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For the second part of the assignment, I chose to analyze a historical artifact from 

October 18, 1918. This piece is an announcement that was published as part of the Penn-Yan 

Democrat from Ontario County in New York. The advertisement is from the New York 

Telephone Company and they urge the public to avoid using telephones if it’s not an emergency. 

They mention how, in relation to the Spanish Flu, there was a decrease in telephone operators so 

they were asking for people to decrease their use of telephones to make it easier for people who 

actually need access to their phone. 

I was drawn to this artifact simply because it captures such a similar circumstance that we 

are going through today, but at the same time it’s so different because this took place during a 

time when the telephone was such a new concept. After a failed attempt to use men as telephone 

operators, women were the ones behind the operation. However, as the Spanish Flu took over the 

world, the number of operators kept decreasing which led to the advertisement. As we follow a 

similar pattern with the COVID pandemic, It’s interesting to compare the two circumstances. We 

have had a decrease in workers from all fields, we don’t seem to have a noticeable difference 

when it comes to technology because we have come such a long way from the early 20th 

century. In addition, if we were to make direct comparisons, we don’t have to worry about 

limiting the use of phones or the internet because we live in a time where this is all monitored by 

gigantic companies who can afford to continue functioning through times like these. 

Something that does come to mind, however, is Apple’s struggle to keep up with the 

demand for Macbooks. News spread during the summer and early fall that whoever decided to 



purchase a Macbook pro would have to go through a long processing and shipping period. 

According to The New York Times, Apple revealed that because of the pandemic that led to the 

closure of factories in China, the company has been dealing with a shortage of supplies 

(Wakabayashi, 2020). In addition to the pandemic, the shift to online school and work has led to 

an increase in demand for computers, especially from students like myself. The increase in 

demand and decrease in manufacturers, has led Apple to have a long processing period leaving 

customers waiting for their items for more than a couple of weeks. 

Looking at these two events, it’s really interesting to look at ourselves from different 

perspectives. Taking into consideration the time period, it’s really interesting how social 

communications have been affected during both pandemics. In 1918, telephones were seen as 

these new forms of communication that allowed people to communicate with each other without 

having to worry about distance. However, this form of communication was jeopardized when the 

advertisement asked people to limit their use and save it for emergencies only. On the other 

hand, today, as our in-person interactions are limited, we use technology as our main form of 

communication. Looking at the bigger picture it’s important to see how both pandemics forced 

different groups of people to shift their ways of living to continue to function as best as possible 

during a pandemic. 
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