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ABSTRACT  

 

Industrial heritage sites are locations that exemplify both public memory and the rhetoric of 

technology. In this dissertation, I interpret three examples of industrial heritage sites to identify 

and characterize their common rhetorical features. Using Lowell National Historical Park, I 

identify how industrial heritage sites root their rhetoric in the technological sublime. Using the 

National Museum of Industrial History, I describe how industrial heritage sites invite their guests 

to orient toward workersô experiences using textual, visual, and experiential displays. Finally, 

using Thomas Edison National Historical Park, I identify how industrial heritage sites situate 

sublime technology and guests-as-workers within a technocratic, national scene. With these three 

features considered, I then argue that industrial heritage sites, and thus the rhetoric of technology 

they invoke, can be understood as manifestations of what Jacques Ellul terms la technique. I 

conclude by suggesting an alternative way to recollect the technological past that draws upon 

virtue ethics.   
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Prologue: At the Confluence of Memory and Technology 
 

 ñThe most remarkable trend of modern thought . . . is an appreciation of the work done by those who have gone 

before. During this busy age of specialties in every profession, the active thinking men that can spare the time from 

bread-winning are engaged more or less in looking backward. Retrospection is surely the watchword of the modern 

philosopher. . . . In the world of applied science, no less than the domain of ideas, we must reverse our mental 

telescopes, if we would measure the glory of human achievement.ò  

John Elfrith Watkins, The Beginnings of Engineering, read before the American Society of Civil Engineers.1    

 

Memory and Technology 

These words, spoken and written by John Elfrith Watkins in 1891, were composed 

shortly before he became curator of mechanical technology at the National Museum in 

Washington D.C. Trained as an engineer and a one-time employee of the Pennsylvania Railroad, 

Watkins took more of an interest in history than most engineers of his time.2 As his sentiment in 

The Beginnings of Engineering shows, he was a firm believer in the ability of past technical 

achievements to inspire the future. Watkins worked hard during his time at the National Museum 

to legitimate the worth of putting technical artifacts on display for the public. At its core, the 

collection that Watkins drew together portrayed ñan inevitable upward march from trial and error 

empiricism to an ever-increasing application of scientific principles,ò thus providing ñan 

organizational framework for reconstructing the chain of events linking past to present.ò3 This 

type of teleological approach to the organization of technical artifacts strongly influenced 

Watkinsô curatorial heirs, who also arrived with engineering backgrounds and corporate 

connections. The most notable of these heirs is Carl W. Mitman. Mitmanôs goal was to convince 

the Smithsonian Board of Regents to expand the mechanical technology curatorship into a 

standalone National Museum of Engineering and Industry. His proposalôs many supporters 

hoped that such a museum would serve not only as a proclamation of the United Statesô post-
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WWI industrial strength but also as a ñtraining ground for future engineersò in which ñthe 

nationôs developing commercial and trade networkò would provide the basis for display.4 In 

short, the museum would use artifacts from the nationôs industrial past as a map with which to 

navigate its future.  

While Mitmanôs dream of a National Museum of Engineering and Industry never came to 

fruitionðderailed by financial restrictions and an exceedingly grand visionðtoday a range of 

industrial heritage sites that exhibit technologies from the nationôs past are scattered across the 

United States, fulfilling the same essential functions that Mitman envisioned during the 1930s. 

Yearly, these sites are visited by countless thousands of guestsðamong them school children, 

aspiring engineers, and those who generally wish to learn more about the United Statesô 

technological heritage. Administrated by the National Park Service, the Smithsonian, a variety of 

state and local agencies, and many private organizations, these sites demonstrate that the 

American public perceives the industrial past as something worthy of contemplation and 

preservation. The powerful reach of technology in the modern United States is also discernable 

here, as well as the nationôs propensity to look to its past when trying to understand the present 

and determine the future.  

A poignant reminder of recollected technologiesô power over the American 

consciousness is observable in the most recent election. In the months before November 2016, 

politicians jockeying for their chance at presidential power constantly invoked positive 

recollections of the technological past, drawing upon beliefs that large, technical systems and the 

labor associated with them possessed the power to reverse the nationôs economic misfortune. 

Then presidential candidate Donald J. Trumpôs campaign slogan ñMake America Great Againò 

is perhaps the best representation of how longing for an industrial past impacts political life. 
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Trumpôs pedaling of this slogan at struggling factories, mines, and other industrial sites across 

the country demonstrates how recollection of past industrial and technological prowess can 

impact policies and beliefs in the present. Inevitably, the logic goes, following the blueprint of 

successful technological planning in the past will lead to similar success in the present. It is 

suggested that a factory or coal mine brought back into production will  necessarily ensure a good 

life for all involved. While politicians like Trump are certainly not the gatekeepers of 

technological recollection, the rhetoric they release onto the political stage is rooted in and 

reinforced by the institutions that present industrial history to the public. Thus, national 

institutions of memory like the Smithsonian Institute, the National Park Service, and their 

employees, which play significant roles in preserving the nationôs industrial past, possess the 

ability to enable and resist national discourses that draw upon industrial history. The 

recollections these gatekeepers promote intertwine with other discoursesðpolitical or 

otherwiseðmanifesting in a spectrum of beliefs and practices, all of which inevitably are rooted 

in our collective understanding of the technological past. 

 Often, the publicôs first interactions with official memories of the technological past 

takes place at industrial heritage sites. Given their goal to recollect the past, the aspects of the 

past that they recollect, and this recollections impact on the present, industrial heritage sites sit at 

the confluence of two powerful phenomenaðboth of which have an impact on the character of 

American life: technology and public memory. Industrial heritage sitesô position at this 

confluence makes them important cultural institutions worthy of analysis. More than simple 

musings about the nationôs industrial past, recollections of the United Statesô industrial history 

that take place at its many industrial heritage sites are part and parcel of the nationôs collective 

memory. The work of Maurice Halbwachsðthe now well-known theorist of the notion of 
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collective memoryðshows how these recollections work in at least two ways. First, industrial 

recollections can come to influence social relations by impacting how individuals identify, 

interact with their families, and position themselves and their families within society.5 In this 

role, they might see a family identify as steelworkers and, as a result, influence that family to 

associate closely with other families that hold values associated with being a steelworker, or to 

relocate to a region traditionally associated with the trade. Second, industrial recollections impact 

technical and organizational activity insofar that they teach and root that activity in recollections 

of the past.6 Thus, the traditional activities performed in a line of work, how those individuals 

and groups perform those activities, and what an efficiently completed job looks like can be 

influenced by how we recollect similar activity from the past. In both scenarios, the recollection 

of the nationôs industrial past provides a framework of memory that helps us both ñlocate 

ourselves within the social framework,ò orient ourselves, and pass judgment in an increasingly 

technological and industrial world.7 The potential of frameworks of memory rooted in industrial 

heritage to impact identity and technical practices lends credence to Mitmanôs hope that such 

sites could provide guidance for the public about the origin of the United Statesô technological 

know-how and the future paths it might follow.  

William C. Kurlinkusô Nostalgic Design: Rhetoric, Memory, and Democratizing 

Technology lends credence to the idea that how technology is recollected can impact and guide 

the present. Here, Kurlinkus argues that nostalgia for past technological designs can become ña 

force for inclusive innovationò if it is used as ña tool for structuring conversations about 

inclusivity for those who seek truly human centered designs.ò8 In this view, the way in which the 

public recollects a technology can be used as a guide toward designing future products that they 

will readily accept. ñUnderstanding nostalgia as not only a love of the past that halts progress but 
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also as a resource for designers to listen carefully to the losses and longings of citizens who have 

been excluded from innovation,ò Kurlinkus argues, ñaffords designers a chance to think outside 

themselves for lost values [and] resources.ò9 Ultimately, this line of thought demonstrates how 

the manner in which we remember technology holds power over the types of technologies and 

designs that we use in the present. In many ways, Kurlinkusô argument is a modern echo of 

Mitmanôs hope that collective memories of technology can guide the present and further 

reinforces the need to attentively consider sites of places of public memory that concern 

technology like industrial heritage sites.  

Compounding the importance of industrial heritage as a component of the United Statesô 

collective memory is the rhetorical nature of both. Rhetoric, of course, is a far-reaching subject 

that is variously associated with persuasion, discourse, identity, materiality, design, myth, 

narrative and any combination of these therein. At its core, however, rhetoric can be understood 

as architectonicðresponsible for the organization of human thought and necessitating creative 

manifestation of what the public views as true to effect change.10 The form that rhetoric takesð

and the human interests involved in encouraging that formðexudes a powerful influence on 

public thought and praxis. Memoryôs status as rhetorical is at least as old as rhetoric itself, with 

the oft-told story of Simonidesô ill-fated dinner party rooting it firmly in the same Greek soil 

from which rhetoric sprouted. More contemporary takes on the rhetorical nature of memory color 

it as a complex, multifaceted phenomenon that intimately connects with public life. Of this, Greg 

Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian Ott provide probably the most thorough description, arguing 

that when it is considered rhetorical, we can assume that ñ1)  Memory is activated by present 

concerns, issues or anxieties; 2) memory narrates shared identities, constructing senses of 

communal belonging; 3) affect animates memory; 4) memory is partial, partisan, and thus often 
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contested; 5) memory relies on material/or symbolic supports; and 6) memory has a history.ò11 

Similarly, Kathryn Lafrenz Samuels shows that heritage broadlyðand industrial heritage 

specificallyðis rhetorical because of its capacity to mobilize the past in the present, allowing it 

to become ña standpoint, a performance, a metaphor, an ironic juxtaposition, an alternative 

vision, or a competing narrativeò in a range of social, political, and economic settings.12 In short, 

the rhetorical nature of collective memory and industrial heritage, in conjunction with their 

ability to impact technical activity and identity in industrial settings, suggests at least one avenue 

through which rhetoric can impact social practices that surround technology.    

The rhetorical nature of collective memory and industrial heritage make industrially 

oriented places of public memoryðlike Mitmanôs proposed National Museum of Engineering 

and Industryðlocations where recollections of the industrial past impact the technological 

present. This connection indicates the role that public memory itself plays in the rhetoric of 

technology, as this type of rhetoric is that which ñaccompanies technology and makes it 

possibleðthe rhetoric that makes technology fit in the world and the world fit in technology.ò13 

Because collective memory bears upon identity and technical activity, it is reasonable to assume 

that the form that it takesðwhat Halbwachs terms its ñframeworkòðplays a role in how the 

public perceives its relationship with industrialism and how the technologies of industrialism are 

designed and used. In this view, the intersection of rhetorically recollected memories about the 

United Statesô industrial past with contemporary anxieties, identity, the built environment, 

affective environments, and political concerns suggests to those who encounter that intersection 

particular beliefs and actions associated with industrialism. Moreover, because these suggested 

beliefs are claimed as heritage, and thus have intrinsic cultural value, it is easy to overlook their 

rhetorical selection and rhetorical ability to organize how we understand industrialism.14 In short, 
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it is easy to come to view the lessons imparted by industrial heritage sites as historical facts 

rather than rhetorical creations.  

Dissertation Goals and Chapter Layout 

Encouraged by the possible role of public memory in the rhetoric of technology and 

industrial heritageôs potential to exemplify this role, in the present dissertation I look to industrial 

heritage sites to explore the relationship between technology and public memory. Here, it is 

important to stress that I am not interested in modern technologyôs capacity to aid memoryð

although this is no doubt an exciting and vital line of inquiry. Instead, I am interested more in 

how collective, public recollections of technology can come to impact our relationship with 

technology in the present. By pursuing this line of inquiry, I hope to contribute to the rhetoric of 

technology by suggesting that public memory is at least one dimension through which our 

relationship with technology is constituted rhetorically. Importantly, making this argument 

requires that I bring together literature from the fields of rhetoric, memory studies, and 

technology studies. It is my firm belief that the confluence of this literature, when used in critical 

analysis, holds the potential to illuminate how memory rhetorically manifests to influence our 

relationship with technology. Despite the prominence of technological development in our 

decidedly technological society, I believe that this relationship is relatively overlooked.  

This dissertation accomplishes two goals. First, by using Lowell National Historical Park, 

the National Museum of Industrial History, and Thomas Edison National Historical Park as case 

studies, I demonstrate common rhetorical features of industrial heritage sites in the United States. 

Moreover, through showing these common rhetorical features, I articulate how they might 

construct and constrain the potential messages imparted to guests at industrial heritage sites. 

Second, I contextualize the rhetorical messages of these industrial heritage sites using literature 
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drawn from the rhetoric of technology, memory studies, and technology studies. By using the 

intersection of this literature to contextualize the rhetorical messages of industrial heritage sites, I 

show that public memory plays a role in how we perceive our relationship with technology. 

Moreover, I demonstrate that this intersection also shows how we might better understand the 

rhetoric of technology by considering it in relation to the theory of autonomous technologyða 

theoretical understanding of how technical logics come to permeate how we understand and 

interact with the world.  

To accomplish these goals, I have organized this dissertation into six chapters. In chapter 

one, I review relevant literature from the fields of the rhetoric of technology and memory studies. 

After defining the rhetoric of technology and providing it with a brief background, I am here 

mainly interested in demonstrating that public memory is one part of the rhetoric of technology. 

As well, I also draw from the literature of technology studies to define and provide a history of 

the theory of autonomous technology. In particular, I draw heavily upon the work of Jacques 

Ellul. I close the chapter by suggesting that the rhetoric of technology, when understood to 

encompass aspects of public memory, indicates at least one mechanism by which la techniqueð

a term at the heart of the theory of autonomous technologyðfunctions.   

In chapter two, I elaborate upon the methodological approach I use to interpret industrial 

heritage sites in chapters three, four, and five. Here, I pay particular attention to emerging 

methods of rhetorical fieldwork, as well as more traditional methods of rhetorical analysis that 

focus on textual and visual objects. Also, I justify the choice of Lowell National Historical Park, 

the National Museum of Industrial History, and Thomas Edison National Historical Park as my 

sites of analysis.  
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In chapter three, I begin my analysis of the rhetorical features of industrial heritage sites 

by turning to Lowell National Historical Park (LNHP). Using LNHP, I demonstrate how the 

rhetoric latent in the displays at and the material surroundings of industrial heritage sites 

typically roots its depiction of industrial technology in the technological sublime. I accomplish 

this demonstration through attention not only to the siteôs specific rhetorical features in displays 

but also to how such explicit rhetoric resonates with the built environment of Lowell in a manner 

that suggests industrial technology is necessary for the good life. Through doing so, I show how 

assumptions about the progressive potential of industrial technology assign blame for industrial 

decline to select higher-ups (for example, managers, owners, and technocrats) who are deemed to 

be unable to understand the needs of industrial technology. As well, I argue that the depiction of 

industrial technology as sublime and the assignment of blame to higher-ups posits a special 

relationship between workers and industrial technology. This relationship can be understood as 

similar to that between a shepherd and his flock, with both agents in the relationship providing 

benefit to one another so long as their relationship is not interfered with by outside forces. 

In chapter four, I turn my analysis of the rhetorical features of industrial heritage sites to 

the National Museum of Industrial History (NMIH). I argue that layered atop of industrial 

heritage sites depiction of industrial technology as sublime is a tendency to orient guests toward 

the experiences of workers. I show that experiential features of industrial heritage sites, coupled 

with their displays, recollect the industrial past in a manner that both privileges workersô history 

and suggests to guests that they imagine themselves as industrial workers. I argue that through 

orienting guests in this manner, industrial heritage sites further strengthen the assumption that a 

special relationship exists between workers and industrial technology. Moreover, I also contend 

that, by eliding the experiences of higher-ups, industrial heritage sites ultimately suggest to 
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guests that it is their heritage to be excluded from the process of technological innovation. I 

conclude by suggesting that recollecting the industrial past in a manner that excludes guests from 

choices about innovation further entrenches the autonomous nature of technology into society. 

In chapter five, I use Thomas Edison National Historical Park (TENHP) to demonstrate 

how guests-as-workersô relationship with sublime, industrial technology sits within a larger, 

idealized, technocratic industrial system. As well, I show that this site depicts this system as 

efficient as a result of the decisions made by competent higher-ups (as opposed to the 

incompetent higher-ups who are identified in chapter three). To do so, I pay particular attention 

to TENHPôs textual and visual displays, as well as to the siteôs use of in situ space, arguing that 

these components depict Thomas Edison as a technocrat who is rightfully in control of the 

industrial sceneðunlike the higher-ups depicted at LNHP. Drawing on Kenneth Burkeôs 

dramatistic pentad, I further show how TENHP depicts Edison as an agent whose characteristics 

determine the scene, while simultaneously depicting the public and workers as agents who are 

primarily impacted by the scene that Edison creates. Ultimately, I use TENHP to articulate 

further how industrial heritage siteôs positioning of guests as workers within an industrial system 

that necessitates technocratic control suggests to guests that they divorce themselves from the 

process of technological innovation. In other words, guests come to believe that innovation 

should be left to expert technocrats. 

In chapter six, I argue that the rhetorical characteristics I identify in the previous chapters 

suggest that the rhetoric of technology is related to the theory of autonomous technology. I 

contend that national industrial heritage sites recollect the industrial past in a manner that 

divorces guests from technological innovation and thereby affirms that this separation is, in fact, 

part of their national heritage. More specifically, I claim that what Ellul terms la technique is 
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claimed as national heritage. The reification of the widespread belief that only a select few 

individuals are qualified to make decisions about the course of technology reinforces capitalist 

logics that have guided the development of technology for over a century.  

In the epilogue, I conclude by suggesting potential strategies for using public memories 

of technology to encourage the democratization of technological innovation.
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Chapter One: Rhetoric, Memory, and the Theory of Autonomous 

Technology 
 

Introduction  

This chapter provides a review of the literature that is relevant to my forthcoming 

analysis of industrial heritage sites. It is composed of three main sections. In the first section, I 

review literature about the rhetoric of technology. I define the rhetoric of technology as well as 

identify trends in the field. In the second section, I review relevant literature from the field of 

memory studies. Through reviewing this literature, I demonstrate how public memory potentially 

is a component of the rhetoric of technology. Finally, I give a brief overview of the theory of 

autonomous technology. Here, I demonstrate how the rhetoric of technology, when understood to 

intersect with memory studies, provides depth to our understanding of the theory of autonomous 

technology, especially la technique. I conclude by suggesting that industrial heritage sites are 

one example of how the rhetoric of technology appropriates public memory in a manner relevant 

to the theory of autonomous technology and la technique.  

The Rhetoric of Technology 

In this section, I provide an overview of the rhetoric of technology scholarship to define it 

as a field and specify my dissertationôs contributions to it. While asking what it is that the 

rhetoric of technology refers to seems simple at face value, ñoffering a substantive answer to the 

question is challenging.ò1 Despite this, a variety of descriptions of the field exist. In the 

prologue, I have already alluded to Charles Bazermanôs definition of the rhetoric of technology, 

which suggests that it ñis the rhetoric that accompanies technology and makes it possibleðthe 

rhetoric that makes technology fit in the world and the world fit in technology.ò2 While 

Bazerman provides a concise and encompassing conception of the rhetoric of technology, his 
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conception is by no means the only one. Carolyn Miller proposes that the rhetoric of technology 

encompasses discourses about technology that emphasize practice and are anonymous, 

autonomous, and ubiquitous.3 Moreover, John Lynch and William Kinsella argue that ña 

rhetorical study of technology . . . is about how agency is reconfigured by the rhetorical 

strategies that attend the steps in inventing and disseminating a new technology.ò4 Together, 

these definitions suggest that the rhetoric of technology is a field concerned with how 

deliberation about technology occurs, how it is justified, how the public is taught to use it, and 

how it becomes an accepted and unquestioned part of daily life. More succinctly, the rhetoric of 

technology contains discourses that impact how the social practices that surround technology 

come into being and how they are maintained rhetorically.  

To give depth to this admittedly broad understanding of the rhetoric of technology, I 

believe it is worth further parsing out its constituent terms: rhetoric and technology. The term 

rhetoric likely first was used by Plato and came to signify a set of verbal practices of persuasion 

and argumentation.5 George Kennedy argues that ñwhat we call órhetoricô can be traced back to 

the instinct to survive and to control our environment and influence the actions of others in what 

seems the best interest of ourselves, our families, our social and political groups, and our 

descendants.ò6 Derivation from such an impulse casts a wide net for sure, but it is important to 

note because it draws attention to the wide range of practices that can be labeled ñrhetorical.ò In 

short, there are any number of practices that can be used to influence others in ways deemed 

useful. In ancient Greece, a variety of such practices had existed long before they were called 

rhetoric by Plato and his student Aristotle. Over time the use of the term rhetoric has caused 

confusion about what precisely it refers toða problem that still bubbles up today in interactions 

between rhetoricians who study topics as disparate as public address, materiality, performance, 
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debate, visuality, and any number of areas in between. Robert Hariman argues that how we 

understand rhetoric intimately ties with the discourses and ways of communicating that we do 

not want rhetoric to encompass, and it seems that rhetoric refers to everything or nothing, 

depending on whom one asks.7 

While a much newer word, the term technology has a similarly complex pedigree. Having 

a variety of definitions, today most popular conceptions of the word technology are comparable 

to Jose Ortega y Gassetôs formulation of ñinvention of a procedure which guarantees, within 

certain limits, that we can obtain at our pleasure and convenience the things we need but do not 

find in nature.ò8 In other words, technology is something that makes it easier to get what we 

want. Seen this way, technology, like rhetoric, casts a wide net. This breadth is again important 

to note because it draws attention to the existence of ñtechnologicalò practices that were present 

before the coining of the term technology. By most accounts, the term technology was rarely 

used in the United States before Jacob Bigelow published his Elements of Technology in 1829, 

and even after, the term saw little use outside of the book until at least the 1840s.9 According to 

David Nye, between the years 1860 and 1870, the word technology is only mentioned 145 times 

in popular American periodicals, while the word invention appears 24,857 times.10 This, of 

course, does not suggest that there were no practices that we would today classify as 

technological during this time frame. It would be suspect even to propose this, as the nineteenth 

century was the heyday of the industrial revolution in both Europe and the United States. Instead, 

the rare occurrence of the word technology suggests the existence of a variety of practices 

embedded into an eclectic range of social institutions. Practices that we now describe with the 

monolithic word technology were once seen as potentially a part of mechanical arts, useful arts, 

invention, science, engineering, alchemy, craft, warfare, art, and many other contexts.11 It was 
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not until after World War I that the word technology came to subsume ñthe mechanic arts 

collectively.ò12 Leo Marx suggests that the emergence of new words for old practices often 

ñserve as markers, or chronological signposts, of subtle, virtually unremarked, yet ultimately far-

reaching changes in culture and society.ò13 In this case, at least part of the change was a shift in 

perception that saw technological practices come to relate more to one another than to their 

contextual uses. The result is general confusion about what precisely the word technology 

denotes. 

Examining the origin of the terms ñrhetoricò and ñtechnologyò draws attention to the 

fluid nature of each concept. In both cases, the concepts ñresult from a gathering of and 

deployment of existing resources,ò whether those resources be extant devices and scientific 

principles or ñideas and arguments that form the basis for a finished discourse.ò14 As a result, 

they reside in places that spill over into a variety of contexts and fields of study in ñrhetoric and 

across the humanities.ò15 Both rhetoric and technology might be seen as subjects in their own 

right or be subsumed under the umbrella of some more extensive field of study, all the while 

making use of whatever resources are available. Charles Bazermanôs The Languages of Edisonôs 

Light helps to highlight this phenomenon. In an essay reflecting upon how his book might help to 

articulate the rhetoric of technology, Bazerman writes that the project ended up being as much 

about the patent system and civil court proceedings, financial systems, investment and the stock 

market, nineteenth-century newspapers, magazines, small group collaboration, corporate 

organization, civil regulation, political machines, and technical design as it was about the 

rhetoric of technologyðshowing how it is often difficult to distinguish the rhetoric of 

technology from other fields of study.16 It is likely that the fluid nature of rhetoric and 
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technology as constituent fields of study contributes dramatically to the difficulty of staking off 

specific areas that might encompass the rhetoric of technology.  

 The work of Arnold Pacey brings some clarity to the situation. Using the concept 

technology practice to refer to the conglomeration of different practices that comprise what we 

commonly understand to be technology, Paceyôs work takes strides toward mapping how 

technology intersects with various other fields of study. Pacey articulates technology practice as 

the intersection of the cultural, organizational and technical aspects of technology.17 As well, in 

later work, Pacey adds a fourth dimension that consists of how individuals personally experience 

technology.18 Thus, technology practice is ñthe application of scientific and other knowledge to 

practical tasks and ordered systems that involve people and organizations, living things and 

machinesò with the meaning of this application dependent upon personal experience.19 Paceyôs 

view finds technology to be more than merely hardware and machines and includes the social 

milieu within which these things exist, including that which is rhetorical. Thus, for example, 

American beliefs about the virtues of the pastoral landscape were at one time an essential part of 

the nationôs civic religion. As deeply embedded values, they have been shown to influence both 

the construction and design of new technologies.20 Conversely, such narratives also often are 

challenging to discern when technologies resonate strongly with other social values or 

organizational principlesðTaylorism and Fordism, for example, leave little room for pastoral 

individualism.21 In either case, understanding the success and design of technologies requires us 

to pay attention to more than merely technical specificationsðcomprehending the interplay 

between all components of technology practice is integral to grasping how and why technologies 

function. For the purposes of this dissertation, technology-practice is the understanding of 

technology that I adopt. 
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Pacey differentiates between the technical, which refers solely to nuts-and-bolts 

hardware, and technology, which refers to the technical plus social.22 Approaching the study of 

technology in this manner necessitates the consideration of practices that are traditionally 

thought of as separate from technology as well as draws attention to the ways that rhetoric and 

technology are interwoven with each other and into an assortment of other less-than-obvious 

contexts. For example, at Lowell National Historical Park, technics that the park displays, such 

as automatic looms, comprise only a part of the technological system that the site 

commemorates. To understand the system in its entirety, as I will show, we must also be given 

an account of workers, managers, and the general cultural milieu within which a technic exists. 

To put it simply, the implications of rhetorical and technological systems stretch far beyond what 

they appear to encompass at first glance. However, because rhetoric and technology are both 

interwoven with one another and with the resources they appropriate, the possible contexts 

within which the rhetoric of technology exists are many. 

David Nyeôs contemplation of the relationship between narrative and technology draws 

our attention to a critical similarity between rhetoric and technology. In the opening of 

Technology Matters, Nye contends that physical tools and narratives are similar insofar that they 

both ñare part of systems of meaning, and they express larger sequences of actions and ideas.ò23 

Clarifying, Nye asks us to consider how using a tool or technology necessarily involves 

visualizing a sequence of events through which we attempt to effect some change in our 

environment. Without the narratives that give a tool or machine its function that tool or machine 

is effectively nothing more than a piece of our material background. ñUltimately,ò Nye argues, 

ñthe meaning of a tool is inseparable from the stories that surround itò and that they ñalways 

have embodied latent narratives."24 
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Similarly, rhetoric has been shown to rely upon narrative. In 1984, Walter Fisher 

famously drew attention to the relationship between narrative and communication, arguing that 

human rationality itself relies upon our fidelity to the narrative structures that give our lives 

meaning (what Fisher terms ñnarrative fidelityò).25 Instead of judging the worth of rhetoric by its 

adherence to scientifically derived ñproofò (what Fischer terms the ñrational world paradigmò), it 

is evaluated by how well it deploys and interacts with our common narratives. For example, 

citizens of the United States who overlook scientific facts about climate change often do so 

because the facts about climate change challenge their belief in the essential goodness of industry 

and the free marketða view that is generally supported by narratives about the past greatness of 

the nation. As a result, argumentsðabout policy or otherwiseðthat are faithful to these 

narratives tend to carry added weight, regardless of scientific fact. It is in this way that discourses 

that guide and give meaning to our social existence also have latent narratives woven into them 

that, while always in a state of flux, supply our lives with purpose.         

The presence of narrativity at the center of both technology and rhetoric lends credence to 

my claim that the rhetoric of technology primarily concerns the discourses that surround and 

permeate technologyðconvincing us to accept it and suggesting to us how we might use it. As 

Bazerman notes, ñtechnology has always been a part of the rhetorical barnyard . . . articulated in 

language at the very heart of rhetoric . . . technology must always overtly appeal to the 

marketplace, political ambitions, and personal desire.ò26 Such discourses, however, are many, 

and here it is important that rhetoric is not merely limited to being ñtext and talk.ò Drawing this 

out, Carolyn Miller argues that at least three types of discourse comprise the rhetoric of 

technology: 1) rhetoric about technology, which refers to ñpublic representations or debates in 

public policy forums; 2) rhetoric within technology, which refers to ñprivate, proprietary 
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discourse by which technological work gets doneò; and rhetoric from technology, which refers to 

ñthe ways in which values and thought patterns developed by technological work extend to and 

pervade other cultural arenas.ò27 Together, we can understand these three sub-areas of the 

rhetoric of technology as intersections between narratives specific to particular technologies and 

narratives circulating in public discourses outside of such technology.  

The success or failure of any given technological system rides on its ability to either 

appropriate or mesh with dominant narrative ways of understanding the world. Such rhetorical 

work might take place in any of the three arenas described by Miller. Thus, some technology or 

tool might gain momentum via its design embodying certain narratives, the actual narratives used 

to pitch it resonating with what is already accepted, or through fitting well within contemporary 

technical discourse. Technological narratives circulate between discourse and material 

embodiment in some technology, much in the same way that commodities and value link in 

circulation in Marxist theory and persuasive power and rhetorical claims link in circulation in 

rhetorical theory.28 As Bazerman writes, ñthere is a dialectic between rhetoric and the material 

design as the technology is made to fit the imaginably useful and valuable . . . technological 

discourse is a special coalescence of the many discourses of the world.ò29 

Examples of the intersection of narrative and technology within Millerôs proposed 

domains are plentiful. Demonstrating rhetoric about technology, the Apollo Program of the 

1960s was successful in gaining public support by discussing the goals of its technological 

systems in terms of a frontier narrative.30 This narrative meshed well with what Janice Hocker 

Rushing calls the western mythðintimately tied to the United Statesô traditional sense of 

national identityðenabling the Apollo program to fit squarely within a well-established 

American identity.31 Another exampleðwhich demonstrates rhetoric between technologyðis 
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found in the discourse surrounding Thomas Edisonôs incandescent light bulb. Here, we find wide 

coverage and rave reviews of Edisonôs invention in the popular press, but limited coverage in 

technical and professional journals, where Edison failed to establish himself as a major name. 

This lack of coverage encouraged Edisonôs competitors who were plugged into the electrical 

engineering community to continue designing and implementing competing systems despite 

Edisonôs clear acceptance in the marketplace.32 Ultimately, the technical journalsô narrative, or 

lack thereof, of Edisonôs accomplishments failed in the face of the more widely accepted public 

narrative. Another case comes from the life of Peter Palchinsky, a Soviet engineer who believed 

in designing technical systems tailored to the communities that were to use them. During the 

erection of the Dneprostroi Dam in the 1920s, several engineers, including Palchinsky, opposed 

its construction on the grounds that several smaller, less impactful dams would provide that same 

amount of electricity, the site of the dam itself was poorly chosen, and the construction of the 

dam would force thousands of locals off their land.33 Palchinskyôs opposition to the dam and 

other projects eventually saw him executed, as his understanding of the narrative of the proposed 

dam was at odds with the Soviet leadershipôs understanding. Regardless of the appropriateness of 

its technical specifications, the rhetoric exuded from a large, impressive, and difficult to build 

dam resonated well with the industrial socialist narratives of the timeða clear demonstration of 

rhetoric from technology.34 

Further drawing out the rhetoric of technology, Miller characterizes how ethos and kairos 

function within technological narratives. Both terms have long histories in the field of rhetoric. 

Traditionally, ethos in Aristotleôs rhetoric refers to the character that a rhetor crafts through 

discourse and the audienceôs reception of that character. Thus, to increase the acceptability of 

their message rhetors typically strive to cultivate a sense of character that is amenable to an 
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audience with which they engageða process that ensures successful rhetoric is generally in 

touch with common beliefs. Building on this, Miller argues that ethos in the rhetoric of 

technology operates as a form of consciousness insofar that technology spawns ñcomplex 

conceptual systemsò that ñintervene between the technologist and the material world.ò35 In other 

words, the logic of any given technology has the potential to become the lens through which we 

view the world around us and with which we come to judge the ethical worth of rhetorical 

discourse. In a similar vein, Joshua Welsh contends that both endoxa, which refers to the 

opinions of the public, and enthymeme work to accommodate the public to given technologies 

by echoing the rhetoric of those technologies. As a result, the technologies themselves come to 

ñcreate an aura of common sense.ò36 Here, it is likely that what we find are the narratives 

embedded in a given technology and the discourse surrounding that technology resonating 

strongly with one another so much so that to live in any way apart from themðboth the 

machines and the narrativesðbecomes ethically unthinkable to the general public. The rhetoric 

of technology is thus instrumental in how we come to accept some technologies and reject 

others. This idea resonates with Langdon Winnerôs notion of technological somnambulism, 

according to which we ñwillingly sleepwalk through the process of reconstituting the conditions 

of human existence.ò37 If we find ourselves sleepwalking through our chances to effect 

technological change or change some aspect of technology, it is surely because the narrative 

ethos of that technology has lulled us to sleep. 

Kairos in the rhetoric of technology, for Miller, concerns ñkairotic constructionsò that 

have ñbecome completely naturalized in a wide variety of technical and policy discourses.ò38 

These constructions help to create ñopportunities for opportunityò that set the stage for particular 

types of technologies to be accepted or constructed.39 This understanding of kairos builds upon 
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the notion of kairos handed down from the Greeks, which typically sees it as related to proper 

timing in the conveyance of some ideaðthe understanding of which derives from metaphors of 

an arrow falling upon its target or drawing yarn through the cloth on a loom.40 Miller articulates 

kairos in the rhetoric of technology as more than strategies used by individual rhetors, however, 

and instead as common linguistic and metaphorical constructions that set the stage for design and 

deliberation.41 Examples of these constructions include spatial imagery, generational metaphors, 

temporal metaphors, talk about change, allusions to progress, and technological forecasting. 

Thus, for example, talk about designing iPhones in terms of generations sets the stage for future 

acceptance of new iPhone designs through generation talk and allusion to progress. More 

specifically, R. John Brockman provides a poignant historical example of how kairotic 

constructions can set the stage for change in technology practice in his work on steamboat 

legislation during the nineteenth century in the United States.42 He points out that ñan effective 

law was finally passed in 1852 because 1852 was the moment of kairosò when design faults in 

steamboat boilers finally resonated with a public desire to regulate dangerous technologies. In 

this case, waves of public outrage helped to create the sense that the time for regulation had 

arrivedða reality that was eventually embedded rhetorically into the design of popular 

technologies. Expanding on Millerôs kairotic constructions, J. Blake Scott contends that kairos in 

the rhetoric of technology is also responsible for shaping the perception of future risk. He argues 

that ñthe construction of risk, both immediate and ongoing, can be used to create an urgent desire 

to control such risk and even opportunistically profit from it,ò a reality that helps set the stage for 

the technological fixes we believe we need for any given problem at hand.43  

Characterizing kairos in the rhetoric of technology in this way casts it as more than a 

utilitarian notion of a rhetor seizing the moment of opportunity. Beyond this interpretation, it 
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sees kairos as a dialogue between realist and constructivist approaches to rhetoricða moment 

can be seized, constructed, or some combination of the two. Understanding the term in this way 

is not altogether dissimilar from Bruno Latourôs more theological understanding of kairos. 

Latour supposes that in addition to a moment of opportunity, kairos refers to the entire character 

of a time period, be it a few seconds or hundreds of years. For example, the Renaissance 

provided a sense of placement within a time for those who lived during it in the same way to a 

short ride in an elevator might also establish a sense of placement within time for those on the 

elevator. Various kairoi, in Latourôs view, exist at any given time and must interact with one 

another. From this view, kairos refers to multiple collective and personal times living in unison 

or disharmony with one another.44 As such, kairos in the rhetoric of technology involves more 

than technologists seizing the moment by creating salient technologies, but also must contend 

with the ways that circulating narratives of technology characterize how we experience those 

exigencies and how a change in these narratives creates friction between people who experience 

them differently. Ultimately, the way that various experiences and characterizations of 

technological kairos interact sets the stage for the form any given technology takes.  

By examining industrial heritage sites, I aspire to elucidate how public memory is an 

essential aspect of rhetorical concepts like ethos and kairos in the rhetoric of technology. I am 

particularly interested in these two terms because they are articulated more thoroughly than other 

terminology within the rhetoric of technology and provide an adequate theoretical framework 

from which to begin my work. Because of this, focusing on them allows me not only to expand 

the breadth of what ethos and kairos in the rhetoric of technology can encompass (a task that 

Carolyn Miller calls for) but also allow me to establish that public memory plays an essential 

role in the rhetoric of technology in general. I believe memory itself may serve what Miller 
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describes as a kairotic function, thus playing an indispensable role in influencing how we design 

technologies and if the public will accept those technologies. As well, memories of technological 

ethos likely also affect how kairos sets the stage for technology, manipulating what we perceive 

as ethically sound discourse and what we perceive as not. Lastly, I believe that doing so will help 

to expand the field of the rhetoric of technology, encouraging it to think more about the 

implications of the material realities of our technological society in addition to its purely political 

or scientific realities.  

Importantly, work that discusses how rhetoric comes to impact the shape of technology is 

not unheard of, a fact that ensures that my coming inquiry roots in prior interest about the topic. 

Perhaps the most relevant example is Magnus Johanssonôs book/dissertation Smart, Fast, and 

Beautiful, which explores the intersection of rhetoric and technology studies via a study of 

discourse about the development of computer technology in 20th century Sweden.45 Johansson 

uses a historical-rhetorical approach to explore how talk and technology are intimately related. 

Johanssonôs basic premise is worth quoting in full. 

One basic assumption has been that a certain technology gives rise to images, and that the 

words and metaphors used to describe it, decide how a specific product is designed and 

also how it will be used in practice. Contemporary visions and beliefs are projected onto 

technology, and influence not only how technology in itself is conceived and/or 

interpreted, but also what kind of technology is believed to be useful for ñsolvingò 

problems, both close at hand and for a society as a whole.46  

Working from this premise, in this dissertation I aim to inquire into how narratives about 

the past embodied in industrial heritage sites influence how we perceive our relationship with 

technology. 
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Memory Studies 

This section reviews relevant literature from the field of memory studies. I demonstrate 

how memory studies intersect with the rhetoric of technology and articulate how this dissertation 

contributes to memory studies. I am especially interested in memory studies literature that 

focuses on sites of public memoryðsuch as monuments and museums. As a result, I also 

connect memory studies with literature about industrial heritage, suggesting these sites 

themselves connect with and help constitute the rhetoric of technology. 

The study of memory in the field of rhetoric has experienced a renaissance since the early 

1990s. Encouraged by the expansion of what are considered to be ñtextsò and the rediscovery of 

the importance of memory in historical, rhetorical practices like epideictic speechmaking, 

rhetoricians have reopened inquiry into the relationship between memory, rhetoric, and place. 

Carole Blair, Marsha Jeppeson, and Enrico Pucci Jr. insist that places of public memory ñ. . . are 

rhetorical products of some significance.ò47 As rhetorical products, sites of memory activate 

when juxtaposed with the concerns or anxieties of the present, narrate a common identity, are 

animated by affect, are contested, rely on material support, and possess their own history.48 

Memory sites come in many forms. Public monuments, public infrastructure dedicated to an 

individual (for example, a bridge), ephemeral demonstrations, museums, and countless other 

sites all present various types of text that impart narratives and history to those who visit them.49  

The potential of memory sites to impact guests stems strongly from both their status as 

physical locations that present specific experiences and how we come to expect those 

experiences to feel before we ever encounter a site. Important to this point, and thanks to their 

ability to evoke collective memories, is how memory sites promote collective identity. In this 

vein, Greg Clark writes that ñRhetorical experiences, whether discursive or not, present powerful 



 
 

27 

 

symbols of shared identity that teach people whom they ought to aspire, individually and 

collectively, to be.ò50 Importantly, for Clark, the ability of a memory site to inspire collective 

identity functions regardless of whether or not a given individual has experienced that site, so 

long as the rhetorical reach of the site is strong enough that large portions of the public come to 

envision it in similar ways. For example, while a significant portion of the American population 

has not visited the Lincoln Memorial, that siteôs pervasive presence in popular culture and wide 

depiction in American material culture mean that most Americanôs can imagine the site in 

relatively similar ways. Thus, ñas tourists are first prepared to encounter, and then actually 

encounter, such landscapes for themselves, they experience privately a powerful sense of public 

identityò that ultimately connects them to each other via the commonality of potential messages 

of a site itself. Similarly, Blair and Michel argue that the possible meanings a memory site holds 

are strongly influenced by how guests encounter the landscape within which that site is 

immersed, suggesting that the meanings and identifications a memory site prompts are intimately 

tied to its material confines and how we are conditioned to expect to experience those confines.51 

Further yet, M. Christine Boyer suggests that the landscape of a site not only influences its 

potential messages and the types of identification it promotes but also impacts guestsô behaviors 

at the site.52   

Building upon the assumption that sitesô landscapes and material confines impact guestsô 

experiences, a significant amount of literature has sought to illuminate the rhetorical dimensions 

of this impact. Terming these sites ñplaces of public memory,ò Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, 

and Brian Ott argue that these sites provide locations par excellence for analysis of how memory 

sites are rhetorically influential. They root this claim in six generalizations about memory places, 

arguing that 1) memory places serve as rhetorical signifiers capable of encouraging collective 
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identity; 2) memory places ñconstruct preferred public identities for visitors by specific rhetorical 

means;ò 3) memory places are ñcharacterized by extraordinary partiality;ò 4) memory places 

ñmobilize power in ways not always available with other memory techne;ò 5) memory places 

ñalways incorporate products of various memory techne,ò and; 6) memory places possess their 

own histories.53 Drawing upon these claims, Dickinson, Blair, and Ott demonstrate that the 

characteristic of a memory placeðsuch as its materiality, the messages it imparts, its location, 

and who visits itðnecessarily impart a message about the past that tends to privilege the 

rhetorical agenda of its designers. Dickinson, Blair, and Ott remind us that although the 

landscape and material confines of a place of public memory are central to how guests 

experience them, often these aspects are rhetorically composed or associated with rhetorics from 

outside of the site itself. 

Museums provide an example of how the landscape and material confines of a memory 

site impact and constrain the messages a place of public memory imparts. Museums as didactic 

institutions, widespread systems of imparting knowledge, and guardians of public memory first 

began to take shape en masse during the nineteenth century. Their rise, simultaneous with the 

development of industrial technologies, coincided with a burgeoning desire to situate nation 

states within historical narratives that justified their power and existence, as well as their right to 

regulate public identity.54 Primarily, museums achieve regulatory power through what Bennett 

terms the ñexhibitionary complex,ò which comprises ñthe transfer of objects and bodies from the 

enclosed and private domains in which they had been previously displayed . . . into progressively 

more open and more public arenas where, through the representations to which they were 

subjected, they formed vehicles for inscribing and broadcasting the messages of power 

throughout society.ò55 This conception of the museum is influenced by Foucaultôs Discipline and 



 
 

29 

 

Punish and its central notion of panopticismða system of technological innovations that allow 

for state policing of the body. The museum itself, however, is less a form of punishment and 

more of an institution that preempts the need for incarceration by exhibiting both positive and 

negative examples of desired social behavior through which the public becomes informed. 

Relevant to how the exhibitionary complex functionsðand thus to the ability of a 

museum as a place of public memory to influence its audiencesðare its placement and design. 

Because the objects on display in museums must be both chosen from an infinite quantity of 

objects and placed within a designed space, the notion that museums are places where objects 

ñcan be neutrally exhibitedò is ñinvalid.ò56 Here, of the utmost importance is the designed space 

of the museum. Designed with consideration for how to draw guestsô attention to specific objects 

and to influence how guests progress through exhibits, museums demonstrate how the desire to 

encourage certain behaviors in visitors transforms museums into rhetorical spaces.  

The rhetorical impact of the design and physical location of museums is well-articulated 

by M. Elizabeth Weiser in Museum Rhetoric. Weiser argues that national museumsô material 

designðsuch as their architecture, how their internal space is laid out, and so onðinfluences the 

narratives they tell, thus prompting guests to reflect on the nature of their national identities.  In 

particular, she argues that a museumôs design impacts how guestsô ñbodies move through 

museums . . . being moved by the stories they encounter and being persuaded toward certain 

stances in response to those narratives.ò57  Importantly, the manner in which displayed narratives 

and objects encourage guests to move through the designed space of a museum highlights how 

museums ask visitors to move ñnot only through time, the chronology of the exhibit, but also 

through space, the architecture and arrangement of a display, in a way lacking in books, films, or 

any other form of narrative.ò58 As such, museums demonstrate how the rhetoric imparted to 
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guests at a place of public memory resides not only in the selected nature of the memories that a 

site recollects but also in how it displays those memories via its design.  

The design of a place of public memory, however, does not always encourage the 

preferred memories of a given moment in time. Often, this occurs when a place of public 

memory attempts to modify how it recollects the past after its opening to the public. When this 

happens, it shows how a siteôs design and location carry meaning that is much more subtle than 

the meaning it explicitly displays. Here, museums again provide a useful case study.  In The New 

History in an Old Museum, Richard Handler and Eric Gable show how at places like Colonial 

Williamsburg new, critical recollections of social history are often overshadowed and 

appropriated by traditional, ñjust the factsò versions of history.59 Important to Handler and 

Gableôs discussion is the understanding that ñmimetic realism,ò wherein what is displayed is 

assumed to be a faithful reproduction of the past, promotes an understanding of the past as a 

ñpuzzleò that can be ñbrought to lifeò through accurate recollection.60 Unfortunately, mimetic 

realism is often little more than a tool for maintaining dominant understandings of the past. For 

example, the authors show that attempts to critique instances of the injustice of slavery at 

Colonial Williamsburg have been instead co-opted by celebrations of George Whythe that take 

place at his former residenceðcelebrations that ultimately paint the struggle to benefit oneself as 

the American struggle, and thus eliminate the uniqueness of slavesô positionality from 

recollection.61 Because a major, original theme of Colonial Williamsburg aims at showing how 

settlers ñbecame American,ò displays and recollections of the past that fit this understanding are 

assumed to be accurate even as the lessons the site wishes to impart change. In other words, 

attempts to intervene in the general understanding of the past are reexplained in terms acceptable 

to the ñfactsò of the situation so that the ñauthenticityò of the site can be maintained. When 
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aspects of Williamsburgôs design and landscape come to be rooted in mimetic realism, attempts 

to recollect the past in ways that diverge from the preferred narratives promoted by design can be 

easily overshadowed, demonstrating the rhetorical power of the design of the site in itself.   

Given the rhetorical nature of places of public memory, scholars have sought to analyze 

and critique their messages in two distinct ways. First, many studies critically interpret places of 

public memory by shining a light on their messages through discussion of how they both 

highlight and elide events, beliefs, and individuals. Second, a significant portion of these studies 

also seeks to investigate how individualsô personal experiences of monuments impact how they 

perceive those monumentsô meanings. Typically, however, studies that rhetorically analyze 

places of public memory do so in a manner that privileges sites that commemorate social events, 

traumatic experiences, and national histories. Even a cursory glance at the landmark literature in 

the field confirms this. James Youngôs widely cited book, The Texture of Memory, explores 

memory practices surrounding the Holocaust.62 John Bodnarôs popular Remaking America traces 

the relationship between public memory and patriotism during the twentieth century.63 Marita 

Sturken explores the intersection of national trauma and consumerism in Tourists of History.64 

This list could go on ad infinitum, and I suspect that most need little convincing of my assertion. 

Such work has made important contributions to our understanding of how public memories 

change over time, elude codification, are constantly being negotiated, are political, and ñexpress 

a societyôs need for temporal anchoringò in the shadow of a rapidly changing world.65  

This dissertation, however, pivots away from places of public memory that recollect 

explicitly traumatic national memories toward those that focus on industry and technology. 

While the general function of such sites is essentially the same as what I previously mentioned, I 

believe that this pivot adds breadth to the potential contributions of memory studies by providing 
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a different object of analysis. Typically identified as industrial heritage sites, places of public 

memory that center their attention on industry and technology provide their visitors and the 

communities in which they exist the opportunity to come to terms separation from working-class 

ancestors and a chance to locate ñthemselves more securely within a changing postindustrial 

economy.ò66 Moreover, industrial heritage sites also provide a means through which the public 

can come to understand how the technological past has become the technological presentðthat 

is, how technology grew and how that growth has impacted the nation. The existence of 

professional organizations dedicated to the cultivation of its practice and the establishment of 

exhibition standards highlights the significance of the relatively nascent notion of industrial 

heritage. The most prominent of these is the International Committee for the Conservation of 

Industrial Heritage (TICCIH). This organization strives to encourage the preservation of 

industrial heritage and produces a guidebook entitled Industrial Heritage Retooled that addresses 

questions like ñWhy Preserve Industrial Heritage?ò and ñHow to Choose what to Preserve?ò  

ñThe industrial landscape is a misunderstood heritage,ò one contributor writes, ñAt worst urban 

rustbelt, dangerous, a toxic wilderness; at best, an outstanding historical resource to be re-used, 

regenerating communities, offering real richness and opportunity, reinforcing cultural identity 

and creating new commercial prospects."67 

Responding to the growth of industrial heritage, a handful of studies have begun to flesh 

out the relationship between industrialism and public memory. The earliest of these is Cathy 

Stantonôs book The Lowell Experiment, which explores how the industrial history of Lowell, MA 

has been coopted and exhibited at Lowell National Historical Park (LNHP).68 LNHP is an 

important case because it represents one of the first instances of the preservation of industrial 

historyðcreating a model that has been emulated both across the United States and around the 
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world.69 Stantonôs research at the park is primarily concerned with how the narratives told at 

LNHP were constructed through interaction between the National Park Service (NPS) and the 

local community as well as with cultural implications of discourse about the city of Lowellôs 

past. Similarly, Carolyn Kitchôs book Pennsylvania in Public Memory also explores the role of 

industrial heritage.70 Unlike Stanton, Kitch casts a wide net, documenting and analyzing a variety 

of industrial memory sites around the state of Pennsylvania. In doing so, Kitch explores how 

beliefs about Pennsylvaniaôs industrial past are used both to smooth over negative details about 

industrialism and to promote cultural pride in economically struggling areas. In this vein, she 

argues that a variety of factorsðincluding baby-boomer nostalgia, ethnic pride, post-Vietnam 

disillusionment, and the growth of nationalism in response to globalizationðinfluences the 

movement toward creating industrial heritage sites.71 More interpretively oriented analyses of 

places of public memory that are concerned with industrial heritage also exist. In most instances, 

these analyses highlight the tendency of industrial heritage sites to convey corporate-friendly 

messages about the benefits of technology. For example, in a review of the National Air and 

Space Museum, Michal McMahon demonstrates that exhibits concerned with the history of 

technology impart ña fundamental message which proclaims the fact and value of technological 

progressðof the unmixed blessings of continued technical advance and, by implication, 

economic growth.ò72 Similarly, in an analysis of post-cold war nuclear museums, Bryan Taylor 

shows how industrial heritage sites utilize ñreflexive and entangled spaceò to ñreproduce nuclear 

cultural politicsò and instruct ñvisitors in what to believe about, and how to feel and act towardò 

various technologies and the institutional supports upon which they sit.73 Although such sites 

hold the potential to carry various meanings, Taylor contends, most present the material in a 
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manner that does little to challenge or critique the ñpreferred narrativesò of institutional 

patrons.74 

As might be expected, the existing literature on industrial heritage sites suggests that such 

sites are locations where collective identity that was once granted by the presence of industry is 

kept alive in the absence of that industry. Ultimately, the reclamation of this identity provides the 

foundation for declaring such sites as part and parcel of the nationôs industrial heritage. 

Moreover, Industrial heritage is often seen as both a boost for economically depressed post-

industrial communities and a source of regional identity. Stanton contends that industrial heritage 

sites are primarily a way for cities to ñrepair . . . the social and infrastructural damage done by 

the loss of industries.ò75 From this view, industrial heritage sites are places where communities 

reclaim industrial culture for economic benefit, and as such authors who see them this way 

situate them within the wider milieu of tourism-based memory sites. Heritage sites themselves 

have been well-documented by existing literature. Heritage, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

argues, is ñthe transvaluation of the obsolete, the mistaken, the outmoded, the dead, and the 

defunctò that is ñcreated through a process of exhibition.ò76 Transvaluation adds value to 

ñexisting assets that have either ceased to be viable or that were never economically 

productive.ò77 As well, most scholars of heritage note that ñheritage is part of the memory 

complex and forms an important factor in the construction of . . . identities . . . providing 

evidence of roots, authenticity, legitimation, and unity.ò78 By situating industrial heritage sites 

within the auspices of the heritage industry writ large, previous authors on the topic make strong 

claims about how the remembrance of particular technology practices contributes to the 

economic and cultural centeredness of a region or nation.  
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Likely because of its capacity to craft identity and influence economic practice, heritage 

has a robust persuasive dimension. Kathryn Lafrenz Samuels writes that heritage is a kind of 

strategy that rhetorically ñillustrates transformative action and future-oriented possibilities, 

drawing on the past to suggest new social formations.ò79 Resonance with accepted political and 

cultural institutions augments the potential of beliefs about heritage to influence the future. In 

this vein, Malcolm A. Cooper discusses how friction often occurs between the public and 

regulatory bodies when it comes to discourse about heritage.80 He writes that attempts to 

cultivate heritage involve more than merely mechanical acts of legislation, and instead that such 

attempts must contend with ña range of influences,ò including, but not limited to political 

influences and media pressure.81 While Cooperôs primary concern is with regulatory bodiesô 

need to pay closer attention to the demands of the public when working from a top-down 

approach, what his work makes exceedingly clear is that manifestations of heritage are most 

successful when political systems and the public are on the same page. To couch the discussion 

in another way, it appears that the persuasive power of heritage and heritage sites is a function of 

how ñvernacularò and ñofficialò beliefs about the past coalesce.82 When this happens, ideas about 

heritage exert remarkable influence. 

Because industrial heritage sites, as places of public memory, are rhetorical and because 

heritage itself is rhetorical, I believe that industrial heritage sites present ideal locations to 

explore the intersection of public memory and the rhetoric of technology. As I have argued, the 

rhetoric of technology comprises discourses that impact how the social practices that surround 

technology come into being and how those discourses are rhetorically maintained. As industrial 

heritage sites rhetorically reconstruct the past to maintain identities and practices associated with 

industrial technology, it stands to reason that this redeployment is within the scope of the rhetoric 
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of technology insofar that the rhetoric of technology is concerned with the justification and 

maintenance of the rhetorical milieu that surrounds technology. 

The Theory of Autonomous Technology  

 

In this section, I suggest that the theory of autonomous technology is a theoretical 

framework within which the intersection of the rhetoric of technology and public memory can be 

more clearly understood. To make this suggestion, I provide a brief history of the theory of 

autonomous technology and demonstrate how the intersection of the rhetoric of technology and 

public memory is one mechanism through which la technique functions. As well, by suggesting 

that the rhetoric of technology and public memory can contribute to our understanding of the 

theory of autonomous technology, I aim to demonstrate the worth and timeliness of the present 

study.  

The term autonomous technology refers to the theoretical perspective that modern 

technology has come to develop with a logic that, in most instances, exceeds the control of 

humanity, despite its origin in humanityôs works. Throughout the twentieth century, several 

noteworthy philosophers of technology have written on the subjectðincluding, but not limited 

to, Lewis Mumford, Jacques Ellul, Martin Heidegger, Herbert Marcuse, and Langdon Winner. 

Of these, Ellul provides what is perhaps the well-known and substantial account. As such, and 

because a complete review of the theory of autonomous technology is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, I focus attention on Ellulôs account of autonomous technology formulated in The 

Technological Society.  

In The Technological Society, Ellul takes a broad view of technology. Doing so, he 

ñrarely addresses the effects of individual technologies, instead focusing on technology at the 
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highest level of abstraction; as a system, a worldview, and a way of life.ò83 From this view, he 

argues ñthat we have entered a historical phase in which we have given up control over human 

affairs to technology and the technological imperativeò and in which ñtechnology has become 

autonomous and automatic, self-augmenting or expanding at an ever increasing rate and 

encompassing every sector of human society.ò84 Important to Ellulôs account is the absence of 

ideology in technology. That is, large technical systems ñrepresent no large ideas or value 

systemsò other than themselves.85 It is society that comes to orbit the will of technology and not 

technology that comes to orbit the will of society. 

Central to Ellulôs account of autonomous technology is la techniqueða system of 

organization, practices, and infrastructure born of humanityôs relationship with technology. la 

technique is best understood as the way in which a society that adopts large, technical systems 

must also adopt practices that make the operation of those systems efficient. An oft cited 

historical example resides in the railroad system. When steam powered railroad systems were 

first constructed it became necessary to regiment time by zone. This was done so that passengers 

and cargo were guaranteed an accurate arrival time and that more than one train could be run on 

a single track without risk of accident. Eventually, to ensure that railroads operated efficiently 

and that people became accustomed to their presence, time practices associated with railroads 

were adopted in all corners of society, ultimately regimenting nearly all other activities. Not only 

did the change eliminate regional distinctiveness but it also ensured that peoples became bound 

together by virtue of the technical systems they collectively relied upon.  The example of 

timekeeping and the railroad demonstrates how the desire to operate technical systems in an 

efficient manner necessarily molds human practices around those systemsô needs. For Ellul, this 
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is the essence of la techniqueðhow a technical system can shape how people understand and 

interact with the world.      

 In a more theoretic terms, Ellul argues that ñla technique integrates the machine into 

society. It constructs the kind of world the machine needs and introduces order where the 

incoherent banging heaped up ruins. It clarifies, arranges, and rationalizes; it does in the domain 

of the abstract what the machine did in the domain of labor. It is efficient and brings efficiency to 

everything.ò86 In Ellulôs account, la Technique is a phenomenon with ancient roots that has 

traditionally been kept in check by traditional forces but which has been freed with the modern 

degradation of those forces. He argues, for example, that the erosion of institutions like the 

church has increased the influence of la technique by eliminating social practices and ethical 

convictions that once provided a counterbalance to la techniqueôs impetus to reorganize society. 

The rise of industrialism and capitalism, for Ellul, is essentially a symptom of humanityôs 

newfound acceptance of anything ordained by la technique. From this view, la technique is less 

of a new force in human history and more of an emergent phenomenon associated with the 

adoption of large, technical systems.  

As a historical force, la technique and its logic is understood to operate with or without 

human interventionða reality born of its rootedness in the material conditions of technology. 

This, of course, is not to say that la technique exists without the presence of humans. Rather, it is 

a claim that the logic of la technique influences what humanity sees as possible to such a degree 

that it becomes difficult to understand how choices were once made without itðultimately 

allowing la technique to grow by its own logics more or less unchallenged. Thus, for example, 

today it is difficult for most industrialized peoples to imagine life without regimented 

timekeeping first introduced by the railroad industry, meaning that other systems and ways of 
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being predicated upon its existence essentially go ignored. Drawing upon this reality, Ellul 

argues that once we make foundational choices about the design, purposes, and needs of 

technological systems, la technique ensures that technical choice becomes automated, humans 

self-augment themselves to the needs of technical systems and that various manifestations of la 

technique become interconnected.87 Importantly, this process removes the public from most 

decisions regarding technological innovation, ensuring that, at best, they are merely along for the 

ride. In short, the theory of autonomous technology articulates a world within which political, 

organizational, and economic decisions about technology become ñautomatedò by the logics and 

needs of technical systems themselves. 

Here, it is important to distinguish the theory of autonomous technology from traditional 

accounts of technological determinism. Critics of the theory of autonomous technology have 

often used the banner of anti-determinism to undermine its conclusions. In doing so, however, 

critics often accuse the theory of espousing a Heilbroner-esque view of socio-technical 

development, within which technology determines the characteristics of the prevailing 

socioeconomic order.88 From this view, opponents accuse the theory of autonomous technology 

of arguing that technology not only requires particular social organizations and beliefs as 

evidence of its success but also that there is a nearly one-to-one correspondence between eras of 

history and stages in technological development. For example, Donald MacKenzie, in an 

analysis of the evolution of missile guidance systems, contends that belief that large technical 

systems operate by a logic of their own is ñthe most pervasive and paralyzing determinismò that 

makes the technological worlds seem ñout of control, following its own course independent of 

human needs and wishes.ò89 In response to their understanding of the theory of autonomous 

technology, MacKenzie, and others like him, propose an understanding of technological 
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development that hinges on the view of technical systems as socially constructed objects. In this 

vein, Pinch and Bijker draw from the sociology of science to argue that a ñmultidirectional 

modelò of innovationðin which human choice factors into how and why specific technical 

designs succeed, and others do notðis a better tool with which to understand how technology 

evolves.90 In principle, such a sociological approach to understanding technological development 

is intended to address what is perceived to be the deterministic pitfalls of the theory of 

autonomous technology by orienting toward the effects of human choice.  

Unfortunately, however, these points of refutation ñdo not speak toò the theory of 

autonomous technologyôs ñactual position.ò91 Langdon Winner argues that the social 

constructivist responses ñto the idea of the autonomy of technology is almost always superficial, 

dealing with surfaces rather than deeper patterns.ò92 In most accounts of the theory of 

autonomous technologyðespecially Ellulôsðarguments about the relationship between 

technology and societal characteristics are much more subtle than those of hard determinism. 

Rather than proposing a hard determinism that writes human choice out of the equation, the 

theory of autonomous technology ñdoes not assert . . . that la technique springs from anything 

other than social aggregates and activities.ò93 For example, Ellul writes that ñmodern men are so 

enthusiastic about la technique, so assured of its superiority, so immersed in the technical milieu, 

that without exception they are oriented toward technical progress . . .  essentially, la technique 

progresses as a result of this common effort."94 

Similarly, Mumford argues that ñMan is his own supreme artifact,ò and that ñDespite the 

elimination of subjectivity from the mechanical world picture, the desire for perfection, the need 

to defy and circumvent fate, the impulse to transcendence, can be observed in technology, tooò 

because of its connection to humanity.95 Still, further, Marcuse contends that humanityôs ñprivate 
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space has been invaded and whittled down by technological reality. Mass production and mass 

distribution claim the entire individual . . .  The result is not adjustment but mimesis: the 

immediate identification of the individual with his society, and through it, society as a whole.ò 96 

In all cases, human choice is depicted as interrelated with and constrained by technology, not 

determined by it. 

Winner provides what is perhaps the most spirited defense of the theory of autonomous 

technology, as well as one of the most comprehensive depictions of its relationship with human 

choice. Instrumental in Winnerôs account is the enormous complexity of modern technological 

systems. As they become increasingly more complex, he writes, ñthe possibility of directing 

technological systems toward clearly perceived, consciously chosen, widely shared aims become 

an increasingly dubious matter,ò as an ñoverload of informationò replaces democratic, ñactive 

participationò with ñhaphazard monitoring.ò97 That is because technological systems evolve into 

networks so complex that no one person can fully comprehend how they operate the ability to 

completely oversee and direct of those systems erodes. Ultimately, however, this erosion does 

not eliminate human choice. Rather, the complexity of technological systems, coupled with the 

inability to grasp how they work completely, means that logics designed into those systems 

become the standard by which we make decisions. Human autonomy remainsðbut trapped 

within a technological maze of our own construction. As Winner writes, ñthe most important 

consequence of this situation is that, in a fundamental way, the whole of society runs off track. 

The idea that civilized life consists of a fully conscious, intelligent, self-determining populace 

making informed choices about ends and means and taking action on that basis is revealed as a 

pathetic fantasy.ò98  
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It is here, in the gap between the complexity of technological systems and human agency, 

that I believe the rhetoric of technology and memory studies stands to make a contribution to the 

theory of autonomous technology. To date, most scholarship that deals with the theory of 

autonomous technology typically does so through the lenses of political science, the philosophy 

of technology, sociology, or history. While their contributions are notable, I believe that 

rhetoricôs role as both an organizer of knowledge and a symbolic means of inducing cooperation 

situates it well as a means to understand how what Ellul terms la technique constrains human 

choice and encourages the logics of various technics. More specifically, because the rhetoric of 

technology lays claim to discourses that are concerned with how human practices that surround 

technology come into being and how they rhetorically are maintained, I believe it is reasonable 

to suspect that the rhetoric of technology itself can beðat least in some instancesða component 

of la technique. Perhaps alluding to this, Miller argues that ñour culture is a highly technological 

one, and the ethos which it inspires must necessarily be technological.ò99 Similarly, Scott 

contends that the disposition of kairos in rhetoric about technology sets the stage for what 

technological developments seem worthwhile at any given time.100 Situating such claims within 

the theory of autonomous technology, and thus suggesting that they are a function of la 

technique, not only gives depth to their arguments but also illuminates the rhetorical situation 

within which they reside. Fundamentally, it supposes rhetoric itself can become a tool that 

perpetuates a system of knowledge that privileges la technique. Even Ellul himself seems to 

suggest as much, arguing that as humanityôs relationship with technology becomes more close-

knit ñeducation will no longer be an unpredictable and exciting adventure in human 

enlightenment, but an exercise in conformity and apprenticeship to whatever gadgetry is useful 

in a technical world.ò101 
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In the previous section, I proposed that how the industrial past is recollected impacts the 

technological present. As well, I have also suggested that the rhetoric of technology might 

fruitfully be considered to contain recollective discourses about technology (for example, 

industrial heritage). Here, given my conclusion that the rhetoric of technology is potentially a 

component of la technique, I argue that recollections of technology too can be understood as 

contributing to la technique. Importantly, I believe that this argument meshes well with 

Halbwachsô assertion that collective memory bears upon technical organization and group 

practices regarding technical matters.102 Situating the full spectrum of technological recollections 

in relation to the theory of autonomous technology, then, ultimately shows how la technique 

influences not only human practices but also collective identity. Recollections of technology, of 

course, can, and do, include several different types of discourse, showing that this influence 

might occur through various means. For example, choice forms of human relationships with 

technology might be recollected as praiseworthy, such as being a worker or an inventor. As well, 

the impact of certain types of technology might be remembered as beneficial or worth the risk 

that they brought, such as how early coal-burning factories are often remembered as bringing 

economic prosperity to a region. Still, further, the recollection of successful innovation might 

celebrate certain forms of industrial organization over others. Whatever the form of recollective 

discourse, however, I believe that prevalent trends in how we recollect technology are given 

more meaning when we view such recollection considering the theory of autonomous 

technology.  

Still, further, I believe that associating the recollection of technology with the theory of 

autonomous technology gives greater depth to our understanding of the terms within the rhetoric 

of technology. For example, kairos in the rhetoric of technology, which has been described by 
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Miller and Scott as setting the scene for future technological development, resonates loudly with 

descriptions of la technique. Because la technique is the force through which technological 

systems organize their context in ways beneficial to themselves, the ability of recollections of 

past technology to suggests the appropriateness of certain decisions regarding modern 

technology suggests their kairotic potential. That is, recollections of the technological past can be 

considered to be part of the rhetoric of technology as a function of their ability to provide input 

about when particular types of technological policies are fitting. More specifically, we might 

consider the kairotic function of recollections of the technological past as a component of what 

Miller terms ñrhetoric from technologyòðdiscourse derived from patterns of thought that are a 

direct result of how technology influences our daily lives.103      

Given the prevalence of places of public memory in contemporary practices of public 

memory, as well as their ability to construct preferred identities and mobilize power, I believe 

that such locations offer worthwhile artifacts through which to understand how to memory and la 

technique intersect.104 This assertion is bolstered by the explosive growth of industrial heritage 

sites, which explicitly recollect historical technologies to preserve the human practices and 

identities they once inspired. If la technique is responsible for ensuring that human choice is 

constrained in ways that ensure modern technological systems are allowed to develop by their 

own logics more or less unimpeded, then it stands to reason that recollection of past versions of 

those systems as part of the nationôs industrial heritage might serve as a conduit through which 

practices and beliefs important to those systems are transmitted. In this way, how past 

technologies are remembered can be understood to impact our relationship with technology in 

the present.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have put in conversation literature about the rhetoric of technology, 

memory studies, and the theory of autonomous technology. I have argued that memory studies 

can fruitfully be understood as contributing to the rhetoric of technology, and that memory as a 

component of the rhetoric of technology gives depth to our understanding of the theory of 

autonomous technology. Moreover, I have also argued that places of public memory in the form 

of industrial heritage sites provide a fitting site of analysis within which we can analyze public 

memory as a component of autonomous technology. In the next chapter, I outline my approach 

to studying three industrial heritage sites: Lowell National Historical Park, the National Museum 

of Industrial History, and Thomas Edison National Historical Park. Analyzing these sites via 

rhetorical fieldwork, in the remainder of my dissertation, I explore how the rhetorical tendencies 

of these industrial heritage sites suggest that they contribute to la technique, and thus can be 

evaluated using the theory of autonomous technology. 
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Chapter Two: Investigating Industrial Heritage Sites with 

Rhetorical Fieldwork 
 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I outline the methodology that I use to analyze the rhetorical features of 

industrial heritage sites. I begin by identifying and justifying my choice of Lowell National 

Historical Park, the National Museum of Industrial History, and Thomas Edison National 

Historical Park as locations for analysis. In doing so, I argue that because national governmental 

organizations both operate and are affiliated with these sites and because these sites are heavily 

trafficked by visitors, they can collectively be used to gauge how the United States generally 

perceives its industrial heritage. Together, I believe that these conditions make the sites useful 

for parsing the rhetoric of industrial heritage sites and how that rhetoric impacts guests. Once I 

have described and justified my sites, I then articulate the method I use to interpret and analyze 

those sites. Specifically, I demonstrate that my method is rooted in rhetorical fieldwork. 

Sites for Analysis 

I have identified three sites that my dissertation will examine to determine how industrial 

heritage shapes and is shaped by the rhetoric of technology. All of the sites I have selected are 

located in the United States and recollect aspects of the American industrial past. Of course, it is 

worth noting that industrial experiences and claims of industrial heritage are by no means 

confined to the United States. Many similar sites exist in other cultural contexts. My focus on 

industrial heritage sites in the United States is a function of my desire to allow my analysis of 

each site to layer seamlessly upon one another in a manner that allows me to discover common 

themes therein. While I do not dispute the importance of sites in other cultural contexts, I believe 

that they would be better addressed in separate research that can pay adequate attention to their 
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own cultural nuances. To further ensure that the sites I have selected present a reasonably 

bounded whole, I have chosen locations that are a part of either the National Park Service or are 

Smithsonian Institute affiliates. Importantly, affiliation with the NPS or the Smithsonian Institute 

ensures that a site is associated with the U.S.ôs official narrative of the past and intimately 

connected with how citizens come to identify as Americans. In this vein, Thomas Patin observes 

that ñpoliticians, government officials, artists, and activists have long used national parks, 

monuments, and wilderness areas as implicit and explicit sites of political argument.ò1 Similarly, 

Weiser reminds us that national museums, like the Smithsonian Institute and its affiliates, play 

ñan important role in . . .  psychic transformation from local subject to national citizen,ò as well 

as ñprovide a material demonstration of a national rhetoric that is voluntary, aesthetic, and 

polyphonic, and that can have a strong motivational effect on civic life.ò2 When national parks 

and national museums alike present information about science and technology, what is displayed 

and how it is displayed bears on what is pronounced as ñbelonging to the proper realm of 

óscienceôò and as being ñsomething an educated public ought to know aboutò if they are to fit 

well into society.ò3  Together, these factors ensure that the messages the sites I have selected 

impart are not only intended to reach a national audience but also bear upon how that audience 

understands technology and identifies their relationship with technology. 

Importantly, the sites I have selected are located in the Northeast of the United States, 

placing them within the footprint of the earliest part of the nation to be impacted by the industrial 

revolution. Because of the historical significance of their location, their association with the 

industrial revolution, and their association with national organizations, these sites offer a window 

onto the rhetorics that pervade industrial heritage in the United States broadly. Together, they 

provide a relatively bounded set of sites that I believe will illuminate different aspects of how 
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industrial heritage and the rhetoric of technology interact. In the following sections, I briefly 

characterize and justify the sites I have chosen. However, more in-depth histories of each site are 

located within their respective chapters. 

1. Lowell National Historical Park is the oldest national industrial heritage site in the 

United States. I have chosen LNHP as a location for analysis because it has played a 

significant role in setting the standard for other American industrial heritage sites. I 

believe that the information I gather here will likely characterize results that I find at the 

other industrial heritage sites I analyze and those outside of the scope of my dissertation. 

LNHP is centered around the textile mills built in Lowell, MA during the nineteenth 

century. Because of its role in the early industrial revolution in the United States, the park 

bills itself as a place where one can ñDiscover the Continuing Revolution.ò 

2. National Museum of Industrial History. Opened in 2016, NMIH is located in Bethlehem, 

PA and housed on the former site of Bethlehem Steel. Affiliated with the Smithsonian, 

the site hosts a range of artifacts that span the history of the industrial revolution in the 

United States. I believe this site contributes to an understanding of the general beliefs 

about the United Statesô industrial past, as well as shows how local heritage is integrated 

into the national story of industry. The stated mission of the site is ñto forge a connection 

between Americaôs industrial past and the innovations of today by educating the public 

and inspiring the visionaries of tomorrow.ò 

3. Thomas Edison National Historical Park. TENHP is located in northern New Jersey and 

is comprised of Thomas Edisonôs research laboratory and home. This site is home to a 

significant collection of period tools and technologies. I believe that this site illuminates 

how industrial heritage bears upon the organizational and cultural aspects of technology, 
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as it focuses closely on what was the nationôs first corporate research laboratory. The 

park bills itself as a place where visitors can ñDiscover where Americaôs greatest 

inventor changed our world forever.ò 

Using these three sites, I outline common rhetorical features to industrial heritage sites and 

discuss how these features relate to both the rhetoric of technology and the theory of autonomous 

technology. However, because each site that I have selected exemplifies similar rhetorical 

features, I use each site to explore a single feature. That is, each of the subsequent chapters 

focuses solely on a particular rhetorical feature, using one of three sites I have selected as a case 

study. Each feature is paired with the industrial heritage site that exemplifies it best. As the 

chapters progress, I layer these analyses upon each other, building a broader picture of the 

intricacies of the rhetoric of technology at industrial heritage sites.  

Rhetorical Fieldwork       

In this section, I address the methodology that I use to identify and interpret the rhetorical 

features of my selected industrial heritage sites. To carry out my analysis of industrial heritage 

sites, I use a methodology oriented toward rhetorical fieldwork. Unlike more traditional 

rhetorical scholarship that focuses on discursive artifacts, rhetorical fieldwork claims a wide 

array of phenomena as texts as well as pays close attention to aspects of embodied experiences 

that are difficult to capture textually. Examples that fall within the purview of what rhetorical 

fieldwork has been used to analyze include the built environment, monuments, ephemeral oral 

communication, movement, displayed objects, affective environments, and even the human 

body. 
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Defining the Field 

Because of the situated nature of such artifacts, rhetoricians are often required to 

encounter them in situ, as viewing rhetoric in the contexts within which it thrives allows ñthe 

nexus where rhetoric is produced, where it is enacted, where it circulates, and . . . where it is 

audiencedò to be observed.4 Encountering rhetoric in situ, then, requires fieldwork that is attuned 

to rhetoric. Importantly, rhetorical fieldwork and its broad understanding of what can constitute a 

rhetorical artifact allow rhetoricians ñto attend to the way discourse moves, articulates, and 

shapes the material realities of peopleôs lives in the everyday, in the public, and in their 

communities.ò5 Moreover, it permits rhetoricians to come to know the ñoften-unseen ways that 

individuals and groups respond, resist, and try to reviseò their rhetorical actions.6 In short, 

venturing into the field provides rhetoricians with a more nuanced and intimate understanding 

not only of what can be claimed as rhetoric but also of how audiences interact with that rhetoric. 

 As rhetorical fieldwork is used to investigate rhetorical artifacts that often reside in 

liminal spaces or are not immediately apparent as a bounded whole, those who adopt it as a 

methodological approach must identify and justify the bounds and structure to their work. As 

well, they must also identify what aspects of that bounded whole they intend to interpret and how 

they intend to do so. Perhaps the most important step toward doing this is the determination of a 

rhetorical artifact in the form of a field location. To do so, rhetoricians must first define and 

delimit what they consider to be the field relevant to their research. The field can be understood 

as a ñsocially constructed place imbued with meaning(s) that simultaneously enables, constrains, 

and constitutes rhetorical practices.ò7 How rhetoricians delimit the field relevant to their research 

necessarily influences the conclusions to which they may arrive. Selection of the locations and 

artifacts that are to be analyzed must be approached with care, as the ñdifference between context 
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and artifact often is not clear when using rhetorical field methods.ò8 In other words, because the 

message of an object of analysis is tied to its surroundings, then how those surroundings are 

considered in relation to that object of study bears upon our understanding of it. Importantly, in 

selecting a field, researchers must necessarily eliminate from consideration certain features, as 

considering too broad a context can overcomplicate a study. 

 The importance of delimiting a field is demonstrated well by Carol Blair and Neil Michel 

in their oft-cited essay, "Commemorating in the Theme Park Zone: Reading the Astronauts 

Memorial." Here, using the Kennedy Space Center and Walt Disney World as examples, Blair 

and Michel argue that as guests travel across their ñexperiential habitatò (or, landscape created 

by their journey) they ñforge a series of intertextualizationsò that necessarily ñconstrainò and 

create rules for how they interpret meaning in the phenomena they encounter.9 Because each 

rhetorical artifact that an individual encounters can be loosely understood as a text, how these 

texts interact with one another by virtue of that individualôs movement through a landscape. 

Thus, intertextualizations create ñrules for readingò that are intimately bound to a delimited 

location and how individuals proceed through that location.10    

To delimit my own fields at Lowell National Historical Park, the National Museum of 

Industrial History, and Thomas Edison National Historical Park I pay close attention to locations 

that are explicitly claimed by and associated with those sites, as these likely strongly impact the 

way guests intertextualize. Here, it is essential to note that most industrial heritage sites, as well 

as heritage sites more broadly, are in situ locations comprised not of a single location, but instead 

of series locations spread across a given region.11 The spread-out nature of industrial heritage 

sites increases the size of what might be considered the field exponentially. In response to this, 

my initial analysis focuses on locations explicitly associated with the industrial heritage sites I 
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examine, such as museum locations and preserved environments. However, as I work through 

these sites with an eye toward guestsô behavior, I will also pay attention to locations near or 

around the industrial heritage sites that may impact how those guests come to understand the 

sites themselves. As such, the text that I interpret will consist of the areas each site explicitly 

claims plus related areas to which guestsô behavior appears to grant importance.   

In the present dissertation, attention both to the official bounds of a park and to guestsô 

behavior has impacted what I consider to be critical aspects of the field in several instances. For 

example, Lowell National Historical Parkôs bounds are explicitly provided to guests in the form 

of maps and other interpretive material given to guests at the siteôs welcome center. In all cases, 

my analysis begins with general boundaries like this provided by the respective siteôs 

administrative organizations. However, the specific locations within those sitesô official 

boundaries that concentrate my analysis upon are determined by observation of guestsô behavior, 

my own interpretation of the siteôs, and feedback from park employees and volunteers. For 

example, at Thomas Edison National Historical Park, my analysis of guestsô movement through 

the main museum is informed by both my own observations of guests and information provided 

to me by the parkôs rangers, which suggest that the main museum is the siteôs central attraction. 

Attending to the site in this manner allows me to observe how its rhetoric operates in situ, 

allowing me to interpret how it ñmoves, articulates, and shapesò guestsô understanding of the 

memories the site recollects.  

As well, I identify locations that are not officially a part of each site but linked to how it 

is experienced by guests.12 Blair and Michel refer to such locations as components of guestsô 

ñexperiential habitatòðplaces that are not obviously a component of a location that still 

constrain and influence its meaning.13 My process for identifying these locations is essentially 
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the same as the process I use to identify important locations within the official boundaries sites 

and centers primarily on the observation of guests, information from park employees, and my 

own understanding of the sites. Thus, for example, in chapter four, I identify the SteelStacks 

attraction in Bethlehem, PA as part of the experiential habitat of the National Museum of 

Industrial Historyôs guests by asking the parkôs employees what attractions people who visit 

Bethlehem, PA usually visit. Once identified, I include the SteelStacks within the bounds of my 

analysis. 

Interpreting the Field 

Once the bounds of the field and noteworthy locations within the field are identified, 

researchers who engage in rhetorical fieldwork must also determine the way which they interpret 

these locations. Because rhetoric in the field is often comprised of a diverse array of potential 

objects of analysis, a variety of interpretive methods can be used. For example, a museum may 

contain displayed objects, audio recordings, explanatory texts, interactive displays, guided tour 

monologues, designed floorplans, and a variety of other facets that all potentially have their own, 

unique rhetorical force. As a result, these objects all invite varying, and sometimes divergent, 

modes of analysis. Designing a method that can easily encompass the multiple nodes of meaning 

found in the field can be difficult. In response to this, researchers who engage in rhetorical 

fieldwork often orient their perspective toward that of individuals who commonly visit a site to 

allow those individualsô behavior to determine the best way to approach interpretation.  Because 

all guests orient toward a site and its rhetoric through its features, the way they interact with 

those sitesô features is not entirely spontaneous and often produces discernable patterns. By 

attuning to those patterns, objects, and features that exemplify a sitesô rhetoric can be identified. 

In other words, researchers use guestsô behavior to allow individualsô behavior as a tool to 
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augment their own critical judgment. Ultimately, it is through a combination of attention to 

guestsô behavior and the researcherôs judgment that specific artifacts are selected for analysis at a 

site.  

In the present dissertation, I use a similar combination of participant observation and my 

own judgment to determine what displays and other curatorial practices of a location are 

important to my analysis. However, in addition to the observation of guests and my own 

interpretation of the sitesô rhetorical features, my dissertation also addresses what guests and 

park employees themselves have to say about the sites. Importantly, conversations with others 

who also inhabit a field-based text can be understood as a type of embodiment through which 

that text is interpreted, as it allows the researcher to attune with guests visceral and ambient 

experiences of a siteôs displays.14 While my dissertation does not use in-depth, formal interviews, 

I do make an effort to engage casually with others as I explore industrial heritage sites. Primarily, 

this engagement centers on conversations with sitesô employees and volunteers as I encounter 

them. I also converse with other guests when appropriateðtypically, when they prompt the 

conversation. Importantly, I do not fully record my interactions with other guests or employees, 

but rather note relevant statements and use these conversations to guide my own journey through 

the sites. Because of the non-invasive nature of my engagement with the sitesô employees and 

other guests, there is minimal possibility of harm for those with whom I interact, and their 

involvement is entirely voluntary. As well, industrial heritage site employees who are 

responsible for curation or interpretation of the site typically work in positions that require them 

to interact with the public while on the record. The explanation of curatorial choices is, therefore, 

an integral part of their work. Thus, my interactions with employees and volunteers are within 

the bounds of how any other guest may interact with them.15 
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Using the combination of methods covered above, in the present dissertation, I am able to 

identify several locations and displays within my selected sites that are critical to my analysis of 

those sitesô rhetoric. For example, at Lowell National Historical Park I identify the siteôs 

restored, automatic looms as objects worthy of analysis based on guestsô tendency to linger in 

their presence. Similarly, at the National Museum of Industrial History, I identify the siteôs 

experiential displays as central to guestsô experience from guestsô proclivity to asks guides 

questions about information related to those displays after they had interacted with them. 

Furthermore, at Thomas Edison National Historical Park, I demonstrate that the siteôs rhetoric 

portrays Edison as in control of the national, industrial scene through observation of guestsô 

tendency to deify him in their interactions with parks interpreters, as well as in my own analysis 

of the siteôs displays. In all cases, the specific features that I interpret are chosen as a result of 

their apparent importance to guests and my own ability to locate them within the broader themes 

of a site. 

Concerning these display and curatorial practices at the heritage sites I analyze, I aim to 

investigate how the design of industrial sites and any exhibits therein might persuade or dissuade 

visitors toward particular attitudes about technology. I am especially interested in how the 

compositional aspects of the sites constitute narratives that in turn might influence visitorsô 

understanding of technology-practice and their own role within it. Lawrence Prelli reminds us 

that rhetorical displays necessarily both reveal and conceal.16 In other words, when designers of 

displays make decisions about information to be displayed, they also, consciously or not, make 

decisions about the information that should not be displayed. For example, at the National 

Museum of Industrial history, I find that by highlighting the experiences of workers the site also 

overlooks the experiences of who I term ñhigher-ups.ò Similarly, Bryan Taylor argues that the 
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configuration of elements at a heritage site, including their displays, shapes but does not 

determine visitorsô attitudes toward nuclear heritage, encouraging them to accept one of two 

guiding narratives.17  

By identifying how guests interact with what industrial heritage sites display and 

juxtaposing that behavior with what information those sites do not emphasize, as well as with 

what information is emphasized but overlooked by guests, a better understanding of how 

industrial heritage sites come to position guests in relation to technology can be gained. Critical 

to this understanding is what Weiser terms deep narrative. Deep narrative ñimplicitly tells 

visitors how they should interpret the artifacts, the placards, [and] the supposedly neutral object-

based epistemologies they are examining.ò18 Typically, deep narratives are most easily identified 

in the underlying assumptions of displays, what is left out of those displays, and how guests are 

encouraged to interact with those displays. In the present dissertation, through analyzing what 

my selected industrial heritage sites display, my goal is to identify deep narratives that bear upon 

how guests come to interpret their relationship with industrial technology. Each subsequent 

chapter addresses a particular deep narrative in detail.  

Imitating Guests 

To more fully understand guestsô behaviors and how they interact with displays, 

rhetoricians who engage in fieldwork often mimic them, putting themselves into the same 

situations as guests. Mimicking guestsô behaviorðthat is, performing the same behaviors 

yourselfðenables the researcherôs own experience of the site to be augmented by that of other 

guests, thus providing an added layer of experience that can be used in the analysis of a site. 

Importantly, mimicking moves field research beyond simple observation, helping the researcher 

to articulate embodied practices that are not easily observed. Mimicry can be understood as a 
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variation of imitatio, a rhetorical practice used by ancient rhetoricians to improve their 

comprehension of how and why great pieces of rhetoric were compelling. By mimicking 

individualsô behavior within a field-based rhetorical text, rhetoricians take part in ña form of 

vernacular imitation, a óbottom-upô and polyvocal embodiment of live rhetorical activity that 

displaces the centrality of the liberal humanist subject to be endlessly emulated.ò19 Ultimately, 

the use of imitatio enables rhetoricians to come to terms with the reproducible nature of the 

artifact they study and to more intimately understand how that artifact is interpreted by those 

who experience itðan understanding that guides how their own interpretation of the artifact 

proceeds.  

In light of this form of imitatioôs ability to give depth to participant observation, in the 

present dissertation I have adopted it as a central methodological practice when working in the 

field. Importantly, my use of this form of imitatio has enabled me to understand my selected sites 

and the areas around them as bounded wholesða use that also has augmented my ability to 

select aspects of each site for close analysis. Once guestsô behavior has been observed, I then 

emulate that behavior myself. For example, at the National Museum of Industrial History, once I 

identified SteelStacks as a location within guestsô experiential habitat, I found that visiting the 

museum after walking through SteelStacks changed my perception of the museumôs displays. 

Similarly, at Lowell National Historical Park, mimicking how guests traveled through the site 

(either by foot or by trolley) drew my attention to rhetorical features common to both 

experiences. Ultimately, this allowed me to identify these features as vital to the siteôs message.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have outlined this dissertationôs methodological approach.   Choosing to 

explore three industrial heritage sites using a method that roots in the tradition of rhetorical 
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fieldwork, I aim to meet the rhetoric of technology in the field, gathering insight that can then be 

related to the theory of autonomous technology. In the next chapter, I begin this analysis by 

turning to Lowell National Historical Park. Using this site, I argue that the rhetoric of technology 

at industrial heritage sites draws upon the technological sublime in a manner that augments its 

ability to praise technologyôs perceived potentials. 
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Chapter Three: The Technological Sublime in Industrial Heritageð

Lowell National Historical Park  
 

ñ. . . we will stop on the slight elevation by the gate and view the mills. The one to the left rears high its huge sides 

of brick and mortar, and the belfry, towering far above the rest, stands out in bold relief against the rosy sky. The 

almost innumerable windows glitter, like gems, in the morning sunlight. It is six and a half stories high, and, like the 

fabled monster of old, who guarded the sacred waters of Mars, it seems to guard its less aspiring sister to the right; 

that is five and a half stories high, and to it is attached the repair-shop. If you please, we will pass to the larger 

factory,ðbut be careful, or you will get lost in the mud, for this yard is not laid out in such beautiful order . . . 

. . . We will just look into the first room. It is used for cleaning cloth. You see the scrubbing and scouring machines 

are in full operation, and gigging and fulling are going on in full perfection . . .ò 

Josephine L. Baker, from ñA Second Peep at Factory Life.ò1  

 

Introduction   

In this chapter, I turn my attention to Lowell National Historical Park. Using this site, I 

show how industrial heritage sitesô rhetoric characterizes industrial technologyðespecially 

machineryðas sublime. Doing so, I argue that displays at industrial heritage sites direct guestsô 

attention to the assumed sublimity of industrial technology through the intertextualizations they 

afford with one another and with the physical remnants of industry within which such sites are 

immersed. As such, characterizations of industrial technology as sublime at industrial heritage 

sites are evoked by more than laudatory language in textual displays. Beyond such language, 

these characterizations are necessarily a function of how industrial heritage sitesô displaysðin 

textual and visual formsðare experientially and spatially disposed. Arising from industrial 

heritage sitesô propensity to find sublimity in industrial technology, I argue, is a rhetorical 

situation that does not call guests to critically examine the implications of industrial technology 

and how it is designed. I argue that the sites failure to prompt guests to critically think about 

industrial technology results in the scapegoating of human agents for the problems associated 

with industrial technology.  
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Technology, Sublimity, and Heritage 

Mapping out the implications of recollecting industrial technology as sublime first 

requires a foray to the confluence of sublimity and technology. Of this well-trodden region, 

David Nye provides perhaps the most thorough and engaging account. Drawing upon Longinus, 

Edmund Burke, and Kant, Nye articulates how sublimity flows into perceptions of technology, 

arguing that the sublime is ultimately the current that pushes forward the American ñenthusiasm 

for technology.ò2 Identifying this confluence, Nye terms the perception of technology-as-sublime 

the technological sublimeðan experience related to but distinct from the experience of sublimity 

in landscapes or other more natural contexts. ñThe technological sublime,ò Nye argues, ñis an 

integral part of contemporary consciousness, and its emergence and exfoliation into several 

distinct forms during the past two centuries is inscribed within public life.ò3 Whether we are 

aware of it or not, the technological sublime plays an important role in how we understand 

technology, both historically and in the present.  

Nye proposes that experiences of the technological sublime emerge from the dominant 

characteristics of large, technical systems. These characteristics take a variety of forms but 

always draw forth a sense of astonishment in response to the raw power and potential benefits of 

a technology.4 More often than not, this astonishment ñsuspends the mental facultiesò of 

individuals who experience the technological sublime, inviting them to gaze in contemplation 

upon the object that prompted their experience in an effort to integrate its function into their 

understanding of the world.5 ñThe experience,ò Nye writes, ñhas a basic structure. A [technical] 

object . . . disrupts ordinary perception and astonishes the senses, forcing the observer to grapple 

mentally with its immensity and power.ò6 Because the ñimmensity and powerò of a technical 

object is typically associated with its productive capacity, the technological sublime is often 
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associated with the potential of a technology to improve humanity through how it produces. For 

example, Nye argues that the characteristic of dynamismðor ability to move from place to place 

rapidlyðof railroads provoked a sense of the technological sublime in those who first 

encountered them because of the astonishment they created. Similarly, he also identifies the 

technological sublime in the largeness of technological infrastructure, geometrical symmetry, 

productive volume, the immenseness of electric cityscapes, and variety of other cases. 

Ultimately, Nye argues that the ability of these characteristics of large, technical systems to 

evoke the technological sublime can transcend political and economic differences. ñKeeping 

with democratic traditions,ò he writes, ñthe . . . sublime was for all.ò7    

Importantly, the technological sublimeôs inscription into public life and public practices 

ñrepresents a way to reinvest the landscape and works of men with transcendent significance.ò8 

Through how various forms are prompted by the characteristics of technical systems, the 

technological sublime has played a central role in the American attitude toward new and 

developing technologies, easing their acceptance into and integration with daily life, as well as 

instilling a belief that humanity has connected with a progressive force of nature that will 

eventually solve its most pressing problems. Even now, during a time when more people have 

become increasingly jaded to the effects of technological progress, a belief that ñdespite 

setbacks, the intentional appropriation of technology enhances the human conditionò persists.9 In 

this sense, the technological sublime might be understood as an interpretive device that enables 

the autonomous nature of technology and thus la technique.  

 The confluence of sublimity and technology flows not only through experiences of 

cutting-edge technologies but also through experiences of technologies from bygone eras. 

Because experiencing a sublime object or a landscape is intrinsically connected to pleasure, 
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emotional excitement, charm, and the use of imagination in ways that both attract and repel us 

from what is being perceived as sublime, the reality that these experiences transcend what is new 

means that the perception of the technological sublime is not restricted to what is new.  

 With regard to industrialism, rapid deindustrialization of regions like the rust belt has left the 

technological remnants of industry scattered across the American landscape. The derelict and 

unused nature of these remnants, however, does not impede the experience of sublimity that was 

ascribed to them when they were new and functioning. To refer to the experience of sublimity 

when in the presence of aging remnants of industry, Steven High and David Lewis have coined 

the term deindustrial sublime. For High and Lewis, the deindustrial sublime emphasizes ña sense 

of being swept away by the beauty and terror of economic change,ò drawing attention both to the 

ability of industrial technology to create profound change and to what happens when industry 

goes awry.10  

Layered atop the technological sublime, the deindustrial sublime still orients those who 

experience it toward the power and capabilities of industrial technologyðfor even if it draws 

attention to the negative attributes of economic change, the point of reference for what is lost 

when industrialism fails is necessarily a belief that industrialism had something to offer in the 

first place. In this sense, the intersection between the deindustrial sublime and the technological 

sublime lends itself to nostalgia for an industrial past, whether or not that past was ever desirable 

or ever existed at all. Of this, Barry Brummett argues that when a machineôs ñoriginal 

functionality is no longer possible to achieveò we must necessarily come to comprehend ñthe 

machine as something linked to the selfò in a manner that calls us to ñidentify with the ruin.ò11 

That is, by ceasing to be productive, a defunct machine requires us to understand it in terms of 

our past relationship with it (or, perhaps, in terms of an imagined relationship) and what our 
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identity was within that relationship. Thus, the experience of identifying with a decayed machine 

and its associated ruins ñis one of nostalgiaò that invites those who view it to contemplate it for 

ñwhat it was and used to be able to do.ò12 Because reflection on the potential of a technic is 

linked to the evocation of the technological sublime, the nostalgia that decaying machinery 

prompts demonstrates how even defunct machinery can still prompt awe for the potential of 

technical systems. Often, the loss of the productive capacity of defunct technologies is 

understood to be connected to the autonomous advance of technical systems themselves, as even 

the foreclosed possibilities of obsolete technologies are assumed to give way to the future 

possibilities of the technologies that replace them.  

In either case, a longing for the benefits of technological systems is palpable, and at 

industrial heritage sites, this longing is chiefly oriented toward the past. Calling the way that 

industrial ruins provoke a longing for the industrial past smokestack nostalgia, Jefferson Cowie 

and Joseph Heathcott argue that the predilection for interpreting industrial machinery as fixed, 

permanent, and lifegiving imbued industrial culture with ñan aura of permanence, durability.ò13 

Because it appeared to be durable and permanent, the experience of and beliefs about industrial 

technology became woven into the fabric of daily life, ostensibly becoming the heritage of 

industrial society. Thus, the experience of the technological sublime has become part and parcel 

of how the past two centuries are recollected. 

Cowie and Heathcott bemoan the ñcreeping industrial nostalgiaò that has come to pervade 

how industrial history is recollected and how industrial heritage sites present the past to their 

guests.14 Echoing this, Ruth Milkman reminds us that it ñis all too often forgotten in the age of 

deindustrializationò that  ñfactory work in the golden age of mass production was deeply 

problematic in its own right,ò with workers yearning ñto escape its relentless and dehumanizing 
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rhythms.ò15 The labor movements and wide-spread unionization of the 20th century attest to this 

reality. In the absence of tangible evidence of the negative aspects of industrialization and in 

light of the slow dismantling of the gains of the labor movement, however, smokestack nostalgia 

radiates from the deindustrial sublime and, as I will argue, possesses the ability to overpower 

recollection of the negative aspects of industrialization. Embodied in the rhetoric of industrial 

heritage sites and in the sublimity of the objects those sites preserve, smokestack nostalgia 

influences how industrial technology is perceivedðan influence that potentially affects how we 

perceive ourselves and the communities within which we live.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I use Lowell National Historical Park (LNHP) as an 

example through which to demonstrate how the experience and perception of the technological 

sublime at industrial heritage sites impacts the way industrial heritage sites recollect the past. To 

do so, I first provide a brief background overview of Lowell National Historical Park (LNHP). 

Then, I move on to analyze the siteôs intersection with the technological sublime, paying 

particular attention to how this intersection impacts the ways that guests might interpret the siteôs 

messages. In doing so, I treat the technological sublime as both a discrete phenomenon that 

guests experience and as something that they are guided toward through the content and 

disposition of the siteôs displays. This dual understanding of how an industrial heritage site 

embodies the technological sublime allows me to account for the subtle experiential and material 

components of the site as well as how ñtextual representations of mechanical technology . . .  

allow the reader to see the technology through a particular set of eyesò that focus on the 

importance of industrialism to national heritage.16 Ultimately, through analysis of the varying 

ways that technological sublimity manifests at LNHP, I argue that the siteôs orientation toward 
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the technological sublime creates a situation within which the onus of blame for the negative 

consequences of industrialism is shifted to human agents.  

Lowell National Historical Park: A Background  

The mills at Lowell, Massachusetts historically have long played a significant role in 

American culture and have set precedents for the United States on at least two occasions. The 

first, and most enduringly important, of these occasions was during the early nineteenth-century 

when Francis Cabot Lowell gambled on the potential of the Merrimack River to provide the 

power necessary to create a thriving industrial center. Cabotôs gamble on Lowell proved to be 

clairvoyant, creating a blueprint for industrial growth that quickly spread throughout the United 

States.17 Most famously associated with young, white, mill girls clad in white dresses and 

carefully attending automatic looms, the Lowell mills provided ñan administrated way of lifeò to 

its workers.18 For this endeavor, the mills were extolled, with countless commentators praising 

their ability not only to produce textiles efficiently but also for their apparent ability to create a 

well-trained and well-behaved workforce. As the first successful center of industrialized mass 

production in the fledgling United States, Lowellôs working machinery became ña visual 

metaphor for the promised cornucopia of production.ò19 Today, nearly two centuries since 

Lowellôs mills first spun into production, recollection of the millsô vision for the future and of 

their perceived potential has earned them a firm place in the industrial memory of the United 

States. 

Less known than the precedent they set during the birth of industrialism, however, is the 

precedent Lowellôs mills set during the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was at this time that 

deliberation over the creation of a new national parkðone centered on the recollection of 

Lowellôs industrial pastðwas taking place on a local and national level. The result of this 
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deliberation was the establishment of Lowell National Historical Park during 1978, a place of 

public memory that used a culture-centered approach to stimulate a failing local economy. The 

culture that LNHP drew upon, of course, was inextricably linked to the cityôs past as an 

industrial manufacturing hub. At a time when deindustrialization of what was to become known 

as the rust belt saw industry rapidly flee and urban decay run rampant, Lowellôs residents 

decided to turn to their past to secure their future. Their effort, though not unique, succeeded 

where other attempts had failedðproviding a blueprint for industrial heritage sites that is still 

closely followed today.20 The repurposing of detritus from Lowellôs industrial pastðin the form 

of aging factories, machinery, and infrastructureðcreated a new type of cultural tool that would 

bring commerce back to the city and begin to influence the notion of American industrial 

heritage strongly. By giving up ñstandardized urban renewal schemes for an urban planning 

concept that focused on the cityôs history,ò Lowell showed that cultural practices inscribed upon 

the American public by industrial technology still powerfully called to a society that was quickly 

exiting an era of mass industrialization.21  

Lowellôs central place both in the evolution of industrialism and in the emergence of 

industrial heritage has made it a point of interest across several fields of study. Of this, interest in 

LNHP has been especially prevalent. The most exhaustive study of LNHP and a landmark work 

at the intersection of industrial heritage and public history is Cathy Stantonôs The Lowell 

Experiment. Stantonôs goal in this study is to ñunderstand professional public historians as social 

actors within a postindustrial city undergoing considerable socioeconomic and demographic 

change.ò22 Through the lens of popular tours provided by LNHPôs park rangers, Stanton explores 

how typically progressive public historians interact with locals to create narratives for public 

consumption about Lowellôs industrial past. Stantonôs exploration of this process demonstrates 
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how negotiation between local, vernacular voices and an organization with a vested interest in 

propagating an official, national narrative of the past necessarily leads to the omission of some 

information and imbues other information with importance. Such selection and deflection of 

information in the displays and construction of a place of public memory are necessarily 

rhetorical, highlighting the rhetorical dimension of the industrial heritage movement in general.23 

Importantly, Stanton argues that LNHPôs potential to provoke visitors into critically engaging 

with the legacy of capitalistic industrialism, and how that legacy influences the present, remains 

untapped.24 This suggests that, despite having the rhetorical tools necessary to do so, the 

narratives and experiences that LNHP imparts fail to transcend beliefs influenced by the 

technological sublime that took root at the birth of industrialism.   

The perception that LNHP misses the mark when interpreting Lowellôs industrial history 

is widely present in much of the scholarly literature about the site. Thomas Leary contends that 

the experience at Lowell is ñvery strong on the topics of labor history and shop floor experience, 

but . . . deals with textile technology in a haphazard fashion and is unimaginative in conveying 

the business side of the story.ò25 ñNeither scholarship nor collections,ò he continues, ñensured 

the creation of exhibits that realized their full potential as an educational medium.ò26 Similarly, 

Thomas Leavitt, in a decidedly scathing review of Lowell, critiques what he sees as both its 

haphazard design and its inattention to explaining technical details of the site. ñBy presenting 

[the] story in this format,ò he declares, the curators ñhave failed to do justice to their subject.ò27 

Intriguingly, both Leary and Leavittôs critiques of LNHP appear to be at odds with Stantonôs 

observation of a missed opportunity to critique the tools of industrial capitalism. Rather than 

desiring a move toward a critique of industry, Leary and Leavitt bemoan LNHPôs decision to 

focus on a more vernacular than official story of the capitalist roots of industrial heritage. As I 
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will show, silhouetted against Stanton, Leary, and Leavittôs accounts of LNHP is the propensity 

of the siteôs displays and experiential components to center on an idealized relationship between 

humans and machines. It is this tendency of LNHP that is criticized by both approaches, with 

Stanton calling for this relationship to be further probed and Leavitt and Leary calling for it to be 

less attended to entirely. Poignantly, in their criticisms of the site, all three authors circle but do 

not identify, the influence of the technological sublime on LNHP.  

In the forthcoming sections, I demonstrate how the technological sublime is rhetorically 

woven into LNHP and how the tapestry that this creates suggests a heritage that idealizes the 

relationship between humanity and machines by rhetorically imbuing machines with sublimity 

and the potential to alter humanityôs future for the better. In demonstrating this, I approach 

LNHP with an understanding that it is located within an experiential habitat that guests must 

contend with as they work their way through the site. The notion of an experiential habitat 

presumes that the meaning of a place of public memory or other places of public gathering ñis 

forged by a series of intertextualizations on the part of the visitorò wherein the landscape acts as 

a text.28 Because LNHP is ñnot a neatly bound piece of real estate owned by the National Park 

Serviceò but instead a ñseries of buildings and open spaces within the downtown area,ò viewing 

the site as an experiential habitat illuminates guestsô journeys throughout the site and provides 

insight into how they interpret the meaning of displays and experiences encountered in LNHPôs 

formal museums. As well, because to treat an experiential habitat as a text is to place importance 

upon how guests proceed through a site and because procedure is necessarily rhetorical, 

exploring the primary ways that guests move through LNHP adds rhetorical depth to more 

traditional readings of the siteôs textual displays, showing how some messages come to be 

emphasized more than others.29 To allow the importance of procedure to bear upon my analysis 
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of the technological sublime at LNHP, I examine the site in a manner true to the typical 

procedures followed by guests as observed by both myself and various employees of the park.  

At the Visitor Center: ñLowell, the Continuing Revolutionò 

Arriving at LNHP, guests begin their visit at the visitor center. The visitor center is 

located on the bottom floor of one of Lowellôs many repurposed mill buildings and can be 

initially difficult to find. In addition to housing the visitor center, this building also houses a 

variety of businesses, including a yoga studio, art gallery, and a telecommunications store, 

imbuing what is a historic built environment with lived reality. More to the point, the presence of 

these businesses highlights LHNPôs mantra that ñthe park is the city and the city is the park,ò a 

slogan that highlights LNHPôs positionality within an experiential habitat that affords access to 

more than the industrial heritage site itself.30 As at most visitor centers operated by the National 

Park Service, once guests have arrived, they are provided a map, guidance from a park ranger 

about how to proceed through the park, access to a few introductory exhibits, and access to a gift 

shop.  

At LNHP, the visitor center primarily serves as a basic introduction to the history of 

Lowell. Importantly, it also provides visitors their first contact with LNHPôs tendency to imbue 

industrial technology with sublimity through how it recollects the past. As a result, the themes 

and messages that the center imparts strongly bear upon the way that guests interpret the 

meaning of the site in general. One park rangerôs suggestion that I take my time while reading 

displays at the visitor center because ñthey help most people get a handle on what Lowell is all 

aboutò underscores their importance. The main vehicle with which the visitor center familiarizes 

guests with LNHP is a short film titled ñLowell: The Continuing Revolution.ò This film lasts 

about 15 minutes and traces the history of Lowell from its inception as Francis Cabot Lowellôs 
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ñindustrial utopiaò to LNHPôs foundation during 1978. Perhaps the most striking feature of the 

introductory film is its remarkably self-aware portrayal of the city, as it both historicizes the 

locations contained within guestsô experiential habitat and extends the parkôs interpretive gaze to 

the present. The filmôs title, ñThe Continuing Revolution,ò emphasizes the historical chronology 

that LNHP embraces, underscoring Lowellôs past and present importance. As well, it alludes to 

an assumption that is part and parcel of the parkôs ethosðthat industrial technology is 

progressive and changes humanity in positive ways. Because of this, the new Lowellðin the 

form of LNHPðñcelebrates past and present,ò as both owe a debt to the heritage of industry. 

The subtle allusions to the progressive power of industrial technology in ñLowell: The 

Continuing Revolutionò idealizes the relationship between industrial technology and human 

agents in a manner that frames it as an important aspect of LNHPôs historical relevance. As 

guests progress through LNHP, the siteôs emphasis of this relationship bears upon potential 

interpretations of the site.     

 

Figure 1: Visitor Center. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 
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The way that LNHPôs introductory film recollects past relationships between industrial 

machines and human agents is reinforced by a series of four displays located in the space outside 

of the screening room. These four displays divide Lowellôs history into four themed periods: 

1821-1836 (ñFactory Village in the Countryò), 1836-1860 (ñFrom Village to Cityò), 1860-1920 

(ñImmigrant Cityò), and 1920-2000 (ñRemaking Lowellò). These period-based themes prove to 

be a central frame through which Lowellôs history is interpreted. Spatially disposed in 

chronological order, the first three displays tell the story of a quickly industrializing city that 

attracts workersðfirst local, then internationalðto opportunities for self-improvement and 

monetary gain provided by its textile mills. An example of how LNHP imbues industrial 

technology with sublime characteristics, these industrial opportunities are described as more than 

merely occupational. For example, the first display, ñFactory Village in the Country,ò portrays 

Lowelliansô lives in idyllic terms. ñIn contrast to the teeming slums of Europeôs large industrial 

cities,ò it states, ñearly Lowell boasted factories encircling green courtyards, landscaped canals, 

and tree-lined boulevards.ò This description of early Lowell invokes what Leo Marx terms the 

American middle-landscape, a pervasive understanding of the United States as a place where 

industrial peoples thrive without having to forfeit the benefits of a pastoral lifestyle.31 

Historically, middle-landscape narratives played an important role in justifying industrial 

development in the United States by suggesting that the negative aspects of industrial lifestyles 

could be purified with pastoral landscapes. Importantly, the notion of the middle-landscape 

provides an early example of how sublimity in a natural landscape was slowly associated with 

industrial machinery if that machinery was perceived to be in harmony with the landscapeða 

transference that eventually suggested the moralizing potential of each. By characterizing early 

Lowell in terms that resonate with the middle-landscapeða notion that still exercises power over 
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the American imagination, even in contemporary discourseðthis display suggests to LNHPôs 

visitors that people flocked to Lowell not only for employment but also for access to intangible 

benefits that could only be obtained in a place where sublimity thrived.  

References to the technological sublime continue in the displays that explain the 

proceeding two periods. ñFrom Village to Cityò portrays Lowell as a growing town ñdominated 

by textile corporations . . .  but increasingly lead by middle-class residents who confronted the 

rising social and physical problems of an expanding urban population.ò As a result of their 

efforts, ñthe cityôs thriving downtown drew factory workers, artisans and middle-class residents 

to its stores, churches, and social halls.ò Here, though the narrative of the middle-landscape has 

receded into the background, we find another instance of industry described as providing 

opportunities to live wellðthis time as a member of the middle class. As the story progresses, 

Lowellôs natural landscape recedes into the background. Instead of straddling two positions, 

sublimity comes to reside fully within the technological, its magnetic appeal making industry the 

commonsense solution to problems caused by Lowellôs expanding populationða population 

with problems that are conveniently not linked to industrialism itself. ñImmigrant Cityò 

continues this trend, proclaiming that after the Civil War ñnewcomers streamed into Lowell . . . 

seeking economic opportunity or fleeing political or religious oppression.ò This display suggests 

that while living conditions in an industrial town may have been sub-par when compared with 

other American ways of life, the opportunities afforded by Lowellôs mills provided social 

conditions that were a drastic improvement over the ñold country.ò Again, yet in a different 

form, industrial technology is portrayed as a path forward to prosperity and a better standard of 

living. The final display, ñRemaking Lowell,ò demonstrates what happens when a city 

deindustrializes and loses its grip upon the life-altering potentials of industrial technology. ñBy 
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the 1920s, Lowellôs industrial prominence was fading . . . casting thousands out of work . . . 

whole neighborhoods were demolished and many residents departed,ò it proclaims. Fortunately 

for the city, by the early 1970s civic leaders had discovered how to resurrect Lowell through 

historic preservation. The successful preservation of Lowellôs industrial identity constitutes its 

continuing revolution, as well as highlights another way that the presence of industrial 

technologyðeven that which no longer producesðcan bring prosperity. 

 

Figure 2: The Continuing Revolution. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

Overall, the way that industrial technology is described in the visitor center paints a 

picture of its positive, transformative power. Describing industrial technology in this manner at 

the beginning of guestsô visit to LNHP encourages recollection of idealized relationships 

between human agents and industrial technologyða collective, prosthetic memory that primes 
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guests to experience LNHP as a site that defends what is ostensibly the heritage of this 

relationship.32 The substance of this heritage is comprised of a belief that, to evolve toward a 

better future, humanity must be allowed to use innovative technologies to better itself. In this 

idealized relationship between human agents and technology, it is humanity that is improved by 

using technology and not technology that is improved by humanity, as in narratives of 

technological progress the advance of technology is viewed as inevitable, rational, and merely in 

need of discovery.33 The relationship that LNHP recollects is drastically different from the 

contemporary view that networked relationships connect humans and machinesðrelationships 

within which all agents exercise influence upon one another and, at times, stand in for one 

another. Rather, in LNHPôs recollection, industrial technology is the central actor that exercises 

influence upon its surroundingsðnamely, humansðin relatively predictable and beneficial 

ways. Much like how a sublime landscape is understood to be constant over time, in LNHPôs 

recollection of Lowellôs history the essence of industrial technology changes only superficially 

and access to its power is gained through patient contemplation.     

How the sublimity of industrial technology is articulated in the visitor center variesðin 

one instance located within the middle-landscape, in another through the creation of the middle-

class, and in yet another in the ability to provide solutions to the problems of Europe. In all 

cases, however, the underlying references to the technological sublime assume the positive 

power of industry undergirds how Lowellôs residentsô relationship with industrial technology. 

This recollection of technology as sublime leads to a latent assumption, what Weisser terms deep 

narrative, that emerges from LNHPôs opening displays: that the shortcomings of industrialism 

are not the fault of industrial machinery, but instead the fault of human agents who mismanaged 

that machinery.34 In each of the displays at LNHPôs visitor center, identification of industrial 
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technologyôs role in the deindustrialization of Lowell is foregone in favor of critiques of human 

agents who were also involved in the cityôs deindustrialization. When these displays describe 

aspects of Lowellôs industrial history that run contrary to how the potential of industrial 

technology is framedðfor example, when the introductory film informs guests that the 

installation of steam turbines caused the elimination of many jobsðthey are nearly universally 

linked to the actions of human agents. These human agents are inevitably described as failing to 

use industrial machinery to its full potential. Thus, the high unemployment rate that plagued 

Lowell after its mills converted to steam power is ascribed to the desire of managers to increase 

productivity or to the desire of owners to increase their profits. On the other hand, the design of 

the steam turbine and its role as an actor in the situation are not interrogatedðsuggesting that it 

is human agents in the industrial network, not industrial technology itself, that go awry.  

Historically, interpreting the relationship between human agents and industrial 

technology in this manner is endemic to how Americans recollect industrialism. In the United 

States, industrial technology is a key component of national self-representation. Over time, the 

rhetorical force of industrial technology has seen it come to be represented as ñan abstract force 

in historyòðsomething into which humanity harnesses and joins for the ride.35 This attitude is 

markedly different from how other, Western nations have reacted to industrialism. The most 

commonly used historical instance against which the American approach is juxtaposed is the 

English Luddite Rebellion of 1811-1816. This is an oft-told story in technology studies. 

Beginning in 1811, ñtextile workers whose livelihoods were threatened by the introduction into 

the workplace of new machinery set out to destroy the offending technology,ò crafting a belief 

system that interpreted industrial technology as designed in a manner that harmed commonersô 

livelihoods.36 From the American perspective, this type of reaction to technology is ña fatalistic . 
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. . confusion about the nature of technological developmentò that interferes with change-for-the-

better that industry is thought to necessarily bring.37  

As a site of industrial heritage that aims to recollect the American experience of industrial 

technology, LNHPôs framing of the historical relationship between human agents and technology 

errs toward the American tradition, implicitly ascribing sublimity, virtue, and progressive 

potential in industrial machinery. As a result, blame for the negative effects or unintended 

consequences of industrialism is typically assigned to human agents. In the coming sections, I 

argue that this is a rhetorical move that, when layered over guestsô experience of the rest of 

LNHP, leads to the scapegoating of human agents for the complex problems of 

deindustrialization.  

Getting to MillsðThe Experience and Aesthetics of Deindustrialization    

Leaving the visitor center, guests are directed to begin journeying toward the Boott 

Cotton Mills Museum, LNHPôs main attraction. Guests can reach the mills either on foot or by 

riding a trolley that periodically runs between the two locations. Because LNHP is scattered 

across Lowell, embedded within a living city, and immersed within guestsô experiential habitats, 

both options provide unique opportunities to experience the modern city. As park rangers are 

quick to point out, Lowell is as much a part of LNHP as the sitesô more official exhibits.    

 The contrast between how Lowell is recollected in the visitor centerôs displays and 

present-day Lowell are striking and must be confronted by guests as they exit the visitor center 

and begin their journey through the city. Modern Lowell, like many industrial boom towns 

located in the rust belt, is a shadow of its former self. While a plethora of industrial infrastructure 

and buildings steeped in industrial architecture still stand throughout the town, it is difficult not 

to sense that some once important piece of Lowell is now absent. An aura of disrepair permeates 



 
 

 86   

  

the city, suggesting that its ability to maintain itself has long since vanished. Lowellôs mills are 

now silent, and workers flock to retail business sites rather than massive machines. John Jakle 

and David Wilson articulate this feeling well in their work on derelict American landscapes: 

ñnothing strikes a sense of pathos more than a ruined factory . . . to see them derelict is to see 

failed dreams.ò38 Similarly, Tamara Hareven and Randolph Langenbach suppose that the 

palimpsest-like remnants of industrialism in deindustrialized areas bear witness to a lost ñway of 

life and . . . sense of continuity.ò39 The material characteristics of Lowellôs modern landscape are 

rhetorically provocative and difficult to ignore.  

If LNHPôs visitor center dwells on the good that industrial technology brings, the 

experiential habitat within which guests travel to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum shows guests 

the consequences of deindustrialization. Because industrial ruination possesses a sublimity of its 

own that is rooted in the technological sublime, it too calls for contemplation of the potential of 

industrial technology.40 In the following sections, I flesh out how the juxtaposition of the visitor 

centerôs emphasis on the technological sublime with the deindustrial sublime impacts guests as 

they travel across Lowell. I argue that this juxtaposition provokes guests to contemplate how 

industrial technology can fall short of its sublime potential. More specifically, I show how this 

juxtaposition creates an exigency that calls guests to raise questions about what caused Lowellôs 

deindustrialization. Ultimately, guestsô experiential habitatsô abilities to provoke questions like 

this invests authority into the way that Boott Cotton Mills Museum recollects Lowellôs past as 

guests progress toward it.  

Walking 

Guests who walk to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum must do so through Lowellôs 

downtown, which is still a living, urban core. Walking here, guests are confronted with the 
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fragmented nature of Lowellôs present in a manner that allows them to recollect the past 

collectively and individually. This duality makes guestsô experiences of walking individually 

unique while also allowing them still to fit snugly within a larger, collective interpretation of the 

past.41 Making this possible is Lowellôs hodgepodge of historical buildings and displays of 

historical information that juxtaposes with the realities of modern life in New England. While it 

is not possible for me to account for every possible path that guests might walk en route to the 

Boott Cotton Mills Museum, I can here sketch out characteristics that are common to all. The 

main commonality is that all guests must venture through an ñexperiential habitat rendered by . . 

. [their] journey,ò creating a text that is ñforged by a series of intertextualizations.ò42 As a type of 

spatial chronology, experiential habitats err toward what Weiser terms a lyric chronologyðone 

in which guests are given minimum direction and free to intertextualize at their leisure.43 As 

such, guestsô experiential habitats in LNHP offer them the opportunity to experience the city in 

uniquely meaningful ways that are commonly bounded by Lowell itself. 

While guests who walk to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum are afforded a wide berth of 

meaning, it is important to underscore how pervasive the specter of deindustrialization is and 

how difficult it is to separate deindustrialization from the potential meanings of LNHP. Because 

the meanings that industrial heritage areas afford are necessarily limited by what is contained 

within them, the types of locations, objects, and displays that guests encounter constrain the 

breadth of potential meanings that are afforded to guests within them.44 In Lowell, as I have 

argued, the confines of LNHP are dominated by ñthe deindustrial sublimeòðits presence 

highlighting both the aesthetically pleasing and sorrowfully emotional aspects of 

deindustrialization.45 Importantly, smokestack nostalgia prompted by the deindustrial sublime 

often provokes uncritical celebration of industry.46 Juxtaposed with how LNHPôs visitor center 
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describes Lowellôs relationship with the technological sublime, the nature of the cityôs modern, 

deindustrial aesthetic inspires nostalgia for the industrial past and curiosity about its absence. 

One casual conversation with a park ranger underscored the impact of this juxtaposition when 

she confessed to me that she wished she could have seen the city during its heyday. When I 

inquired as to why her response was poignant. ñI mean, look at it,ò she said, gesturing to the city, 

ñItôs run down now but still beautiful. Imagine it back then.ò This remark highlights the powerful 

longing for the industrial past that deindustrial landscapes can engenderðeven in those trained 

to examine them and guide others through them critically. Ultimately, this type of restorative 

longing leads to questionsðWhat happened? Who is responsible?  

 

Figure 3: Lowell Streets. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 
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The pathos-charged absence of industry at LNHP is emphasized by historical markers 

that LNHP has attached to many of the cityôs buildings. The markers are ubiquitous on the way 

to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum. Scattered throughout the town, these markers identify how 

many of Lowellôs older buildings were used during the cityôs industrial heyday. They aid guestsô 

recollections of locations related to many different eras of Lowellôs history. For example, the 

National Streetcar Museum, a site maintained by the New England Electric Railway Historical 

Society, is located in a building identified by LNHP as the W.A. Mack Buildingðñthe former 

headquarters of an extensive ironworks business.ò Because these markers are located only on 

buildings that are no longer used for industrial purposes, their presence dramatically underscores 

the already noticeable deindustrialized state of Lowell by claiming absence in locations that have 

been revitalized. These claims of absence are poetically punctuated by the fact that many of the 

marked buildings are currently museums, adding depth to what guests can recollect as lost.  

 

Figure 4: Canal Path. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk. (2019). 
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Because site-specific installations, like markers attached to historic buildings, ñsignify 

that óthis happened hereô and . . . activate a visceral perception that operates on a non-linguistic 

and non-rational level,ò they call those who encounter them to imagine their experiential habitat 

differently from how it appears at face value.47 Relatedly, Greg Dickinson argues that the 

placement of historical markers on buildings pulls structures ñout of the commonplace present, 

distinguishing [them] as a special place both spatially and historically,ò as well as exclaims that 

ñreality happened here, once.ò48 With this in mind, I argue that the markers attached to buildings 

in Lowell by LNHP ask those who encounter them to imagine Lowell as if it were still a place of 

industry. Because such markers highlight the absence of industry, their power to give guests a 

prosthetic memory of Lowellôs past ensures that guests who encounter them when walking to the 

Boott Cotton Mills Museum arrive there with an imagined version of the cityôs industrial past on 

their mind. While not all guests might come to question how industrial Lowell came to be 

deindustrialized, the experience of walking through Lowell affords the Boott Cotton Mills 

Museumôs recollection of Lowellôs decline a potential symmetry with guestsô experiences before 

they even enter the door. 

Riding the Trolley 

Guests who ride LNHPôs trolley to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum encounter a 

juxtaposition between deindustrialization and the technological sublime as well, albeit in a less 

visceral and fragmented manner. On a trolley, visitors are presented with a much more curated, 

cinematic experience in which ñthe style of one building blends with the next . . . [appearing] to 

be a movie set.ò49 The constraints of this experience are a product of how Lowellôs modern 

trolley system runs on the cityôs historical rail infrastructureðonce used to move industrial 

goods within the town and in and out of the region. Traveling on this rail network from the 
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visitor center to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, guests view a sweeping panorama of modern 

Lowell with two features of note: a musealized steam locomotive and Lowellôs historic canal 

system.  

Maintained by the Boston and Maine Railroad Historical Society (BMRHS), Locomotive 

410 and its accompanying baggage car sit directly astride the trolley line and are one of the more 

noticeable displays of industrial technology in Lowell. Perhaps with some hyperbole, BMRHSôs 

website claims Locomotive 410 to be ñthe visual centerpiece of the city,ò a declaration that 

emphasizes the exhibitôs considerable visual impact.50 More than merely visually striking, steam 

locomotives also have prominent cultural meaning in the United States. By most accounts, steam 

locomotives are the most enduring symbol for American industrial progress, representing victory 

over space and time as well as symbolizing the industrial might of the early American republicð 

ña liberating machine.ò51 In many ways, the locomotive is the visual representation par 

excellence of the interpretive frame with which LNHP recollects the past. Unlike the impressive 

machines that gave birth to this imagery, however, Locomotive 410 is little more than a prop, 

placed in Lowell to emphasize the cityôs industrial heritage. Carolyn Kitch argues that restored 

and displayed steam locomotives ñinvite historical imagination of a past world that is 

simultaneously romantic and heroic.ò52 The conjuring of such memories, however, also reminds 

us that they are, in fact, just memories. Embedded into the landscape of the modern city, 

Locomotive 410ôs immobility and obvious status as a preserved technical object emphasize the 

absence of industry. The steam engineôs presence forces recognition of the absence of the 

industrial activities with which it was once closely associated. Today, displayed in Lowell is a 

steam locomotive, but no steam whistle or belched smoke, and, importantly, no mills from which 

to haul the fruits of industry. The absence of these sensory experiences emphasizes ñforeclosed 
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possibilitiesò that come with deindustrialization.53 A nearby display makes textually present 

Lowellôs deindustrialization, informing guests that the townôs workers once called the area a 

ñstreet of lightningò because of the railroadôs presence and that in the past ñthe continuing 

prosperity of industrial Lowell depended on efficient shipping of materials.ò The locomotive, 

now immobile, is no longer able to bring prosperity to Lowell. Its silence and stark beauty 

underscore Lowellôs deindustrialization.   

 

Figure 5: Locomotive and Trolley. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

Viewing Locomotive 410 from LNHPôs trolley, or while waiting for the trolley to arrive, 

also accentuates Lowellôs deindustrialization by making apparent the trolleyôs status as a leisure 

activity. Typically, most tourism-based train and trolley rides at historic sites ñembrace historic 

themesò and ñhave little to do with history.ò54 Such attractions provide guests rides with a 
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mishmash of thematic information, anachronistic reenactment, and a feeling of relaxed serenity, 

traveling through scenery that gives little hint of their former role in industry. In many ways, an 

attraction like this ñbelies its own history.ò55 By avoiding the more unsavory aspects of industrial 

history, rail rides are, in short, intended to be fun. They become an escape from labor and no 

longer a component of it. As a result, railroad and trolley rides often prompt their riders to forget 

about the stark realities of deindustrialization. The enjoyment they provide ñcomes from letting 

go of history rather than holding onto it.ò56  

The trolley ride at LNHP, however, has difficulty distracting guests from the realities of 

deindustrialization by virtue of the siteôs embeddedness within an experiential habitat that is 

accented by deindustrialization. The presence of Locomotive 410 astride the trolley line, along 

with Lowellôs inescapable industrial backdrop, suspends the illusion of active industry that riding 

the trolley may have otherwise encouraged. An overheard conversation between a father and 

daughter who were visiting LNHP demonstrates this well. After boarding the trolley, the young 

girl spotted Locomotive 410 to the right after the ride had embarked. Looking back at her father, 

she excitedly asked, ñCan we ride that too?!ò The father awkwardly explained that they could not 

ride Locomotive 410 because it was part of the museum and thus not meant for ñfun.ò This 

response highlights how the musealization of machinery can suggest the absence of industry 

even as portions of industrial infrastructure are resurrected by a communityôs ñdesire to maintain 

an industrial identity.ò57 The magnetic draw and metonymic power of industrial machineryð

especially a locomotiveðto represent the promise of industry comes to emphasize industryôs 

absence when it is juxtaposed with simulacra of industrial labor that are intended for enjoyment.  

The canal system along which LNHPôs trolley travels similarly displays the absence of 

industry. One of the industrial infrastructures built in the city, Lowellôs canal system has 
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survived since the nineteenth century. Today, it provides a historical, industrial aesthetic that 

resonates strongly with the cityôs factory architecture. Patrick Malone, who studied Lowellôs 

canals for The Historical American Engineering Record, tells how the canals played an 

important role in the history of American technology, spurring ñindustrialization in the United 

States.ò58 Constantly present from the trolley ride to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, the canals 

visually make present Lowellôs industrial heritage in the form of deindustrialized infrastructure. 

Today, the canals are no longer used for industrial purposes. Instead, they have been 

appropriated by LNHP as a popular ride on which guests tour Lowell by boat and are provided 

lessons about its industrial pastðan activity altogether similar to LNHPôs trolleysô use of the 

cityôs rail infrastructure. To see tour boats in the canals is like seeing a preserved locomotive 

next to an active rail line, as both instances suggest how Lowellôs industrial infrastructure has 

come to be used for leisure activities amidst a background of deindustrialization.   

The visual cues of the cityôs deindustrialization become more pronounced as LNHPôs 

trolley approaches the Boott Mills. Here, the trolley line becomes surrounded by a veritable 

canyon of industrial architecture that occludes modern Lowell. At this point, guests who ride the 

trolley are afforded little choice but to reflect on the grandeur of Lowellôs industrial structures. 

Confrontation with the deindustrial sublime is difficult to avoid. The intensity of this portion of 

guestsô journey to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum underscores the deindustrialization of the 

town in general. Because the deindustrial sublime is linked to an understanding of the lost 

potential of industry, the final immersion of guests into factory architecture as they approach the 

Boott Cotton Mills Museum underscores Lowellôs deindustrialization. This absence is made 

more pronounced by the way LNHPôs visitor centerôs characterizes industrial technology with 
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descriptors related to the technological sublime. As one ranger announced to guests on the 

trolley, ñAs you can see, Lowell isnôt what it used to be.ò 

The Boott Cotton Mills Museum 

Whether traveling by foot or by trolley to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, guestsô 

experiential habitats and the deindustrial sublime that pervades them underscore the absence of 

industry in modern Lowell. What they do not doðand are perhaps incapable of doingðis 

provide an answer to questions that are inevitably raised in response to the experience of 

deindustrialization: Why? Where did it go? Whose fault was it? The answers to these questions, 

as I will show, are offered by the Boott Cotton Mills Museum itself. As such, the museum is, 

procedurally, the heart of LNHP. The story of Lowellôs industrial history recollected by its 

displays gives depth to how guests can interpret the discrepancy between LNHPôs framing of 

industrial technology as sublime and the realities of modern, deindustrial Lowell. Ultimately, the 

rhetoric of the Museumôs recollection of Lowellôs past protects the sanctity of the technological 

sublime and directs the parkôs critical gaze from machines to humans.  
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Figure 6: Boott Cotton Mills Museum. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

Arriving at the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, guests are fresh from experiencing how 

Lowellôs palimpsest of industrial remnants allow the city to become a museum of itself, creating 

a sense of industrial heritage that ñis the transvaluation of the obsolete, the mistaken, the dead, 

and the defunct.ò59 By endowing objects and locations with a sense of their importance to 

national, industrial development, LNHP invites guests to imagine Lowell as it once was, 

emphasizing what has been lost and implying questions about the process of change. In this 

sense, recollection at industrial heritage sites is an inherently ñimaginative process through 

which visitors . . . óreliveô something both far beyond and long before their own lives.ò60 At 

LNHP, this process of industrial recollection is augmented by the plethora of deindustrial 

architecture that provides the backdrop with which guests intertextualize as they journey through 
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the park. Though much of Lowell has been revitalized, in most places it is still exceedingly 

obvious that buildings once used for industry are no longer used for that purpose, underscoring 

the loss of the cityôs former prosperity. It is this experience that the Boott Cotton Mills Museum 

promises to flesh out for guests, addressing questions that the juxtaposition of technological 

sublime and deindustrial sublime raises.  

The Boott Cotton Mills Museum is housed within a circa 1836 building that once 

belonged to the former Boott Cotton Millsða textile corporation founded by Kirk Boott. One of 

the original structures preserved by the park during the 1970s, the Boott Mills possesses the most 

complete infrastructure of Lowellôs remaining mills. While most of the Boott Mills have been 

repurposed for business and residential use, the museum occupies two floors and 22,000 square 

feet of the site, making it the largest single space solely administered by LNHP. The first floor of 

the museum is taken up by a gift shop and replica of a circa 1910 weave room, while the second 

floor of the museum houses ñinteractive exhibits and oral history videos about the industrial 

revolution and Lowellôs working people.ò61 After disembarking from the trolley and making 

their way by foot through Lowell, guests enter the museum by crossing over what is the original 

footbridge used by workers, according to a nearby textual display. The entrance to the museum is 

located inside the Boott Mills courtyard, which, according to another textual display, ñis one of 

the finest examples of mill architecture in the United States.ò  
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The First Floor 

 

Figure 7: The Antechamber. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2019). 

Visitors enter through the millôs original entrance, passing an impressive spiral wooden 

staircase that connects all floors. Once they have paid a six-dollar entrance fee, and perhaps have 

wandered for a few minutes around the gift shop, guests proceed to the first floor of the museum. 

Immediately there appears a massive mill floor filled with operating automatic looms. To contain 

the noise and vibration of the looms, LNHP has constructed a substantial, sound-proof glass 

wall, creating a small antechamber through which guests must proceed. Here, guests encounter a 

brief textual display that informs them about the mill room they are about to enter.   

 In these displays, which are intended to give depth to the experience of the automatic 

looms, the Boott Cotton Mill Museum provides information about the roles that workers would 
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have played in such an environment. This rhetorical move allows LNHP to explain 

deindustrialization in a manner that does not challenge the technological sublime. The displays in 

the antechamber provide guests with a brief introduction to what life was like for workers on the 

mill floor. These displays are comprised mostly of quotes by former mill employees, descriptions 

of the jobs those employees performed, and descriptions of the machinery with which they 

worked. In contrast with the visitor center, which elides most detailed information about the day-

to-day experiences of workers, the narrative here is much more explicit about the harsh realities 

of working in an industrial textile mill. For example, one display, titled ñWorking Conditions,ò 

reminds guests that ñWeave rooms were hazardous working environments. Life-threatening 

accidents and long-term health disabilities were common byproducts of employment in the 

textile mills . . . the lighting was poor, the hours were long, and the machinery and belting 

dangerous.ò Similar to the visitor centerôs suggestion that deindustrialization was not the fault of 

industrial machinery, these exhibits shift blame for poor working conditions to human agentsð

typically, to owners and managers. For example, the closing sentences of the ñWorking 

Conditionsò display claims that, despite attempts by the government to make mills safer, ñmany 

manufacturers easily evaded the law,ò thus implying that Lowellôs poor working conditions were 

less a product of the dangers of industrial machinery and more a product of how it was 

administrated. This emphasis in the museumôs opening displays allows for industrial technology 

to remain characterized in ways consistent with the technological sublime. While the displays 

acknowledge that the working conditions for those who worked in the mills may not have always 

been ideal, industrial technologyôs utility and contribution to society are hardly questionedð

suggesting that it was never the real problem in the first place. 



 
 

 100   

  

 

Figure 8: Automatic Looms. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2019). 

 The mill floor itself immerses the visitor in an overwhelming sensory experience. While 

the antechamber allows the low hum of machinery to be heard through the soundproof glass, this 

low hum belies the cacophonous clanging, clacking, and humming of the automatic looms upon 

the main floor of the mill. While LNHP outside of the first floor of the Boott Cotton Mills 

Museum is dominated by the deindustrial sublime, the first floor flips the script to provide guests 

an experience that affords a glimpse of the technological sublimeðprivileging the ñdynamism of 

moving machinery and powerful forces.ò62 As distinct from the experiential habitat that guests 

traverse en route to the museum, which draws attention to the realities of deindustrialization, the 

first floor of the Boott Cotton Mills Museum ostensibly shows guests exactly what full 

industrialization looks like. The mill floor contrasts drastically with Lowellôs post-industrial 
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landscape, appearing to be pristineðas if the machinery never went off-line and industry never 

left Lowell.       

 The mill floor itself is devoid of any significant informational displays. Instead, the 

automatic looms, incessantly in motion, serve as the primary didactic instrument. Gazing upon 

the automatic looms, guests learn about not only their operation but also about the sensory 

experiences of the workers who once used them. Such sensory knowledge is, of course, gathered 

through a safe recreation in the present. By editing out many of the elements that once made the 

mill floor unsafeðcotton dust, poor ventilation, machinery without guards, no muffling of 

noiseðLNHP extols the machineryôs character as an ñorderlyò and ñwell-runò enterprise. This 

focus, ultimately, draws guestsô attention to the potential of well-managed industry.63 By putting 

guests into an experience that forecloses the potential of danger, the sheer power and 

awesomeness of the automatic looms become the central display of the mill floor. It is difficult 

here to fully describe the intoxicating sense of power that standing next to the loom machines 

imparts. Their obvious power underscores their importance and their potential as tools that can 

augment human society. Moreover, the control exercised over their safety restricts ñthe sense 

that the machine might rage out of control,ò allowing guests to focus on the positive potential of 

industry.64  

A handful of tactile displays further draw attention to the positive potential of the 

machines displayed in the weave room. Hanging on the railings that line the walkways through 

the mill floor are examples of cloth for guests to examine, providing a tangible expression of the 

products of industrial mill technology and linking it closely with products that are still in use. 

Historically, such cloth was used for a myriad of domestic purposes, including, but not limited 

to, use in clothing, cleaning rags, and curtains. The emphasis of the clothsô wide range of 
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applications directly links the raw sublimity of the looms to useful, domestic application. 

However, the loomsô continuing production of cloth allows LNHP to reinforce this message in 

ways that also allow guests to show their approval of it through consumption. Ekaterina Haskins 

reminds us that ña museum excursion usually culminates in a trip to a museum shop,ò a reality 

that enables guests to purchase souvenirs that reinforce the messages a museum imparts long 

after guests have left.65 LNHP is no exception to this tendency, as samples of the cloth that is 

produced in the weave room and provided to guests as a tactile display can be purchased at the 

siteôs gift shop. By selling the cloth produced by the weave roomôs experiential displays, LNHP 

completes the illusion that the Boott Cotton Mills still functionðat least to some extent. 

Importantly, this illusion suggests that the way the mills are operated today is the proper way to 

run them, as guests are shown that the products they produce are high quality and that the 

machinery used to produce those high quality products does not pose a serious threat to those 

who encounter them. In other words, it suggests that the automatic looms can be operate safely 

while maintaining efficient production of desirable products.  

Materially and spatially, the soundproof enclosure of the mill room on the first floor of 

the Boott Cotton Mills Museum suggests that industrial machinery is less dangerous when proper 

safety precautions are taken by those who manage it. This enclosure shows guests what appears 

to be an accurate replica of a loom room that, in fact, is rife with modern safety mechanisms. 

Because they are components of an overall scene that purports to recreate a historic, automatic 

loom room, it is easy to overlook the fact that soundproof glass, earplugs, and effective 

ventilation did not feature in Lowellôs mills during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Many 

guests, for example, suggest that the mill room experience ñisnôt as badò as they thought it would 

be, indicating a failure to associate the room with its modern components. Such safety 
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precautions are contemporary additions required by the contemporary managers of the site. Their 

use underscores an important belief held by many of LNHPôs current employees. One interaction 

I had during my fieldwork at the site provides a worthwhile example of this belief. During a 

conversation with a park ranger, I asked if anyone had been injured by the historic machinery 

since the museumôs opening. The rangerôs response, while lengthy, pointed toward a belief that 

those who now work in the loom room were not being pushed to the same extremes to which 

workers were once pushed during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and, as a result, were 

not placed into the same types of dangerous situations. ñYou should be more excited than 

worried about getting hurt,ò he suggested as our conversation ended. If a similar attitude is 

imparted by LNHPôs other interpreters to guests (which, based on my time at the park, is likely), 

the belief that the park operates the millôs machinery in a safe manner underscores the way that 

LNHP orients toward the impact of human agents who did not administrate machinery safely. By 

giving guests a chance to experience a safely operating mill floor that uses contemporary safety 

strategies, LNHP creates an illusion that suggests a safe, productive industrial environment can 

be created with easeðan illusion that makes the failure of Lowellôs historical managers to do so 

all the more damning. 

 Further drawing attention to the role of human agents in the operation of Lowellôs mills is 

a period timeclock that hangs on the wall near the entrance to the mill floor. A small display next 

to the timeclock informs guests that ñtime clocks helped managers enforce the rule of the clock 

on workersò and requests guests to ñpunch inò to record their own visit. Here, it is important to 

recognize that objects that are displayed in a museumðespecially those that ask guests to 

interact with them physicallyðare chosen because they exemplify the ideas a museum tries to 

impart.66 Moreover, hands-on exhibits within historical museums, like the timeclock, are often 
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used as a way to help visitors imagine themselves within a historical environment, in many cases 

making the sensory experience appear to be authentic.67 Therefore, the text of LNHPôs timeclock 

display and the actions it requests guests to perform can be considered further evidence of how 

the museum orients guests toward the role that human agents played in the day-to-day operation 

of industrial factories. Because it draws attention to human actions and the impact of human-

human surveillance, the time clock display suggests that the guiding narrative to which LNHP 

looks when choosing objects to display is one that tells the story of the impact of peopleôs 

actions. As well, by giving guests firsthand experience of the sensation of having their actions 

measured by managers, the time clock display resonates with LNHPôs narrative orientation 

toward the role of human agents by showing how managers surveilled the productivity of 

workersô time. Still further, the experience of clocking in on a period timeclock helps make more 

real the illusion of a functioning mill environment that is created by the presence of the 

automatic looms. Because LNHP has taken steps to make the experience of being on the mill 

floor safe, the illusion of authenticity that guests experience when clocking in further implies that 

a safe and productive industrial workplace was historically feasible and, as a result, helps to shift 

blame for Lowellôs deindustrialization to the management.  
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The Second Floor   

 

Figure 9: Visions of Industrial America. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

The second half of the Boott Cotton Mills Museum features a more traditional museum 

setting. The sole exhibit on this floor is titled ñLowell: Visions of Industrial America.ò This 

exhibit begins by posing three questions: 1) What were the innovations in technology and 

business that propelled the growth of the factory system, 2) How did these innovations affect 

workers and managers on the job, and 3) More recently, how did Lowell and the textile industry 

weather the global economic shifts of the twentieth century? In this section, I argue that the way 

ñLowell: Visions of Industrial Americaò answers these questions, in conjunction with the 

museumôs first floor and guestsô experiential habitat outside of the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, 

answers questions about what factors lead to Lowellôs deindustrialization. Importantly, the way 

that ñLowell: Visions of Industrial Americaò recollects the events that lead to Lowellôs 
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deindustrialization protect LNHPôs framing of industrial technology as sublime by shifting 

blame to human agentsðmanagers and ownersðand avoiding critical assessment of industrial 

machinery itself. To fully flesh out how the rhetoric of ñLowell: Visions of Industrial Americaò 

accomplishes this, I explore each question that the exhibit poses in turn.  

What were the innovations in technology and business that propelled the growth of the factory 

system?  

 

The first question is most succinctly answered by early portions of ñLowell: Visions of 

Industrial Americaò that depict the transformation of the preindustrial city of East Chelmsford 

into the city of Lowell. Here, the exhibit tells a tale of the explosive growth that industrial 

technology brought to New England.  Before the arrival of Francis Cabot Lowellôs industrial 

system, the region depended on agriculture for its livelihoodða reality that forced residents to 

ñgrow their own food and make their own clothing.ò An influx of industrial technology after the 

American revolution, the exhibit teaches, brought tremendous wealth and prosperity to what was 

to become Lowell. A notable example of this narrative is located on a display titled ñEast 

Chelmsford Transformedò that describes how the construction of canals and other industrial 

infrastructures in the region caused businesses to ñspring up.ò This depiction suggests that even 

the smallest instance of industrial technology can have drastic economic consequences.  

 Throughout the entirety of the exhibit, industrial technology is depicted as increasingly 

efficient. Initially, the narrative goes, these machines were powered by water but became steam 

powered as industrial systems became more and more efficient. A list of technologies deemed 

important by the exhibit reads like an industrial sales catalog: the ring spinning frame, the 

throstle spinning frame, water turbines, steam turbines, the Northrop Battery, the Crompton and 

Wyman Piled Fabrics Looms, and so on ad nauseum. In many instances, LNHP displays these 
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technologies either as artifactual objects or in photographs, allowing guests vividly to imagine 

how industrial technology was used. In their capacity as displays, these technical objects and 

their mediated representations become a ñtangible record of human endeavor.ò68 Their 

arrangement in the exhibit constitutes what Weiser terms a multimodal chronology, within which 

various media are used to tell a central narrative around which the exhibit is spatially 

organized.69 In the case of ñLowell: Visions of Industrial America,ò technical objectsô  are 

arranged in order of their development. Such arrangement not only gives weight to the notion of 

technological progress but also suggest that technical progress goes hand-in-hand with the 

increasing benefits of industrial society by their symmetry with the growth of Lowell itself. 

 While the list of technologies that contributed to Lowellôs development is a rather cut and 

dry answer to the first question posed by ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial City,ò what is 

important to the broader meanings of LNHP are the way those industrial technologies are 

characterized. While it is not my intent here to critique what the exhibit does and does not 

display, it is important to note that ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò does not display what 

might be colloquially referred to as dead-end technologiesðtechnologies that failed to create 

significant technical or social progress.70 Because decisions about what information is included 

in a display and what information is not included are necessarily rhetorical, the decision to not 

include dead-end technologies illuminates the preferred narrative assumptions of LNHP.71 The 

absence of dead-end technologies, of course, is not a practice only found at LNHP, but also is 

endemic to discourse about science and technology in general. Commonlyðespecially in 

popular venuesðthe evolution of scientific theory and technical instruments is characterized as a 

gradual revealing of a priori knowledge and designsðan ontology that depicts science and 

technology as a steady, progressive march toward a determined goal.72 Often, the development of 
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new technology, because it grows within social systems strongly influenced by older, more 

widespread technologies, appears to emerge from that social system naturally.73 This propensity 

has been persuasively shown in Charles Bazermanôs account of the development of the lightbulb 

by Thomas Edison and his associates, within which Bazerman demonstrates that ñnew 

technology must locate itself against a product already established . . . [and] identify or create 

dissatisfaction with the current technology.ò74 In the case of the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, 

industrial textile technologies are portrayed as constantly improvingðthe result of what one of 

the exhibitôs displays claims as the ñsuperior skillsò of American mechanics. Importantly, the 

depiction of technological progress as logical and orderly in ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial 

Cityò resonates strongly with the way that industrial technology is framed for guests in the 

visitor center, showing how the first question that the exhibit poses assumes that technology 

brought growth to Lowellðan assumption that preserves the sanctity of the technological 

sublime.  

 Beyond their portrayal as progressive and rational, the technologies displayed in ñLowell: 

Visions of an Industrial Cityò are often highly aestheticized, which contributes to their utopian 

aura. An exhibited Throstle Spinning Frame, for example, is described as a ñgraceful, decorated 

machineò that received its name because it ñproduced a noise like the song of a thrush.ò A ranger 

who was stationed as an interpreter in the exhibit approached me after he noticed me reading and 

asked if I had ever thought about sewing machines as if they were birds. My honest answer, ñI 

havenôt,ò prompted him to launch into a relatively unrelated story about how some of the most 

important technologies were modeled after things that inventors observed in nature. Regardless 

of the veracity of the rangerôs comments or their relevance to the display at hand, their spirit 

emphasizes LNHPôs propensity to aestheticize industrial technology. Descriptions like that of the 



 
 

 109   

  

Throstle Spinning Frame, which reference nature, also invoke Marxôs notion of the middle 

landscape, where technologies and nature coexist with one another at great benefit to humanity. 

 

Figure 10: Throstle Spinning Frame. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

 Lastly, it is worth noting the organizational technologies linked by ñLowell: Visions of an 

Industrial Cityò to the cityôs growth. Here, innovations in business practice take center stage. 

While instances of business innovations described by the exhibit are limited when compared to 

mechanical technologies, when they are mentioned they typically revolve around the utility of 

capitalism and the role of government. The exhibitôs most commonly referred to business 

practice is the willingness to gamble on an investment. For example, nearly all the Bostonian 

capitalists that were involved in Lowellôs development are depicted as embodying a willingness 

to invest in industrial technologies despite uncertainty about return. In one display, entitled ñThe 
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Waltham Experiment,ò Francis Cabot Lowell is depicted as having ñambitiousò plans in which 

ñhis associates were hesitantò to invest. Despite their initial risk ñthe venture proved extremely 

profitable.ò However, business innovations are often displayed in a negative light as well, 

creating a dichotomy between the positive aspects of technological innovation and how those 

innovations can be mitigated by business practices out-of-controlða stance that ultimately shifts 

blame to human agents. A recurring illustration of this is found in displays documenting how 

managers and owners increased productivity and profits by hiring unskilled workers at low 

wages. For example, ñLowellôs Heydayò describes how managers ñdecreased wages or changed 

piece ratesò both to exercise control over workers and increase profit. The contrast between 

displays about positive technological innovations or workers and the negative impact of business 

innovations continues LNHPôs trend of placing blame for ills on human agents.  

How did these innovations affect workers and managers on the job?  

Throughout the exhibit, this question is perhaps the most substantially and commonly 

answered of the three questions posed by ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial City.ò As Gregg 

Kimball notes, LNHPôs ñexhibitions are heavily weighted toward the people who created and 

made Lowell work,ò a situation that creates a plethora of answers to the second question the 

exhibit asks.75 Typically, the answers provided to this question revolve around deteriorating 

working conditions that plagued Lowell as time wore on. While the ñwhite-nunsò of Lowell may 

have had it good, the exhibits argue, the managersô incessant drive to improve the productivity of 

their workforce drove the women awayðeventually to be replaced by lower waged and less 

skilled immigrants. As a result, immigrants and managers were forced into a ñsubtle human 

struggle.ò Unsurprisingly, and despite a lack of attention to them, the innovations that are 

portrayed as affecting workers and managers most are those related to business management 
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practices. Technological innovations, on the other hand, are nearly universally billed as positive, 

except when those innovations are explicitly appropriated by managers as a way to control their 

workers. As a result, the second question posed by the exhibit is primarily answered via displays 

about the early labor movement. 

 

Figure 11: Wheels of Change. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2019). 

A short video that runs on loop near the entrance to ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial 

Cityò provides an example of how the negative effects of technological innovation are often 

blamed on human agents and their business practices. The film, titled ñThe Wheels of Change: 

The First Century of American Industrialism,ò chronicles the history of early industrialism in the 

United States. Despite its name, however, the film focuses closely on the labor movement. In 

line with other displays in the exhibit, the filmôs narration continues LNHPôs trend of 
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characterizing industrial technology as fundamentally positive yet corruptible by human agents. 

The most noteworthy example of this in the film comes as the story it tells reaches the American 

Civil Warða conflict it describes as pitting Southern agrarians against Northern industrialists. 

Intriguingly, the film describes both Southern agrarianism and Northern industrialism as forms 

of slaveryðone as chattel slavery and the other as wage slavery. Despite the equation of the 

northern industrial system with wage slavery, however, the film adopts a triumphant attitude 

toward the victory of what it terms ñindustrial Yankee ingenuity,ò claiming that the union victory 

ushered in an era of growth, prosperity, and drastic change. While the twin problems of poor 

working conditions and low wage are constantly identified by the film, they are ubiquitously 

considered to be the fault of wealthy industrialists and their business innovations. The filmôs 

portrayal of Andrew Carnegieða wealthy capitalist responsible for the growth of the American 

steel industryð demonstrates this well. Carnegieôs actions during the Homestead Strike, which 

led to the death of ten steelworkers, are invoked in the film with great effect. Primarily, the film 

uses them to demonstrate how wealthy industrialistsô relentless pursuit of efficiency and profit 

was a detriment to the working class. If northern industrialism is wage slavery, it seems that it is 

wealthy industrialists who are the slave masters and not the innovative machines to which 

laborers were yoked.  

 Elsewhere in ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial City,ò a display entitled ñThe Complexity 

of Conflictò gives a relatively detailed depiction of labor conflict at Lowell that also channels 

blame for the ill effects of industrialism toward human agents. The impetus for struggle in the 

mills, the display contends, were both ñconflict between skilled and unskilled workers and 

conflict among ethnic groups.ò An example of a dilemma between skilled and unskilled workers 

informs guests of how the development of ñring spinning machines . . . threatened the mule 
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spinnersô job security.ò The development of this new technology threatened to put skilled 

laborers out of work, replacing them with unskilled laborers who would merely shepherd a 

spinning machine. Ostensibly, this is a story very much in the Luddite tradition where innovative 

technology is placed at fault for the loss of working-class livelihoods. However, the display takes 

pains to redirect blame, closing with a statement that ñBecause they cut costs, ring spinners were 

attractive to managers. Thus, an advance in technology gave managers an edge in their struggle 

with the mule spinners in the 1870s.ò Here, again, sustained critique of the implications of 

technological design are forgoneðlost in a pivot toward human agency.   

 The assignment of blame for the negative changes that accompanied industrialism to 

managers is also found in ñWorking in the Mills,ò a display dedicated to informing guests about 

the working conditions of Lowellôs textile mills. This display immediately opens by informing 

guests that ñIn Lowellôs textile mills, machines made cloth, but people invented, operated, and 

improved the machines,ò drawing attention toward the human story of Lowell and away from 

what is depicted as rote technology. Here, the human aspect of the story, as in other parts of 

LNHP, is evoked to deflect criticism from industrial technology itself. The display continues, 

suggesting that ñMost factory floors wereðand still areðplaces of tremendous noise and subtle 

human struggle. Managers tried to get the most out of workers by speeding up machinery . . . and 

kept pay as low as possible.ò Despite the greed of managers and owners, ñlaborers tried to 

maintain a degree of control over their work, improve conditions, increase wages, and obtain fair 

piece rates.ò  By suggesting that if workers had been given their way conditions would have 

improved, the display contends that the nature of technological innovation itself would have 

solved the problems of low pay and working conditions. Thus, it must be the managers who 

blocked these supposedly natural improvements from occurring. 
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More recently, how did Lowell and the textile industry weather the global economic shifts of the 

twentieth century?  

 

The final question posed by ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò draws together 

guestsô experiences at LNHP, directly addressing the deindustrialized state of the city of Lowell 

and its consequences. Importantly, this question is answered primarily toward the end of the 

exhibit, coming after sections that focus heavily on Lowellôs early technological innovation and 

labor history. Because ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò is spatially arranged in a way that 

requires guests to progress forward through the industrial history of Lowell, the positioning of 

answers to the third question near the end of the exhibit suggest a causality that links the answers 

to information provided before it.76 As such, it is worth reviewing the procedure that guests to 

LNHP have typically followed to this point. To provide a broader picture, I recap what average 

guests experience as they arrive at the park and journey to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum. First, 

guests arrive at the visitor center to receive general information about the park. Here, they are 

directed to view a short video and read through a small display. Both the video and the exhibit 

allude to the power of industrial technology to positively transform a region. Silhouetted against 

how LNHP frames industrial technology is the deindustrialized state of contemporary Lowell. 

The absence of industry in Lowell is emphasized by the experiential habitat through which 

guests trek as they traverse Lowell en route to the Boott Cotton Mills Museum. Upon entering 

the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, guests exit deindustrialized Lowell to enter a recreation of the 

cityôs industrial heyday in the form of functioning automatic looms. Once guests experience the 

recreation of Lowellôs industrial past, they arrive on the second floor of the Boott Cotton Mills 

Museum and are provided information about how innovative technologiesðlike the automatic 

loomsðmade Lowell prosperous. Thus, when guests encounter information that is intended to 

answer the third question that ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò poses, they do so at a point 
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which bridges the gap between the historical information about Lowell that LNHP provides and 

guestsô experiences in the city as it exists today. 

The bridging of this gap occurs toward the end of ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò 

when guests encounter a section of the exhibit titled ñCrisis.ò It is here that, after their excursion 

through the grandeur of Lowellôs past, a large display on the wall pulls guests back to the reality 

of modern Lowellðan industrial boomtown in a deindustrial slump. The opening display in this 

section declares that industrial ñclosures devastated Lowell. Huge mill complexes were 

shuttered, the downtown shopping district declined, and several city center neighborhoods 

suffered physical decay. Residents struggled to find work as unemployment soared.ò Based on 

this opening text, the easy answer to the question of how Lowell faired the twentieth century is 

ñpoorly.ò This implied answer resonates strongly with the experiential habitat through which 

guests travel to arrive at the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, giving words to the experience and 

reinforcing the assumption that the presence of industrial technology changes a city for the 

better. 

What, or who, is portrayed as responsible for Lowellôs industrial decline, then? The 

display titled ñCrisisò explicitly informs guests of the cause of these woesðthe managers and 

owners. The beginning of ñCrisisò opens as follows: 

We cannot compete! We will have to close the mills! Move the mills south! So 

proclaimed Lowellôs textile manufacturers. Workers responded: Donôt cut our wages! 

Reinvest in the mills! These words echoed through Lowell during the hard times of the 

1920s and 1930s. A few of the cityôs older textile firms continued to operate in the 1950s. 

Others relocated to the south or closed down. 

In this display, we find a dramatized portrayal of workers begging management to remain in 

town, raise their wages, and stop hoarding wealth. Featuring these words prominently, the 

ñCrisis!ò section of ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò frames the cityôs decline in starkly 
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human terms. Importantly, this framing echoes other informative displays at LNHP, which focus 

on the role of human agents when discussing times of crisis in Lowellôs past. Here, however, 

blame is expressly assigned, and not merely implied. Quite literally, Lowellôs crisis of 

deindustrialization becomes a conflict between managers and workers. Thus, the cause of 

Lowellôs downfall is located not in the relationship between human agents and mechanical 

agents, but in the relationship between human agents and human agents. It is the conflict 

between human agents that ultimately, per the story told by LNHP, interferes with humanityôs 

ideal relationship with machines. 

 Because the ñCrisis!ò section of the exhibit focuses on human conflict, technological 

innovation is absolved from blame by virtue of a lack of sustained critique of its consequences. 

In fact, quite the opposite is found throughout this portion of the exhibit. A recurring trope in this 

section is a belief that technology could have solved Lowellôs economic ills were it given the 

opportunity. One display claims ñif only the managers had been willing to invest in more 

innovative technologyò the entire crisis of deindustrialization would have been avoided. Other 

displays, like ñCrisis!ò draw attention to workersô pleas to management to reinvest in the mills, 

suggesting a pervasive belief among Lowellôs workers that new technologies would bring 

prosperity back to the town, as well as a belief that management was purposely forestalling the 

potential of such technology. Moreover, a continuing belief in the transformative power of 

technology is evident in another display that informs guests about the fate of mill firms that 

moved south. For example, a display, titled ñMoving South,ò claims that ñSoutherners sought to 

create a New Southô by embracing the market system and investing in factories . . . Within two 

generations, the textile industry had helped transform the way people lived in the Southðjust as 

it had in the north about 100 years earlier.ò While the rest of this display provides a much 
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harsher critique of working conditions than found in other areas of ñLowell: Visions of an 

Industrial City,ò (likely a response to lingering bitterness over losing millwork to Southern 

towns), the assumed positive impacts of industrial technology remain unchallenged.  

 

Figure 12: Crisis Display. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 

 In addition to its defense in textual displays, the power and sublimity of industrial 

machinery is made experientially present in the ñCrisis!ò portion of ñLowell: Visions of an 

Industrial City.ò While not an intentional design feature of the site, how the experience of 

machinery occurs on the second floor of the Boott Cotton Mills Museum is a function of the 

siteôs design. As I have described, the first floor of the museum contains a reproduction mill 

floor that displays functioning automatic looms. While the intent of the experiential display on 

the first floor is to transport guests into a portion of Lowellôs industrial past, it impacts guests on 
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the second floor in a subtler, ambient way. When guests near the end of ñLowell: Visions of an 

Industrial Cityò and encounter the portion of the exhibit that discusses the deindustrialization of 

Lowell, the steady, powerful vibration of the automatic looms can be felt through the floor. 

Standing here and reading about Lowellôs industrial demise at the hands of owners and 

managers, guests are sensorially reminded of the power, potential, and sublimity of the 

functioning machinery below. This experience is a worthwhile metonym for the entirety of 

LNHPða place where industrial technology is framed as sublime while juxtaposed with the 

realities of deindustrialization. In the Boott Cotton Mills Museum, as outside in the streets, 

mourning for industry is palpable and the impulse to assign blame for its loss looms large. 

Conclusion 

ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò ends with an exhibit titled ñReflections on Industrial 

America.ò Ostensibly, this exhibit offers visitors the opportunity to think critically about the full 

spectrum of social impacts of the industrial revolution. Poignantly, however, it is one of the 

largest spaces in ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò yet contains the least amount of 

material. Clustered in the center of the room are quotes from notable figures in American history 

about the legacy of industrialism. Again, showing how LNHPôs displays preserve the sanctity of 

the technological sublime, these quotes range from ambivalent to glowing when referring to the 

legacy of industrial technology. Continuing this trend, ñReflections on Industrial Americaò also 

prompts guests to write and share their own family stories about working in America. This 

interactive aspect of the exhibit invites guests to post their stories on a public wall for other 

guests to read, thus allowing them to participate in the messages that LNHP imparts. Because 

displays that allow guests to include self-written text promote a sense of shared history and 

mitigate distortions to the narratives a museum imparts, the location of this interactive display at 
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the end of ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Cityò creates a unifying moment within which 

guests collectively acknowledge the impact that industry has had on their lives.77 Together, these 

written messages tell a story of families who, using the tools of industry, wove their lives into the 

fabric of American society. As if providing proof of the benefits of technology to non-believers 

who may have found fault in LNHPôs rhetoric, these stories both show guestsô majority 

acceptance of how LNHP frames industrial technology and suggest their beliefs in a continuing 

need for industry. While industrial work was never easy, the stories go, it provided and can still 

provide immense opportunities, transforming familiesô lives for the better. 

 

Figure 13: Reflections. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 
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 It is perhaps unsurprising that LNHP rarely critiques industrial technologies directly, 

given the pervasiveness of the belief that ña limitless human futureò can be achieved ñby means 

of intentionally appropriated technologies.ò78 By the same token, it is also unsurprising that, 

when given the opportunity, guests echo the same ideas nearly wholesale, thus showing their 

tight entanglement with la technique. Characterizations of industrial technology as sublime 

generally situate that technology within progress narratives and belief systems that ascribe to it 

an inevitability and autonomy of its own. Consequently, those who view technology critically are 

usually cast ñin the position of an obscurantist, and opponent of the good technological future, 

virtually an enemy of humanity.ò79 The strand of thought that colors technology as a near-

universal good is drawn tightly through American history and its presence at a site of industrial 

heritage lends evidence to the claim that ñheritage is a new mode of cultural production in the 

present that has recourse to the past.ò80 As an institution predicated on the belief that 

industrialism is a form of national heritage, LNHP turns to Lowellôs industrial past in search of 

values, lessons, and practices, persuading guests to reaffirm those values and bring their ñfuture 

actions in line with those values.ò81 Giving weighted importance to the historical attitudes toward 

industrial technology that LNHP recovers is how these attitudes, when labeled as heritage, play a 

wide role in ñsocial, political, and economic struggles in our contemporary world.ò82 By helping 

guests to root in historical precedent their propensity to experience the technological sublime 

when coming into contact with new and developing technologies, LNHP and other industrial 

heritage sites ultimately allay fears of technology out-of-control and stymie the impulse to 

critique technological actors. 

Because sublime technology is understood as a tool with which we improve ourselves 

and achieve our dreams, criticizing it is tantamount to criticizing our collective ability to reach 
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those dreams. At LNHP, as I have argued, a lack of sustained critique that treats industrial 

technology as its own actor leads the siteôs displays to assign blame for the failures of industry 

elsewhere in the industrial network. In particular, a tendency to assign blame for 

deindustrialization to human agentsðespecially to industrial managers and industrial owners that 

are deemed to be incompetentðstems from the sublime aura of industrial technology that LNHP 

recovers from the past as it sifts through Lowellôs history in search of the values and lessons that 

comprise industrial heritage. The degree to which managers and owners were truly to blame for 

deindustrialization in Lowell and across the United States is historically a point of debate (a 

point I will return to in this dissertationôs conclusion).83 The complexity of industrial networksð

which link together productive technologies, research interests, investment interests, capital, 

transport, managers, and workersðmakes it difficult to triangulate the cause of any emergent 

phenomenon therein.84 In any case, blame is unlikely to rest in any single corner of the network, 

instead being born of a complex convergence of factors. Importantly, it has not been my 

intention to exonerate of wrongdoing the groups upon which blame comes to rest. Rather, by not 

letting any agent ñoff the hook,ò I believe that a more complex and worthwhile picture of the 

ñnarrative productionsò of industrial heritage can be gained.85 Eliding the opaque qualities of 

deindustrialization, exhibits like ñLowell: Visions of an Industrial Futureò engage in a type of 

public forgettingðone that lets the complexity of industrial crises fade into the ether of oblivion, 

nurturing ñefficacious symbolic bondsò between groups who collectively find power, potential, 

and worth in the productive capabilities of industrial technology.86 Ultimately, this is the 

cornerstoneðprecarious though it may beðof the appeal of industrial heritage and the source of 

power that allows the autonomous nature of technology systems to grow unchecked. 
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Unfortunately, and perhaps alarmingly, forgetting the complexity of industrialism and 

searching for blame among human agents results in two endemic rhetorical features in LNHPôs 

discourse. The first feature resides in the siteôs tendency to scapegoat the managers and owners 

of Lowellôs mills to avoid addressing the complexity of the past. To phrase this rhetorical feature 

in Kenneth Burkeôs terms, the tendency of industrial heritage sites to preserve the sanctity of 

technological sublimity by averting sustained criticism of industrial technology creates a 

perfection in industrial technology that is rooted in the way it is perceived as able to bring forth 

progress. While deindustrialization may truly be a product of the complex relationship between 

humans and machines, the characterization of industrial technology as possessing  

 

Figure 14: Statue of a Manager. Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2019). 
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perfection leads to the scapegoating without trial of human agents qua managers and owners. 

Because ñthe negative helps to radically define the elements to be victimized,ò projected upon 

managers and owners are the traits that must be purged from our understanding of industrial 

technology to preserve its value as the foundation of industrial heritage.87 Thus, the less-savory 

side-effects of the use of industrial technologyðsuch as a need for constant production to offset 

costs, unhealthy working conditions, the need for hierarchical organization, and the need for 

cheap laborðbecome the characteristics par excellence of how managers and owners are 

recollected.88 These characteristics layer over historical traits of the managerial and capitalist 

classes that, in their own way, contributed to deindustrialization, creating a scapegoat worthy of 

rhetorical victimization.  

But why does this rhetoric of industrial heritage, then, fault managers and owners? If 

human agents are to be targeted for the blame of deindustrialization, then all groups are fair 

game when it comes to taking the bullet. This quandary brings us to a second endemic, rhetorical 

feature of LNHPôs rhetoricðone that, I argue, is pervasive among industrial heritage rhetoric at 

large: a tendency to orient guests toward the experiences of workers. Because the antithesis to 

perfection that scapegoating provides helps unify groups on the side of perfection, groups who 

have the closest relationship with sublime technology are brought together by rhetoric which 

castigates the villains standing in its way.89 Being closely tied to the care and operation of 

industrial machinery, it is common wage workers that both identify closely with the power and 

potential of industrial machinery and are unified on its side.90 As such, the close relationship 

between workers and industrial machines makes the experiences of workers a prime positionality 

for guestsðmeaning that to not disrupt the sublime experience of industrial technology at an 

industrial heritage site, blame for deindustrialization must be located elsewhere in the industrial 
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network. For this, managers and owners are easy targets. In the next chapter, I explore this 

rhetorical feature in more depth, fleshing out the implications and intricacies of how guests to 

industrial heritage sites are oriented toward the experiences of workers, as well as what happens 

when managers and other higher-ups are recollected not as obstacles to technological success but 

as integral to it. 
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Chapter Four: Guests as WorkersðThe National Museum of 

Industrial History  
 
ñA child was born in Bethlehem, 

The son of a steel worker union man. 

He grew up tall and he grew up strong, 

And when he came of age, 

All the steel was gone. 

 

Go to China, 

To Vietnam, 

There's no more steel left in Bethlehem. 

There's no more steel left in Bethlehem. 

 

He wants gold, 

There's no more steel left in Bethlehem. 

Save our souls, 

Cos there's no more steel left in Bethlehem.ò 

Delta Rae, from ñBethlehem Steel.ò1 

 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I turn my attention to how industrial heritage sites orient guests toward 

the experiences of industrial workers. I consider how this orientation invites guests to imagine 

themselves as the idealized caretakers of industrial machinery. Because national heritage 

museums reclaim historical values, lessons, and practices so that guests might be persuaded to 

bring their ñfuture actions in line with those values,ò this invitation encourages guests to adopt 

values drawn from the United Statesô industrial past and claimed as part of its industrial 

heritage.2 Importantly, when imagining themselves in the position of workers, guests are also 

encouraged to imagine themselves interacting with industrial machinery in a manner that 

reinforces its status as autonomous and sublime. As I will show, by orienting guests toward 

workersô experiences and experientially placing them into idealized representations of workersô 

lives, industrial heritage sites use an exhibition strategy that suggests policy decisions about the 

adoption and design of industrial technology are best left to managers, technologists, and owners 

(a group that I refer to as higher-ups).3 Thus, while the previous chapter demonstrates how 
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higher-ups are scapegoated when industry fails, this chapter explores how and why the same 

individuals are considered praiseworthy when industry succeedsðor, perhaps, even as necessary 

for that success. I conclude by suggesting that higher-ups recollected as praiseworthy are those 

that do not interfere with the autonomous nature of industrial technology.   

Industrial City, Industrial Tableau  

To understand how industrial heritage sites invite guests to adopt values associated with 

an idealized representation of industrial workers, I draw upon the work of M. Christine Boyer. 

Boyerôs The City of Collective Memory illuminates how material and aesthetic qualities of public 

spaces provide a backdrop against which culturally appropriate actions and beliefs are 

performed.4 While Boyer is primarily interested in how the preservation of historic architecture 

draws on recollections rooted in idealized and commercialized historical imagery, her overall 

premise is relevant to places of public memory in general. Boyerôs argument hinges upon the 

tableau vivant, a type of artistic entertainment that derives from a ñseries of show pictures or 

show architectureò displayed to visiting royalty or other people of importance during medieval 

street pageants.5 Typically, tableaux vivants were composed of backgrounds ñcopied from 

tapestries or illuminated manuscripts.ò6 In front of these backgrounds, human actors 

ñpantomimed a historical picture or an allegorical grouping.ò7 The background image that 

comprised a tableau vivant essentially determined the types of performances that were 

appropriate, ensuring that human actions were resonant with the events evoked by the 

background. Extrapolating the practice of medieval tableaux vivants, Boyer argues that modern 

cityscapes, which have become heavily influenced by historical preservation, set a background in 

front of which the public performs idealized actions ostensibly rooted in tradition and collective 

memory. In reality, Boyer suggests, the aesthetic and material qualities brought to cities by 
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historic preservationism, which influence the actions performed and beliefs adopted by 

individuals within those cities, have often come to be dominated by outside interests whose 

concerns are less with recollecting the past and more with ensuring a historical districtôs 

profitability.8 Playing off the notion of a tableau vivant, Boyer refers to such spaces as city 

tableaux.  

Heritage sites and the museums contained within them are related to city tableaux insofar 

that they are typically located in situ and are part of  redevelopment projects rooted in historical 

preservationism. Being in an experiential habitat compositionally and aesthetically modeled after 

recollections of the past, heritage sites are places of public memory that also produce backdrops 

against which guests performðwhat might be termed a heritage tableau. As such, when visiting 

heritage sites, guestsô behavior is necessarily influenced in two ways. First, guests are 

encouraged to comply with locationsô designation as explicit places of public memoryðin 

particular, their designation as museums. Appropriate museum behavior is usually understood as 

a performance of intellectual interest that does not interfere with other guestsô abilities to 

perform similar behavior. Colloquially, this behavior is why museums are depicted as relatively 

calm places of contemplation, though the degree to which these ideals are embodied depends on 

other qualities that a museum strives toward (for example, being accessible to children). Museum 

behavior derives from museumsô roles as public places of education within which knowledge 

and behavior are exhibited and observed.9 Secondly, guestsô behavior at heritage sites is also 

influenced by the background tableaux of those sites, which suggest that guests perform actions 

appropriate to those tableauxôs aesthetic and design. The performances that background tableaux 

at heritage sites elicit run parallel to and beneath performances of museum behavior. This is a 

result of heritage sitesô in situ locations, which possess scenes and aesthetics that were designed 
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for purposes other than being a museum and possess their own rhetorical force. For example, a 

heritage site located on a historic farm might elicit performances both of behavior appropriate to 

a museum and behavior appropriate to a farm.    

In this chapter, I am especially concerned with how background tableaux at industrial 

heritage sites impact guestsô behaviors, how guests interpret displays, and influence the values 

and beliefs that those sites label as heritage. I suggest that background tableaux can resonate with 

a siteôs displays by adding experiential depth to the narratives those displays privilege. By 

providing experiential depth, background tableaux subtly guide and constrain how guests 

interpret a site and the types of lessons they perceive as being taught by a site. In this capacity, 

background tableaux are one way in which deep narratives are constituted at heritage sites. 

Present ñboth below and above the surfaceò of a museumôs exhibits, deep narratives ñimplicitly 

tell visitors how they should interpret the artifacts, the placards, and the supposedly neutral 

object-based epistemologies they are examining.ò10 That is, a deep narrative is a set a values or 

preferred interpretations that are not explicitly stated but are discernable through a close reading 

of the general disposition and timbre of a place of public memory. Because ñthe space of a 

museum itself and the space it inhabits in society can determine responses to an objectò it 

exhibits, to conjecture that the background tableaux of heritage sites play a role in deep narrative 

is not unreasonable.11    

As industrial heritage sites are generally located in situ on the former sites of industrial 

production they recollect, they possess distinct background tableaux against which their exhibits 

display and guests perform. Background tableaux at industrial heritage sites contain elements 

like abandoned factories, smokestacks, rusting machinery, economically depressed cityscapes, 

and other ñinterrelated sites across a wide landscape that contain evidence of how the factors of 
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production were organized, brought to a place where they were transformed into goods and 

services and from there distributed to their market, leaving waste and landscape change.ò12 I term 

these backgrounds industrial tableaux. Industrial tableaux are, of course, related to guestsô 

experiential habitats at industrial heritage sites, which I have discussed at length in the previous 

chapter about Lowell National Historical Park. However, whereas the notion of an experiential 

habitat is primarily concerned with how guests intertextualize meaning within a given region, 

thus focusing on the autonomy of guests, industrial tableaux are concerned with how an 

industrial heritage siteôs aesthetic and material qualities impact guestsô behavior by exercising 

influence on the experiential habitat as a whole. While both notions describe how experiential 

interactions within and without an industrial heritage site impact guests, the notion of an 

industrial tableau provides a more specific lens through which to investigate how the 

characteristics of a site orient guests toward certain beliefs, values, and practices by constraining 

the extent to which guest can intertextualize meaning.   

Using the National Museum of Industrial History as an example, in this chapter I 

demonstrate how industrial tableaux constitute part of a deep narrative that subtly orients 

industrial heritage sitesô guests toward an idealized portrayal of workersô experiences, thus 

influencing and constraining how guests interpret a site. NMIHôs industrial tableau, coupled with 

the siteôs displays, places guests into a position of compliance with industrial values. This 

provides guests with knowledge about how industry functions but does not necessarily encourage 

them to critique industry. Ultimately, I contend that NMIHôs orientation of guests toward 

workersô experiences subtly suggest that decisions about industry and technology are best left in 

the hands of higher-ups. By leaving these decisions in the hands of higher-ups, however, 

industrial heritage sites ensure that all critique for the implications of industry comes to rest on 
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their shoulders. That is, because (as the previous chapter demonstrates) industrial technology is 

recollected as sublime and the workersô experience is claimed as national heritage, higher-ups 

necessarily become the only aspect of technology-practice that can be reasonably critiqued. 

When higher-upsô actions are recollected as enabling industrial technology to reach its sublime 

potential, they are praised. When not, they are scapegoated. In either case, guestsðby virtue of 

heritage being identified with the experiences of workersðare positioned as the caretakers of 

industrial machinery and not as those who possess the capacity to make policy decisions about 

industry. Divorcing the public from policy decisions about technology in this manner 

fundamentally contributes to the phenomenon of autonomous technology.   

The National Museum of Industrial History: A Background 

First opened to the public on August 2, 2016 and located in the Lehigh Valley of 

southeastern Pennsylvania, the National Museum of Industrial History (NMIH) is one of the 

newest national museums of industrial heritage in the United States. The museumôs official 

mission is ñto forge a connection between Americaôs industrial past and the innovations of today 

by educating the public and inspiring the visionaries of tomorrow,ò and in the process, ñto 

inspire tomorrowôs inventors, . . . showcase the global contributions of Americaôs industrial 

innovators, . . . Educate audiences about the transformation of America from an agrarian society 

to an industrial giant,ò and to ñWork with public, private, and non-profit partners to attract local, 

regional, and national visitors to explore Americaôs and the Lehigh Valleyôs industrial roots.ò13 

Given its location and its mission, NMIH is part of a tradition of industrial tourism in 

Pennsylvania that dates back to at least the 1870s and part of a tradition of industrial heritage 

tourism in Pennsylvania that dates back to the 1920s.14 As such, NMIH has assumed an 
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important role in the experiential habitat of industrial tourists in Pennsylvania and the 

surrounding region. 

 

Figure 15: NMIH. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2018). 

Although it opened recently, the museumôs roots go back 20 years or more. The first 

whispers suggesting a museum of industrial history in the Lehigh Valley sounded during the 

aftermath of the Bethlehem Steel Corporationôs closure during the end of 1995.15 In an effort to 

reduce the economic impact of the plantôs closure on the people of the Lehigh Valley, Bethlehem 

Steel planned to redevelop the companyôs former campus in Bethlehemða project that included 

plans for an ñambitious museum . . . that would include hundreds of Smithsonian artifactsò and 
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focus on telling the story of Americaôs industrial heritage.16 Initially, the museum was to be the 

lynchpin of Bethlehemôs redeveloping, urban core. In the years between the museumôs proposal 

during the late 1990s and its ribbon-cutting ceremony in 2016 is a story of stagnation, 

bankruptcy, mismanagement, and general difficulties that, while not necessarily relevant to the 

present dissertation, shows the difficulties that arise when communities attempt to ñstage their 

own rebirth as displays of what they once were, sometimes before the body is cold.ò17 The 

project stabilized when Brent Glass, former head of the National Museum of American History, 

joined NMIH during 2014 to reevaluate the projectôs leadership. Glassôs eventual appointment of 

Amy Hollanderða native of the Lehigh Valleyðto the directorship of the NMIH project lead to 

its completion in 2016 and a close working relationship with the Smithsonian.18   

NMIHôs affiliation with the Smithsonian significantly influences the corpus of its 

collections. The bulk of this influence resides in the museumôs collection of nearly 100 items 

related to the 1876 Centennial Exposition of Philadelphia. These objects are on loan to NMIH 

from the Smithsonianôs 1876 collection and were previously displayed in the Smithsonianôs 

ñ1876: A Centennial Exhibitionò exhibit housed in the Arts and Industries Building between 

1976 and 1996.19 Historically, the Smithsonianôs 1876 collection was its first major acquisition 

of technologically oriented objects, coming into its possession at the end of the exposition. Some 

of the most significant objects in the collection include ñexamples of industrial tools and 

machineryò that were displayed in the expositionôs Machinery Hall.20 In fact, it was the 

instituteôs possession of objects from the Exposition of Philadelphiaôs machinery hall that 

eventually prompted George Brown Goode, John Elfrith Watkins, Carl W. Mitman, and other 

high-ranking Smithsonian officials to begin conceptualizing a new national museum dedicated to 

industry and engineering. The connection between NMIHôs possession of the industrial 
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components of the 1876 collection and its focus on industrial history loosely position it as the 

spiritual successor to the failed National Museum of Engineering and Industry imagined at the 

beginning of the twentieth century.  

 In addition to objects from the Smithsonianôs 1876 collection, NMIH also houses 

significant collections related to Bethlehem Steel and other industries associated with the Lehigh 

Valley. As well, NMIH houses objects intended to supplement the 1876 collection that are not 

necessarily a part of it (mostly, these are objects that were present at the exposition but not gifted 

to the Smithsonian). The bulk of these items have been acquired either through donations or by 

loan from other institutions of industrial heritage, such as the American Precision Museum in 

Windsor, VT. As well, donated items also comprise a large portion of NMIHôs exhibits. For 

example, NMIHôs exhibit about Bethlehem Steel includes objects donated by Bethlehem Steel 

itself after the company permanently closed its doors. Similarly, NMIHôs exhibit about the 

history and development of the propane industry was chiefly funded and designed by a local 

propane company. 

Workersô Community, Workersô Surroundings, Workersô Heritage 

Despite its origin as a corporate project and its acquisition of collections from without 

Bethlehemôs community, NMIH is heavily influenced by its local surroundings, both material 

and human. The observation that places of public memory ñaccrete their own pastsò is here 

applicable.21 Like many industrial heritage sites, which are usually located in regions where 

industry once thrived, NMIH is nestled into an industrial landscape that possesses its own 

distinct history. Intimately tied to local recollections of the past, this history ñrepresents an array 

of specialized interestsò that ñconvey what social reality feels lifeò within a local community.22 

Because industrial heritage sites are typically in situ in the remains of this history, it is this 
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history that constitutes the first accreted layer of the heritage siteôs history. As such, the 

industrial history of a heritage site and its surroundings reflect the attitudes of the era and 

community that erected them, regardless of what is displayed in the present.23 Moreover, similar 

to Lowell National Historical Park and other industrial heritage sites, the local communityôs 

historical relationship with the material confines of an industrial heritage site influence the 

emphasis of exhibits and the manner in which objects are displayed.  

Because NMIH is situated in an industrial landscape populated by a community of locals 

who were once heavily involved with the steel industry, an orientation toward the experience of 

industrial workers pervades the site. This orientation toward the worker at NMIH is an echo of 

the siteôs first layer of accreted historyðsubtly present in the background, yet still influential to 

the site in its contemporary form. The accretion of a past that is oriented toward the worker takes 

form in various waysðincluding, but not limited to, stories that are told about the site, facts that 

are deemed relevant, structures that are highlighted, objects that are displayed, and the material 

spaces of the site itself. Often, these aspects of the site provide an idealized image of what it 

meant to live in an industrial town. Together, these accretions form the industrial tableau of 

NMIH. In various manifestations, this industrial tableau expresses local, vernacular experiences, 

using them as a bridge to understand the national industrial heritage that NMIH strives to impart. 

In this capacity, the industrial tableau of NMIH allows the experiences of a community of 

workers to become a lens through which guests to the site are given a vantage point upon the 

industrial history of the United States. Importantly, because ñmost heritage reflects personal or 

communal self-interest,ò framing national industrial heritage as the heritage of local workers via 

an industrial tableau invites guests to imagine themselves as industrial workers.24  
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NMIHôs orientation toward workersô experiences became apparent to me during my 

fieldwork at the site. Whether exploring NMIH alone, talking with a volunteer interpreter, or 

touring the site with a group, I noticed that themes related to industrial workersô lives permeated 

NMIHôs displays and its built environment. Importantly, this orientation appeared to influence 

the ways that guests, including myself, responded to the site, subtly guiding both the information 

that guests sought and the information that volunteer guides provided. In all cases, however, the 

power of the sitesô orientation toward the worker appeared to be rooted in the situatedness of 

NMIH. The history, aesthetics, and human components of the siteðwhat I am calling its 

industrial tableauðintersected with various forms of display at NMIH. It is through this 

intersection of accreted pasts with displays that local heritage ñis mobilized in the presentò and 

becomes a ñstandpoint, a performance, a metaphor, an ironic juxtaposition, an alternative 

metaphor, or a competing narrative for making strategic moves in a broader struggle.ò25 

In the following sections of this chapter, I identify the ways in which NMIHôs industrial 

tableau orients the siteôs displays toward workersô experiences as well as how those displays 

invite guests to imagine themselves as an idealized version of industrial workers. The rhetorical 

selectivity of displays manifests mainly in three ways: ñ1) the verbal depiction of the visual and 

the visual depiction of the verbal, 2) the disposition of place and the placing of disposition, and 

3) demonstrations as rhetorical display and rhetorical display as demonstrations.ò 26 This 

taxonomy guides my interpretation of NMIHôs displays. I group my analysis into sections that 

respectively focus on the textual/visual, spatial, and experiential aspects of NMIHôs displays, 

detailing how they highlight and conceal information about industry in ways that create a deep 

narrative that privileges workersô experiences.  
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Orienting Toward Workers Textually and Visually 

True to the notion that ñwhatever is revealed through display simultaneously conceals 

alternative possibilities,ò in this section I argue that NMIHôs textual and visual orientation 

toward workersô experiences is a function of how the site elides detailed information about 

higher-ups. 27 That is, NMIHôs recollection of the past is rooted in objects, experiences, and other 

primary source materials that are intimately connected to the historical experiences of laborers 

and workersðindividuals who interacted with industrial machinery on a day-to-day basis in 

ways determined by higher-ups. On the other hand, NMIH presents a paucity of information 

about the day-to-day experiences of higher-ups themselves. In this section, I demonstrate how 

the absence of detailed information about the lives of higher-ups constrains guestsô ability to 

identify with them. As well, I contend that, by inviting guests to imagine themselves in the 

position of idealized workers, higher-ups who are recollected as making possible that position 

are praised. 

Before I begin, however, I wish to qualify my argument. By arguing that NMIHôs textual 

and visual displays orient guests toward the experiences of workers, I am not contending that 

higher-ups are left completely out of the picture. Those in positions of power are certainly 

mentioned. However, when information about them is displayed, it is done in a manner that gives 

them little presenceða manner of presenting information that ñenhances the value of some of 

the elements of which one has actually been made conscious.ò28 Presence has been shown to 

make both textual and visual information more acceptable through the use of ñpowerful, vivid 

evidenceò that makes it more relatable for a given audience.29 When NMIHôs displays do refer to 

higher-ups, they typically do so using chronologies, straightforward statements of fact, and 

visual depictions that focus on informing about singular individuals. Moreover, information 
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about higher-ups is generally not repeated or emphasized by the siteôs displays. This type of 

textual and visual representation leaves little room for a richness and presence of information 

that might make the lives and experiences of higher-ups relatable. In contrast, textual and visual 

information about industrial workers is thick with description and copious throughout the 

museum. Workersô lives are visually depicted in a variety of ways, including archival 

photographs and film. 

 Given that NMIH is situated within an industrial tableau that is accented by an 

orientation toward workers, this rhetorical presence of information about workers is 

unsurprising. As a result, displays of information about workers tend to make their lives 

significantly easier to imagineða fact that layers over the reality that most visitors already have 

a lot in common with workers before they even enter the museum. On one hand, NMIHôs guests 

are provided information about higher-ups that is designed to help them learn about higher-ups at 

face value. On the other hand, they are provided information about workers that is designed to 

allow them to make judgments about what those workersô lives were like. If selectivity is the 

fountain of rhetoric in textual and visual displays, then at NMIH the selection of textual and 

visual materials that make workersô lives relatable and the elisions of textual and visual materials 

that make the lives of higher-ups relatable is a noteworthy rhetorical move.  

Let us examine an instance of how detailed information about higher-ups is elided, giving 

it little presence. Take, for example, a placard about John Fritzðthe chief engineer and general 

superintendent of Bethlehem Iron Company from 1860-1892ðthat is displayed in the siteôs 

exhibit about Bethlehem Steel. This short placard, one of the few that focuses exclusively upon 

one of the companyôs higher-ups, depicts Fritz in terms of the projects he oversaw. Fritz is 

textually described as having ñinstalled the most modern blast furnaces,ò ñbuilt Bessemer 
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converters,ò ñinstalled open-hearth furnaces,ò and being generally responsible for the rise of the 

steel industry in Bethlehem. This placard is accompanied by black-and-white photographs of 

Fritz in his office and other black-and-white photographs of the factories that he helped to bring 

to the city of Bethlehem. While this information certainly does describe Fritzôs life, it does so 

using language that is not particularly vivid, as guests are exposed to it by reading ñabstract, 

impersonal language and statistics.ò30 As a display of listed material about Fritz and archival 

photographs of his life, this portion of the exhibit about Bethlehem Steel that focuses on Fritz 

does little to make present and open the experience of his life up to guests. Instead, the displays 

about Fritz seem more like a turn of the century, virtue imparting exhibit described by Tony 

Bennett than a modern museum piece.31  

 

Figure 16: John Fritz. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 
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It is worth noting that Fritzôs display textually and visually depicts his life in more detail 

and presence than most other higher-ups mentioned in NMIHôs exhibits. For example, Charles 

Schwabðthe well-known president of Bethlehem Steel during its heyday in the early twentieth 

centuryðis only tangentially mentioned in exhibits, and then only when some action of his is 

necessary to fully elaborate upon the conditions that industrial workers faced. Information about 

him is primarily displayed in sections of the Bethlehem Steel exhibit that focus on the 

unionization of the companyôs workers. There are no visual depictions of Schwab. Similarly, 

Walter Snellingðthe man primarily responsible for turning propane into a marketable 

commodityðis mentioned in the exhibit about the propane industry, but only insofar as he is 

identified as the industries creator and with non-vivid textual and visual elements similar to those 

used in Fritzôs display. Moreover, in the 1876 exhibit, the creators and manufacturers of 

machines are mentioned only in passing, while the bulk of the text about the displayed machines 

focuses on what they did and who (read: the workers) used them. All-in-all, NMIHôs displays of 

textual and visual information about higher-ups are sparse and, when present, provide little 

relatable content with which guests can both imagine themselves as a higher-up and make 

judgements about the lives and experiences of higher-ups. 

On the other hand, exhibits in which textual, visual, and experiential displays depict the 

lives and contributions of workers do so vividly and in a manner that imbues the information 

with presence. These displays tend to be rich in detail and altogether less terse and utilitarian 

than displays of information about higher-ups. They contain vivid information that ñtakes the 

form of concrete and imagistic language, personal narratives, pictures,ò and ñfirst-hand 

experience.ò32 For example, a turntable style exhibit, titled ñWorking in the Mills,ò that allows 

guests to learn about the experiences of various types of workers in Bethlehem stands in stark 
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contrast to displays about individuals in positions of authority. In ñWorking in the Millsò 

multiple categories of workersðmen, young men, women, or young womenðare described to 

inform guests about what those workersô lives were like. Common realities of life like ñmen 

made $9.33 a weekò and ñwomen worked their way up to weaverò are juxtaposed with text that 

explains how all types of workers were divided into hierarchies and had to work hard to advance 

within those hierarchies. Such realities of life are at once relatable to most of NMIHôs guests, as 

working for wage and advancing within an organization are still realities of life in a capitalist 

society.  

 

Figure 17: Working in the Mills. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

Moreover, the way that workers are categorized on the turntable as either men, young men, 

women, or young women is open enough to allow most guests to imaginatively assume the 
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position of industrial workers. That is, by not singling out specific, named workers and by 

providing multiple instances of related informationðas opposed to how individual higher-ups 

are singled out in only a few displaysðthe display more easily allows visitors to imagine 

themselves in the position of workers. 

The relationship between textual descriptions and images of workers also enables guests 

to easily imagine themselves as a worker. This is primarily accomplished with the use of non-

specific language in imagesô captions. In museums, the use of such language over more specific 

nouns enables the emergence of a ñweò with which guests can begin to communally identify.33 In 

displays about workers at NMIH, language that identifies images of workers as distinct 

individuals with names is foregone in favor of non-descript pronouns. For example, an image of 

workers within a steel factory, located near the display about John Fritz, is captioned with the 

text ñworkers around a Bessemer converter and in a pit below.ò Elsewhere, in an exhibit about 

arc welding, a prominent image of a lone woman is captioned with the simple text, ñwoman arc 

welder.ò The relationship that exists between these types of textual and visual material enables 

guests to more easily imagine themselves as workers in displayed images insofar as it is easier to 

imagine oneself as the ñwoman arc welderò while looking at an image of a woman arc welder 

than it is to imagine oneself as ñJohn Fritzò while looking at an image of John Fritz (Hariman 

and Lucaites refer to this as an ñindividuated aggregateò).34  

Within NMIH, the tendency to highlight information about the lives and experiences of 

workers operates on a scale that transcends the displays within which this tendency is most 

obvious. As a result, textual and visual information that might at first seem relatively unrelated to 

the lives of workers becomes selective material that favors guestsô ability to orient themselves 

toward workersô experiences. For instance, at the beginning of the exhibit about the silk industry, 
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a placard describes how the ñwives and children of steel workersò were used as a cheap labor 

source for picking, doffing, and weaving. Astride this placard are images that depict unidentified 

wives and children of steel workers. Despite the anonymous nature of these women and children 

their lives are described richly and vividly. Near to these placards and within the same exhibit, 

several additional placards describe the process of making silk within a factory in a step by step 

mannerðthe precise activities that these workers would have been engaged in on a day-to-day 

basis. Because proximity of visual elements suggests a relationship between them, juxtaposing 

the display of information about the process of creating silk with textual and visual information 

that depicts silk workers as anonymous affords guests greater ability to intertextualize, making it 

easier for them to imagine workersô day-to-day realities. As such, the proximity of these textual 

and visual elements allows rote information about technical processes to transcend their face 

value to give presence to the lives of workers described elsewhere in the exhibit. 

Quotes that are displayed in prominent locations of NMIH also comprise texts that tend 

to privilege the experiences of workers, or at the very least that encourage guests to view the 

siteôs exhibits from the mindset of workers. One of the more explicit examples of this is a large 

quote by John Gilbert that is painted onto a wall that guests walk by as they descend into the 

second half of the Bethlehem Steel exhibit. The quote states, ñYou canôt work in a steel mill and 

think small.ò The display of Gilbertôs quote is epideictic in tone insofar that, given its context, it 

praises those who work in a steel mill for having big thoughts (thinking big, after all, is a 

desirable trait in industry). Because epideictic rhetoric uses praise or blame to persuade or 

dissuade an audience to accept some set of values, it is here reasonable to argue that the 

epideictic tone of the display of Gilbertôs quote suggests to NMIHôs guests that the values by 

which industrial workers lived are worthy of emulation.35 Of course, the epideictic dimensions of 
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displays must account for who actually become their audiences and ñthe unique orientations or 

points of viewò they bring to the encounter, meaning that even the most carefully crafted 

epideictic discourse can be interpreted by an audience in varying ways.36 At NMIH, however, the 

siteôs consistent orientation toward the workers appears to place guests in a mindset that opens 

them to epideictic discourse that praises workers. Evidence of such suasion comes from an 

overheard conversation between two guests in a tour group. When reading Gilbertôs quote, one 

guest turned to the other and loudly exclaimed that, ñWe could learn a thing or two from them.ò 

To this, the guestôs interlocuter quickly replied, ñWe sure could,ò suggesting an appreciation of 

the mindset that that quote praises. Ultimately, the display of Gilbertôs quote, and other quotes 

like it, vividly makes present the virtue of experiencing industrial history through the eyes of a 

worker, while eliding the experiences of higher-ups.   

In the preceding paragraphs, I have demonstrated how NMIH privileges the experiences 

of workers in its displays, thus orienting its guests toward those experiences and helping them to 

imagine themselves in the role of a worker. Often, this occurs as a function of NMIHôs displayôs 

proclivity to elide detailed information about higher-ups. Importantly, however, the way that 

higher-ups are textually and visually depicted does not necessarily demean the types of work 

they once performed. Focusing on higher-upsô accomplishments in a straightforward mannerð

for example, by simply listing them outðimbues these individuals with an aura of 

accomplishment. Because NMIHôs textual and visual displays do not explicitly criticize higher-

ups, the way in which they inform guests about higher-ups implies that their jobs, while easy to 

imagine, were performed well. As such, higher-ups at NMIH, unlike at LNHP, are depicted as 

being able to divine the proper ways to develop and administrate industrial machinery. As a 

result, workersô experiencesðwhich are thickly and evocatively describedðare also depicted as 
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operating within a well-run industrial networkða fact that ultimately helps to maintain a 

depiction of industrial technology as sublime, autonomous, and not in need of critique. 

Moreover, by portraying managers as capable but veiling the precise nature of their work, NMIH 

constrains information with which guests can imagine themselves as higher-ups while ensuring 

that guests could imagine themselves as working within a system operated by higher-ups.    

Orienting Toward Workers Through Place and Disposition 

NMIHôs guests are also oriented toward the experience of industrial workers through ñthe 

disposition of space and the space of disposition.ò37 Disposition of space and space of 

disposition, typically, are most readily observable at a site of memory through its material 

aspects, such as in its material structure and other more tangible features.38 The built 

environment of NMIH, as I have argued, is composed of an industrial tableau upon which an 

industrial history that predates NMIH has accreted. In this section, I provide specific examples of 

how this industrial tableau is a primary contributor to NMIHôs proclivity to orient guests toward 

the experiences of workers. I have argued in the previous chapter about Lowell National 

Historical Park that a memory site must be understood as a ñpoint of reference amid other parts 

of the landscapeò39 wherein memory site and landscape combine to create what Blaire refers to 

as an ñexperiential habitatò for guests.40 Accordingly, I will also discuss NMIHôs industrial 

tableau as situated within guestsô experiential habitat when that habitat bears upon how guests 

come to interpret NMIH. Ultimately, it is through how NMIHôs built environmentðin the form 

of its industrial tableau and guestsô experience of that tableau through their experiential habitatð

resonate ñwith symbolic implications generated through selective namings, conventions, styles, 

and ritualsò that visitors become disposed to the dominant messages a site impartsðnamely, a 

deep narrative that orients guests toward the experiences of workers. 
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 Located within a former building of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, NMIHôs built 

environment is not one that is explicitly designed to be a place of public memory. This 

characteristic of NMIH does not make it atypical, however, as industrial heritage sites commonly 

are located within the confines of the former industrial sites they recollect (for example, all three 

sites that I explore in this dissertation are located within buildings originally constructed for 

industrial use).41 Despite the trend of locating industrial heritage sites within former sites of 

industry, however, the implications of the practice should not be overlooked. As structures 

designed for industrial use, the architecture, design, and general affective impact of former 

industrial buildings bear directly upon how places of public memory that are now located within 

them come to be experienced. That is, these structures have a direct relationship with an 

industrial heritage sitesô disposition of space and space of disposition. To this, NMIH is no 

exception.  

When considering how the material aspects of NMIHôs industrial tableau orient guests 

toward workersô experiences, we must first consider guestsô experiential habitatðin particular, 

the aspects of Bethlehemôs cityscape that guests typically encounter before they enter NMIH. 

When considering guestsô experiential habitats, NMIH presents a relatively unique case of 

industrial memory. The reader may recall how a significant amount of time elapsed between 

proposing NMIH be constructed and the site opening to the public. Initially planned to be the 

centerpiece of the redeveloped Bethlehem Steel campus, the delay of NMIHôs opening allowed 

the redevelopment of the Bethlehem Steel Campus to move forward without NMIHða sequence 

of events that today situates NMIH at the periphery of that redevelopment. As such, NMIH is 

situated in Bethlehem adjacent to what has become known as ñSteelStacks.ò SteelStacks is a 

ñten-acre campus dedicated to arts, culture, family events, community celebrations, education 
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and funò that is literally in the shadow of Bethlehem Steelôs abandoned blast furnaces.42 Despite 

the initial intent to have NMIH serve as the focal point for the redeveloped Bethlehem Steel 

campus, SteelStacks has clearly assumed this role, each year offering the community access to 

approximately 1,000 live concerts, eight cultural festivals, films, community classes, restaurants, 

an arts center, a city visitorsô center, and various nods to Bethlehemôs industrial past. Since its 

opening in 2014, SteelStacks has drawn over one million visitors and received more than $70 

million in funding from federal grants, corporate donors, and private contributions. During tours 

of NMIH, I found it quite common to overhear other visitors mention that their visit to the 

museum was prompted by how convenient it was to access from SteelStacks, which was their 

primary destination. This suggests the importance of SteelStacks within the spatial scheme of 

NMIHôs experiential landscape. 

The most important location at SteelStacks with regard to how guests interpret NMIH are 

the five blast furnaces that dominate its skyline and serve as the backdrop of SteelStacksô 

outdoor concert venue. Once the technological centerpiece of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, it 

is now difficult to express in either words or photographs how vast these furnaces are and how 

they loom over the town. It would be appropriate, therefore, to refer to them as part of the 

technological or deindustrial sublime. The value that Bethlehemôs community has placed upon 

the simple act of looking at the furnaces is underscored by the communityôs construction of the 

Hoover Mason Trestleða 46 foot tall, 2,000 foot long catwalk that allows visitors to get ñup 

close and personal with the blast furnaces.ò43 The Hoover Mason Trestle is heavily trafficked 

with visitors taking pictures of and with the blast furnaces, as well as silently sitting and gazing 

upon them in contemplation. Several walking tours hosted by former employees of Bethlehem 
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Steel demonstrate its role as more than merely a recreational space, bringing the human traces of 

the past directly into contact with the pleasure of gazing upon traces of the past.  

 

Figure 18: SteelStacks. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 

While not all NMIHôs guests visit SteelStacks or walk along the Hoover Mason Trestle 

before visiting the museum, it is difficult to not come into view of the blast furnaces when 

arriving at NMIH. While the furnaces are quite obviously the backdrop of SteelStackôs music 

venue, they also are the centerpiece of Bethlehemôs industrial tableau and of the industrial past of 

the town, creating a sense of connectedness between locations from which they can be seen. 

SteelStackôs blast furnaces are an example of how experiential landscape and industrial tableau 

intersect in regions of deindustrialization. As a component of guestsô experiential habitat and a 

significant piece of Bethlehemôs industrial tableau, seeing the blast furnaces from NMIH or 
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visiting them before entering the museum imbues NMIH with a sense of being knit into 

Bethlehem and into the deindustrial remains of Bethlehem Steel. As a result, despite being 

affiliated with a national institution, NMIH becomes spatially disposed in a vernacular 

cityscapeða vernacular cityscape dominated by former industrial workers and their descendants.  

 

Figure 19: Hoover Mason Trestle. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee 

Adamczyk (2019). 

Moreover, because NMIH is housed in a building that was once Bethlehem Steelôs 

electrical plant, the architecture of the museum itself suggests a connection to what is now the 

SteelStacks, and, by extension, to the experiences of workers. This is a function of the sitesô 

common, accreted histories. Bethlehem Steelôs deindustrial remainsðof which most buildings in 

the vicinity are apartðinclude warehouses, processing areas, railroads, the former headquarters 

building of Bethlehem Steel, and notably, the furnaces that now provide the backdrop for 
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SteelStacks. Their common origin materially and spatially binds them together. Perhaps the best 

example of this is found in a set of railroad tracks, once part of the plant, that emerge from the 

vicinity of SteelStacks and lead directly to the entrance of NMIH, suggesting that the site is still 

connected to the surrounding area. Even though NMIH is no longer the lynchpin of the 

redeveloping Bethlehem Steel campus, it still orbits it closely by virtue of its location, aesthetic, 

and the industrial tableau that binds it to the regionôs experiential landscape. Importantly, these 

aspects of the regionôs industrial tableau, preserved for their historical importance and aesthetic 

worth, still carry with them the visual and spatial experience that Bethlehem Steelôs workers 

once encountered on a day-to-day basis.44 When touring the area, guests must still walk through 

the same entrances, open the same doors, and see the same skylines with which workers once 

interacted.  

Similar to the propensity of NMIHôs textual and visual components and resultant from 

how NMIH is spatially woven into the industrial tableau, the spatial and material disposition of 

the site privileges the experiences of workers by eliding the experiences of higher-ups. This, of 

course, is likely unintentionalða byproduct of Bethlehem Steelôs desire to give back to the city 

of Bethlehem by redeveloping deindustrial detritus in the form of the companyôs former campus. 

As this campus was mostly used by workers on a day-to-day basis, guests who visit NMIH are 

necessarily oriented toward the experiences of workers in and around the museum. Higher-ups, 

as I will show, typically inhabited a different space, located miles away. Intentional or not, 

however, the conservation of areas closely associated with the common worker results in an 

experience for NMIHôs guests that is decidedly worker oriented. Significantly, and as with the 

same phenomenon in textual and visual form, the elision of these experiences does not 
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necessitate critique of higher-ups. Rather, it reinforces a divide between higher-ups and guests-

as-workers that is rooted in eachôs role in relation to sublime, industrial technology.  

 The Bethlehem Steel General Office Building (SGO), directly across from NMIH, 

provides an example of how the cityôs industrial tableau orients guests toward the experiences of 

workers while occluding the experiences of higher-ups. Apart from the blast furnaces, the SGO 

is the largest structure in the immediate vicinity of NMIH, and thus commands the attention of 

anyone near it. The SGO was the headquarters of Bethlehem Steel until the 1970s, when 

corporate operations were moved to the Martin Tower several miles away.45 Officially 

abandoned in the 1990s, the building still served as a base of operations for managers and other 

Bethlehem Steel employees well after the official move, making it a location that would not have 

been frequented by the average worker. Despite their lack of access to the SGO, workers on the 

campus of Bethlehem Steel nevertheless would have seen and had to navigate the structure, 

making it an integral part of their experience of the Bethlehem Steel campus regardless of their 

position within the company. Today, those who visit the redeveloping campus of Bethlehem 

Steel, and guests to NMIH in particular, must also contend with the SGO. Ornate and clearly 

designed to radiate authority, the building is directly visible from the entrance of NMIH. Because 

it has yet to be redeveloped, the building still is closed to the public, making it even more 

inaccessible to NMIHôs guests than it was to many of Bethlehem Steelôs employees.  

The SGOôs ability to position guests as workers became apparent to me during one visit 

to NMIH. During this visit, as I headed toward the entrance of NMIH, I overheard a pair of 

guests who were leaving the museum comment that they wished the exhibits had mentioned 

ñmore about what happened in that buildingòðreferring to the SGO. While this comment was 

aimed primarily at information imparted within the museum via text and experience, it  
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Figure 20: SGO. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk (2019). 
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demonstrates well the impact that the SGO has upon guests who are entering and exiting NMIH. 

That is, the building is difficult to ignore, and its presence is made more obvious by the absence 

of information about it. Overhearing the admittedly brief comments drew my attention to that 

fact that while the story of Bethlehem Steel told within NMIH focuses on the experience of 

workersða feature of the site that prompts little to no protest from guestsðthe material 

components of the siteôs industrial tableau are much less subtle in the way they orient guests 

toward the experiences of workers. By being inaccessible both materially and informationally, 

the SGO suggests to guests the types information and experiences with which they are expected 

to identify. In this capacity, the SGOôs interaction with material components of the areaôs 

industrial tableau resonates strongly with the way textual and visual displays within the museum 

constrain and highlight information.  

Aspects of NMIHôs interior design also orient guests toward the experiences of workers. 

This orientation occurs in two main ways: as a function of NMIHôs interior aesthetics and as a 

function of the spatial layout of the museum. Because NMIH is located within the building that 

once housed Bethlehem Steelôs electrical shop, the interior of the museum also invites guests to 

orient toward workersô experiences. The most obvious way that this occurs is through the 

aesthetic qualities of the space itself. A former building of Bethlehem Steel constructed during 

the early twentieth century, NMIHôs space is a typical industrial design from that era. Its interior 

walls are made of exposed brick, its ceiling is unenclosed leaving electrical and HVAC 

components visible, its floors are concrete, and its windows are tall and arched to allow a 

maximum amount of light to enter the building. Because they are something that industrial 

workers would have worked within, the presence of industrial architectural elements like these 

place guests to NMIH in a similar material position as the average worker.46 The way NMIHôs 
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interior aesthetics encourages those who enter to think of a common worker is evidenced by a 

statement made by a volunteer tour guide, who informed his tour group that every time he 

entered the building it reminded him of his father who used to work for Bethlehem Steel, 

suggesting a close association between the human and aesthetic components of industry. Put 

another way, the aesthetic and material qualities of NMIH orient guests toward workersô 

experiences because they were designed for workers to useðanother instance of how the 

accreted history of NMIHôs industrial tableau comes to permeate the museum.  

 

Figure 21: Interior NMIH. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Photo Credit: Christopher Lee Adamczyk 

(2019). 

How industrial architecture is recollected as sublime too plays a role in how guests come 

to be positioned as workers. As mentioned in the previous chapter about Lowell National 

Historical Park, architectural elements like arched windows and large brick buildings are often 






























































































































































































































