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Abstract: 

The telephone looms large in our 
lives, as ever present in modern 
societies as cars and television. 
Claude Fischer presents the first 
social history of this vital but 
little-studied technology—how 
we encountered, tested, and 
ultimately embraced it with 
enthusiasm. Using telephone 
ads, oral histories, telephone 
industry correspondence, and 
statistical data, Fischer's work is 
a colorful exploration of how, 
when, and why Americans 
started communicating in this 
radically new manner.

Studying three California 
communities, Fischer uncovers 
how the telephone became 
integrated into the private worlds 
and community activities of 
average Americans in the first 
decades of this century. Women 
were especially avid in their use, 
a phenomenon which the 
industry first vigorously 
discouraged and then later 
wholeheartedly promoted. Again 
and again Fischer finds that the 
telephone supported a wide-
ranging network of social 
relations and played a crucial 
role in community life, especially 
for women, from organizing 
children's relationships and 
church activities to alleviating the 
loneliness and boredom of rural 
life.

Deftly written and meticulously 
researched, America Calling 
adds an important new chapter 
to the social history of our nation 
and illuminates a fundamental 
aspect of cultural modernism 
that is integral to contemporary 
life.

Key Definitions:

• technology
• society 
• social constructivism
• Electronic Media

The material culture of our lives influences our experiences – 
Preface 
Ch. 1 Technology and Modern Life 
Do modern inventions help or mar character and health? 
Moral education is not keeping up with material inventions. P. 1 
What are the social implications of modern inventions? P. 3 
Modernization is a global process: modernity affected industrial 
and commercial development, changes in social organization, 
alterations in culture and psyche (growth of individuality, 
sentimentality, and self-absorption). P.4 
Modernization theory – critics argue that it is debatable that 
economic, social and psychological changes occurred 
together; also that there is no ‘cost community’ p. 5 
20th century society’s material culture is very different from 
earlier eras; How has that difference altered the personal lives 
of ordinary people? P. 5 
modernization fostered individualism and inter-personal 
alienation and bred skepticism instead of faith p. 5 
the author hypothesizes that people turn to new devices for 
various purposes, even ones that the producers could hardly have 
foreseen or desired. P. 5 
technological change in the personal sphere is a central dynamic 
of all theories of modernity p. 6 
the technological sources of social change are rarely analyzed p. 
7 
our way of thinking about the causal link b/w technology and 
social action impedes our understanding of technology’s role p. 7 
those addressing the social implications of technology contend 
that technology has created a modern mentalite, focusing on 
symbolism and sensibility p. 7 
2 broad classes in the intellectual approach to Technology 
and Society: 
1. those that treat technology as an external autonomous force 
that impacts social life 
2. those that treat a technology as the embodiment or symptom of 
a deeper cultural logic, representing the cultural ethos that 
determines history p. 9 
impact analysis – a technology is considered imperative to 
the extent that it is rational to adopt it 
social constructivism - allows for unintended consequences ; 
a deterministic view of technology p.8 
cultural lag (Ogburn’s term) – a period of dislocation when 
changes in social practice have not yet accommodated the 
new material culture 
1 Caroline Brooks / North Carolina State University / Spring 
2003 
those rejecting technological determinism say that while material 
items have consequences but those consequences are socially 
conditioned p. 9 
impact-imprint model – another form of determinism, new 
technologies alter history, not by their economic logic, but by 
the cultural and psychological transfer of their essential 
qualities to their users p. 10 
Kern – new technologies ‘eradicated’ space and shrank time, 
creating vast extended present of simultaneity p. 11 
Electronic media – lead to a nearly to a total disassociation of 
physical place and social place p. 11 
Electronic media are place-less, so people lose their sense of 
place p. 11 
Two forms of technological determinism: 
1. hard older view; hard, simple and mechanistic (criticized for 
lacking social context) 
2. soft newer view; soft, complex and psychocultural ; more 
holistic and symptomatic (criticized for being too reliant on 
imagery rather than evidence p. 12 

symptomatic analysis – technologies are not intrusions into a 
culture but as expressions of it; the criticism of this is that a 
major assumption is made that modern technologies form a 
coherent, consistent whole p. 13 
- the symptomatic approach widens our view of technology from 
simply mechanical and instrumental attributes to the cultural and 
symbolic contexts within which devices are developed and 
employed: reinforces the need to incorporate social context into 
our explanations p. 15 
holistic approach – claims that technologies operate in 
parallel with homogenous effects. P. 14 
Borgman – equates so many diverse objects and asserts that 
they all deeply affect relations and psyches in the same way; 
assumes a myth of cultural integration. P. 14 
The author – how can we assume homogeneous 
consequences across the hodge podge of modern tools? P. 14 
Social constructivism – concentrates on the producers, 
marketers or experts of a technological system; emphasizes 
human agency and intentionality among end users p. 15 
The author is going to focus on the mass users of 
technology ; from this perspective the consequences of 
technology are the ends the users seek. P17 
One kind of collective by-product of adopting a new 
technology: an optional device becomes necessary p. 19 
2 Caroline Brooks / North Carolina State University / Spring 
2003 
A technology can be both a tool for an individual user, and 
aggregated, become a structure that constrains the individual; this 
is closer to the instrumental model vs. the symptomatic model; 
emphasizes users rather than the imperative properties of the 
technology p. 19 
Once we understand how the technologies emerged, the 
following questions appear: 
1. how and why did individuals use the technology 
2. how did a collective use of technology and the collective 
responses to it alter social structure and culture 

with the growth of a mass population, the way of studying them 
becomes more sociological and statistical rather than historical 
and biographical. P. 21 
Emile Durkheim – the multiplication and extension of 
interpersonal contacts were crucial to the development of 
modern society 
More interaction generated economic and social specialization, 
brought cultures together, shifting the bases of social solidarity 
from bloodline and place to taste and occupation p. 23 
Why study the history of the telephone? Perhaps the 
telephone belongs to the class of anonymous objects so 
embedded in daily routine as to have become indifferentiated 
from the rest of our immediate landscape p. 23 
3 
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various purposes, even ones that the producers could hardly have 
foreseen or desired. P. 5 
technological change in the personal sphere is a central dynamic 
of all theories of modernity p. 6 
the technological sources of social change are rarely analyzed p. 
7 
our way of thinking about the causal link b/w technology and 
social action impedes our understanding of technology’s role p. 7 
those addressing the social implications of technology contend 
that technology has created a modern mentalite, focusing on 
symbolism and sensibility p. 7 
2 broad classes in the intellectual approach to Technology 
and Society: 
1. those that treat technology as an external autonomous force 
that impacts social life 
2. those that treat a technology as the embodiment or symptom of 
a deeper cultural logic, representing the cultural ethos that 
determines history p. 9 
impact analysis – a technology is considered imperative to 
the extent that it is rational to adopt it 
social constructivism - allows for unintended consequences ; 
a deterministic view of technology p.8 
cultural lag (Ogburn’s term) – a period of dislocation when 
changes in social practice have not yet accommodated the 
new material culture 
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those rejecting technological determinism say that while material 
items have consequences but those consequences are socially 
conditioned p. 9 
impact-imprint model – another form of determinism, new 
technologies alter history, not by their economic logic, but by 
the cultural and psychological transfer of their essential 
qualities to their users p. 10 
Kern – new technologies ‘eradicated’ space and shrank time, 
creating vast extended present of simultaneity p. 11 
Electronic media – lead to a nearly to a total disassociation of 
physical place and social place p. 11 
Electronic media are place-less, so people lose their sense of 
place p. 11 
Two forms of technological determinism: 
1. hard older view; hard, simple and mechanistic (criticized for 
lacking social context) 
2. soft newer view; soft, complex and psychocultural ; more 
holistic and symptomatic (criticized for being too reliant on 
imagery rather than evidence p. 12 

symptomatic analysis – technologies are not intrusions into a 
culture but as expressions of it; the criticism of this is that a 
major assumption is made that modern technologies form a 
coherent, consistent whole p. 13 
- the symptomatic approach widens our view of technology from 
simply mechanical and instrumental attributes to the cultural and 
symbolic contexts within which devices are developed and 
employed: reinforces the need to incorporate social context into 
our explanations p. 15 
holistic approach – claims that technologies operate in 
parallel with homogenous effects. P. 14 
Borgman – equates so many diverse objects and asserts that 
they all deeply affect relations and psyches in the same way; 
assumes a myth of cultural integration. P. 14 
The author – how can we assume homogeneous 
consequences across the hodge podge of modern tools? P. 14 
Social constructivism – concentrates on the producers, 
marketers or experts of a technological system; emphasizes 
human agency and intentionality among end users p. 15 
The author is going to focus on the mass users of 
technology ; from this perspective the consequences of 
technology are the ends the users seek. P17 
One kind of collective by-product of adopting a new 
technology: an optional device becomes necessary p. 19 
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A technology can be both a tool for an individual user, and 
aggregated, become a structure that constrains the individual; this 
is closer to the instrumental model vs. the symptomatic model; 
emphasizes users rather than the imperative properties of the 
technology p. 19 
Once we understand how the technologies emerged, the 
following questions appear: 
1. how and why did individuals use the technology 
2. how did a collective use of technology and the collective 
responses to it alter social structure and culture 

with the growth of a mass population, the way of studying them 
becomes more sociological and statistical rather than historical 
and biographical. P. 21 
Emile Durkheim – the multiplication and extension of 
interpersonal contacts were crucial to the development of 
modern society 
More interaction generated economic and social specialization, 
brought cultures together, shifting the bases of social solidarity 
from bloodline and place to taste and occupation p. 23 
Why study the history of the telephone? Perhaps the 
telephone belongs to the class of anonymous objects so 
embedded in daily routine as to have become indifferentiated 
from the rest of our immediate landscape p. 23 
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