
CS 407H: Assignment 2: Alternate History
Due: Monday, Oct. 17, 9 a.m. (electronically)

Babbage made a good start on his Difference Engine, producing a 
prototype in 1832.  However, he never finished a full Engine, partly 
due to his failure to persuade the British government to fund the 
full project.  But what if he had succeeded?

Your task: Identify an event in the period from 1830 to 1880 that 
you think could have turned out differently (for better or for worse) 
if Difference Engines were available.  
• Think broadly; the event could be a war, an election, a ship 

wreck, a financial crisis, a trade agreement, an important 
individual’s career decision, an astronomical discovery, etc.

• The event need not be a major world-changing item.  It could be something that 
affected only a single shop or family or community.

• The event need not have happened in England; it could be anywhere in the world.

Goals:
• Demonstrate your understanding of the utility of the Difference Engine
• Demonstrate knowledge of its historical context
• Be creative and speculate about alternate history

1. [2 points] Describe the historical event you selected.  What happened?  Who was 
involved or affected?

2. [8 points] In 3-5 paragraphs, speculate about what you think could have happened if 
Difference Engines were available.  
• Explain how the hypothetical Difference Engine could have changed things.
• Discuss possible future ramifications as well (large or small), as the changes in 

your selected event ripple forward in history.  What, if anything, might be different 
about our world today?

How to submit your assignment:
• This assignment is due on Monday, October 17, at the start of class.
• Submit your assignment by email (to wkiri@eecs.orst.edu) in text or PDF format.

• (Optional) I encourage you to also post your assignment to the class blog.
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