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Goodbye Central: Automation and the
Decline of “Personal Service” in

the Bell System, 1878—1921

VENUS GREEN

From the beginning, developments in telephone technology have
transformed not only the telecommunications business but American
industry in general. Despite its history as a pathbreaker, American
Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T) has not always em-
braced new technologies hastily. AT&T remained indecisive about
automatic switching for nearly thirty years after the first such system
was created. Only after meticulous study followed by extensive exper-
imentation and actual field installations did the Bell System install
fully automared stnu:hmg equipment ("dial™) during the early 1920s."
‘This article examines the reasons for Bell’s uncertainty about automa-
tion and its initial reluctance to accept dial.

Efforts to explain how different factors shape the creation, applica-
tion, and diffusion of vechnologies in the workplace usually refer o
industrial expansion and/or labor-management issues. Recent busi-
ness histories of the telephone industry’s early years examine the
impact of technology on the evolution of corporate structure and
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