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Course Description ! In The Mysterious Island (1874), Jules Verne imagined filtering 

hydrogen from water to create power. He called water “the coal 
of the future.” More than a hundred years later, hydrogen fuel 
cells raised hopes that they would revolutionize the energy 
industry...	

This course will examine the history of the relationship between 
technology, imagination, and the future. It will investigate how 
technology has historically shaped social ideas about the future 
and how those social ideas about the future influenced 
subsequent technologies.	

History 3UA3 consists of three parts. It begins with a history of 
modern technology, concentrating on technological systems 
since the Industrial Revolution, with special focus on the social 
and cultural interaction with technologies through time and the 
construction of utopian and dystopian worlds. Next, it explores 
“paleo-futures,” or past visions of the future, with a particular 
emphasis on technology, before concluding with a history of 
forecasting, predicting, and anticipating environmental change.	


Course Evaluation 	
 Attendance & Participation:	
	
 	
 	
 10%	

	
 Twitter Assignment:	
	
 	
 	
 	
 10%	

	
 Paleo-future Project (1000 words max):	
 	
 20%	

	
 Futurist Project Slidecast:	
 	
 	
 	
 20%	

	
 Word Cloud Research Project:	
 	
 	
 20%	

	
 Final Exam:	
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 20%	


Required Texts	
 David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old	

W. Patrick McCray, The Visioneers	

Jacob Darwin Hamblin, Arming Mother Nature	

Libby Robin et al. (eds), The Future of Nature	
!

!
     

!
!!!!
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Office: CNH/610	

Office Hours: By Appointment	


Class Time & Location: MWTh 1:30-2:20pm BSB/B103

mailto:egan@mcmaster.ca


Technology & Society II: The Toxic Century

A Note on Historical Engagement My research and the topics and questions that interest 
me typically stress making history relevant in twenty-first 
century political and cultural discourse. That is to say, I engage 
in a kind of contemporary history in which I try to bring 
valuable historical context to current debate. Here’s the rub: 
while many of the themes that drive my research are grounded 
in presentist issues, I am—first and foremost—an historian. In 
this class, so are you. Your reflections on course readings, your 
research inquiries, and your papers should reflect good historical 
analysis and you should not be tempted to drift into 
philosophical or political assertions of what “ought” to be. 
Historians look backward on what “was” as a means of 
contributing to a larger discussion about the human condition, 
not as a means of forecasting an ideal future. In spite of the 
numerous siren calls that present themselves over the course of 
this semester, it is imperative that you cling to history as a 
discipline, methodology, and mode of inquiry.	


Attendance & Participation During the weeks of February 3, March 3, and March 24, 
students will meet in small groups (once a week) to discuss the 
key readings listed in the course schedule below. This 
component of the overall grade evaluates their attendance  at 
these sessions and assumes that students will come to class 
prepared to discuss the assigned readings. Time will be devoted 
to analyzing readings and pre-circulated questions. Participation 
also insists that we will all respect each other, even when we 
disagree. (I will not tolerate aggressive contributions that 
discourage others from participating; such behaviour will be 
reflected in a low grade). In addition, participation assumes that 
we will bring our knowledge, ideas, and commitment to class, 
including ideas from lectures and the readings. Think about 
counter-arguments and questions to ask.	

Assigning participation grades is a fairly subjective exercise. 
Students who attend every class but do not participate should 
not expect to pass this portion of the grade. Note that 
participation does not necessarily mean perpetual contributions, 
but it does demand active attention in the class and to its 
discussion. When giving a participation grade, I consider the 
relevance of students’ remarks to the readings, critical skills, 
depth of analysis, understanding of material, amount of 
participation, and clarity of thought and expression. Often, the 
best participation grades are awarded to students who ask 
questions that take us beyond the immediate scope of the 
readings and/or connect their thoughts to other topics previously 
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Technology & Society II: The Toxic Century

raised. I do not mark simply on quantity. Nor do I expect 
students to agree with me. I do expect that we will engage in 
thoughtful, sometimes robust, debate and discussion. These are 
the criteria for marking class participation. Finding it difficult to 
speak in class is not an acceptable excuse for lack of 
participation; students are encouraged to integrate themselves 
into the culture of the class and find ways to contribute in 
smaller group settings.!

Twitter Assignment	
 Starting in Week 2 (January 13), students will contribute three 
tweets a week, relating to themes in HIST 3UA3, using the 
hashtag #3UA3. Tweets can link to extra-curricular course 
topics or can simply be musings on readings or class discussion. 
This portion of the grade works on a pass/fail system on a 
weekly basis; if students post three tweets, they will receive full 
marks for that week—less and they will receive zero. For all 
intents and purposes, the “week” will run from Monday morning 
to Sunday evening. Tweets that do not include #3UA3 will not 
receive credit.	


Paleo-future Project	
 The Paleo-future project is due on Avenue to Learn by 11:59pm 
on Thursday, January 30. Students are charged with identifying 
some piece of material or visual culture that predates the 1980s 
and imagines a future at least half a century hence. Your focus 
can be an advertisement, a piece of art, or some other expression 
of imagining the future. Your essay should reflect on the context 
in which it was created and indicate the manner in which it 
connects to course themes. Be sure to include an image of your 
focus to accompany your reflection. Effective situation of your 
chosen item in its proper historical context will likely require 
additional research. I would prefer that students steer clear of 
textual or video topics.	


Futurist Slidecast	
 Students will identify a futurist of their own choosing for an 
independent research project. The medium is a slidecast (slides + 
audio) in pecha kucha format: 20 images @ 20 seconds each for 
a total of 6:40. Students are strongly encouraged to clear 
research plans with me in advance. Slidecasts should be posted 
on YouTube or SlideShare (make sure that privacy settings 
make it possible for me to access your presentation) and the link 
submitted to Avenue to Learn by 11:59pm on Thursday, 
February 27. Students should also submit a transcript of their 
presentation, complete with full citations. Students will be 
evaluated on style (adhering to the strict format), research, 
content, and efficiency. 10% of the slidecast’s evaluation will be 
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assigned to the transcript. Note that the assignment will not be 
considered complete until both slidecast url and transcript have 
been submitted.!

Word Cloud Research	
 Students should select a course term or idea and collect relevant 
data to examine changes and continuity in its use over time. The 
Word Cloud project should include two word clouds from 
different decades of the twentieth century. These should be 
collected from word searches in The New York Times digital 
archive. Articles should then be run through word cloud 
software to evaluate language frequency. In addition, students 
should prepare a Google Ngram graph with their chosen 
keyword (and relevant related words) to chart change over time. 
After collecting this data, students will analyze its contexts and 
meanings in a short (750 words, max) essay. Grades will be 
assigned based upon the quality of research, the presentation of 
the data, and the effectiveness of the data analysis. The Word 
Cloud Research project should be submitted to Avenue to Learn 
by 11:59pm on Friday, March 14.	


A Note on Style	
 The assignments in this course encourage creativity and more 
freedom than typical undergraduate courses. With great 
freedom, however, comes great responsibility. Precision still 
counts. Typos, misspellings, and poor syntax/grammar will result 
in substantial reductions in marks. Students should also be 
meticulous in their citing of sources. Word counts matter. 
Students should aim to be within 5% of these on all assignments. 
Similarly, failure to adhere to each of the steps in an assignment 
(hashtags, transcripts for slidecasts, etc.) will result in a 
reduction of grade, too.	


On Writing 	
 Since effective writing and communication skills are essential in 
history and most all jobs you may have after graduation, the 
short writing assignments will require careful attention to style 
and clarity, as well as the quality of your analytical work. 
Though short, I expect all written assignments to be typewritten 
in coherent English. Spelling, grammar, and originality all 
“count.” Formal academic style and conventions should be used 
(no point form; contractions; colloquialisms; slang, etc.). For 
students who are concerned about writing mechanics or are 
unclear on how to present an effective thesis statement, I can 
recommend Leslie E. Casson’s A Writer’s Handbook, which is 
concise, accessible, inexpensive, and widely available. When 
citing authorities—ie. the book under review—a parenthetical 
page number will suffice. Students should refrain from using 
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outside sources in these short assignments; the primary aim is to 
engage with the essay in question.	


	
 All assignments must be turned in on the date they are due. 
Electronic copies in .doc or .docx formats only will be accepted; 
neither hard copies nor e-mailed attachments will be 
accepted for any assignment under any circumstance.	


	
 Care and attention to detail are the keystones of effective 
writing. Precision matters. Typos, misspellings, and poor syntax/
grammar will result in substantial reductions in marks. Students 
should also be meticulous in their citing of sources. Word counts 
are also a concern; students should aim to be within 5% of these 
on all assignments. Some further pointers (many of which 
should become a part of your regular university practice):	


• After you write a draft of the paper, you might want to make 
an outline of your arguments and see if they make better sense 
if they are in a different order.	


• Proofread your work or (better yet!) have someone else 
proofread it for you. 	


• Read your paper aloud to see how well it scans and how 
logical it is.	


• Don’t rely on the spell check program, which cannot tell the 
difference between “there” and “their.”	


• A cover or title page is not necessary. Your paper should have 
a title, but you can put that at the top of your first page of text, 
along with your name and student number.	


• Number the pages.	

• Keep extra copies in case something happens to the one you 

hand in.	

	
 If you have difficulty with any of the assignments, speak with 

your tutorial instructor before the assignment is due.	


Deadlines	
 Deadlines are firm. They may be extended on an individual basis 
if good reasons for missing the deadline are provided. The 
following are not good reasons for extensions: scheduling 
difficulties with other classes, work, or other activities; 
overwork; computer breakdowns; inability to find resources; 
illness without a doctor’s note/MSAF submission.	


	
 Late assignments will be penalized 10% a day (not counting 
weekends) to a total of 20%. Late work will not be accepted 
more than two weeks after the deadline. In addition, late work 
will be graded without comment.	
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 Because assignments can get lost, and because questions of 
authorship sometimes arise, you are advised to keep your 
research notes and copies of your rough drafts of written work, 
even after it has been marked and returned. Make sure you keep 
backup files stored safely.	


E-mail Policy	
 It is the policy of the History Department that all email 
communication sent from students to instructors (including 
TAs), and from students to staff, must originate from the 
student's own McMaster University email account. This policy 
protects confidentiality and confirms the identity of the student. 
Instructors will delete emails that do not originate from a 
McMaster email account.	


Course Modifications	
 The instructor and the university reserve the right to modify 
elements of the course during the term. The university may 
change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in extreme 
circumstances. If either type of modification becomes necessary, 
reasonable notice and communication with the students will be 
given with the explanation and the opportunity to comment on 
changes. It is the responsibility of the student to check their 
McMaster e-mail and course websites weekly during the term 
to note any changes.	


McMaster Student Absence Form (MSAF)  This is an on-line, self-reporting tool for 
students to report absences that last up to 5 days and to request 
accommodation for any missed academic work that is worth less 
than 30% of the final grade. Please note that this tool cannot be 
used during any final examination period. It is the prerogative of 
the instructor to determine the appropriate relief for missed term 
work. You may submit a maximum of one request per term. The 
form should be filled out immediately when you are about to 
return to class after your absence. It is your responsibility to 
follow up with me immediately (within two working days) about 
the nature of the accommodation. 	


McMaster Policy on Academic Integrity You are expected to exhibit honesty and use 
ethical behaviour in all aspects of the learning process. Academic 
credentials you earn are rooted in principles of honesty and 
academic integrity. Academic dishonesty is to knowingly act or 
fail to act in a way that results or could result in unearned 
academic credit or advantage. This behaviour can result in 
serious consequences—e.g., the grade of zero on an assignment, 
loss of credit with a notation on the transcript (notation reads: 
“Grade of F assigned for academic dishonesty”), and/or 
suspension or expulsion from the university. It is your 
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responsibility to understand what constitutes academic 
dishonesty. For information on the various types of academic 
dishonesty, please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, located 
at: 	


http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity	

The following illustrates only three forms of academic 
dishonesty: 	

1)Plagiarism—e.g., the submission of work that is not one’s own 

or for which other credit has been obtained. 	

2)Improper collaboration in group work. 	

3)Copying or using unauthorized aids in tests and examinations.  !
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!
Topics Notes/Readings

Week 	


1

1. Introduction	


2. History & the Future	


3. Time Traveling from the 21st Century

Marx, “Does Improved Technology Mean Progress?” 	

Heilbroner, “Do Machines Make History?”	

Edgerton, ix-xviii

Week	


2

1. Technological Systems	


2. Utopian Mythologies	


3. Dystopian Mythologies

Twitter Assignment begins this week	

Edgerton, 1-102

Week 	


3

1. The Day John Henry Died	


2. Malthus & his Belt	


3. The Marketplace of the Future

Fox, “The Frame Breakers” 
Hobsbawm, “The Machine Breakers” 
Sale, “Lessons from the Luddites” 	

Wasserstrom, “‘Civilization’ & its Discontents” 

Week 	


4

1. Predicting the Future	


2. The Dreams Stuff is Made of	


3. Dreamers & Thinkers

Paleo-future project due Thur., January 30	

Edgerton, 103-212

Week 	


5	


First Group Sessions McCray, The Visioneers

Week 	


6

1. McCray interview	


2. Builders & Makers	


3. Call Me Trimtab

Midterm Recess No class

Week 	


7

1. The Design is in the Details	


2. Projecting the Future	


3. Hamblin interview

Futurist Slidecast due Thur., February 27	


Week 	


8

Second Group Sessions Hamblin, Arming Mother Nature

Week 	


9

No class	

Word Cloud assignment due Fri., March 14

Week 	


10

1. Anticipating the Future	


2. Environmental Modeling	


3. A Short History of Sustainability
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!!

Week 	


11

Third Group Sessions Robin et al., The Future of Nature

Week 	


12

1. Climate Change	


2. The New Malthusians	


3. The Toxic Century

Week 	


13

1. The Future of History

Topics Notes/Readings
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