
HISTORY 3UU3
HISTORY OF THE FUTURE

History of the Future

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 3UU3 consists of three parts.  It begins with a 
history of modern technology, concentrating on  
technological systems since the Industrial Revolution.  
Its second theme will engage with social and cultural 
interaction with technologies through time and the 
construction of utopian and dystopian worlds, leading  
into the final section, “paleo-futures,” or past visions 
of the future, with a particular emphasis on 
technology.
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Dr. M. Egan
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(905)-525-9140 X. 24134

OFFICE: CNH 610

OFFICE HOURS: THURSDAY 13:00 - 14:00

Course 
Requirements:

WebCT Discussion Forum 20%

Early In-class Exam 20%

Futurists Essay (10-12 pp.) 30%

Final Exam 30%

REQUIRED TEXTS

✴David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old
✴Richard Rhodes (ed.), Visions of Technology
✴Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash
✴Custom Courseware Package*

*Available at MSU Underground
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     History 3UU3 Assignments

WebCT Discussion Forum (20%):

Over the course of the semester, students will have 
five opportunities to submit responses to readings 
primarily from Rhodes’s Visions of Technology (one 
discussion forum will be drawn from selected readings  
from the online reading list). Details identifying the 
relevant readings and leading questions will be posted 
to the relevant WebCT page in advance.  Students 
will be required to synthesize readings, compare and 
contrast differing perspectives and arguments, and 
relate them to course themes. The top four 
submissions will count toward your final grade.

Early In-class Exam (20%):

On 22 January 2009, students will write an in-class 
exam on the history of technology. The exam will be 
composed of a single essay question that will challenge 
students to reflect on course material with a particular  
emphasis on the history of technological systems and 
the readings from the custom courseware package.

Futurists Essay (30%):

Students are required to identify a “futurist” and 
conduct library-based research on his or her work. 
Note that your paper should not be an encyclopedic or  
biographical entry; instead it should develop a 
sustained argument that justifies its subject as a 
futurist. For the purposes of this assignment, subjects 
must also be grounded in the history of technology. 
Each essay should draw on at least ten sources, two of 
which must be primary 
sources (these should 
appear in your footnotes). 
A hard copy (e-mail 
submissions will not be 
accepted) is due in 
class on 19 March 
2009.

Statement of Academic Integrity & Dishonesty:

McMaster University and the Department of 
History state unequivocally that they demand 
scholarly integrity from all their members.  
Academic dishonesty, in whatever form, is 
ultimately destructive of the values of higher 
learning; furthermore, it is unfair and 
discouraging to those students who pursue their 
studies honestly.

Academic dishonesty consists of misrepresenting 
by deception or by other fraudulent means and 
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 responsibility to understand what 
constitutes academic dishonesty.  For information 
on the various kinds of academic dishonesty 
please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, 
specifically Appendix 3, located at: http://
www.mcmaster.ca/univsec/policy/
AcademicIntegrity.pdf

The following illustrate only three of the various 
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.

Plagiarism and any other form of academic 
dishonesty will not be accepted in this course.

Style:

The Futurist Essay must follow the Chicago Manual of Style.  
Essays that do not adhere to the proper format will not be 
accepted.  WebCT Discussion Forum submissions should 
also be cited, but these can adopt a parenthetical method of 
citation.

Deadlines:

Deadlines are firm.  The deadline for the futurist paper 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.

Late Penalties:

Late assignments will be penalized 10% a day (not counting 
weekends) to a total of 20%. Late papers will not be accepted 
more than two weeks after their deadline. In addition, late 
papers will be graded without comment. Papers not 
submitted in class should be turned into the History 
Department main office (CNH 619) to be date-stamped. Do 
not slide writing assignments under my door; I am not 
responsible for papers that go missing.

**Note that late WebCT assignments will not be accepted**

Course Infrastructure

E-mail policy:

It is the policy of the Faculty of Humanities 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.

University & Department Policies

The Rules



History 3UU3 Course Schedule
5-8 Jan.: Introduction & the Mechanization of the World
Readings:  
Marx, “Does Improved Technology Mean Progress?”
Heilbroner, “Do Machines Make History?”
Nye, “Technology, Nature, & American Origin Stories”
Edgerton, ix-xviii

12-15 Jan.: Planes, Trains, & Automobiles
Readings: 
Kurzweil, “A Theory of Technology Evolution”
Edgerton, 1-74

19-22 Jan.: Hedgehogs, Foxes, & Technology Transfer
22 Jan.: Early In-class Exam
Readings: 
Postman, “The Broken Defenses”
Gray, “The Paradox of Technological Development"
Florman, “Technology and the Tragic View”
Edgerton, 75-102

26-29 Jan.: The Day John Henry Died
Readings: 
Fox, “The Frame Breakers”
Hobsbawm, “The Machine Breakers”
Sale, “Lessons from the Luddites”
Wasserstrom, “‘Civilization’ & its Discontents”
Feenberg, “Technocracy & Rebellion”
Chase, “Harvard and the Making of the Unabomber”
Kaczynski, “The Unabomber Manifesto”

2-5 Feb.: Men, Women, & Machines
6 Feb.: 1st WebCT forum assignment due by 17:00
Readings: 
Wajcman, “Feminist Critiques of Science & Technology”
McGaw, “Why Feminine Technologies Matter”
Oldenziel, “Boys & Their Toys”
Turkel, “Tinysex and Gender Trouble”

9-12 Feb.: Progressive & Declensionist Narratives of Technology
Readings: 
Edgerton, 103-137

16-19 Feb.: Mid-term Recess

23-26 Feb.: No Classes This Week
Readings: 
Edgerton, 138-183
Stephenson, Snow Crash

2-5 Mar.: The Dreams Our Stuff is Made of
6 Mar.: 2nd WebCT forum assignment due by 17:00
Readings: 
Disch, “The Right to Lie”
Telotte, “Lost in Space”
Steinmüller, “Science Fiction and Science in the 20th Century”
Stephenson, “Science Fiction as a Literary Genre”
Powers, “Star Wars: A New Heap”

9-12 Mar.: When They Thaw Out Uncle Disney
13 Mar.: 3rd WebCT forum assignment due by 17:00
Readings: 
Bellin, “The Wizard of Oz and the Technology of Alienation”
Boyer, “Anodyne to Terror”
Ceruzzi, “An Unforeseen Revolution”
Edgerton, 184-205

16-19 Mar.: Puttin’ People on the Moon
19 Mar.: Futurist Paper due in class
Readings: 
Novak, Paleo-Future blog

23-26 Mar.: Waiting for Godot... or the Singularity... or Whatever
27 Mar.: 4th WebCT forum assignments due by 17:00
Readings: 
Turner, “Wired”

McDermott, “The Opiate of the Intellectuals”
Joy, “Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us”
Kurzweil, “Promise & Peril”
Norman, “Being Analog”
Negroponte, “The Bit Business”
Sterling, ”Singularity: Your Future as a Black Hole”

30 Mar.-2 Apr.: To Infinity... And Beyond!
3 Apr.: 5th WebCT forum assignment due by 17:00
Readings:
Long Now Foundation,“The Clock of the Long Now”
Diamandis, “Long-Term X-Prizes”

6 Apr.: Final Thoughts on the Historian & the Future
Readings:
Clarke, “Chart of the Future”
Winner, “The Whale & the Reactor”
Edgerton, 206-212

  



“There’s history, then there’s the future, too.  In 
between the two is the fascinating moment when 
the world changes.”
   —Margriet de Moor


