
Acknowledgments

Hitting the Brakes is dedicated to the memory of Michael S. Mahoney, a
professor of history and the history of science at Princeton University for
forty years. On 23 July 2008, Mike unexpectedly passed away. He was my
mentor and friend and a strong influence on this work. A master teacher
and a thoughtful scholar, Mike took particular pleasure in speaking to
many audiences, from software engineers to historians, undergraduates
to high school teachers. In part he was able to do this because he scrupu-
lously followed his own curiosity; to Mike, history was about finding the
right questions to ask—of practitioners, texts, and artifacts alike. Ideally,
interesting questions yielded great stories, such as Christiaan Huygens’s
disputes with his clockmaker and the tales Mike heard firsthand from
Bell Labs engineers involved in the development of unix. Mike’s ques-
tions drove my thinking in this book, as I wondered out loud in his office
why so much supposedly proprietary knowledge was sitting in the li-
brary at the University of Stuttgart. He replied simply, ‘‘That’s what you
need to figure out.’’ This book is the result of trying to figure that out.

My debt to him is far deeper than my admiration for his scholarship.
Mike’s death, one year before he planned to retire, cut short a life we all
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work on software engineering but, more important, to live out his retire-
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in life, through his scholarship, through his family and friends, through
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In writing a work about knowledge communities it is impossible not
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to reflect on one’s own intellectual community. Like the engineers I
study, my broader intellectual community has made a great difference in
the kind of questions I ask in my research. To these people and many
others I owe a debt of gratitude. I am often asked how I got interested in
antilock brakes. This book began as a dissertation for the Program in the
History of Science at Princeton University, where I was seeking a topic
that would allow me to investigate the practices of engineers. I was
particularly curious about the ways disciplinary arrangements affect the
production and movement of knowledge. In a discussion with Harold
James about the research and development practices at Robert Bosch,
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ple disciplines, including the electronic control of hydraulic devices and
automobile safety. James’s response was the no-nonsense answer I had
come to expect from him: Why not work on abs  instead of wasting time
looking for a topic that was like abs? So off I went to Germany, where I
encountered both unimagined obstacles posed by corporate archives
and a treasure trove of very interesting publicly available information in
university libraries. Sorting through this material produced three hy-
potheses: one, not so novel, that engineers produce new knowledge
rather than simply apply it; two, more original, that engineers are drawn
into problems communally and that dynamic communities form around
particular problems that privilege certain practices and solutions; and a
third, subversive hypothesis, that regardless of disclosure agreements,
engineers in the private sector share their knowledge across corpora-
tions. This book aims to explicate these claims.

I have been forced to reflect on my sources because they turned out to
be so different from what I initially expected. But this surprise only
heightens the importance of sources and especially their repositories. For
the historian above all others, those people who tend and provide access
to sources from the past, even the very recent past, are indispensable. I
must thank several librarians, curators, and archivists at many institu-
tions. I have depended on materials at the following institutions: the
University of Stuttgart, the Institution of Mechanical Engineers, Warwick
University, Imperial College, the Society for Automotive Engineers,
Pennsylvania State University, the University of Michigan, Fordham
University, the University of South Carolina, and most of all Princeton
University’s Firestone and Engineering Libraries. Archivists at Robert
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Bosch, gmbh, the Public Record Office in London, and the National
Archives in Washington, D.C., helped me find materials without which
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to technological things played a critical role in the development of this
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