Inventions that Made History

Instructor: Susan Shepherd

COURSE SYLLABUS

A. DESCRIPTION

The main goals of this course are to put technological changes into historical perspective and  to teach students about the ways an invention can change the world, both through deliberate and unintended consequences. This course will examine several civilizations – Roman, Incan, Mayan, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Chinese, and our own – and take a look at some of the inventions that made them distinct or which spread to other locales, thereby changing the way people of the time went about their lives.

In addition, this course will cover the influence of inventions as disparate as fire, accurate measurement systems, drinking straws, bound books, and the Internet. An attempt will be made to put these and other inventions on a timeline, to show which inventions made others possible, and to explain how customs and cultures can be influenced by whether a particular invention becomes available on a wider scale. Items which were invented many times over, such as combs, knives, and needles, will also be discussed. 

Toward the end of the class, students will take time to discuss possibilities for the future, based on extrapolation from the high-tech of today.

B. ORGANIZATION

Classes will be taught using a mix of lecture and discussion - the teacher will give background information and history, then answer student questions.

C. COURSE OBJECTIVES

1. To introduce students to the history and influence of various cultures and civilizations.

2. To help students to understand the ways in which discoveries and inventions have influenced history.

3. To generally inform students about neat inventions they might not normally think of as world-changing. 

D. COURSE TOPICS

Note: These are not in any particular order. Subjects will be grouped roughly into categories according to civilization of origin, time period, purpose and effect.

1. Fire

2. Cooking Utensils

3. Manmade Shelters

4. Clothing

5. Tools for Manipulating the Environment

6. Animal Husbandry

7. Concrete Language

8. Protocols for Dealing with Outsiders

9. Ownership

10. Agriculture

11. Permanent Shelters

12. Ways of Making Resources Last Longer

13. Ways of Storing Food

14. Storytelling and Legends

15. Religion

16. Concrete Art

17. Metalworking

18. Cities

19. Written Language

20. Mesopotamia

21. Codified Laws

22. Roads

23. Wheels

24. Chariots

25. Writing Material that would Last

26. Contracts

27. Systemic Education

28. The Egyptians

29. Courts & Justice System

30. Papyrus

31. Irrigation

32. Locks

33. Medicine

34. Birth Control

35. Number System involving Fractions

36. Calendar

37. The Mayans

38. First Calendar in Western Hemisphere

39. Water Reservoirs

40. Zero

41. The Incans

42. Terrace Farming

43. Spies

44. The Chinese

45. Compass

46. Crossbows

47. Gunpowder

48. Blast Furnace

49. Rudder

50. Paper Money

51. Soil Management

52. The Romans

53. Glass Blowing

54. Sanitation

55. Aqueducts

56. Mining

57. Reaping machine

58. Surgery & Specially Designed Surgical Instruments

59. Modern Civilization

60. Plastics

61. Interchangeable Parts

62. Windmills

63. Pasteurization

64. Penicillin (and other Antibiotics)

65. Vaccines

66. Refrigeration

67. Sugar

68. Water Purification System

69. Electricity

70. Electric Lighting

71. Bound Books

72. Combustion Engine

73. Computers

74. Coding Languages

75. Microchip

76. Insecticides

77. Human Rights as an Ideal

78. Canned Goods

79. .... Followed Closely by Can Openers

80. Rigorous Study in the Hard Sciences

81. Positron Emission Tomography

82. Space Program

E. CLASSROOM RULES OF CONDUCT

1. Questions are encouraged. Raise your hand; I will try to hurry up and finish my thought and then address your question. If I'm in the middle of a paragraph or in the middle of a complicated idea, I may make you wait a minute or two, but I'll get to you eventually.

2. If you need to use the restroom or get a drink of water, go ahead. No need to ask.

3. You know how to act in classrooms – general good manners go a long way, so please be respectful of the instructor and your fellow students. It's fine to disagree (even vehemently) but please be polite during discussions. And elsewhen, for that matter.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE

First Class: Fire – Making History By Making Us Human

Second Class: Early Technology

Third Class: Civilizations and the Discoveries they Made

Fourth Class: Inventions around the World

Fifth Class: Inventions from the 1400s Onward

Sixth Class: Discoveries that Changed How We Look at the World

Seventh Class: New Technologies from the 19th Century Onward

Eighth Class: Where We Have Been, and Where are We Going?

Course Description:

In this age of rapidly advancing computer technology and microgadgets, it can be difficult to put the technology and societies of yesteryear into context. Just how developed was Roman society compared to ancient Egyptian or Mayan society? What fundamental discoveries and inventions changed the course of history - and which of today’s discoveries will shape the societies of tomorrow? 

To answer these questions, we’ll take a look at the developments that changed the world - from the horse collar and metal tools to the steamboat and positron emission tomography - and make some educated guesses about the world we’ll be living in twenty years from now.

