


DOCUMENT A

OBSERVE
 What do you notice 

first?
 What else do you 

notice?
 What do you notice 

that you didn’t 
expect?

REFLECT
 What do you think is 

happening?
 What generalizations 

or conclusions can you
draw?

QUESTION
 What do you notice 

that you can’t explain?
 What do you wonder 

about… who? what? 
when? where? why? 
how?
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OBSERVE
 What do you notice 

first?
 What else do you 

notice?
 What do you notice 

that you didn’t 
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TIERED
LESSON

TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATION

THE
COTTON GIN

DOK
1

What is a technological
innovation? 

Read “The Cotton Gin”

What is a cotton gin?
How does it operate?

DOK
2

What is the difference 
between intended and 
unintended 
consequences? 

Read “The Need for Invention”

What positive impact did the cotton gin 
have on Georgia’s growth? 

DOK
3

Can you cite examples 
of how technological 
innovations change 
over time?

Read “The Effects of the Cotton Gin”

What were the unintended consequences
of the cotton gin, and what other 
inventions in history have had a negative 
impact on society? 
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DOK 1 LEVEL  The Cotton Gin – history.com

Eli Whitney built a machine that could effectively and efficiently 
remove the seeds from cotton plants. The invention, called the 
cotton gin (“gin” was derived from “engine”), worked something like 
a strainer: Cotton was run through a wooden drum embedded with 
a series of hooks that caught the fibers and dragged them through 
a mesh. The mesh was too fine to let the seeds through but the 
hooks pulled the cotton fibers through with ease. Smaller gins could
be cranked by hand; larger ones could be powered by a horse and, 
later, by a steam engine. Whitney's hand-cranked machine could 
remove the seeds from 50 pounds of cotton in a single day, 
whereas, one worker could only clean 1 pound of cotton in a day.
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DOK 2 LEVEL           The Need for an Invention – archives.gov

As Eli Whitney left New England and headed South in 1792, he had no idea that 
within the next seven months he would invent a machine that would profoundly 
alter the course of American history. A recent graduate of Yale, Whitney had 
given some thought to becoming a lawyer. But, like many college graduates of 
today, he had debts to repay first and needed a job. Reluctantly, he left his native
Massachusetts to assume the position of private tutor on a plantation in Georgia.

There Whitney quickly learned that Southern planters were in desperate need of 
a way to make the growing of cotton profitable. Long-staple cotton, which was 
easy to separate from its seeds, could be grown only along the coast. The one 
variety that grew inland had sticky green seeds that were time-consuming to pick 
out of the fluffy white cotton bolls. Whitney was encouraged to find a solution to 
this problem by his employer, Catherine Greene, whose support, both moral and 
financial were critical to this effort. At stake was the success of cotton planting 
throughout the South, especially important at a time when tobacco was declining 
in profit due to over-supply and soil exhaustion.
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DOK 3 LEVEL The Effects of the Cotton Gin – archives.gov

After the invention of the cotton gin, the yield of raw cotton doubled each decade after 
1800. Demand was fueled by other inventions of the Industrial Revolution, such as the 
machines to spin and weave it and the steamboat to transport it. By midcentury 
America was growing three-quarters of the world's supply of cotton, most of it shipped 
to England or New England where it was manufactured into cloth. During this time 
tobacco fell in value, rice exports at best stayed steady, and sugar began to thrive, but 
only in Louisiana. At midcentury the South provided three-fifths of America's exports -- 
most of it in cotton.

However, like many inventors, Whitney (who died in 1825) could not have foreseen the
ways in which his invention would change society for the worse. The most significant of
these was the growth of slavery. While it was true that the cotton gin reduced the labor 
of removing seeds, it did not reduce the need for slaves to grow and pick the cotton. In 
fact, the opposite occurred. Cotton growing became so profitable for the planters that it 
greatly increased their demand for both land and slave labor. In 1790 there were six 
slave states; in 1860 there were 15. From 1790 until Congress banned the importation 
of slaves from Africa in 1808, Southerners imported 80,000 Africans. By 1860 
approximately one in three Southerners was a slave.
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