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Energy & Society 
Spring 2019 

TTH - 01:25PM to 02:40PM  
Gross Hall 100C 

 
Dr. Jonathon Free       Office Hours: 
jonathon.free@duke.edu      Tues-Thurs 9AM-11AM 
Gross Hall 101H       By appointment 
 
Will Niver (Teaching assistant) 
will.niver@duke.edu 
Gross Hall 101F 

 

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. At the 
same time, it will present you with a survey of the approaches and analyses of leading scholars 
who, like us, have sought to understand them.  

   
Learning Objectives 
By the end of this course, you should be able to:  

1. Describe the basic contours of energy transitions that occurred during the past two 
hundred years. 

2. Identify ways that those transitions reshaped society. 
3. Explain the relationships between energy, culture, and politics. 
4. Differentiate and assess academic approaches to the study of energy and society. 
5. Organize and execute a substantial and rigorous team research project.  

 
Required Reading 
All course readings will be available on Sakai.  
 

Major Assignments 
 Discussion Board Posts 

Before each class meeting, you will compose a discussion board post (of no fewer than 
300 words) in reaction to that day’s assigned readings. Your posts should be clearly 
written and demonstrate a deep level of engagement with the content of the course. As 
you prepare to write these posts, ask yourself what you found challenging or interesting 
about the assigned readings, how they relate to one another, and what questions they 
raise for you. These posts are due before 5pm the day before class.  
 

 Reading Quizzes (3) 
These quizzes will ask you to identify 4 people, places, things, events, or concepts from 
the assigned reading and lectures. They will not be cumulative.  
 

 Short Papers (3) 
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You will write three short papers (between 1,200-1,500 words each) in response to 
prompts you will receive at least a week in advance.  
 

 Team Research Project 
You and 2-3 classmates will conduct a team research project. Your research should 
include analysis of both primary and secondary documents and will result in two 
products: 1. a research memo (consisting of a 2,000-word narrative summary, a timeline, 
and an annotated bibliography), and 2. a 25-30 minute presentation of your findings.   

 
Assessment 

Attendance, class 
participation, and 
discussion board posts 10% 

Reading quizzes (3) 25% 

Short papers (3) 25% 

Team research project 40% 

 
 
Extra Credit 
You 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 your instructor and teaching assistant (jonathon.free@duke.edu, 
will.niver@duke.edu) and Sarah Connette (sarah.connette@duke.edu) within 6 hours 
of the event.   

2. Win the team research project competition (5 points). At the end of the semester, 
each team will present their research in front of the class and a panel of 3 judges, who 
will score the presentation on content, style, and imagination. I will add 5 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  
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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.  

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. 

 
Course Schedule 

Date Topic Reading Assignment Deadlines 

10-Jan Course intro N/A   

15-Jan Energy transitions 

Martin Melosi, "Energy and 
Environment in the United States: 
The Era of Fossil Fuels"; R.W. 
Sandwell, "The Coal-Oil Lamp"   

17-Jan 
The social relations of 
energy 

Timothy Mitchell, "Carbon 
Democracy"; Matt Huber, "Energy 
and Social Power"   

22-Jan Contemporary concerns TBA   

24-Jan Becoming Modern 

Bob Johnson, "A People of 
Prehistoric Carbon," from Carbon 
Nation; Vaclav Smil, 
"Consequences and Concerns," 
from Energy and Civilization   

29-Jan Industrial geographies 

Andrew B. Arnold, "Coal Mining 
and Community," from Fueling the 
Gilded Age: Railroads, Miners, 
and Disorder in Pennsylvania Coal 
Country; Rachel Lanier Bragg, 
"Mountains of 'Green': Analyzing 
the Visual Rhetoric of Mountaintop 
Removal"   
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31-Jan 

Electrification, 
development, and 
consumption 

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

5-Feb Contemporary concerns TBA 
Short Paper #1 
Due 

7-Feb Reading Quiz #1 N/A   

12-Feb Crisis & Culture 

Leslie White, "Energy and the 
Evolution of Culture"; Kenneth 
Boulding, "The Economics of the 
Coming Spaceship Earth"   

14-Feb The atomic age 

Joseph Masco, "Atomic Health, or 
how the Bomb Altered American 
Notions of Death"; Gabrielle 
Hecht, "Nuclear Ontologies"   

19-Feb When crisis doesn't cure 

Franklin Tugwell, "Part Two: Crisis 
and Response" from The Energy 
Crisis and American Political 
Economy; Matthew Huber, 
"Enforcing Scarcity: Oil, Violence, 
and the Making of the Market"   

21-Feb Contemporary concerns TBA 
Short Paper #2 
Due 

26-Feb PITCH DAY, pt. 1 N/A   

28-Feb PITCH DAY, pt. 2 N/A   

5-Mar Reading Quiz #2 N/A   

7-Mar No Class N/A   

19-Mar Energy and Work 

Richard White, "Knowing Nature 
Through Labor" from The Organic 
Machine; Susan Dawson, "Navajo 
Uranium Workers and the Effects 
of Occupational Illnesses"   

21-Mar Harlan County, USA 

Trish Kahle, "A Woman's Place Is 
in the UMWA"; Robert Sherrill, 
"The Black Lung Rebellion"   
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26-Mar Harlan County, USA 

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

28-Mar Contemporary concerns TBA 
Short Paper #3 
Due 

2-Apr OPEN TBA   

4-Apr OPEN TBA   

9-Apr Contemporary concerns TBA   

11-Apr Reading Quiz #3 N/A   

16-Apr 
GROUP RESEARCH 
PRESENTATIONS,  pt. 1 N/A   

18-Apr 
GROUP RESEARCH 
PRESENTATIONS,  pt. 2 N/A   

23-Apr Award ceremony N/A   

3-May     Final Projects Due 

 


