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Industrial Physics and Insurgent 
Futures 
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Description 

Basic course information 

Moodle Web site: 
https://moodle.ucl.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7498 

Credits: 15 (contributing 15/180 to degree) 

Assessment: Coursework (5,000 words) - 100% 

Required texts: See reading list 

Course tutor(s): Dr Jenny Bulstrode 

Contact: j.bulstrode@ucl.ac.uk 

Web: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sts/people/dr-jenny-bulstrode 

Term: 

Teaching session: 

Term 1  

Fridays 11:00-12:00 BST 

 
 

 

Modern science was invented in the late eighteenth and earlier nineteenth centuries 
together with many of the most urgent problems in today’s society, from 
anthropogenic climate change to systemic global inequalities. As such, historians of 
nineteenth science and technology should be uniquely skilled to analyse the most 
important problems in today’s globalized and technocratic society. This course is 
concerned with developing those skills by reframing canonical analyses of late 
eighteenth and earlier nineteenth century science with the critical insights of radical 
and decolonising traditions. Among other examples, African and Afro-Caribbean 
metallurgy and industrial innovation in particular pose a challenge: might alternative, 
insurgent histories of industry and innovation offer an alternative physics and, with it, 
an alternative future? 
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Schedule 
  

Date 
(UCL week) 

Lecture title Core question(s) 

9 October 
(6) 

Introduction 
General introduction to outline the course aims 

and learn about your interests 

16 October 
(7) 

Age of revolutions 
How did the insurgent uprisings of the Black 

Atlantic shape modern science? 

23 October 
(8) 

The colonial character of 
objectivity 

Whose interests did/does the ‘view from nowhere’ 
serve? 

30 October 
(9) 

The physics factory 
In what ways was modern physics a science of 

extreme labour extraction? 

6 November 
(10) 

‘Who lit this fire?’ 
To what extent were anthropogenic climate 

change and modern physics co-produced? Is it 
anthropocene or capitalocene? 

   

20 November 
(12) 

Emergent Mapping 
How can differing knowledge systems, differing 

ways of mapping, work together without one 
being subsumed or distorted by the other? 

27 November 
(13) 

Metallurgy and cannibal 
metaphysics  

Should they be integrated? Or does the 
capitalocene necessitate radical alternatives? 

4 December 
(14) 

Insurgent innovation 
In what ways does the Black radical tradition 

present a crucial theoretical framework for the 
capitalocene? 

11 December 
(15) 

Assessment guidance & 
primary sources 

 How can we start to analyse these sources with 
the course aims and objectives in mind? 

18 December 
(16) 

Student-led presentations Peer and staff feedback  

 



 

 

Module structure 
 

LECTURES:  

• please view the video(s) (slide+audio) for each week, made available on Moodle.  

• a full transcript is provided together with the video.  

READINGS: 

• read the essential readings for the week (listed below). 

• the lecture transcript provides optional additional readings in footnotes/bibliography. 

SELF STUDY GROUP:  

• you will be allocated to a self-study group of 4 students (organised by time zone if 
necessary).  

• each self study group will choose a different student rapporteur each week.  

• discuss questions arising from the lecture and readings. Agree key issues, questions to 
be raised and points to be reported to the plenary seminar.  

• the week’s rapporteur compiles and the group edits and approves a one-page summary 
Word document shared on the MS Teams self study group channel. 

• before the seminar the week’s rapporteur posts the one-page summary Word document 
on the course Moodle site for access by the whole class and staff. 

SEMINAR, FRIDAYS 11:00-12:00 BST:  

• each rapporteur presents for their self study group. 

• presentations are followed by staff-moderated whole class discussion. 

Q&A FORUM:  

• there will be a forum on Moodle where you can post and answer student queries and 
comments.  

• this will be periodically light-touch moderated by staff, but not monitored on a daily 
basis. 

STUDENT-LED PRESENTATIONS: 

• The ‘Assessment guidance & primary sources’ lecture will provide the information and 
materials necessary for students to begin to develop their own essay argument. 

• Students research and prepare individual 5-minute presentations, to be recorded and 
uploaded onto Moodle on Wednesday 16 December. 

• Each student is assigned 5 other students’ presentations to watch and prepare 
feedback for whole class group discussion in the live seminar (Friday 18 December).  

 



 

 

 

 

Assignments: 
 

• The assignment is a single 5,000 word essay.  
 

• Students are supported to choose their own essay question, identify relevant primary 
sources and develop their own independent argument and analyses. 

 

• They will use this essay to showcase their mastery of one or more of the course objectives 
(listed below).  

 

Deadline: 
 
Wednesday, 6th January 2021 

 

Specific Criteria for Assessment for this Module: 
 

• Essay must demonstrate clear evidence of one or more of the course objectives. 
 

• Essay must develop independent or original lines of argument.  
 

• Full guidance will be provided in the dedicated ‘Assessment guidance’ seminar, as well 
as guidance on how to make best use of the ‘Student-led presentations’ seminar as an 
opportunity to develop an original argument and get feedback. 

 
  

  
  
  

  



 

 

Aims & objectives 
 
This is a Masters-level module in the history of science and technology. It is concerned with 
developing the critical relevance of 19th C history of science and technology to present-day global 
challenges. Mapping and the origins of modern physics – collectively known as the “survey 
sciences” - are developed and challenged with the central concerns of racial capitalism, 
decolonization, anthropogenic climate change and indigenous and diaspora knowledge systems.  

Aims 

The course content aims to: 

• Introduce canonical literature in radical theoretical frameworks.  

• Show the urgent necessity of those radical theoretical frameworks. 

• Use those radical perspectives to open up new lines of research. 

Objectives  

By the end of this course students should be able to: 

• Appreciate the central importance of the insurgent uprisings of the Black Atlantic in 
shaping modern science and modernity in general. 

• Understand the colonial origins and character of the ‘view from nowhere’ knowledge ideal 
epitomized in geospatial mapping. 

• Understand the role of extreme forms of labour extraction and fossil fuel capital in the 
origins of modern physics and of anthropogenic climate change.  

• Apply critical awareness of the above objectives to appreciate the necessity of 
decolonizing and insurgent theoretical frameworks. 

• Apply critical awareness of the above objectives to take a revisionary look at canonical 
case studies. 

• Apply critical awareness of the above objectives to identify and begin to develop new or 
marginalized lines of research.  

 



 

 

 

Reading list* 
 
*additional readings are found in the lecture transcript footnotes/bibliography 
 

Background Reading: 
 

• C.L.R. James, 2001, The Black Jacobins, Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San Domingo 
Revolution, London: Penguin. [if not available contact j.bulstrode@ucl.ac.uk] 

• Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, (2000), 
The University of the North Carolina Press. [ebook] 

 

Essential Reading: 
 
9 October: Introduction. 
 

• Robin D. G. Kelley,2017.’What did Cedric Robinson mean by racial capitalism?’ Boston 
Review, article 

• Eve Tuck & K. Wayne Yang, 2012, Decolonization is not a metaphor, Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education & Society, Vol.1, No.1, 1-40. [article] 

 
16 October: Age of revolutions. 
How did the insurgent uprisings of the Black Atlantic shape modern science? 
 

• Hilary Beckles, 1997, ‘Capitalism, Slavery and Caribbean Modernity.’ Callaloo 20.4: 777-
89 [article] 

• Andrew Cunningham & Perry Williams, 1993, ‘De-Centring the ‘Big Picture’: The Origins 
of Modern Science” and the Modern Origins of Science’, The British Journal for the History 
of Science, 26, 4, 407-32 [article] 

• Laurent DuBois, 2004, ‘Chapter 5: The Arrival of Emancipation’, A Colony of Citizens: 
Revolution & Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787-1804 Chapel Hill: North 
Carolina, 155-168, [ebook] 

 
23 October: The colonial character of objectivity. 
Whose interests did/does the ‘view from nowhere’ serve? 
 

• Anne Godleswska, 1995, ‘Map, Text and Image. The Mentality of Enlightened 
Conquerors: A New Look at the Description de l’Egypte,’ Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, Vol. 20, No. 1, 5-28. [article] 

• Bruno Latour, 1986, ‘Visualisation and Cognition: Drawing Things Together’, in H.Kuklick 
(ed) Knowledge and Society in the Sociology of Culture Past and Present, Jai Press, vol. 
6, pp.1-40. chapter 

• David Turnbull, 1996, "Cartography and Science in Early Modern Europe: Mapping the 
Construction of Knowledge Spaces." Imago Mundi 48.1, 5-24 [article] 

 
30 October: The physics factory. 
In what ways was modern physics made a science of extreme labour extraction? 
 

• Students are asked to keep in mind the Hilary Beckles, 1997, ‘Capitalism, Slavery and 
Caribbean Modernity’ [article], and specifically Beckles’s reference to the plantation as 
the “factory in the field” pp.778-9. The lecture transcript footnotes/bibliography offer 

mailto:j.bulstrode@ucl.ac.uk
https://libcom.org/files/Black%20Marxism-Cedric%20J.%20Robinson.pdf
http://bostonreview.net/race/robin-d-g-kelley-what-did-cedric-robinson-mean-racial-capitalism
https://clas.osu.edu/sites/clas.osu.edu/files/Tuck%20and%20Yang%202012%20Decolonization%20is%20not%20a%20metaphor.pdf
https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/1klfcc3/TN_cdi_gale_infotracacademiconefile_A20637504
https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/1klfcc3/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1017_S0007087400031447
https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/5qfvbu/UCL_LMS_DS51291538570004761
https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/1klfcc3/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_2307_622722
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further readings on Caribbean enslavement as the basis, model and focus of 19th century 
British steam engineering and observatory science. 

• Simon Schaffer, 2008, "Astronomers Mark Time: Discipline and the Personal Equation." 
Science in Context 2.1: 115-45. [article] 

• Norton M. Wise and Crosbie Smith, 1989, "Work and Waste: Political Economy and 
Natural Philosophy in Nineteenth Century Britain (II)." History of Science 27.4 391-449. 
[article]. 

 
6 November: ‘Who lit this fire?’ 
To what extent were anthropogenic climate change and modern physics co-produced? Is it 
anthropocene or capitalocene? 

 

• Anyaa Anim-Addo, 2011, “A Wretched and Slave-like Mode of Labor:” Slavery, 
Emancipation, and the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company’s Coaling Stations, Historical 
Geography, Vol. 39, 65-84, [article] 

• Andreas Malm, 2016, “Who Lit This Fire? Approaching the History of the Fossil 
Economy.” Critical Historical Studies 3.2, 215-48. [article] 

• Andreas Malm, 2013, “The Origins of Fossil Capital: From Water to Steam in the British 
Cotton Industry.” Historical Materialism 21.1, 15-68. [article]. 

 
20 November: Emergent mapping. 
How can differing knowledge systems, differing ways of mapping, work together without one 
being subsumed or distorted by the other? 

 

• Marshall Sahlins, 1988, ‘Cosmologies of Capitalism: the trans-pacific sector of ‘the world 
system’ Proceedings of the British Academy, LXXIV, 1-51, [article] 

• David Turnbull, 2007, “Maps Narratives and Trails: Performativity, Hodology and 
Distributed Knowledges in Complex Adaptive Systems – an Approach to Emergent 
Mapping.” Geographical Research, 45.2. 140-49. [article] 

• David Turnbull & Helen Watson with the Yolngu community at Yirrkala, 2008, Maps are 
territories: Science is an Atlas, Inventive Labs. [ebook]. 

 
27 November: Metallurgy and cannibal metaphysics. 
Should they be integrated? Or does the capitalocene necessitate radical alternatives? 
 

• Bruno Latour, 2009, "Perspectivism: Type or Bomb." Anthropology Today 25.2: 1-2. 
[article]. 

• Eduardo Viveiros De Castro, 1998, "Cosmological Deixis and Amerindian 
Perspectivism." The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 4.3: 469-88 [article]. 

• Candice Goucher, 2014, ‘Chapter 6: Rituals of iron in the Black Atlantic World in 
Ogundiran, Saunders, Ogundiran, Akinwumi, and Saunders, Paula V. (eds) Materialities 
of Ritual in the Black Atlantic, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, pp.108-
124.[ebook] 

 
4 December: Insurgent innovation 
In what ways does the Black radical tradition present a crucial theoretical framework for the 
capitalocene? 
 

• Candice L. Goucher, 2013, "Iron Sails the Seas: A Maritime History of African Diaspora 
Iron Technology." Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies: 
Knowledge Transfer, Product Exchange, and Human Networks in the Circum-Caribbean 
38.2: 179-96. [article] 

https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/1klfcc3/TN_cdi_datacite_primary_10_1017_s026988970000051x
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https://ucl-new-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/1klfcc3/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1080_08263663_2014_959397


 

 

• Robin D.G. Kelley, ‘Foreword’ in Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the 
Black Radical Tradition, (2000), The University of the North Carolina Press. pp. xi-xxvi 
[ebook] 

 
11 December: Assessment Guidance & primary sources 
 

• To be announced 
 
 

https://libcom.org/files/Black%20Marxism-Cedric%20J.%20Robinson.pdf

