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HIS 327: Disasters in America—Fall 2005


Eastern Connecticut State University—Fall 2005

  American Disasters
Complete Guide to HIS 327
Tuesday afternoons, 4:00-6:45 PM, Webb Hall 216
    Instructor: Dr. Emil Pocock
                                                Office Hours
            Office: Webb 352                                                           Mon/Wed/Fri  1:00-2:00
           E-mail: pocock@easternct.edu
                                           Tu/Th  3:15-3:45
    Telephone: 465-4611                                             Friday (in the Library)  3:00-5:00

Class web page: http://www.easternct.edu/personal/faculty/pocock/his327.htm

Welcome to Disasters in America, an upper-level history class. This is your complete guide to the course.  Keep it and refer to it often.  A weekly syllabus of topics, readings, class activities, and due dates begins on page four.






Overview

Violent events of nature and human activities that have resulted in widespread physical destruction and death have always been part of American history. Hurricanes, tornados, earthquakes, and other natural events are only partly responsible for disasters. Human activity has often increased the devastating effects of these events, despite efforts to reduce the consequences of nature run rampant. In other cases, such as urban fires, industrial mishaps, and transportation accidents, human negligence, carelessness, or mismanagement alone have largely been responsible.

This course lays a foundation for inquiry into the meaning and significance of a variety of disasters in the United States by surveying their obvious characteristics, including underlying causes, preparation, destruction, relief, recovery, and long-term responses. On a deeper level, the study of disasters provides an interesting way to reveal underlying values that characterize American society. People under duress often act upon their basic beliefs in a direct and unequivocal manner that might not be so evident under normal circumstances. A man who saves his business papers from a fire before rescuing his children, to take an extreme example, unwittingly reveals what he values most. Thus the course will pay special attention to religion, science, technology, social class, economic interests, individualism, community, risk tolerance, and other activities that carry similar social and cultural meanings. 

Class time is divided among lecture, discussion, and video showings. Reading includes three books and half-a-dozen or so articles. Course grades are based on several short essays in response to required readings, a research paper, two exams, class attendance and discussion. You should already have taken some basic college-level US history courses and ideally have completed HIS 200, Research and Writing, before attempting this course.

With a final grade of C or better, this course satisfies a major elective requirement for the History, History/American Studies, and History and Social Sciences majors. 
REQUIREMENTS

Required readings include two books plus articles from a third book and handed out in class. See the list below and the syllabus for the schedule of readings. All required reading for the week must be completed by class time on Tuesdays. Give yourself plenty of time to finish the readings by the due dates. The books are on sale in the university bookstore and can be purchased new and used from other booksellers. All four should be purchased immediately. They are:

Stephen Biel, ed. American Disasters (New York University Press)
David McCullough, The Johnstown Flood (Simon & Schuster)

Denise Gess and William Lutz, Firestorm at Peshtigo  (Henry Holt)

Take notes on the videos and otherwise treat them as you would readings. 
Videos are difficult to make up any if you miss a showing. In addition, take a look at some of the external disaster world-wide web sites linked to the class web page.

Written work includes several papers and two essay exams. Five short essays of three pages or so each are designed to be answered primarily from the required readings and class discussion. Complete instructions will distributed in class. Late papers are not welcome. If you have problems getting any paper done on time, contact me immediately. An original research essay of ten pages or so is due at the end of the semester.  Specific instructions will be distributed in class early in the semester. A mid-term and final examinations are planned.  Study questions will be discussed ahead of time. 

The minimum requirements to pass the course are: (1) write all five essays;  (2) write a research papers; (3) take the two exams. (4) attend class regularly and participate in discussions; (5) earn at least 40 points.

       The maximum number of points are:                            

       Five short papers (5 points each)                25

       Research essay


                                        25

       Mid-term examination                                 15

       Final examination                                        25
       Attendance and class participation             10

       Total possible                                              100

     

   Grading scale:

         A  85-100
         B  70-84
         C  55-69
         D  40-54
         F     0-39

POLICIES

Attendance is required for all class meetings and courtesy requires coming to class on time. Latecomers may not be admitted. Absences are entirely your responsibility. If you are absent, keep up with your readings and get notes from a reliable classmate. You may always discuss any special problems with me during office hours. Excessive absences will hurt your final grade.

Make-up exams or some other appropriate substitute may be given when you miss an examination period for extraordinary reasons beyond your control, such as a debilitating accident or serious illness.  Get word to me before the exam that you will be absent.  You may send an e-mail, leave a message on my voice mail, write a short note and deliver it to my office mailbox, or have a friend or relative do any of these things.  You must then see me as soon as you return to class to discuss what shall be done about the missed exam.  Discuss other conflicts with scheduled exams well ahead of time for any possible consideration. Quizzes and other in-class work cannot be made up for any reason. 

Please turn off all electronic devices, including radios, music players, personal digital assistants, beepers and cell phones, and put them out of sight.  The only exception is a notebook computer that you are using to take notes.  If you have some compelling reason to have any other electronic device turned on during class, discuss it with me first.

Academic dishonesty, including all forms of plagiarism, is a serious matter and will not be tolerated. Academic dishonesty includes using or giving unauthorized help during in-class quizzes and exams or submitting substantially the same paper in more than one course. Plagiarism is simply using someone else's words or ideas as if they were your own creation, no matter what the source. Rules about plagiarism are not intended to prevent you from incorporating ideas you learn from reading, lectures, or discussions into your examinations and papers, but you must be careful.  Show evidence that you have absorbed borrowed ideas by reformulating them in your own words.  In formal papers, footnotes or other forms of reference may be required to cite your sources of information. 

Written work that shows any evidence of plagiarism receives a zero, no matter what other merits it may have. Plagiarizers are likely fail the course as well. The University imposes its own additional penalties for academic dishonesty, including suspension, even for a first offense. Check the Student Handbook for details.

Office hours are an open invitation to discuss anything about the course, studying, writing, and any other concerns about college. Feel free to stop by during office hours to talk with me anytime during the semester.  A special appointment is not needed unless you cannot make any of the regular times. 

If you are a student with a disability and believe you will need special accommodations for this class, it is your responsibility to contact Dr Pamela Starr in the Office of AccessAbility Services immediately.  Accommodations based on a disability can be provided only with a prior letter from that office.

WEEKLY SYLLABUS

The week 
Topic 
starting 
Underlying issues

Mondays
Featured Disasters 



Readings and Due dates

Aug. 30
Introduction



What are Disasters?



Disaster Typology


Read: Biel, “Introduction” in Biel, 1-8
Sept. 6
Colonial Disasters



Religion, science, and pragmatism



European diseases



New England earthquakes



Caribbean hurricanes



Read: Mulcahy, “‘A Tempestuous Spirit Called Hurri Cano’: Hurricanes and Colonial Society in the British Greater Caribbean” in Biel, 11-38
Sept. 13
Short paper #1 on colonial disasters due

Sept. 13
Earthquakes



Denial and rebuilding



New Madrid, 1811-12



San Francisco, 1906 April 18



Read: Steinberg, “Smoke and Mirrors: The San Francisco Earthquake and Seismic Denial,” in Biel, 103-28

Sept. 20
Hurricanes



The good life on the beach?



Galveston, Texas, 1900 Sept. 8


South Florida, 1926 Sept. 11-22



Lake Okeechobee, Florida, 1928 Sept. 6-20



New England, 1938 Sept. 10-22


Read: Bixel, “‘It Must Be Made Safe’: Galveston, Texas, and the 1900 Storm,” in Biel, 223-46



“The Hurricane of ‘38” (video)
Sept. 27
Short paper #2 on the 1938 hurricane due

Sept. 27
Epidemics



Flight



Yellow Fever, Philadelphia, summer 1793


Cholera, New York, summers 1832 and 1849



Influenza, nationwide, fall 1918


Read: Arcari, “The 1918 Influenza Epidemic in Connecticut” 

Oct. 4

Blizzards and Tornadoes



Technological society brought down



Blizzards of 1888


Superstorm, East Coast, 1993 March 12-14



Tri-State Tornado, Missouri to Indiana, 1925 March 18


Super Tornado Outbreak, Midwest, 1974 April 3-4


No readings         

Oct. 11
Midterm exam

Oct. 18 
Floods



Control of nature



Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 1889 May 31


Mississippi River, 1927 March-April



Mississippi River, 1993 June-August


Read: McCullough, The Johnstown Flood
Oct. 25
Short paper #3 on the Johnstown flood due

Oct. 25
Climate Extremes



Beyond human control?



Year Without a Summer, nationwide, 1816 


Dust Bowl, Great Plains, 1934-35



Heat Wave, Midwest, 1995 July 13-20
Nov. 1
Forest Fires



Nature responds to exploitation and management



Peshtigo, Wisconsin, 1871 Oct. 8-14



Cloquet, Minnesota, 1918 Oct. 13-15


Yellowstone Park, Wyoming, 1988 August-September


Read: Gess and Lutz, Firestorm at Peshtigo
Nov. 8

Short paper #4 due on the Peshtigo fire

Nov. 8 
Individual Building Fires



Death traps



Iroquois Theater, Chicago 1903 Dec. 30


Coconut Grove, Boston, 1942 Nov. 28



Ringling Brothers Circus, Hartford, 1944 July 6



Beverley Hills Supper Club, Southgate, Kentucky, 1977 May 28


No readings

Nov. 15
Urban Fires



Social class



Charleston, South Carolina, 1740 Nov. 18


Chicago, 1871 October 8-9


Oakland-Berkeley, California, 1991 Oct. 20


Read: Naylor, “Responding to the Fire: The Work of the Chicago Relief and Aid Society”  (handout)

Nov. 22
Short paper #5 on the Chicago fire due

Nov. 22
Ecological Disasters



Exploitation and pollution



Love Canal, Buffalo, 1978


Exxon Valdez, Prince William Sound, Alaska, 1989 Spring


Read: Birkland, “The Exxon Valdez in the American Imagination,” in Biel, 382-402
Nov. 29
Industrial Disasters



The capitalists’ calculus



Coal mine fires and explosions, 1900-1913



Triangle Shirtwaist Co., New York, 1911 March 25



Imperial Foods, Hamlet North Carolina, 1991 Sept. 3


Read: Rozario, “What Comes Down Must Go Up: Why Disasters Have Been Good for American Capitalism,” in Biel, 172-102

Dec. 6

Research papers due—last day of class

Dec. 6

Transportation



Calculated risks of everyday life



Steamships


Trains



Airliners



Read: Labaree, “‘Nothing Ends Here’: Managing the Challenger Disaster,” in Biel, 197-222
Dec. 13
Final exam 4:00 PM

