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The Telephone Operator Girl

Technology and Practices

Without any doubts, the telephone meant a radical change in personal communication throughout North America when it was invented. In its early stages, the telephone system required the involvements of operators as mediating components for the production of telephone calls. In fact, before the adoption of automatic switchboard, telephone operators were required to make the connections between subscribers. At a time when women barely occupied the labour force, the telephone came into play and changed significantly women’s roles and status within society. In fact, as author Michèle Martin wrote is her book, “Women’ s particular characteristics facilitated the transition of the telephone industry from a small-scale enterprise to a modern corporate capitalist monopoly” (1991, p.50). Therefore, women operators’ contribution was central to the rapid development of the telephone industry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This essay explores the job of telephone operators, which was uniquely performed by women, who were known as “Hello Girls”.

History and Cultural Context 


When the telephone was invented in 1876 by Alexander Graham Bell, the opportunities for women to work outside their home were very limited if they did not choose factory jobs (Fisher, 1992, p.35). In Bell’s attempt to improve the telegraph, he created an incredible technology that is still use nowadays, the telephone. One of the less recognized achievements of Alexander Graham Bell was the opening of a vast new field of employment for women. Back in time, men occupied the majority of jobs. However, journalist Brenda Maddox explains in her article that, “the invention of the telephone created the first job opportunity for women outside the factory and domestic service” (1976, p.614). In fact, telephone exchange offered the ideal solution to get women’s great communication skills to be used in the labour force.


When Bell Company first started to hire telephone operators, only boys could apply for the job. However, it did not take a long time before women got to get a chance to enter into the telephone industry. In fact, Bell decided to switch from boys to women operators after conducting an experiment with women labour on both day and night shifts in 1888 (Sangster, 2011, p.54). As Sangster explains, boys were found to lack tact and patience, and Bell mentioned that, “boys were hard to discipline and were not as conscientious and patient as women”(2011, p.54). In addition, taking these qualities into account, Bell also considered women’s lower wages rates to hired only women operators in 1900 (Sangster, 2011, p.54). Women would then be more efficient and they would save Bell some money. Furthermore, there were not a lot of policies in place within the labour force to regulate and protect women’s rights. These elements surely influenced Bell’s choice to include women to their new business venture because they would cause less trouble. 
Hello Girl’s Hopes and Promises 


Women provided the telephone industry with new labour power, supplying not only the feminine qualities of submission and courtesy, but the masculine characteristics of technical and mechanical skills as well. Through her findings, Maddox argued that “The work of a successful women operating demanded just that particular dexterity, patience, and forbearance possessed by the average woman in a degree superior to that of men”(1976, p.614). The first female telephone operator was Emma Nutt, who had been hired in September 1988 by Graham Bell who paid her a salary of 10$ a month for a 54-hours per work week (Peterson, 2002, p.696). It was a big step forward for women to be recognized as being capable of accomplishing a job better than men could possibly do. Socially, telephone operator girls could feel that they had a social role comparable to that of a nurse or a teacher without having to have any special training. Telephone operators had to answer calls from subscribers coming from all over the country, and they needed to create the connections between calls by inserting specific wires into wholes as rapidly as possible (Peterson, 2002, p.696). Telephones use was increasingly popular among the population and women operators were these extremely important people that were making the system run and ensuring its success. Therefore, their role within the community was well regarded.

 
Being hired as “Hello Girl” was not an easy task. In fact, women had to possess specific characteristics that telephone industry leaders deemed important and that fit the job’s requirements. As Martin describes, “these women needed to have good memories, be tall enough so that their arms would reach all lines on the switchboard and be slim enough so that they could fit in the narrow spaces allotted to the #1 standard switchboard positions (1991, p.58). Furthermore, they needed to come from respectable backgrounds and they needed to be recommended by their clergymen (Martin, 1991, p.58). This showed the seriousness of the Bell’s hiring process. Hello Girls were the voices representing Bell and they were reflecting the company’s image. Therefore, women telephone operators’ job had a lot of credibility within the world of communication businesses and within the general public. Hello Girls were probably satisfied with their job as they could benefit from the protectiveness of a large public employer that relied on their skills, and they may also appreciated the security and the companionship of their workplace because they were working only with other women. The working environment that the telephone industry provided to women gave them the chance to get out of their homes in order to do something that they could been proud of.

Slow death of Telephone Operator Girl

As technological advancements were increasing at a rapid pace, telephone operator girls’ job started being as an obstacle to the development of the telephone service by telephone companies. As Maddox argues, even if telephone operators were necessary to make connections betweens people’s calls, their activities could delay or intrude on the privacy of telephone calls, which was not desired by Bell Telephone company (1976, p.615). Furthermore, although the telephone operator’s job is constantly threatened by automation, the growth in telephone service internationally and in subscribers’ requests for information guaranteed that this popular occupation would remain in existence (Maddox, 1976, p.615). However, it was not the case. In large cities, calls were coming in so rapidly that the operators could hardly take their eyes off the switchboards for a second. To reduce the flux of calls received at the central where Hello Girls worked and to accelerate the process of connecting the calls, telephone companies decided to take action by installing more and more automatic switching equipment. These automatic switches allowed customers with dial telephones to make connections themselves without the operator’s assistance (Banting, 2006, p.15). Unfortunately, this measure gradually reduced telephone operators’ job. There is no precise date that indicates the death of telephone operators but information about this practice cannot be found after the years 1990’s. Improvements in technologies, automatic equipment, and reduction in costs were key aspects that slowly eliminated Hello Girls’ jobs. Furthermore, as argues Branting, “When Alexander Graham Bell’s patent expired, hundred of telephone manufacturers ad service providers opened around the world”. This led to the creation of new kinds of phones such as touchtone phones, cordless phones, and cellular phones. 

Relationship Between Culture and Technology 


Nowadays, telephone operators do not exist anymore because calls can connect by themselves through cell towers, and fiber optic cables that run beneath the ground (Banting, 2006, p.23). However, a comparison can be made between women operators and these new cell towers, satellites and optic wires, as they all have the same goal of connecting calls between subscribers. Our modern technologies replaced what was previously accomplished by human hands and brains. Human culture and technology are continually co-evolving in a dynamic relationship. Once developed, a technology changes the culture that gave it birth. The invention of telephone changed our present culture as it allows the fastest way of communication and it can eliminate distance barriers between callers. Furthermore, the cultural context in which we are now in 2012, affects the speed or way in which the technology is adopted and how it is used. Improvements in technologies happen so quickly that engineers created smart phones that can allow a user to do multiple tasks simultaneously, such as with he Iphone by Apple. Constant improvements in the telephone industry made people in our culture become more dependants on this technology and a consumer society was created. The goal of telephone industries is still to make profits. However, compared to the era of women operators, some telephone users could argue that nowadays, less care is put on the presence of great quality customer services. 
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