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Energy 89S 
Spring 2020 

First-Year Seminar:  
Energy and Society 

T/TR 1:25-2:40 
Gross 100C 

 
Instructors 
 
Jonathon Free, Ph.D. 
Gross 101H 
jonathon.free@duke.edu 
 
Will Niver, M.P.P. (TA) 
Gross 101F 
will.niver@duke.edu 
 
 
Course Description 
 
This class poses a two-fold question: how have energy choices shaped society, and how have 
the social relationships that fell into place because of those choices changed the ways that 
people understood their relationships to nature, power, and one another? As you might guess, 
answering these questions is a task that is both crucial to the future of human life on Earth and 
a challenge for even the most advanced scholars. So this class will provide you with only an 
introduction to a few key topics and themes related to the social dimensions of energy, but it will 
also give you the opportunity to apply what you learn   
 
Learning Objectives 
 
By the end of this semester, you should be able to  

• Identify and explain the significance of vital topics, themes, and ideas at the intersection 
of energy and society, both in writing and in discussion 

• Explain the relationships between energy, culture, and politics.  
• Identify arguments presented in academic writing 
• Demonstrate your understanding of those arguments by applying them to contemporary 

issues presented by the news media 
• Describe the basic contours of energy transitions that have occurred during the past two 

hundred years and their impact on society 
 

We’ve structured these objectives (and the assignments we’ll use to help you achieve 
them/assess your progress toward them) based on updated versions of a taxonomy first 
proposed by Benjamin Bloom, an educational psychologist at the University of Chicago who 
classified the levels of learning this way:  
 

1. Remembering (recognizing and recalling facts) 
2. Understanding (understanding what the facts mean) 
3. Applying (applying the facts, rules, concepts, and ideas) 
4. Analyzing (breaking down information into component parts) 
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5. Evaluating (judging the value of information or ideas) 
6. Creating (combining parts to make a new whole) 

 
Because this is an introductory course, our primary focus will be on the first two levels—
remembering and understanding. But because this is an introductory course at Duke, we’ll also 
strive to reach the third—applying.    
 
 
Assignments 
 
Attendance/participation (10% of final grade) 
In order to remember, understand, or apply an of the facts or concepts we cover in class, you 
will need to be present. If you need to miss class due to illness or other unforeseen 
circumstances (please do not come to class if you are sick), be sure to notify both of us 
before class. Otherwise, your absence(s) will result in demerits in this category. Likewise, a lack 
of participation in class discussions/activities will hamper your ability to achieve the learning 
goals of this course. Our teaching methods rely heavily on both guided discussions and hands-
on activities. While we recognize that everyone has different levels of comfort in group settings, 
it is essential that you come to each class prepared to discuss the assigned readings. Similarly, 
you will need to be engaged during in-class activities in order for them to be effective. With that 
in mind, demonstrated lack of preparation, aloofness, or other indicators of disengagement will 
result in demerits in this category.       
 
Forum posts (due before 12pm each day with assigned reading, 10% of final grade) 
You will write a series of posts (approximately 300 words each) on the class’s Sakai forum. 
Each post should summarize the assigned reading by explaining what each reading was about 
and how the readings related to one another. Questions to consider while thinking about the 
latter of those could include: did the readings have a shared focus? If so, did the authors come 
to similar or different conclusions? Why do you think they did or didn’t? Or, conversely, did the 
readings represent different perspectives on their shared topic? If so, what could someone learn 
by reading them in tandem, as opposed to reading only one or the other? The goal of this 
assignment is twofold. First, your forum posts should prepare you for in-class discussion and 
give your instructors a sense of whether or not you understood the reading. Secondly, this sort 
of reading journal is a proven method for remembering material. In fact, we highly encourage 
you to continue this practice in all of your reading-based courses, whether or not the instructor 
requires it. Chances are that a journal of everything you read in college will come in handy at 
some point.  
 
Quizzes (25% of final grade) 
One week before each quiz, we will select 10 terms that represent key facts or concepts from 
course readings and lectures. On the day of the quiz, you will be asked to identify 4 of those in a 
paragraph that defines the term (who/what/when/where, etc.) and explains its significance to 
Energy & Society. Ostensibly, these quizzes will evaluate the extent to which you remember 
facts from the course and understand what they mean. But more importantly, by requiring you to 
revisit your reading and notes, memorize the relevant information, and manually write short 
paragraphs identifying the terms, the quizzes should deepen and solidify your memory and 
understanding of important facts. Please note: the pool of terms that each quiz will draw from 
will be cumulative. So, if one of the 10 terms you receive the week before does not appear on 
the quiz, it will be a candidate for inclusion in any of those that follow.  
 
Book report (due March 5, 25% of final grade) 



 3 

You will select a book a to read and review (a list of likely candidates can be found at the end of 
this syllabus, if you decide on a book not on that list, you must clear your choice with the 
instructors before proceeding). Your five-page (TNR, double-spaced) essay should summarize 
the book and its main arguments AND explain its relevance to ideas covered in the course’s 
lectures, readings, activities, and discussions. The goal of this assignment is to allow you to 
delve deeper into ideas or topics that interest you and to assess your ability to apply those ideas 
to an external source.    
 
Issue Primer (due April 30, 30% of final grade) 
In a perfect world, after taking just one introductory-level energy course, you would have 
mastered all there is to know about energy, its uses, and its relationship with society. As things 
stand, though, ‘energy and society’ encompasses such a broad sphere of knowledge that that 
goal is not only impossible but downright foolhardy. In fact, one of the things we hope you will 
gain from this course is an appreciation for the many, many unnoticed ways energy systems 
affect our lives. Try as we might, then, we simply cannot even introduce to you everything we 
would like in one survey-level seminar, let alone give every topic the attention it probably 
deserves. Therefore your task here is to choose a current event, issue or controversy with 
implications for energy and society that we did not cover in class, analyze it through the lenses 
we’ll develop during the course, and thoroughly explain it to us in very few well-chosen words. 
This is a short writing assignment, but that actually makes it more difficult. The French 
philosopher Blaise Pascal is often credited with the phrase, “if I had more time, I would have 
written a shorter letter.” Pascal hit on the importance of conveying information with brevity and 
clarity. The goal of this assignment, then, is two-fold: to allow you to explore an interesting topic 
left unaddressed in the syllabus and to help you practice distilling complex information into a 
short, useful brief. 
 
Extra Credit 
 
You can earn up to 3 points of extra credit that will be applied to your final grade by attending 
any event sponsored by the Duke University Energy Initiative. Email a photo or video of the 
event with a brief caption (think of something that would work well on social media) to your 
instructors AND Jacob Bratsch (jacob.bratsch@duke.edu) within 6 hours of the event. Each 
event is worth 1 point.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Course Schedule 
 

Date Topic Assigned Reading 
Thursday, January 9 Intro   



 4 

Tuesday, January 14 Energy systems and transitions 

Smil, selections from "Fossil-
Fueled Civilization" in Energy and 
Civilization (295-306; 351-368; 
381-384); Crosby, selections from 
Children of the Sun (1-6; 59-62; 
117-126; 159-166) 

Thursday, January 16 Coal 

Freese, "Launching a Revolution" 
from Coal: A Human History;  
Johnson, "An Upthrust into 
Barbarism," from Carbon Nation 

Tuesday, January 21 Oil 
Huber, "Enforcing Scarcity"; 
Mitchell, "Carbon Democracy" 

Thursday, January 23 Natural Gas 

Zwick, "Comparison of Coal and 
Fracking Industries";  Jackson, et 
al, "The Environmental Costs and 
Benefits of Fracking" 

Tuesday, January 28 Uranium/renewables 

Capitanio, "The Jekyll and Hyde of 
the Atomic Age"; Huber and 
McCarthy, "Beyond the 
Subterranean Energy Regime?"  

Thursday, January 30  
Quiz #1     

Tuesday, February 4 Energy in the news TBD 

Thursday, February 6  
Finalize book choice Power generation activity 

MIT Future of the Grid (1-12); An 
Overview of the Electric Power 
Industry 

Tuesday, February 11 Our electrified world 

Bakke, "How the Grid Got Its 
Wires" from The Grid; Nye, "The 
High Energy Economy," from 
Consuming Power  

Thursday, February 13 Electricity transmission activity 

MIT, The Future of the Electric 
Grid, Appendix A (History of the 
Grid) 

Tuesday, February 18 
Impact of rural electrification 
efforts 

Kitches and Fishback, "Flip the 
Switch"; Winther, et al., "Solar 
powered electricity access: 
Implications for women's 
empowerment in rural Kenya" 

Thursday, February 20 Energy in the news TBD 
Tuesday, February 25  
Quiz #2     

Thursday, February 27 How to write an issue memo 

Lustgarten, "Navajo Generating 
Station Powers and Paralyzes the 
Western U.S." 

Tuesday, March 3 Harlan County, USA part 1 

Arnold, "Coal and Community" 
from Fueling the Gilded Age; 
Hamer, "Coal Negotiations" 

Thursday, March 5  
Book Report due (11:59PM) Harland County, USA part 2 

Wilkerson, "'I'm Fighting for My 
Own Children that I'm Raising Up'" 
from To Live Here You Have to 
Fight 

SPRING BREAK     

Tuesday, March 17  Discussion of Book Reports   
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Thursday, March 19 Green New Deal activity 

Text of House Resolution 109; 
Roberts, "There’s now an official 
Green New Deal. Here’s what’s in 
it"; Chait, "The Green New Deal Is 
a Bad Idea, Not Just a Botched 
Rollout" 

Tuesday, March 24 Just transition 

Dryzek, "Climate Change and 
Society: Approaches and 
Responses";  Newell and Mulvany, 
"The political economy of the just 
transition"; Healy and Barry, 
"Politicizing energy justice" 

Thursday, March 26 The politics of climate change 

Dunlap, "Organized Climate 
Change Denial"; Norgaard, 
"Climate Denial" 

Tuesday, March 31  
Finalize issue choice Climate change mitigation 

"US Climate Change Law"; 
"International Climate Change 
Law" 

Thursday, April 2  
Quiz #3   TBD 

Tuesday, April 7 Energy in the news   

Thursday April 9 (Passover) Cultures of Energy 

Buell, "A Short History of Oil 
Cultures"; Bouzarovski and 
Bassin, "Energy and Identity: 
Imagining Russia as a 
Hydrocarbon Superpower"  

Tuesday, April 14 Art gallery activity   
Thursday, April 16  
Quiz #4     

Tuesday, April 21 Energy in the news TBD 
Thursday, April 30  
Issue Primer due (11:59PM)     

 
 
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.  
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Accessibility 
Duke University is committed to providing equal access to students with documented 
disabilities. Students with disabilities may contact the Student Disability Access Office (SDAO) 
to ensure your access to this course and to the program. There you can engage in a confidential 
conversation about the process for requesting reasonable accommodations both in the 
classroom and in clinical settings. Students are encouraged to register with the SDAO as soon 
as they begin the program. Please note that accommodations are not provided retroactively. 
More information can be found online at access.duke.edu or by contacting SDAO at 919-668-
1267, SDAO@duke.edu. 
 
 
 
Book report titles to consider 
 
Bakke, Gretchen. The Grid: The Fraying Wires Between Americans and their Energy Future.  
 
Boyer, Dominic. Energopolitics: Wind and Power in the Anthropocene.  
 
Coll, Steve. Private Empire: ExxonMobil and American Power.  
 
Crosby, Alfred. Children of the Sun: A History of Humanities Unappeasable Appetite for Energy.  
 
Daggett, Cara. The Birth of Energy: Fossil Fuels, Thermodynamics, and the Politics of Work.  
 
Freese, Barbara. Coal: A Human History. 
 
Gold, Russell. Superpower: One Man’s Quest to Transform American Energy. 
 
Goodall, Chris. The Switch: How Solar, Storage, and New Tech Means Cheap Power for All.  
 
Griswold, Eliza. Amity and Prosperity: One Family and the Fracturing of America.  
 
Howe, Cymene. Ecologics: Wind and Power in the Anthropocene.  
 
Huber, Matthew. Lifeblood: Oil, Freedom, and the Forces of Capital.  
 
Johnson, Bob. Carbon Nation: Fuels in the Making of American Culture.  
 
Jones, Christopher. Routes of Power: Energy and Modern America.  
 
Kolbert, Elizabeth. Field Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and Climate Change.  
 
Krane, Jim. Energy Kingdoms: Oil and Political Survival in the Persian Gulf.  
 
Nye, David. Consuming Power: A Social History of American Energies.  
 
Nye, David. When the Lights Went Out: A History of Blackouts in America.  
 
Penna, Anthony. A History of Energy Flows: From Human Labor to Renewable Power.  
 

https://access.duke.edu/
mailto:SDAO@duke.edu
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Poneman, Daniel. Double Jeopardy: Combating Nuclear Terror and Climate Change.  
 
Raimi, Daniel. The Fracking Debate: The Risks, Benefits, and Uncertainties of the Shale 
Revolution.  
 
Shulman, Peter. Coal & Empire: The Birth of Energy Security in Industrial America.  
 
Smil, Vaclav. Energy and Civilization: A History.  
 
Vollman, William. Carbon Ideologies, Volume One: No Immediate Danger.  
Wallace, Anthony. St. Clair: A Nineteenth-Century Coal Town’s Experience with a Disaster-
Prone Industry.  
 
Yergin, Daniel. The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power.  
 
Yergin, Daniel. The Quest: Energy, Security, and the Remaking of the Modern World.  


