STS 5206 – Main Themes in the History of Science and Technology 

Meets Tues from 7 PM to 9:45 PM at VT – Falls Church
Instructor: Shannon A. Brown 

email: sbrown3@verizon.net
Course Overview and Objective:

In this seminar course, we will examine important works of scholarship on modern technology history.  The readings will focus on the United States and Europe since the early nineteenth century. The books and articles selected for review during this term are representative of the rich body of technology history scholarship and, during the semester, we will be covering a wide range of historical topics.  The readings have been selected to give you a sense of the diverse analytical and narrative approaches that have been used by historians to explore technology. 

The objective of the course is to familiarize STS graduate students with a set of core readings on the history of technology.  Many of the books on the required reading list for this class appear on the doctoral exam preparation list.  By the end of the term, students should have an awareness of some of the key themes and debates that define the history of technology field.

Course Requirements:

Students will be required to submit two papers for credit during this semester.  

The first paper will be an expository essay that explores a specific technology topic.  The article should be based on one or two books, and include a summary of the arguments made by the authors, your view on the significance of the technology in question, and a conclusion that includes possible avenues of research on the history of the technology you selected.  Among the questions you should consider: Why does this technology appeal to you?  What has been said about it to date?  What is its history?  What kind of influence does it have on individuals or human institutions? How can this be determined?  The point of this exercise is to start your thinking about historical methodology, i.e. sources, approach, and interpretation.  We will discuss these papers in class.  Be prepared to make a brief presentation on your work.

The second paper will be a bibliographic review essay on any technology history topic. Describe the major academic works, summarizing the arguments that define the field.  You should write between 12 and 15 pages.  There is no limit to the number of books and articles that should be included in your bibliographic essay, but you should select works that are representative of the scholarship on the subject and can be given a fair treatment within the established page limit.  I am happy to provide you with assistance in selecting a topic and identifying appropriate books and articles. 

All students will be responsible for keeping up with the course reading.  Your participation grades will be based on informal reading presentations (assigned to individuals the week prior) and open discussion.

Grading:
30% attendance and participation

35% expository essay (12-15 pages)

35% bibliographic review essay (12-15 pages)

Required Books (in order of use):
Barry Katz, Technology and Culture: A Historical Romance
Siegfried Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command [readings provided by instructor]

Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization
John F. Kasson, Civilizing the Machine
Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America
Weibe Bijker, The Social Construction of Technological Systems
Thomas J. Misa et al, Modernity and Technology
Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother

David A. Hounshell, From the American System to Mass Production, 1800-1932
David E. Nye, American Technological Sublime

John M. Staudenmaier, S.J., Technology’s Storytellers: Reweaving the Human Fabric
Jeffrey Herf, Reactionary Modernism
Walter A. McDougall, …The Heavens and the Earth

Paul Boyer, By The Bomb’s Early Light
Article handouts TBD; will be provided to students by the instructor

Topic, Reading and Assignment Schedule
(Reading assignments are subject to change; assignments marked “TBD” will be announced in class several weeks before discussion.

Week 1 [August 26]

Introduction and Course Overview

What is “technology”?
Why study the history of technology?

Week 2 [September 2]

Technology in Cultural Discourse

Readings:

Katz, Technology and Culture: A Historical Romance 

Week 3 [September 9]

Early Perspectives on the History of Technology

Readings:

Mumford, Technics and Civilization, pp. 3-106

Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command, pp. 2-11; 46-76

Week 4 [September 16]

American Values and Technology 

Readings:

Kasson, Civilizing the Machine 

Week 5 [September 23]

Technology and the American Imagination
Readings:

Marx, The Machine in the Garden

Week 6 [September 30]

The Social Construction of Technology

Bijker et al, The Social Construction of Technological Systems
Week 7 [October 7]
The Making of an Academic Discipline

Readings:

Staudenmaier, Technology’s Storytellers 

Week 8 [October 14]

Theories of Modernity and Technology

Readings:

Misa et al, Modernity and Technology, pp. 1-71; 228-253

Week 9 [October 21]

Thinking About “Domestic” Technology

Readings:

Cowan, More Work for Mother
Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command, pp. 512-595. 

Week 10 [October 28]

Manufacturing

Readings:

Hounshell, From the American System to Mass Production
Week 11 [November 4]

The Technological Sublime

Readings:

Nye, America Technological Sublime 

Week 12 [November 11]

Culture, Technology, and Policy 

Readings:

Herf, Reactionary Modernism  

Week 13 [November 18]

Technology in Popular Culture
Readings:

Boyer, By The Bomb’s Early Light
Week 14 [November 25]
THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY – NO CLASS

Week 15 [December 2]

The Space Age 

Readings:

McDougall, …The Heavens and the Earth
Week 16 [December 9]

Readings: TBD
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