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Not far from where the Cuyahoga River empties
into Lake Erie, the History of Science Society’s
annual meeting took place in the classic Renais-
sance Cleveland Hotel from 3 to 6 November
2011. Meetings of the Society for the History of
Technology and the Society for the Social Stud-
ies of Science took place (or, in conference
metaphysics, “were co-located”) at nearby ho-
tels. The easily manageable distances between
the three meetings afforded a tour of downtown
Cleveland’s stunning architecture—an enduring
legacy of civic pride. The HSS meeting had 614
registered attendees, while SHOT and 4S had
344 and 1,115 attendees, respectively.

On Thursday afternoon the three societies
came together for a timely, well-attended joint
plenary on “Dealing with Disasters: Perspec-
tives on Fukushima from the History and Social
Studies of Science and Technology,” with pre-
sentations from Spencer Weart (HSS), Gabrielle
Hecht (SHOT), and Hugh Gusterson (4S). In a
superlative display of restraint and profession-
alism, all the speakers and the commentator,
Yuko Fujigaki, offered succinct and sobering
cross-sections of how our complementary fields
can illuminate the post-tsunami nuclear catastro-
phe in Japan. The speakers left plenty of time to
reflect while walking over to the Great Lakes
Science Center for a stunning reception, ar-
ranged by the local organizing committee. The
plenary exemplified the two overriding charac-
teristics of this HSS meeting: high standards of
scholarship and a tremendous concern for how
our field intersects with “the real world.”

First, to the scholarship, on fine display
throughout the conference. The first session
listed on the program for Friday morning was
entitled “Defending Science against Standard-
ization,” and that could just as well encapsulate

the tenor of the sessions throughout the meeting.
If the presentations, which spanned the Comtean
gamut from astronomy to the social sciences, from
antiquity to an email from last April, and ranged
across all corners of the globe, are any indication,
historians of science are in no danger of becoming
standardized. Unless members cease to submit
such interesting abstracts, no planning could pre-
clude the perennial problem: which session to at-
tend when pulled in umpteen directions. Engage
with Robert Westman’s magnum opus? Explore
the conjunction of history of science and media
studies? Plumb the Antikythera mechanism? Re-
call the highs and lows of the FDA amid tales of
regulatory capture? Explore 1960s countercul-
ture or mail-order science? Throw up one’s
hands in a Kahnemanian muddle and head off to
the book room? Sessions braided through this
HSS “provincialized” Europe and North Amer-
ica: sessions on South Asian science, the circu-
lation of scientists to Latin America, and the
cultivation of indigo in India and Jamaica—as
well as a discussion of Chinese theories of the
body in the first session sponsored by the new
FHSAsia interest group. Another session sought
to correct “the terrestrial bias” of the history of
science by turning to moving laboratories and
observatories on the ocean. Silvan (“Sam”)
Schweber presented the Distinguished Lecture,
drawing from his long-awaited biography of
Hans Bethe. “Models, Machines, and Material-
ities,” sponsored by the Forum for the History of
the Mathematical Sciences, sparked excited
buzz. Even sessions in the dreaded Sunday
morning time slot drew sizable crowds. And all
this with two other conferences happening just
blocks away.

An experiment to try to nudge a “co-located”
meeting into more of a “joint” meeting was
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undertaken with SHOT, with three panels from
that conference appearing on the HSS program
and five of our sessions appearing on theirs.
Foot traffic among all three hotels—and often
through the “Occupy Cleveland” protest—was
substantial.

The second theme, engagement with the pres-
ent day, was omnipresent. Of concern to every
member of the Society is the future of the his-
tory of science as an academic field. While ev-
ery HSS meeting confronts the difficult job mar-
ket, this year such concerns figured prominently
in regular sessions, as well as in every lunch slot,
with numerous presentations on publishing, public
engagement, and networking (as well as a syllabus
workshop on Thursday afternoon sponsored by the
Women’s Caucus). One fine discussion, sponsored
by the Committee on Education, concerned peda-
gogically robust—and institutionally pragmatic—
approaches to integrating history of science
within STEM more generally in a time of deep
pressure on the humanities and the social sci-
ences. A session sponsored by the Graduate
Caucus stressed the importance of practical
strategies and of working at state and local lev-
els, not just in the D.C. beltway. A wonderful
presentation of a middle schooler’s website
about Copernicus served as a powerful reminder

both of what brought us into the material and of
that material’s power when taught well. “Public
engagement,” in various guises, crept into the
intellectual components of the program as well,
with a large number of sessions on regulation
and policy, rendering the bifurcation between
the two themes presented here more than a little
artificial.

Many people deserve thanks for making this
2011 meeting possible: Jay Malone and Gregory
Macklem at the HSS office, for coordinating the
14812 different components, from LCD projec-
tors to coffee cups, necessary to pull off a meet-
ing like this so the rest of us don’t have to think
about it; Molly Berger and Alan J. Rocke, local
arrangements co-chairs, and the rest of their
team on the Local Arrangements Committee, for
their extraordinary efforts; the plethora of local
staff who made sure the LCD projectors worked,
the coffee was there (even if it didn’t make it to
the fourth floor every time), the book exhibit
was up and running, and the Internet was func-
tioning, along with many more silent victories;
and all those who came and made this meeting
such a success.

MICHAEL D. GORDIN

MATTHEW L. JONES

For the Program Committee

HSS PRIZES FOR 2011

NATHAN REINGOLD PRIZE

The Reingold Prize Committee unanimously se-
lected “Fighting Chance: The Science of Prob-
ability and the Forecast Controversy between
the Blue Hill Meteorological Observatory and
the U.S. Signal Service, 1884–1890,” by James
H. Bergman (Harvard University), as the winner
of the 2011 Nathan Reingold Prize for the best
unpublished article by a graduate student. En-
gagingly written and finely textured, Bergman’s
essay details the history of the struggle between
the Blue Hill Meteorological Observatory and
the U.S. Signal Service in the late 1880s. Favor-
ably placed on the highest land in eastern Mas-
sachusetts, the Blue Hill Observatory, under
chief meteorologist Henry Helm Clayton, had
an unobstructed view of the horizon within a
twenty-five-mile radius and effectively relied on
local weather patterns. “Fighting Chance” offers
a detailed narrative that relies on both published
and unpublished sources, displaying a firm com-
mand of the current secondary literature and
historiographic issues; the result is a work that
successfully addresses different audiences: his-

torians of late nineteenth-century science, of
weather forecasting, and of probability, as well
as the broader community of historians of sci-
ence interested in amateur science and the role
of maps, tables, and images. Unlike earlier “con-
troversy studies” that identify winners and los-
ers and in which a resolution occurs, “Fighting
Chance” shows readers the struggles to define
what counted as a successful weather prediction.
The issue was not simply to provide more and
more detailed and accurate solutions to partial
differential equations, but to navigate the com-
plex interplay between the visual and the numer-
ical, the theoretical and the practical, the local
and the global.

DOMENICO BERTOLONI MELI (Chair)
RICHARD KREMER

GEORGINA MONTGOMERY

JOSEPH H. HAZEN EDUCATION PRIZE

Pamela Henson, this year’s winner of the Joseph
H. Hazen Education Prize for excellence in the
teaching of history of science, is Director of the
Institutional History Division at the Smithsonian
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