distance between rings at adjacent peaks or valleys of the buckled chains is larger than the
equilibrium value, whereas pairs of rings between peaks or valleys have smaller distance than
at equilibrium.

25% strain. This is because the buckling in PPTA accommodates some of the strain. In the 𝜋-
stackingRDFs of PPTA (Figs. 3.13g-h), the average distance decreaseswith strain but thewidth
of the peak dramatically increases, corresponding to the loss of 𝜋-𝜋 registry due to strain-
induced buckling (Fig. 3.14a). This loss of 𝜋-𝜋 registry and lower coplanarity weakens the 𝜋-
stacking interactions, which results in the smaller ultimate stress of PPTA (0.72 GPa) than that
of PAP5 (0.99 GPa).
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Figure 3.12: RDFs of proximity (a and b) and coplanarity (c and d) of aromatic rings for PPTA
(a and c) and PAP5 (b and d). The proximity RDFs are calculated from the distance between
every pair of adjacent rings (yellowdotted line in the schematic), and the coplanarity RDFs are
calculated from thedihedral angle between every pair of adjacent rings (the angle between the
green arrows in the schematic). Smaller proximity and coplanarity are indicators of stronger
𝜋-stacking interactions. The results indicate that the ring-ring proximity of PPTA and PAP5 are
similar, but PAP5 is more coplanar than PPTA.
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Figure 3.13: Stress-strain behavior (a and b) and RDF profiles and heat maps for H-bonding
(c, d, e, and f) and 𝜋-stacking (g, h, i, and j) for PPTA (a, c, d, g, and h) and PAP5 (b, e, f, i, and
j) strained in the z-direction with Liu force field. The RDFs are normalized by the number of
bondsperunit cell. Movies S3andS6 showing theevolutionof the stress andRDFdistributions
as well as the time evolution of the models are available in the Supplemental Information.
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Figure 3.14: Snapshots of (a) PPTA and (b) PAP5while strained in z-directionwith a strain rate
of 1×10⁹ s-¹ at 0, 5, 7.5, 10, 12.5 and 20% strains with the Liu force field as viewed from the
y-direction. Snapshots correspond to the solid circles on the stress-strain plots in Fig. 3.13.
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3.4 Conclusions
Theoptimum force field developed by Liu et al. as identified inChapter 2was used to simulate
stress-strain behavior in the chain and transverse-to-chain directions for aromatic polyamide
PPTA and a related aromatic-aliphatic polyamide PAP5. The mechanical properties of the two
polymer crystals were calculated, compared to each other and, for PPTA, compared qualita-
tively to previously reported experimental data. Anisotropy was observed in the stress-strain
response of PPTA and PAP5 in the chain and transverse directions.

For strain in the chain-direction, it was found that the ultimate stress and failure strain of
PAP5 were larger than those of PPTA, but the low-strain elastic modulus of PAP5 was smaller.
These trends were investigated in terms of the waviness at different strains, as well as in-
tramolecular amide and H-bond densities. One key difference between PPTA and PAP5 was
found to be the initial (zero strain) conformation which was extended for PPTA and wavy for
PAP5. The loose conformation of PAP5 gave it an additional degree of freedom that could ac-
commodate low strain (up to about 4%) without stretching covalent bonds within the chains.
This resulted in a smaller stiffness at low strains and a larger failure strain for PAP5 than PPTA.
However, different mechanisms explained the high strain behavior leading to a larger high-
strain stiffness and ultimate stress for PAP5 than PPTA.This differencewas attributed to better
alignment of PAP5 chains in the strained conformation.

Simulations of strain in the transverse directions demonstrated significant anisotropy of
the mechanical properties, reflecting the anisotropic material structure. In both of the trans-
verse directions, where intermolecular interactions (H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking) were domi-
nant, the stiffness and ultimate stress of the crystals were much lower than those in the chain
direction which were determined primarily by intramolecular interactions.

The y-direction strain response was dominated by H-bonding between adjacent chains.
The stronger H-bonding of PPTA resulted in higher stiffness and larger ultimate strength than
PAP5. Both crystals exhibited yield in response to strain in the y-direction. However, yielding
of PPTA was due to inter-sheet slip and the yield strength was lower than that of PAP5 where
yielding was associated with breaking of H-bond interactions.

Strain in the z-direction was accommodated by 𝜋-stacking interactions. In this direction,
PPTA had lower stiffness and ultimate stress than PAP5. This was explained by the coplanarity
of the rings in PAP5which resulted in stronger𝜋-𝜋 interactions, aswell as buckling of the PPTA
chains in response to strain in the z-direction.

Further, the comparison of PPTA to PAP5 reported here highlighted how small changes in
the polymer structure, in this case substituting an aromatic linker for an aliphatic linker, can
have dramatic effects on mechanical properties. Understanding the atomistic mechanisms
underlying stress-strain behavior can enable identification of polymers with desired and po-
tentially tunable properties for a variety of emerging applications.
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Chapter 4

Effect of Aliphatic Chain Length on the
Stress-Strain Response of Polyamides

4.1 Introduction
As canbe seen fromChapter 3, evenminor changes in themolecular structureof the aromatic-
aliphatic polyamides might significantly affect the mechanical behavior. For example, longer
spacer lengths for a given aromatic amide system leads to a reduction in H-bonds density
which will lower the melting temperature.[120] However, experimentally studying this rela-
tionship for polyamide crystals is difficult and time-consuming, and requires sensitive equip-
ment. [38, 142, 162] Obtaining large single crystal materials is challenging (slow evaporation
of solvent is used to get large single crystals for modulus measurements [9, 122, 197]), and the
morphology of the polymers is complicated due to the presence of amorphous contributions
(e.g., non-crystalline regions and defects). In addition, it is difficult with experimental tech-
niques to distinguish the relative contributions of intramolecular (e.g., covalent bonds) inter-
actions and intermolecular interactions (e.g., H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking) to bulk mechanical
properties. [173].

To overcome these limitations, experimental methods have been complemented by MD
simulations to study materials at the atomistic scale. [162] MD simulations can help interpret
experimental results, guide the development of new experimental methods, and provide use-
ful information about both the dynamic and static properties of molecular systems. [117, 211,
216] MD simulations have been successfully applied to study aromatic-aliphatic polyamide
crystals, including the role of aliphatic and aromatic groups on intermolecular interactions,
free volume, and glass transition temperature [27, 104], the origin of melting, [46] and the in-
fluence of methylene segments on crystal packing and chain conformation. [46] Understand-
ing the relationship between chemical structure and the emergent physical propertieswill en-
able chemists to synthesize polymers with desired thermo-mechanical properties. However,
MD simulations have not been used to understand the effect of the length of flexible aliphatic
moieties on the mechanical properties of semi-aromatic polyamide crystals. In Chapter 2, we
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compared PPTA with one PPTA-related aromatic-aliphatic polyamide, PAP5, where 5 refers to
the number of carbon atoms in the diacid monomer used in the reaction with 𝑝-phenylene
diamine. The results showed that some mechanical properties (tensile strength and failure
strain) of PAP5 were superior to those of PPTA.

Here, we extended our study in Chapter 3 by modeling PPTA and a homologous set of
PPTA-related aromatic-aliphatic polyamides—PAP5, PAP6, PAP7, and PAP8—with 5, 6, 7 or
8 carbon atoms in the diacid monomer. The goal was to characterize the effect of aliphatic
chain length on mechanical properties and then correlate differences between polymers to
intra- and inter-molecular interactions. Reactive MD simulations showed that the polymer
crystals had lower stiffness in the chain direction at low strain than high strain, and the length
of the aliphatic segment affected both the low-strain elastic modulus and ultimate stress. The
difference between low- and high-strain behavior was attributed to the configurations of the
chains in the quiescent state and the aliphatic chain length effect was found to be caused by
both intra- and intra-chain processes.

4.2 Methods
Similar to the methods used in Chapter 3, the polymer crystal models of PAP6-PAP8 were ini-
tially constructed using Materials Studio [12]. Unit cell dimensions were initialized based on
the models for PPTA and PAP5. The crystal structures of PAP6 (which is reported in Ref. [46])
and PAP7 and PAP8 (for which there is no experimental data) were initialized based on the
lattice parameters of PAP5 by extending the aliphatic chain length and the unit cell in the
chain direction (c-axis) correspondingly. This approach reproduces the salient intra- and in-
termolecular features of the structures elucidated in Ref. [46]. All five polyamide crystals ex-
hibit two-dimensional, alternately sheared H-bonded sheets (𝛼 form) with the carbonyls on
each diacid oriented in the same direction for the odd polymers (PAP5 and PAP7) and in op-
posite directions for the even polymers (PAP6 and PAP8). Moreover, the c-axis dimensions
of PPTA, PAP5, and PAP6 agree quantitatively (within 1 Å) and comprise the same number of
repeats, indicating that the chain conformation, particularly those of the aliphatic segments,
are consistent with the literature. There are some differences in the positions of the aromatic
rings. Ref. [46] reports an alternating twist of the phenyl rings and a translation along the
c-axis (pseudomonoclinic), which our model does not include. Nevertheless, both models
exhibit 𝜋-𝜋 registry between neighboring chains. Having no experimental basis for initializ-
ing the crystal structures of PAP7 and PAP8, we elect to preserve the aforementioned features
by using the same scheme for all four semiaromatic polyamides.

The lattice parameters of the initial unit cells are given in Table 4.1. The chemical formu-
las and atomic-scale models of the PPTA and PAP5-PAP8 unit cells are shown in Fig. 4.1. The
chain direction was aligned with the x-axis (corresponding to crystallographic axis 𝑐), and the
H-bonding and 𝜋-stacking directions were aligned with the y- and z-axes, respectively. The
unit cell was then replicated in the x-, y- and z-directions to create larger simulation boxes
(4×4×4) to maintain MD simulation fidelity while maximizing the computational efficiency,
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as demonstrated in Chapter 2. Periodic boundary conditions were applied in all three direc-
tions to mimic ideal crystalline polymers with infinite chain length and without defects or
chain ends. Although the models in this study are approximations of realistic crystalline poly-
mers that have finite length chains with defects and chain ends, the results here represent
upper bounds on the mechanical properties and the simulation methods developed form the
basis for more realistic models.

In Chapter 2, two non-reactive force fields OPLS [50] and CVFF [42] and seven different
ReaxFFparameterizationswere tested forPPTAandPAP5. Theresults indicated that theReaxFF
force field developed by Liu [102] was best for studying structure-property relationships of
PPTA and PAP5. Since the structure of PAP6, PAP7, and PAP8 are similar to PPTA and PAP5, we
still used the same ReaxFF Liu force field for the simulations here.

All the MD simulations were carried out using the open-source MD simulation package
LAMMPS. [141] OVITO [166] was used for model visualization. The MD time step was 0.25 fs
for all simulations. Temperature and pressure were controlled using a Nosé-Hoover thermo-
stat [79] and barostat [80] with damping parameters of 25 fs and 250 fs, respectively. Energy
minimization was performed after the unit cells were replicated. Then, each polymer crys-
tal was equilibrated by running simulations in the NPT (constant number of atoms, pressure,
and temperature) ensemble for 125 ps (until the lattice parameters reached steady state) at
300 K and 1 atm. The unit cell lattice parameters of the equilibrated polymers are shown in
Table 4.2. The magnitude of the unit cell dimensions, a, b, and c, each changed by about 2%
on average after NPT equilibration. The largest single change was a 4.5% decrease in the 𝑎
dimension of PAP5. The unit cells remain nearly monoclinic but take on some triclinic char-
acter. The lattice angles𝛼 and𝛽 each change by about 4% on average remain between 80° and
90°. The largest change in the unit cell parameters is in 𝛾, which decreases by 1% for PPTA and
14% on average for the four aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. In summary, the chain packing
in the backbone and H-bonded directions are only modestly changed, while the 𝜋-𝜋 stacking
planes are sheared slightly for an average decrease in unit cell volume of 1% for PPTA and 6%
for the aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. Next, the system was stretched in the chain direction
(x-direction) with a strain rate of 1×10⁹ s-¹ until the total strain reached 25% (true strain). The
details of the method were reported in our previous paper [203]. The low-strain elastic mod-
ulus was calculated by applying a linear fit to the stress-strain data from 0-2% strain, and the
high-strain modulus was calculated from the last 5% strain before failure. The ultimate stress
was the stress at the failure strain. These simulationswere repeated three times independently
with different random velocity seeds before the NPT simulation.

Lastly, a separate set of simulations was run tomodel the stress-strain response of individ-
ual polyamide chains. All the chains, except the one in the center of the crystal, were removed
from the last trajectory of each 4×4×4 model after equilibration in the NPT ensemble. Then,
strain was applied to the single chain in the x-direction using the same approach as described
above for the crystals until 25% true strain was reached.
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Figure 4.1: Initial unit cells of (a) PAP5, (b) PAP6, (c) PAP7, (d) PAP8, and (e-f) PPTA. The or-
thogonal directions (𝑥, 𝑦, and 𝑧) and lattice constants (𝑎, 𝑏, and 𝑐) are defined with respect
to the perspective view of the PPTA. Atom colors correspond to: oxygen, red; nitrogen, blue;
carbon, gray; and hydrogen, white.



CHAPTER 4. EFFECT OF ALIPHATIC CHAIN LENGTH ON THE STRESS-STRAIN RESPONSE
OF POLYAMIDES 57

4.3 Results and Discussion

4.3.1 Lattice Parameters of Polyamides before and after Equilibration

Polymer 𝑎 (Å) 𝑏 (Å) 𝑐 (Å) 𝛼 (°) 𝛽 (°) 𝛾 (°)
PPTA 7.87 5.18 12.9 90 90 90
PAP5 8.50 4.70 24.8 90 85 90
PAP6 8.50 4.70 27.4 90 85 90
PAP7 8.50 4.70 30.2 90 85 90
PAP8 8.50 4.70 32.8 90 85 90

Table 4.1: Initial unit cell lattice parameters of the polymers. For PPTA and PAP5, the unit cell
lattice parameters were set to match those measured from XRD. [46]. The initial PAP6, PAP7,
and PAP8 crystals were created based on the lattice parameters of PAP5 by simply extending
the aliphatic chain length and the unit cell in the chain direction (lattice constant 𝑐) corre-
spondingly.

Polymer 𝑎 (Å) 𝑏 (Å) 𝑐 (Å) 𝛼 (°) 𝛽 (°) 𝛾 (°)
PPTA 7.66±0.09 5.1±0.2 13.3±0.04 86±2 89±2 89±3
PAP5 8.12±0.01 4.63±0.01 25.39±0.02 89.96±0.07 90.0±0.3 74.2±0.3
PAP6 8.24±0.03 4.78±0.01 27.01±0.03 82.6±0.1 82.4±0.5 75.8±0.4
PAP7 8.41±0.07 4.58±0.02 30.17±0.05 89.8±0.3 89±2 77.6±0.5
PAP8 8.35±0.08 4.67±0.03 32.0±0.2 83±1 88±2 79±1

Table 4.2: Post-NPT unit cell lattice parameters of the polymers. The errors are the standard
deviation calculated over three independent repeat simulations.

4.3.2 Explanation of Trend in Low-strain Modulus
Thestress responseof eacharomatic-aliphaticpolyamidecrystal to strain in thechain-direction
is shown in Fig. 4.2a. The moduli of the crystals are shown in Fig. 4.2b. All crystals exhibited
strain hardening, transitioning from a low-strain linear regime to a high-strain linear regime.
In Fig. 4.2b, the low-strain and high-strain moduli are plotted as functions of the number of
non-aromatic carbons in thepolymer repeatingunit. At high-strain, themodulus is essentially
independent of the number of non-aromatic carbon atoms. This result is consistent with the
fact that, at high strain, themodulus ismediated by deformation of covalent backbone bonds,
and the bond stiffnesses are similar in all five polymers.
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Figure 4.2: (a) Stress-strain curves for 4×4×4 polyamide crystals strained from 0 to 25% strain.
The shaded areas reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent simulations.
(b) Low-strain and high-strain modulus as functions of the number of non-aromatic carbons
in the polymer repeating unit. Low-strainmodulus is calculated from the slope of stress-strain
curve from 0 to 2% strain. High-strain modulus is calculated from the last 5% strain before
failure. Dotted lines are guides to the eye.

In contrast, the low-strain modulus decreases with increasing number of non-aromatic
carbon atoms (Fig. 4.2b). In our previous study of PPTA and PAP5, [203] we found that low
strain behavior could be correlated with chain waviness (a simple average metric related to
the departure from fully extended chain conformations) because wavy chains can accommo-
date strain without deformation of covalent bonds. Waviness can be quantified from the dis-
tribution of the atoms in the polymer in the plane transverse to the chain direction, i.e., the yz
plane. Fig. 4.5a is a representative plot of the positions of the non-aromatic backbone atoms
in PAP7 with respect to the centroid of each chain, from zero strain to failure. At low strain
(darker blue), the atoms are far from the centroid, indicating a wavy structure. Then, as strain
increases (lighter blue), the chain is extended, and the atoms are found closer to the centroid.
Similar behavior was exhibited by the other polymers (see Fig. 4.3).

Waviness was calculated as the radius of a circle that encompasses 90% of the atomic co-
ordinates closest to the center of the chain such that a larger radius corresponds to atoms
further scattered from the centroid and wavier chain. The results for all polymers are shown
in Fig. 4.5b, where waviness at 0% strain,𝑅0, increases with number of non-aromatic carbons.
To confirm the use of a radius to approximate distribution size was reasonable even for non-
circular atom position distributions, we also calculated the area of an oval fit to the positions
of the 90% innermost non-aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms. Like the radius, the
area of the best-fit oval increased with number of non-aromatic carbons (see Fig. 4.4). The
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Figure 4.3: Positions of the non-aromatic, backbone atoms in the chains projected on the yz
plane, where the centroid of each chain is the origin of the yz plane, for (a) PPTA, (b) PAP5,
(c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Waviness was quantified from the radius of a circle fit to the
outline of the 90% innermost non-aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms.

increasing trend of waviness is due to the methylene groups acting as spacers between the
hydrogen-bonded amide groups, which increases the conformational freedomof the polymer
chains. [46, 71]The strong negative correlation between the low-strainmodulus andwaviness
is shown in Fig. 4.5b.

To confirm the use of a radius to approximate distribution size was reasonable even for
non-circular atom position distributions, we also calculated the area of an oval fit to the posi-
tions of the 90% innermost non-aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms. Like the radius,
the area of the best-fit oval increased with number of non-aromatic carbons (see Fig. 4.4).
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Figure 4.4: Waviness of the polymers calculated as the radius of best fit circle (black) and the
cross-sectional area of the chains calculated from of the best fit oval (red) of the atom distri-
bution. In both cases, the calculation is based on the positions of the 90% innermost non-
aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms in the yz plane. The error bars reflect standard
deviations calculated from three independent simulations.
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Figure 4.5: (a) Positions of atoms in the chains projected on the yz plane for PAP7 as a function
of strain, where theorigin corresponds to the centroidof each chain. Similar plots for theother
polymers are shown inFig. 4.3. Waviness is quantifiedas the radius𝑅0 of a circle encompassing
the coordinates of 90% of the inner-most non-aromatic carbon atoms and nitrogen atoms.
(b) Low-strain modulus as a function of the waviness at 0% strain. The error bars reflect the
standard deviations calculated from three independent simulations.
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4.3.3 Explanation of Trend in High-strain Modulus

4.3.4 Explanation of Trend in the Transition from Low to High Strain
In Fig. 4.2, except for PPTA, all of the polymers exhibit a change in slope between low and
high strain in the stress-strain curve. Also, for some polymers, there is a second inflection or
shoulder, after the slope change, in the stress-strain curve. To explore the origin of this be-
havior, stress-strain simulations were performed for single chains taken from the end of the
NPT equilibration simulation of each crystal before stretching. Two representative compar-
isons between crystals and single chains, for PAP6 and PAP7, are shown in Fig. 4.6. Both single
chains and crystals exhibit lower stiffness at low strain than at high strain, with the increase in
stiffness occurring around 5% strain, indicating that this behavior is due to intra-chain pro-
cesses. For PAP6 (Fig. 4.6a) and PAP8 (Fig. 4.7e), the second inflection or shoulder after the
initial slope change in the stress-strain curve is only observed for the crystals, not the single
chains. This indicates that the second transition in the stress-strain response of the even poly-
mers is due to inter-chain effects.

Figure 4.6: Stress-strain response of single chain (orange) and crystal (black) forms of (a) PAP6
and (b) PAP7. The single chain is taken from the end of the NPT equilibration simulation of
each crystal before stretching. The force per chain is calculated as the total stress multiplied
by the cross-sectional area of the simulation box (orthogonal to the strain direction) and then
divided by 32 chains for the crystal and 1 for the single chain. Similar trends for PAP5 and
PAP8 are shown in Fig. 4.7. The shaded areas reflect standard deviations calculated from three
independent simulations.
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Figure4.7: Stress-strain responseof single chain (orange) andcrystal (black) formsof (a)PPTA,
(b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. The force per chain is calculated as the total stress
multiplied by the cross-sectional area of the simulation box (in the strain direction) and then
dividedby32 chains for the crystal and1 for the single chain. Theshadedareas reflect standard
deviations calculated from three independent simulations.

To understand how inter- and intra-chain interactions affect the stress-strain response of
the crystals, the movement of the atoms and aromatic rings was characterized in terms of ro-
tation of dihedral angles and inter-chain slip. First, dihedral rotation was quantified as the
dihedral angles (HNCO, NCCC, and OCCC) in the backbones of the chains. The change of
the dihedral angles during stretching relative to the equilibrated state at zero strain is plotted
as a function of strain in Fig. 4.10. For PAP5-PAP8, the NCCC dihedral angles increase and
the OCCC angles decrease gradually in the low-strain regime as the energy barriers for bond
rotations are overcome. [177] The gradual increase in stiffness at low-strain exhibited by all
polymers, except PPTA, correlates well with changes in the dihedral angles, indicating that
small strains are accommodated by straightening wavy chains, i.e., backbone bond rotation.
Then, the dihedral angles abruptly increase to near 180° or decrease to near 0° , corresponding
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to full extension of the chains, and remain constant until failure. The strain at which these
rotational modes are exhausted corresponds closely with the transition out of the low-strain
regime for all four aromatic-aliphatic polyamides. In contrast, PPTA adopts the lowest energy
fully extended (all-trans) conformation at zero strain, and thus does not undergo conforma-
tional rearrangements under tensile deformation.

The predominant inter-chain mechanism observed in the simulations is slip between the
chains within each hydrogen-bonded sheet. Inter-chain slip was quantified by the change of
average distance (relative to the zero strain distance) in the x-direction between the centers
of mass of each pair of adjacent aromatic rings stacked in the z-direction. For PPTA (Movies
S7 and S8), PAP5 (Movies S9 and S10), and PAP7 (Movies S13 and S14), the slip remains at
zero until failure. However, for PAP6 (Movies S11 and S12) and PAP8 (Movies S15 and S16),
the chains undergo a discrete slipping event (the magnitude of which is ∼0.5 Å) at the strain
corresponding to the second inflectionpoint in the stressdata. After this slip event, the relative
positions of the chains remain stable until failure.

4.3.5 Origin of Odd-even Effect in Stress-strain Response
Thekeymorphological differencebetween the evenandoddpolyamides is the geometry of the
H-bonding. The even polymers exhibit a parallelogramH-bonding structure that is less stable
than the trapezoid structure of polymers with an odd number of carbon atoms [14, 174, 194];
see Fig. 4.8 for representative snapshots of these structures. This so-called odd-even effect [6,
174] has beenobserved in the elastic properties of polymers including𝛼,𝜔-alkanedicarboxylic
acids [114] and polyesters [56, 158]. The greater stability of the odd polymers manifests in
the strain dependence of the crystal unit cell lattice parameter in the H-bonding direction, 𝑏
(see Fig. 4.1a for lattice parameter assignments). As shown in Fig. 4.12a, tension in the chain
direction caused compression of the lattice in the H-bonding direction for all polymers, cor-
responding to a gradual decrease of 𝑏 with strain. This decrease continued for the odd poly-
mers until failure. However, for the even polymers, the lattice constant 𝑏 abruptly increased
at the strain at which inter-chain slip was observed, and then decreased again until failure.
The abrupt change of lattice constant 𝑏 with strain for PAP6 and PAP8 is consistent with the
H-bonding trends. A comparison between the average H-bond length and 𝜋-𝜋 slip in Fig. 4.9
shows that the H-bond length change occurs immediately before the 𝜋-𝜋 slip for PAP6 and
PAP8. This indicates that the 𝜋-𝜋 slip is driven by an abrupt change in the configuration of the
H-bonded sheets.
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Figure 4.8: Representative snapshots of trapezoid and parallelogram structures in the back-
bones of (a) odd (PAP5) and (b) even (PAP6) polymers and corresponding H-bonds.
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Figure 4.9: AverageH-bond length (N-O distance) and inter-chain slip during stretching of (a)
PPTA, (b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Data is shown only until failure for each
crystal. H-bond length is quantified as the average length of all H-bonds at each strain. Slip is
quantified as the change in neighboring ring-ring distance during stretching with respect to
0% strain. Snapshots in (f) show a portion of PAP6 before and after slip occurs.
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Figure 4.10: Stress, inter-chain slip, and dihedral angles as functions of strain of (a) PPTA, (b)
PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8. Two of the carbons in the NCCC and OCCC dihedrals
are aliphatic and one is the amide carbonyl. Data is shown only until failure for each crystal.
Illustrations of the ring-ring distance and the dihedral angles are shown in the lower right cor-
ner of the figure. The HNCOdihedral angle distributions are similar for the different polymers
(158 ± 7°) at low strains. This angle increases slightly with increasing strain before failure, but
the change is very small compared to that exhibited by the other dihedral angles (see Fig. 4.7).
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4.3.6 Explanation of Trend in Ultimate Stress
Odd-even effects have also been observed in ultimate properties [144, 158]. As shown in
Fig. 4.12b, aromatic-aliphatic polyamides with an even number of carbon atoms have lower
ultimate stresses. In all cases the reactive simulations predict that failure occurs by breaking
the N-C(O) bond in the amide. DFT calculations were used to probe the bond dissociation
energies (BDEs) of the N-C(O) in single repeat units of PPTA and a representative fragment of
an aromatic-aliphatic polyamide (Fig. 4.11).

Figure 4.11: Truncated polymer models used to compute the BDE for (a) PPTA and (b) rep-
resentative aromatic-aliphatic polyamide fragment. X denotes the bond for which the BDE
was computed. The gray part of the latter repeat unit was omitted from the DFT calculations
because the cleaved bond is not likely to be affected by more distant moieties.

Fig. 4.11 shows the model systems used to compute the lowest BDE of the polymer chains
for PPTA and the aromatic-aliphatic polyamides (PAP5 to PAP8). The bond denoted X was
selected based on previous work that showed this bond was the weakest in the PPTA sys-
tem [112], which is also consistent with the current work. To determine the BDE, the bond X
was homolytically cleaved leaving two fragments each containing an unpaired electron (dou-
blets). TheBDE is then computed from thedifference in enthalpybetween thewholemolecule
and the sum of the fragments. These calculations were performed in Gaussian 09 [58] at the
M062X/6-311+G(2d,p) level of theory [110, 215].

ThecomputedBDEofbondXwas69.1 kcal/mol forPPTAand69.3 kcal/mol for thearomatic-
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Figure 4.12: (a) Lattice constant in the H-bonding direction, 𝑏, for the polymer crystals as a
function of strain in the x-direction (chain direction). Data is shown only until failure for each
crystal. The shaded areas and errors bars reflect standard deviations from three independent
simulations. (b)Ultimate stress and ring-ring angle (averagedover the last 2%before the stress
drop for each polymer) as functions of the number of non-aromatic carbons in the polymer
repeating unit. The inset schematic defines ring-ring angle.

aliphatic fragment. The 0.2 kcal/mol difference between these two results is within the ex-
pected uncertainty of this method, which indicates their BDE is probably equivalent. This
calculationwasnot repeated for longer aliphatic sequencesbecause the longer aliphatic linker
in these polymers is not likely to affect the BDE of the amide bond X.

The DFT results showed that the aliphatic segment does not affect bond strength, suggest-
ing the observed odd-even trend in ultimate stress is an inter-chain effect.

Fig. 4.6 andFig. 4.9 clearly implicate intermolecular interactions for the enhanced strength
of the odd polymers. The odd polymer crystals exhibit higher strains and stresses per chain
at failure than their single-chain counterparts; on the contrary, the failure properties of the
crystals and single chains of the even polymers are indistinguishable. The less stable H-bond
structure of the even polymers is one contributing factor. In Fig. 4.12a, prior to failure, the lat-
tice constants 𝑏 of even polymers are larger than those of the odd polymers, implying that the
H-bonds are correspondingly weaker and thus H-bonding contributes less to resisting failure
in the even polymers.

It has also been shown that ring-ring interactions (𝜋-stacking) affect the ultimate proper-
ties of polyamides, and the strength of these interactions is related to the coplanarity of the
rings. [21, 203] The coplanarity of the rings is quantified here by the angle between each pair
of aromatic rings in adjacent chains (see inset to Fig. 4.12b) averaged over the last 2% strain
before failure. Coplanarity is plotted as a function of the number of non-aromatic carbons
in the polymer repeating unit in Fig. 4.12b, where small ring-ring angles correspond to better
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registry between the aromatic rings (high coplanarity). The ultimate stress and coplanarity of
the polymers exhibit consistent trendswhere polymerswith poorer registry (weaker𝜋-𝜋 inter-
actions) have lower strength. The less stable inter-chain interactions of the even polymers is
also seen in Fig. 4.7 where the force per chain and failure strain are significantly higher in crys-
tals vs. single chains for odd polymers (PAP5 and PAP7), but there is no statistical difference
for even polymers (PAP6 and PAP8).

4.3.7 Strain Rate Dependence of Stress-strain
Finally, it is important to note that the stresses in the simulations are higher than those achiev-
able in experiments. [28, 38, 49, 99, 147]. This is because our model systems have aligned in-
finite chains (single crystal) without defects (e.g., no chain ends or impurities) or nucleation
sites for fracture, whichmaximizesmaterial strength. In addition, higher order structures that
are present in realmaterials, such as fibrils, amorphousmaterial, as well as chain and/or crys-
tal misorientation, are expected to negatively affect the mechanical properties. Nonetheless,
the trends reported here reflect limiting behavior and can be used to understand the effect
of the alkyl chain length. Further, the high strain rates of the simulations are necessitated by
the inherently short timescale of the simulation method, [103, 159, 175, 218] and have been
reported to result in higher predicted strength and modulus. This strain rate-dependence has
been attributed to the (in)commensurability between the rate of deformation and the fre-
quency ofmolecular processes. [162] Although only a limited strain rate range could be tested
in the simulations due to the short timescale inherent to reactive force fields, we performed
stress-strain simulations for the crystals at two additional strain rates, 1×10⁸ s-¹ and 1×10¹⁰
s-¹. As shown in Fig. 4.13, the transitions from low- to high-strain regimes shifted to higher
stresses with increasing strain rate, which is qualitatively consistent with the effect of strain
rate on the yield point of semicrystalline [100] and amorphous polymers.[18, 76] However,
the trends exhibited by calculated mechanical properties, shown in Fig. 4.14, were similar at
the three strain rates. Specifically, at all strain rates tested, the low-strain modulus decreased
with increasing number of non-aromatic carbons, the high-strain moduli were insensitive to
the number of non-aromatic carbons and were higher than the low-strain moduli, and the
ultimate stress exhibited odd-even effect.



CHAPTER 4. EFFECT OF ALIPHATIC CHAIN LENGTH ON THE STRESS-STRAIN RESPONSE
OF POLYAMIDES 71

Figure 4.13: Stress-strain curves of (a) PPTA, (b) PAP5, (c) PAP6, (d) PAP7, and (e) PAP8 at three
different strain rates: 1×10⁸, 1×10⁹, and 1×10¹⁰ s-¹. The shaded areas for strain rate 1×10⁹ s-
¹ reflect standard deviations calculated from three independent simulations. Similar trends,
including the shoulder at the transition between low and high strain behavior, are observed at
all strain rates. The shoulder is more distinct at lower strain rates because the model systems
have more time for rearrangements resulting in dihedral angle changes and inter-chain slip.
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Figure 4.14: (a) Low-strain modulus, (b) high-strain modulus, (c) ultimate stress, and (d) ulti-
mate strain of polyamides (PPTA, PAP5 to PAP8) as functions of the number of non-aromatic
carbons in thepolymer repeatingunits at threedifferent strain rates: 1×10⁸, 1×10⁹, and1×10¹⁰
s-¹. The error bars at strain rate 1×10⁹ s-¹ reflect the standard deviation calculated from three
independent simulations. Although the ultimate stress and ultimate strain increase with in-
creasing strain rate, consistent with previous studies, [111, 112, 159, 188, 191, 203, 218] the
trendswith respect to number of non-aromatic carbons are similar at the different strain rates.
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4.4 Conclusions
MD simulations were performed to study the stress-strain response of PPTA and four related
aromatic-aliphatic polyamides with different numbers of non-aromatic carbons in the poly-
mer repeating unit. Two distinct linear stress-strain regimes were observed. It was found that
the subtle differences between these polymers lead to distinct elastic and ultimate proper-
ties. The low-strainmodulus (calculated from0-2%strain) decreasedwith increasing aliphatic
chain length while the high-strain modulus (calculated from the last 5% strain before failure)
was independent of the aliphatic chain length. The trend of low-strainmoduluswas explained
in terms of the departure from the extended chain conformations—waviness—of the poly-
mers at zero strain. Longer aliphatic chains increased the conformational freedom of the
chains and thus the waviness of the polymers, which finally decreased the low-strain mod-
ulus. The transition from low to high strain behavior was correlated with changing of dihedral
angles as the chains were extended, so this behavior was due to intra-chain effects. It was
also observed that polymers with an even number of non-aromatic carbon atoms exhibited a
discrete inter-chain slip mechanism at the transition between the wavy and extended confor-
mation, which was explained by the instability of the H-bonding structure in these polymers.
A similar odd-even effect was observed at failure, where even polymers had lower ultimate
stress. Coplanarity of the aromatic rings correlated well with the trend of ultimate stress, i.e.,
less coplanar rings (larger ring-ring angle) corresponded to lower ultimate stress.

Generally, the results reported here show that aromatic-aliphatic polyamides can be de-
signed with mechanical properties comparable to or better than PPTA, yet even subtle dif-
ferences in chemical composition can have strong implications for the mechanical response.
Further, the correlations between structure and mechanical properties identified herein, as
well as the simulation-based approach, may be extended to other similar polymers to enable
tuning of mechanical properties through chemical modification.
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Chapter 5

Summary and Future Work

5.1 Summary
This research aimed to study the crystal structure, intrachain interactions, and interchain in-
teractions of high-performance polyamides that play an important role in a variety of appli-
cations, including aerospace and military applications. We focused on PPTA and four PPTA-
relatedaromatic-aliphaticpolyamides.. Sincehigh-performancepolyamideshaveahighperformance-
to-weight ratio, understanding the mechanical properties of these materials can lead to the
discovery of new approaches for tuning and improving their characteristics, thereby opening
new avenues for production, assembly and application of these material.

First, molecular dynamics simulations modeled PPTA and a related aromatic-aliphatic
polyamide derived from a five-carbon aliphatic diacid (PAP5) with nine different reactive and
non-reactive force fields. The ReaxFF force field parameter set developed by Liu et al. was
identified to be the optimum for our systems after evaluating all of the nine candidate force
fields based on crystal lattice parameters, intermolecular hydrogen-bonding and 𝜋-𝜋 inter-
actions, as well as XRD patterns. Different model sizes were also compared to identify the
smallest possible system, 4×4×4, capable of accurately modeling these material properties.

Next, theReaxFFLiu forcefieldwasused to simulate stress-strainbehavior in the chainand
transverse-to-chain directions for PPTA and PAP5. In the chain direction, PAP5 had higher
ultimate stress and failure strain than PPTA; however, the stiffness of PAP5 was lower than
PPTAat low-strain (0-2%)while the reversewasobservedathigh-strain (last 5%before failure).
This contrast, and differences in the transverse direction properties, were explained by the
methylene segments of PAP5 that confer conformational freedom, enabling accommodation
of low strain without stretching covalent bonds.

Lastly, in order to study the aliphatic chain length effect on the stress-strain response, we
extended the models pool by varying the numbers of carbon atoms in the aliphatic chain to
obtain another three aromatic-aliphatic polyamides, i.e., PAP6, PAP7, and PAP8. Tensile strain
was applied to each polymer crystal in the chain direction and the mechanical response was
characterized. All the polymers with aliphatic segments exhibited strain hardening, transi-
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tioning from a low-strain linear regime to a high-strain linear regime. The modulus at high
strain was similar for all polymers, but the modulus calculated at low strain decreased with
increasing aliphatic chain length. The decrease in the low-strain modulus with increasing
chain lengthwas explainedby theobservation that polymerswith longer aliphatic chainswere
wavier in the quiescent state such that they could accommodate low strain without deform-
ing covalent bonds. Extension of wavy chains occurred through an intra-chain process for
all polymers, quantified by the bond dihedral angles. In addition, for polymers with an even
number of non-aromatic carbons, the strain response involved slip between chains within
the hydrogen bonded sheets. The ultimate stress of the polymers exhibited an odd-even ef-
fect which was explained by differences in hydrogen bonding and ring-ring coplanarity prior
to failure; polymers with an even number of carbon atoms had less favorable H-bonding and
poorer ring alignment. The results revealeddirect correlations between aliphatic chain length,
intra- and inter-chain interactions, and the mechanical properties of polyamide crystals.

Overall, the results of this dissertation contribute to establishing the framework of funda-
mental knowledge needed to design and optimize high-performance polyamides for various
applications.

5.2 Effect of Functional Groups on Stress-strain Response
The functional group refers to the chemical groups introduced into the polymer chain other
than the aliphatic and aromatic components, which affect the inter/intra interactions andmi-
crostructure of polyamides. Examples of the chemical structures of polyamides with different
functional groups are shown in Fig. 5.1.

Figure 5.1: Representative chemical structures of polyamides where the 𝑋1 and 𝑋2 can be dif-
ferent functional groups. Different functional groups are expected to have different effects on
the mechanical properties of the polyamide.

Side group functionality affects the polymers’molecular packing and crystallinity, thus en-
abling different structures to have different properties. [4, 189] The tensile strength of amine-
terminatedpolyamidesdecreaseswith increasingnumberof end functional groups. [123] Some
types of low 𝑇𝑔 segments were incorporated in the polymers: modified poly(tetramethyle-
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neoxide) (methyl sidegroups), poly(oxyethyleneglycol) andpoly(ethylene/butylene). Researchers
have also studied copolyetheresteramides with different hard segments. [59, 124, 125, 126,
127, 128] They found that control of the sequence distribution, the nature of the hard seg-
ments, and the flexibility and molecular weight of the soft segments allow the design of ma-
terials with reasonable low melting points and good mechanical properties, possibly allowing
the polymers to be transformed by conventional extrusion or injection methods. End-group
modification of hyperbranched polymers greatly affects their properties, such as the solubil-
ity, 𝑇𝑔, film-forming ability, and contact angle. [83] Polymers that have less pronounced bulky
groupshavehigher𝑇𝑔 values, because the existence of thebulky side groupsprevents thepoly-
mer chains frombecomingordered. [91]However, there is limited informationavailable about
the effects of functional groups on the mechanical properties of polyamides. Fig. 5.2 and 5.3
show functional group candidates for the polyamides to be studied in this proposed work. A
slight change in the functional groups could result in different mechanical properties of the
polyamides. For example, from PAP5 to PAP8, with the number of methylene units in 𝑋1 in-
creases, the chain is expected to bemore flexible, as what we have observed from the compar-
ison between PPTA and PAP5 in our preliminary results.

Figure 5.2: Potential functional groups in 𝑋1 portion.
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Figure 5.3: Potential functional groups in 𝑋2 portion.

5.3 Prediction of Mechanical Properties UsingMachine
Learning

The ability to accurately design new molecules with targeted properties is a long-standing
problem with potential applications in the design of catalysts, polymers, polymeric compos-
ites, solvents, detergents, drugs, pesticides, etc. At the heart of the problem is quantitatively
determining the relationshipbetween the structure andproperties ofmaterials. As revealedby
our preliminary results, a slight change in the structure can have significant change in theme-
chanical properties of polyamides. Although, as pointed out in the previous two sub-sections,
the length of aliphatic chain and the functional group might be factors affecting the mechan-
ical properties of polyamides, they are probably not the only factors. Therefore, more factors
should be taken into consideration, which requires a larger number of structures to be in-
volved in the study. However, taking more factors taken into consideration will increase the
complexity of the analysis because some factors might not be linearly correlated with the me-
chanical properties. In addition, some mechanical properties might be determined by the
combined effects of multiple factors. Lastly, the number of simulations that can be run is
limited due to the time and computational expense. Therefore, a new method is needed to
integrate all possible factors and, at the same time, increase the efficiency and minimize the
computational cost.

What we propose to use here is machine learning, which is a powerful method that is be-
comingmore andmore popular in different fields. Machine learning can be defined as a com-
puter program which is able to learn from experience by being trained using examples, to im-
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prove its performance at a certain task. [115] According to this definition, in our study, the task
is predicting the mechanical properties of polyamides based on given structural information;
performance is how accurate the predicted properties is relative to the actual properties (sim-
ulation or experimental); and experience is training the program using either experimental
or simulation data of structures and mechanical properties. Such combination of machine
learning with experiments and MD simulations can result in quick and efficient design and
improvement of polyamides.

Such a strategy has been successfully applied by materials scientists in a variety of studies.
Examples include predicting the intrinsic electrical breakdown strength of solids, [89] clas-
sifying binary inorganic compounds into different crystal structure types, [138, 139] predict-
ing the band gap of insulators by training on available experimental data, [192] estimating
the mechanical and thermal properties of polymers based on group contributions, [184] and
rapidly calculating forces on atoms in any given configuration for accelerating molecular dy-
namics. [15]

However, there is no study focusingonpredicting themechanical properties of polyamides
using the combination of machine learning and MD simulations. Given the important role
polyamides play in different applications due to their superior properties, it is beneficial to
develop a model to quantitatively correlate the mechanical properties to the molecular de-
scriptors. Ideally, eventually it will be possible to develop new polyamides with desired me-
chanical properties based on the applications.

To build quantitative structure-property relationship for polyamides, the first question
that arises is how to describe the structures. Fortunately, molecular descriptors can serve for
this purpose, which translates the chemical information of a molecular structure into a series
of useful numbers. [176] The numerical values of molecular descriptors are used to quantita-
tively describe the physical and chemical information of the molecules.

Convertingdataof thedescriptors andproperties (either fromexperimentsor simulations)
of polymers into a useful database, and applyingmachine learningmethod to train polyamide
design models is what we hope to achieve. This idea is aligned well with the goals of the Mate-
rials Genome Initiative, [63] launched by the United States government in 2009—to discover,
manufacture and deploy advanced materials twice as fast with a lower cost.

5.4 Concluding Remarks
Overall, we studied the stress-strain responseof ahigh-performancepolyamidePPTAand four
PPTA-related aromatic-aliphatic polyamides.

This dissertation has: (i) provided insight into the important fundamental question of
how the processibility of high-performance polyamide PPTA can be improved by modifica-
tion without compromising the mechanical properties; (ii) contributed significantly to the
high-performance polyamides from the unexplored structure-properties perspective; (iii) ex-
plained the strong anisotropy in stress-strain response observed on crystalline polyamides via
a new mechanism; (iv) provided new insight into how inter and intrachain interactions affect
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the stress-strain response at the atomic scale; (v) emphasized the critical role of the odd-even
effect observed in both the elastic and ultimate properties of polyamides; (vi) explained the
origin of the odd-even effect by attributing it to the structure of hydrogen bonding network;
(vii) established a force field selection framework that can be applied to other polymeric crys-
tals; and (viii) shed light on the mechanisms by which atomic structure can alter atomic in-
teractions to affect the mechanical properties of crystalline polymers.

Various industries including aerospace and military have been using high-performance
polymers, such as PPTA, in many applications, but a lack of fundamental understanding re-
stricts their design forharsher environments andapplicationsdemandinghigherperformance.
This dissertation aimed to establish and quantify relationships between structure, processing,
andmechanical properties of high-performance polyamides to ultimately enable rational de-
sign of components, devices, and systems with improved performance.
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Supporting Information

• Movie S1: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PPTA strained in the x-direction

• Movie S2: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PPTA strained in the y-direction

• Movie S3: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PPTA strained in the z-direction

• Movie S4: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PAP5 strained in the x-direction

• Movie S5: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PAP5 strained in the y-direction

• Movie S6: Time evolution of stress-strain response, radial distribution functions, and
model snapshots for PAP5 strained in the z-direction

• Movie S7-8: the stress-strain simulations of PPTA shown from the x- and y-directions
(chain and H-bond directions)

• Movie S9-10: the stress-strain simulations of PAP5 shown from the x- and y-directions
(chain and H-bond directions)

• Movie S11-12: the stress-strain simulations of PAP6 shown from the x- and y-directions
(chain and H-bond directions)

• Movie S13-14: the stress-strain simulations of PAP7 shown from the x- and y-directions
(chain and H-bond directions)

• Movie S15-16: the stress-strain simulations of PAP8 shown from the x- and y-directions
(chain and H-bond directions)
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