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Dr. Michael Egan

Office:
! CNH/610

Office Hours: 
! Mondays 16:30 - 17:30

Contact Info:
! @EganHistory
! egan@mcmaster.ca
! 905-525-9140 x.24134
! http://eganhistory.com

 Class Time & Location:
" Mondays 19:00-22:00
! KTH/109

Technology & Society
La Vie Vélo

When I clip into the pedals on my bicycle—designed 
to maximize the flow of energy from muscles to 
crank to wheels—the separation between human and 
machine becomes less discernible. Legs and cranks 
move as one, like pistons pumping (the bicycle is 
special among human-powered machines in that it 
harnesses the power from human muscles in optimal 
fashion). The “machine” moves at a faster pace than 
a human could alone; without human power, though, 
the bicycle cannot even stay upright. At the 
beginning of each ride, I am struck by this efficient 
transformation of human energy into maximum 
mobility. This physical simplicity is in stark 

juxtaposition to the complexity of the bicycle’s place 
in social and cultural history. It has become an 
engrained feature of the global landscape and a 
critical artifact in understanding the nuances of the 
twentieth-century human condition.

This course examines the bicycle as cultural and 
technological phenomenon. In addition to careful 
examination of the bicycle’s various roles as a 
transportation technology in the contemporary 
world, we will also engage with local and global 
efforts to reintegrate le vélo as a tool for fitness, 
transportation, emancipation, and socioeconomic 
empowerment.

COURSE EVALUATION
Attendance & Participation:! 10%
Wrenching:! ! ! 5%
Visual Assignment:! ! 10%
White Paper Collaboration:! 25%
Bike Rodeo & Fundraiser:! 25%
Slidecast Research:! ! 25%

REQUIRED TEXTS

David V. Herlihy, Bicycle: The History

Robert Penn, It’s A! About the Bike: The 
Pursuit of Happiness on Two Wheels

Zack Furness, One Less Car: Bicycling & the 
Politics of Automobility

mailto:egan@mcmaster.ca
mailto:egan@mcmaster.ca
http://eganhistory.com
http://eganhistory.com
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OPEN LETTER TO ARTSCI 3BB3 STUDENTS (ON BIKES, PEDAGOGY, & PRAXIS)

This is my third crack at Tech II; both previous 
iterations rate among my most cherished teaching 
experiences. In syllabi for both of those courses, I 
ranted about the need for students to become more 
engaged and to look for ways to put their studies and 
the world around them more fully in concert with 
each other. I stand by that sentiment, and I see this 
class as an exercise in interacting with the 
intellectual and immediate necessities of better 
understanding the transportation systems that drive 
our economies, politics, and culture and looking for 
ways to communicate that knowledge.

Something that got lost in that rant, however, was 
my deeply-held belief in how learning is supposed to 
work. While I am fascinated with our course material 
and I have a lot I want to share, this is not a 
traditional lecture course, but rather one where I 
want to encourage and facilitate your own self-
directed learning. Good learning does not come 
exclusively from absorbing wisdom from your elders 
(that’s assuming I’m actually wise—plenty of folks 
would challenge that—and it would be in everyone’s 
best interest if we left the elders thing well and good 
alone).

So, let me say it again: the main impetus in this class 
stresses self-directed learning. This course experience 
will only be as good as your investment in it. Which 
is as it should be. While there are assigned readings 
for this course, I expect you to discover and pursue 
your own interests by hunting for and reading 
relevant material of your own choosing as it relates to 
weekly course themes. This can come from scholarly 
monographs and articles, more popular literature, 
online newspapers, blogs, videos, etc. Your job is to 
identify appropriate course content and share what 
you have learned with your peers. This might be 
intimidating for some, but it is an essential facet of 
the course as it is designed. 

A word (or several), too, about the course 
assignments: I am no longer convinced that the 
traditional essay is the 
best or only means of 
evaluating a student’s 
abilities. Long ago, bright 
students discovered there 
was a simple formula to 
doing well in an 

expository essay; once the formula was perfected, 
little work was required.

I take as a starting point that you are bright students, 
and therefore I am obliged to look for new ways to 
challenge your 
critical thinking 
and 
communication 
skills. In an 
increasingly (for 
better or for 
worse) digital 
world, where a 
wide swath of the 
population has 
been twitterfied 
into abysmally 
short attention 
spans (definitely 
for the worse) 
and abhors the idea of reading anything longer than a 
sidebar (or, with any luck, this open letter), I think it 
behooves us to rethink how we make information 
accessible while not sacrificing its complexities and 
nuances. I want “smart” to be hip. I’m still trying to 
work out how to do that, and I am turning to you for 
your help in this inquiry.

I also want your Tech II experience to survive the 
semester. My feeling is that students are more 
invested in their learning when they are committed 
to building something. An essay that is graded and 
filed away in cabinet does not really do that; the 
cornerstone of this class—the white papers and bike 
festival—I think, does. This approach requires 
substantial buy-in from you. Because here is the 
implicit challenge of this course: amidst all our other 
assignments and projects, I want us to collectively 
engage in a long-term project that seeks to transform 
and rebrand McMaster as Bike U. How we do that is 
entirely in your hands.

In sum, I want this course to create a friendly 
environment in which you are encouraged to tap 
your creative energies and reach beyond your 
traditional comfort zones. Wit, humility, originality, 
hard work,and engaging discussion are the staples of 
this course and, I would submit, a more rewarding 
undergraduate experience.
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THE RULES
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.
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 their deadline. In addition, late work will be 
graded without comment.
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.
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/
g rammar wi l l r e su l t in 
substantial reductions in marks. 
S tudents shou ld a l so be 
meticulous in their citing of 
sources. Word counts matter. 
Students should aim to be within 
5% of these on all assignments.

E-mail Policy
It is the policy of the Arts & Science program 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. 

If you are absent for more than 5 days, have missed academic work worth 
30% or more, or exceed one request per term, you must see Shelley Anderson 
in the Arts & Science Program office (C-105). You will be required to provide 
supporting documentation.

THE FINE PRINT

WHAT WE’RE DOING
Wrenching: Part of our engagement with the bicycle will involve actually getting our hands dirty. Students 
are required to devote four hours of service to the Mac Cycle Co-op over the course of the semester. Our 
main project will involve repairing and tweaking bikes to donate to Bikes for Mike, the Co-op, and other 
bike recycling programs. A sign-in sheet will be made available at the Co-op to log your hours.
Visual Assignment: Your visual assignment will consist of a single 11x17 page. Using graphs, charts, tables, 
cartoons, artwork, etc., you should prepare an informative poster on the health or environmental benefits of 
cycling in Hamilton and/or at McMaster University. You are limited to no more than 50 words of text, so you will 
need to maximize your use of visual tools to convey your work.
White Paper: In groups of four, students will develop in-depth research projects identifying the state of 
knowledge on a series of pressing bicycle-related topics (these should be submitted to me electronically). Groups 
will also present their findings to the class.
Bike Rodeo & Fundraiser: As a group, the class will be tasked with organizing a bike festival on campus at the 
end of the semester. In addition, students will plan and execute some kind of fundraiser for Bikes to Rwanda
Slidecast: This is your opportunity to develop a bike-related research project of your choosing. The medium is a 
slidecast (slides + audio) of not more than 10 minutes. Students are strongly encouraged to clear research plans 
with me in advance. Slidecasts should be posted on YouTube or SlideShare.
Note that 5% of the White Paper assignment and the Bike Rodeo & Fundraiser organization consists of 
submitting a short report on your participation in these projects. These needn’t be more than a page, but 
they should outline your contributions and reflect on the collaborative process. In addition, 5% of the 
slidecast’s evaluation will be devoted to your submission of a transcript, which should include notes 
indicating your use of external sources (these short reports should be submitted electronically).
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Topics Notes

7 January Introduction & Mobilization Herlihy, 1-11

14 January La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Technological System Package of readings on 
technological momentum (will be 
made available on 
eganhistory.com)
Herlihy, 15-71

21 January La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Recreational Technology Herlihy, 343-375

28 January La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Emancipation Technology Herlihy, 75-221

4 February La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Inspirational Technology Herlihy, 225-305
Visual Assignment due

11 February La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Political Technology Herlihy, 309-342
Furness, 1-107

18 February Midterm Recess No class

25 February La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Urban Technology Furness, 108-218

4 March La Vie Vélo: The Bicycle as Sporting Technology Herlihy, 376-401

11 March White paper presentations White paper collaboration 
project due

18 March White paper presentations

25 March White paper presentations

1 April La Vie Vélo: Work No class—just kidding! April 
Fools!

8 April La Vie Vélo: Play Penn, It’s A! About the Bike
Slidecast research & 
transcript due

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 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. 

http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity
http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity

