
CASE STUDIES IN SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY, FALL 2020 

 

This course will be a combination of lecture and seminar taking advantage of zoom technology. 

We will begin the course with a discussion of the differences between science and technology 

and consider appropriate criteria for what we take as successful science and successful 

technology. One of the repeated themes in the course is that technology makes progress by 

learning from failures, while science builds on successes. We should also note that there is an 

important overlap: Technology contributes to scientific progress, and science contributes to 

technological success. As we are well aware, not everything goes as planned. Failures in 

technology are expensive and often deadly while bad science and pseudoscience can contribute 

to a dysfunctional society and the closing of minds. Our case-studies examples are chosen to 

highlight the interaction of both science and technology within society.  

Case studies of technology failure will include the Tacoma Narrows bridge collapse and other 

bridge failures and their causes; Chernobyl and other nuclear accidents; and the Haber/Bosch 

process with its initial failure on scale-up. It is sometimes said that good judgment comes from 

experience, and experience comes from poor judgment. 

Case studies of science failure include Cold Fusion and the rush to patent (bad science); 

Velikovsky’s Worlds in Collision (pseudoscience); and Lysenko’s agricultural ideas and the 

resulting starvation in the Soviet Union and China (political control of science). What criteria 

should be applied to differentiate science from pseudoscience and what drives the popularity 

of pseudoscience? These and other questions will be touched upon in this course. 

Participants will have the opportunity to present and comment on other examples of science 

failure or technology failure as will be described in the notes that will accompany the course. 

No background in science or technology is required. 

 

 
Leader: Stuart Kurtz has an engineering/research background and studies philosophy of science 
and technology implications.  

 

Mondays: 1:00 – 3:00 p.m., 6 weeks: September 21 to November 2 (no class on September 28)  

 

Maximum: 20 seats  

 

 


