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Fall 2019  TuTh 1:25-2:40  Gross 100C   
The History of Energy and Power Generation (Energy 190FS-01) 
 
Instructor: Jon Free 
Email: jonathon.free@duke.edu 
Phone: (919) 681-5024 
Office: Gross 101H (hours by appointment) 
 
Energy is so fundamental to our lives that we often take it for granted. But each time we 
flip a light switch or fill our cars with gas, we enter a chain of relationship connecting us 
to the workers, businesses, and natural forces that produced the power we expect to 
harness. In this course, we will explore the history of those networks in the U.S. from 
before the industrial era to the recent past. Through readings and class discussions, we 
will examine the social, economic, and political forces that spurred energy transitions 
and consider how changes in the production and consumption of energy reshaped 
society.  
 
Along the way, we’ll ask (and try to answer) questions including, but not limited to, what 
have been the most significant changes in energy systems since the early nineteenth 
century? What were the consequences (both intended and unintended) of those 
changes? How did the United States become the world’s leading energy consumer? 
How did social, political, and cultural trends influence that trajectory? 
 
By the end of the course, you will be able to identify significant energy transitions that 
have occurred in the past, explain how and why they occurred, and elucidate their 
social, political, and environmental consequences.  
 
Required Books 
Bob Johnson, Carbon Nation: Fossil Fuels and the Making of American Culture. 
 
Gretchen Bakke, The Grid: The Fraying Lines Between Americans and Our Energy 
Future. 
 
Ella Griswold, Amity and Prosperity: One Family and the Fracturing of America.  
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Assignments and grading 
 

Name 
# of 
occurences 

% of 
final 
grade* Description 

Attendance ∞ 10% 

Attendance at each meeting is required (unless you are sick 
or have another valid reason for missing class). Please notify 
me beforehand if you will be absent.  
 

Forum posts 10 10% 

 
Due 12pm the day of each class meeting with assigned 
reading. Write a brief paragraph that (1) summarizes the 
reading and (2) poses questions about anything that you 
didn't understand or that you would like to hear the class 
discuss. 
 
 

ID quizzes 3 25% 

 
One week before each quiz, I will supply you with a list of 10 
terms (people, places, things, ideas) relevant to the assigned 
readings (including book club books) and lectures. In class on 
the day of the quiz, you will write short paragraphs identifying 
4 of those terms. These quizzes will be cumulative. 
 
 

Book club 3 10% 

 
Treat the required books as the reading list for a book club. At 
each book club meeting, one team of students will be 
responsible for preparing (1) a brief summary of the book and 
(2) a list of questions they would like to hear the class 
discuss. 
 
 

Short writing 
assignments 4 15% 

 
See assignments page of Sakai 
 
 

Team 
research 
project 1 30% 

 
Each student will pitch a team research project idea on pitch 
day. The class will vote to determine which pitches move on 
to the project stage, with team assignment based on a 
combination of voting and pedagogical considerations. Team 
projects will have two outcomes: (1) a 20-25 minute 
presentation and (2) an 18-20 page research memo with a 
narrative analysis, annotated bibliography, and annotated 
timeline.  
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Expectations 
 

Assignment Expectations 

Class participation 

 
Regular attendance (please notify me beforehand if you will be 
absent), active and respectful engagement in class discussions. 
 

All assignments 

 
Timely submission (please notify me beforehand if you cannot meet 
a deadline). 
 

Forum posts 

 
Accurate summaries of reading; insightful or legitimate questions; 
grammatically correct 
 
 

ID quizzes 

 
Accurate and insightful descriptions of who, what, when, where, and 
significance 
 
 

Book club 

 
For discussion leading team: accurate summary; insightful 
discussion questions 
 
For others: active participation in class discussion 
 
For all: read the book; respectful discussion 
 
 

Short writing 
assignments 

 
Insightful response to prompt; grammatically correct 
 
 

Team research project 

 
Creative and critical engagement with primary and secondary 
sources; a compelling presentation; appropriately structured essay; 
grammatically correct (written portion) 
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Extra Credit 
 
You will have two opportunities to earn extra credit:  
 

1. Attend any Energy Initiative-sponsored event (1 point/max 3x). Email a 
photo/video of the event with a brief caption (a quote from a speaker or a 
reflection on what you took away from the event) to both me 
(jonathon.free@duke.edu) and Jacob Bratch (Jacob.bratch@duke.edu) within 6 
hours of the event.   

2. Win the team research project competition (3 points). At the end of the 
semester, each team will present their research in front of the entire class and a 
panel of 3 judges, who will score your presentation on content, style, and 
imagination. I will add 3 points to the final grade of each member of the winning 
team.  

 
Academic Integrity 

In your written work, take pains to give credit where credit is due and enable readers to 
see the sources on which you base your case. The Writing Studio is also an excellent 
resource for consultation. So that there is no doubt, review these documents before 
writing:  

"Plagiarism: Its Nature and Consequences":  

http://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/index.html  

"Citing Sources and Avoiding Plagiarism: Documentation Guidelines": 
http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/index.html  

You are welcome—indeed, encouraged—to study with other students in the class and 
discuss course materials with them. But it is a serious breach of academic integrity to 
confer on the content of papers or to seek out or otherwise consult exams or papers 
from students enrolled in previous years. All papers must be also original and exclusive 
to this course. Any concern about intellectual dishonesty will be result in a formal 
investigation with the dean’s office.  

 
Inclusion and accommodation 

Individuals with disabilities of any kind (including learning disabilities, ADHD, 
depression, health conditions), who require instructional, curricular, or test 
accommodations are responsible for making such needs known to the instructor as 
early as possible. Every possible effort will be made to accommodate students in a 
timely and confidential manner. Individuals who request accommodations must be 

mailto:jonathon.free@duke.edu
mailto:Jacob.bratch@duke.edu
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registered with the Disability Management System which authorizes accommodations 
for students with disabilities. 

Please approach me with any other life circumstances that may affect their participation 
in the course. These may be personal, health-related, family-related issues, or other 
concerns. The I know about these, the earlier we can discuss possible adjustments or 
alternative arrangements as needed for homework, exams, or class. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Schedule 
 

Date Topic Reading* Assignment due 

Tuesday August 27 
Introduction 

    

Thursday August 29 Muscle and fire 

Vaclav Smil, “Traditional 
Farming,” in Energy and 
Civilization, 49-109. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tuesday September 3 Wind and water 

 
 
 
Huber & McCarthy, "Beyond 
the Subterranean Energy 
Regime?" CQ researcher assignment 

Thursday September 
5 Transitions 

 
 
 
Ediger and Bowlus, “A 
farewell to King Coal: 
Geopolitics, energy security, 
and the transition to oil, 
1898-1917.” 
 
R.W. Sandwell, "The Coal-
Oil Lamp" 
  

Tuesday September 
10 Fossil-fueled society 

 
Andrew B. Arnold, "Coal 
Mining and Community," 
from Fueling the Gilded Age: 
Railroads, Miners, and 

Primary document 
assignment 
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Disorder in Pennsylvania 
Coal Country 
 
Buell, “A short history of oil 
cultures, or, the marriage of 
catastrophe and 
exuberance.” 
 

Thursday September 
12 

BOOK CLUB 
MEETING #1 

Johnson, Carbon Nation 
 Pitch check-in this week 

Tuesday September 
17 ID Quiz #1   

Thursday September 
19 Pitch Day Prep    

Tuesday September 
24 Pitch Day   

Thursday September 
26 Team work session 

 
   

Tuesday October 1 Electrification 

Audra J. Wolfe, “How Not to 
Electrocute the Farmer.”  
 
Carl Kitchens and Price 
Fishback, "Flip the Switch: 
The Impact of the Rural 
Electrification 
Administration" 

Secondary/primary 
documents assignment 

Thursday October 3    

Tuesday October 8 
No Class--Fall 
Break     

Thursday October 10 
Close reading/team 
work session    

Tuesday October 15 There will be blood 

Huber, "Enforcing Scarcity: 
Oil, Violence, and the 
Making of the Market.” 
 
Mitchell, "Carbon 
Democracy.” Close reading assignment 

Thursday October 17 Blackout! 

Nye, “Accident,” from When 
the Lights Went Out: A 
History of Blackouts in 
America.   
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Tuesday October 22 
BOOK CLUB 
MEETING #2 Bakke, The Grid  

Thursday October 24 ID QUIZ #2   

Tuesday October 29 Team work session 
 
   

Thursday October 31 
The end of 
abundance 

Phillips, “Fuel Shortages” 
 
Deans, “Nuclear Power 
Options” 
 
Hamer, “Economics of 
Scarcity 
 
Schroeder, “Arab Oil Money” Annotated bibliography 

Tuesday November 5 
Harlan Co. USA, pt. 
1 

Hamer, “Coal Negotiations” 
   

Thursday November 7 
Harlan Co., USA, pt. 
2   

Tuesday November 12 
Contemporary 
concerns 

Austin Zwick, "Comparison 
of the Coal and Fracking 
Industries in Northern 
Appalachia" 
   

Thursday November 
14 

 BOOK CLUB 
MEETING #3 

Griswold, Amity and 
Prosperity  

Tuesday November 19 ID QUIZ #3     

Thursday November 
21 Team work session    Annotated timeline due 

Tuesday November 26 
No Class – 
Thanksgiving Break    

Thursday November 
28 

No Class – 
Thanksgiving Break    

Tuesday December 3 
Team Research 
Presentations      

Thursday December 5 
Team Research 
Presentations      

Thursday December 
12   Final group project due 

    
*All readings can be found on Sakai 
 


