


accident and chaos, of course its erratic generation
appears to represent a mystery. However, the
conditions that generate city diversity are quite easy
to discover by observing places in which diversity
flourishes and studying the economic reasons why it
can flourish in these places...

To generate exuberant diversity in a a city?s streets
and districts, four conditions are indispensable:

1. The district, and indeed as many of its internal
parts as possible, must serve more than one primary
function; preferably more than two. These must

insure the presence of people who go outdoors on
different schedules and are in the place for different
purposes, but who are able to use many facilities in

common.

2. Most Blocks must be short; that is, streets and
opportunities to turn corners must be frequent.

3. The district must mingle buildings that vary in age
and condition, including a good proportion of old ones
so that they vary in the economic yield they must
produce. This mingling must be fairly close-grained.

4. There must be a sufficiently dense concentration
of people, for whatever purpose they maybe there.
This includes dense concentration in the case of
people who are there because of residence.

The purpose of explaining them (in this book) one at
a time is purely for convenience of exposition, not
because any one-or even any three- of these
necessary conditions is valid alone. All four in
combination are necessary to generate city diversity;
the absenc of any one of the four frustrates a
district?s potential.




Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American
Cities, Vintage Press, 1961, pp. 30, 150
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Politics of Telephony in the United States and Canada

new interconnection and interdependence. Ultimately, I argue, the
physical networks of poles = d wires that were constructed in this
era embodied prescriptive arguments about the organization of econ-
omies and societies and the scale of social and economic life. Great
struggles—natior  markets versus »cal markets, large corporations
versus small ones, and even more existential questions about
national, regional, and local identities—were mapped on to prosaic
disputes over the telephone  d its wires.

My dissertation begins with case studies of two small cities:
Kemper’s Muncie, and Kingston, Ontario, Canada. I start with these
local case studies because the first telephone systems were local.
They were local networks, providing only local telephone service,
largely built with local capital by local entrepreneurs. ae history of
the telephone in North America has traditionally been written as the
history of the nation-spanning Bell system. I attempt to rescue the
local character of telephony from obscurity by demonstrating the
crucial importance of local politics—and the politics of localism—in
shaping the instrument’s birth.

I was immediately struck by differences between the shape, use,
and culture of telephone networks in the American Midwest and
Central Canada. Access to telephone service differed considerably.
Telephones moved more quickly into middle- and working-class
homes in Muncie than in Kingston. They spread from towns and
cities into rural areas much sooner in the Midwest than in Cana , or
indeed in any other part of the United States. The telephone also
appeared in different kinds of public spaces. In the Midwest tele-
phones in the 1880s were often installed in saloons, stables, and -
bershops. In Canada in the 1880s the telephone was largely a
privilege of offices and wealthy homes.

The relative cost of telephone service ¢t ibuted to these differ-
ences, but so too did cultural factors such as ideas about communication
technology and assumptions made by telephone companies and their
consumers about who and what the new technology was for. Indeed,
business and cultural choices were always deeply intertwined. In
Muncie and many other midwestern towns, telephone users paid a
monthly rate for unlimited local service; telephone companies in
other regions were more likely to charge their customers by the call.
These billing structures both reflected and encouraged two distinct
cultures of telephone use. Adherents of one such culture embraced
the social and indeed the frivolous uses of the telephone. ey gos-
siped, courted, and sang on their telephones. Some made prank
phone calls, and many eavesdropped on party lines. Adherents of
the countervailing culture attempted to restric such practices. They
defined the telephone as a tool for business. They demanded higher
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standards of privacy and etiquette on the telephone, an some tried
to keep women, servants, or children off the lines. Wired into seemingly
simple commercial and technical choices were all manner of
assumptions about the value and appropriateness of di rent social
connections and different kinds of speech.

In the early stages of my research, I hypothesized that the reason
for these differences in the shape and character of telephony in the
American Midwest and Central Canada may have been the presence
of monopoly or competition. In much of the Midwest, competition in
the telephone industry was vigorous and long-lived. After Alexander
Graham Bell’s American patents expired in 1894, the Bell telephone
interests faced decades of fierce competition in the Midwest. This
competition came from thousands of small, locally oriented tele-
phone networks collectively known as the “independent telephone
movement.” In Canada Bell’s patents were actually overturned
al st a decade earlier, in 1885, but Central Canada saw nothing like
the rise of independent telephones in the United States. The Bell
Telephone Company of Canada preserved s monopoly in almost all
of Central Cana ’s urban centers, relegating competition to the
peripheries of the industry and the nation.

It was te »Hting, therefore, to ascribe the differences described
above—the more rapid spread of telephony in the Midwest, along
with a more raucous and perhaps egalitarian culture of telephone
use—to the presence of competition in the midwestern United States
and its relative absence in Central Canada. Bi this only begged further
questions: Why did competition emerge in one region and monopoly
in another? And how could the development of the tele] one in
other regions of both countries best be ex 1ined? The real variable, I
was somewhat surprised to discover, was the role of municipal
government. In the e 1870s and 1880s local governments in the
American Midwest and West took an active interest in the early tele-
phone industry. Before the advent of competition in the 1890s, and
well before the emergence of state and federal regulation in the
1900s, midwestern town and city councils encouraged the construc-
tion of locally owned telephone systems, levied taxes and fees on
“foreign” (that is, out of state) telephone comj liies, and actively
regulated telephone rates and the placement of poles and wires. In
Central Canada, by contrast, local governments may have wanted to
take a hand in the telephone industry, but they had very little power
to do so. Bell Canada’s federal charter, :claring the telephone an
instrument “for the general advantage of Canada,” effectively immu-

nized the company from municipal regulation.
These early developments had significant consequences for the
future of telephony in both countries. The midwestern communities
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in which municipal government became actively engaged in telephony
during the 1880s were generally the same communities where inde-
pendent competition thrived after 1894. And even where lively
competition did not emerge, those towns with early and active
municipal engagement in telephony seem to have constructed tele-
phone networks and telephone cultures most like Muncie’s—that is,
with wider, earlier access to telephone service, more interconnection
between town and farm, and a less genteel culture of telephone use.
In towns and cities without such active municipal involvement in the
industry’s early days, telephone networks and cultures like Kingston’s
appear more common—with a better quality of equipment and trans-
mission but more expensive service and less penetration as a social
medium.

These trajectories highlight the role of government, and in particular
local government, in shaping the development of the telephone. This
is in itself a useful contribution to the existing literature on tele-
phony and the histories of business and technology more gener: y.
Scholars in the social construction mode have discredited the ol
deterministic approaches to the history of technology with the
insight that new technologies are not independent of society but
rather products of the social and cultural contexts in which they are
formed. Yet while constructivists have rightly situated social and
cultural factors at the center of their work, they have been slow to
investigate relationships between politics and the shaping of new
technologies. At the same time, it is common outside the acade y to
imagine that even the largest governments are impotent in the face of
rapid technological 1 ange. Yet in the story of the telephone, the
high-technology communications revolution of its day, we see active
and important engagement by the very smallest levels of government.
The town and city councils that put their stamp on the develc nent
of American telephony were not wealthy, powerful, or technologically
sophisticated actors. Nor were their motives always salutary. They
did, however, have a genuine and lasting impact on the development
of the industry and the shape of telephony in North America.

Debates and contests over the tele hone in  ese years returned
again and again to the issues raised by William Kemper—questions
of independence, interdependence, and scale. } inicipal politicians
and independent telephone promoters enlisted the telephone in the
defense of regional autonomy and sought to build a communications
infrastructure that was locally oriented and controlled. A competing
vision was advanced by the Bell ‘lep ine interests and 1 imately
embraced by business leaders and federal politicians in both the
United States and Canada. Bell’s leaders worked to construct a single,
continent-spanning telephone monopoly and promoted these efforts
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They sang the praises of consolidation and intercommunication, and
they encouraged their customers to see themselves as part of an inte-
grated national economy. These were not simply arguments about
the way the telephone or even the telephone industry should be orga-
nized. These were arguments about the way the country should be
organized and about the ways that commerce and information
should flow.

The comparative aspect of this history is ironic in the end. In
Canada the telephone was embraced by Central Canadian elites at its
birth as a national undertaking and an instrument of Cana an unity.
Yet the Bell Telephone Company of Canada fell victim to growing
regionalism. It suffered from a failure to adequately serve French
Canadians in Quebec, and it lost the western provinces to an uprising
of prairie populism. In Canada modernization was not accompanied
by centralization. A patchwork telephone system emerged that was
both symbolic and symptomatic of a decentralized Canadian federalism
and its distinctly regional economies. In the United States, on the
other hand, the telephone was first enlisted in the service of local
and regional autonomy. In the crucible of the telephone fight, however,
the Bell interests forged a positive defense of national integration
that would later be applied to many industries beyond the t- phone
field. I argue, in fact, that no / .erican company in these years did
more than AT&T to legitimize the nation-spanning corporation or to
sell Americans on the desirability and the inevitability of national

egration and interdependence.

When I began writing this dissertation, I knew that I wanted to
write about the social and political construction of a new technology.
I did not realize then that the project would also be about the social
and political construction of bus :ss—for business is a tecl logy,
too—and at a larger level, about the social and political construction
of national economies. The contests of the early telephone era were
never only, or even mainly, about how much to charge for service or
where to put telephone poles and wires. The telephone systems
constructed by Americans and Canadians one hundred years ago
were in fact proxies for all sorts of networks. 1ey made physical e
kinds of human networks that were and are the substance of economic,
political, and social life. To trace the wires of those networks is to
trace the outlines of two nations and the choices that made each one
so much of what they are.

587


























































technique in enginecring, valuable for product development and managing large projects, a fic 1

still generating a host of research and publications.*® The systems sciences reached their limits

however, in Vietnam, the Great Society programs, and other civil systems with complex

interactions, heavy political components, and vaguely defined boundaries.

American and European Space Programs (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). Richard Chapman

~}1’3;'01'601 Management in NASA: The Systt and the Men (Wash  ton: NASA, 1973). ’
See, for example, Mark W. Maier and Eberhardt Rechtin, The Art of Systems Architecting, (CRCF  s:, Boca

Raton, Florida}, 2000, 2nd ed. '



























































































Robert MacDougall//Long Distance and Corporate Control

universal telephone system was “sent forth,” according to one public
relations executive at AT&T, “to do battle with the slogans of the ‘curse of
Bigness’.”7° It is clear in retrospect which slogans won. AT&T in these
years not only sold the United States on the telephone and ' e
transcontinental telephone system. The spectacle of the long distance
network was also instrumental in convincing Americans of t ' tues of
interdependence over independence, of big corporations over sm:  and of

the promise of living in a networked nation.

70 Quoted in Marchand, Creating the Corporate Soul, 86.








































































































































