
On Wednesday, our AT&T U-verse went kaput. Unfortunately, we have the full array of services, 
meaning we have been without television, broadband, and a landline for a couple of days. Sure, I 
reset the modem, and did all the various things I read I was supposed to do, but nothing worked. The 
data was coming into the house, but wasn’t synching, or something like that.  

I caved, and called the 800 number. A very pleasant woman said it would require a technician to 
come to the house, and AT&T wouldn’t charge me for the service call. Frankly, I would have been 
pretty upset had they tried to charge me, but I bit my tongue and set a time for Thursday.  

Unfortunately, a very mild wintry event pretty much shut down the entire metro area yesterday. This 
meant AT&T cancelled all service calls, or at least the one at my house. So, the person is coming 
this afternoon to reset my system. So, by the time they leave, I will have been without television, 
internet, and a landline for about 48 hours.  

You know what I did last night? I hooked up the digital antennae, I bought for such an event, on one 
of the televisions so my wife could watch her favorite program. Since their cellphones worked just 
fine, my kids did whatever it is kids do on the things, and I picked out a book to reread.  

In some ways, it was just another Thursday night. In others, it was a reminder of just how much we 
have come to depend on technology for just about everything: communication, learning, and enter-
tainment. When all of it goes out at once, we have to resort to our backups, which can fill the time 
with less than optimal results.  

It was also reminded me I need to go to the bookstore to get some new reading material. Yes, I pre-
fer old-fashioned books. There is something about the ceremony of reading an actual book I find so 
much more appealing than reading a ‘book’ on a tablet or some other device.  

Now, for a couple of days, this outage wasn’t that much of an inconvenience. It was mildly annoy-
ing, at worst. However, longer-term, you know, if nothing else, I need to have the Wi-Fi at the house 
so I don’t have to worry about an overuse in my data plan. That gets expensive in a hurry. Further, 
and I suppose I am almost the last of the Mohicans, I kind of like having a landline. Also, hot doggit, 
you know, I do like watching the idiot box every now and again, even if I usually complain I have 
200 channels of nothing good to watch.  

This morning, I saw Apple is going to replace AT&T in the Dow Jones Industrials Average.  This is 
what Bloomberg’s Michelle Davis wrote about this:  

The original American Telephone & Telegraph entered the Dow in October 1916 
and was taken out in April 2004. The company removed today was created in the 
merger of SBC Communications and AT&T in November 2005. The removal an-
nounced today will leave Verizon Communications Inc. as the only telephone stock 
in the Dow. 

‘Some Surprise’ 

“There’ll be some surprise that AT&T is the name that’s being removed and Veri-
zon is being kept,” Michael James, a Los Angeles-based managing director of equi-
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ty trading at Wedbush Securities Inc., said in a telephone interview. “From the historical standpoint, 
AT&T represents an American institution. To see that leaving the Dow is somewhat of a psychological 
blow. In terms of impact on the stock itself I don’t think it’s going to be overly significant.” 

In other words: so what, and good riddance.  

When I was a kid, AT&T was the phone company, period. Today, what we call AT&T is actually one of the original 
Baby Bells (formed after the breakup of AT&T), with the original AT&T Corp. just being one of the subsidiaries.  

Here is what Wikipedia said happened to the original company:  

The breakup led to a surge of competition in the long distance telecommunications market by compa-
nies such as Sprint and MCI. AT&T's gambit in exchange for its divestiture, AT&T Computer Sys-
tems, failed, and after spinning off its manufacturing operations (most notably Western Electric, which 
became Lucent, now Alcatel-Lucent) and other misguided acquisitions such as NCR and AT&T 
Broadband, it was left with only its core business with roots as AT&T Long Lines and its successor 
AT&T Communications. It was at this point that AT&T was purchased by one of its own spin-offs, 
SBC Communications, the company that had also purchased two other RBOCs and a former AT&T 
associated operating company (Ameritech, Pacific Telesis, and SNET), and which later purchased an-
other RBOC (BellSouth). 

AT&T’s post-breakup strategy did not work out the way it had planned. Its attempt to enter the com-
puter business failed, and it quickly realized that Western Electric was not profitable without the guar-
anteed customers the Bell System had provided. In 1995, AT&T spun off its computer division and 
Western Electric, exactly as the government had initially asked it to do. It then re-entered the local tel-
ephone business that it had exited after the breakup, which had become much more lucrative with the 
rise of dial-up Internet access in the early 1990s. Even this, however, would not save AT&T Corpora-
tion. It would soon be absorbed by one of the Baby Bells, SBC Communications (formerly Southwest-
ern Bell), which then co-opted the AT&T name to form the present-day AT&T Inc. 

Deprived of the almost unlimited funding that had been provided by the Bell System with its profits 
guaranteed as a percentage of expense, the pure research engine that had been Bell Laboratories, origin 
of most of the electronic hardware of the Information Age (semi-conductors; lasers), faded away, and 
with it the preeminent place formerly held by the U.S. in that realm. 

Now, what has happened to communications technology since the original AT&T breakup? Has it floundered? Or has 
it grown exponentially?  

Academics can debate whether the government sanctioned monopoly, for lack of a better phrase, AT&T had on the US 
telecommunications industry for much of the 20th century was a positive or a negative. Certainly, AT&T provided 
many technological advancements, as the last paragraph of the Wikipedia cite clearly states. However, it is important 
to note the breakup of Ma Bell ultimately showed how inefficient the remaining AT&T actually was. If it hadn’t been,  
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it is doubtful a former subsidiary would have been able to purchase it roughly 20 years after its divestiture.  Further, the 
former Bell Atlantic, a Baby Bell, remains in the Dow Jones Industrial Average.  

Such is the case with monopolies and regulations.  

One of my favorite economists and commentators is a fellow by the name of Thomas Sowell. If you haven’t read any of 
his work, please do yourself a favor. This is what he says about monopolies in his very good book Basic Economics: 

Fortunately, monopolies are very hard to maintain without laws to protect the monopoly firms from 
competition. The ceaseless search of investors for the highest rates of return virtually ensures that such 
investments will flood into whatever segment of the economy is earning higher profits, until the rate of 
profit in that segment is driven down by the increased competition caused by that flood of investment. It 
is like water seeking its own level.  

Monopoly is the enemy of efficiency, whether under capitalism or socialism. The difference between the 
two systems is that monopoly is the norm under socialism.  

Back when the American Telephone and Telegraph Company was the world’s largest corporation, its 
own chief executive officer said: “AT&T is so big that, when you give it a kick in the behind today, it 
takes two years before the head says, “Ouch.”  

Now consider this, which is least pleasant: 1) going to gas station, or; 2) going to the DMV to get car tags, drivers’ li-
censes, etc.? Unless you are a most unusual person, I would imagine most folks would answer #2. But why is that? Well, 
the answer is the government has a monopoly over granting car tags, etc., whereas there are any number of outlets for 
getting gasoline.  

Even so, there are many people in our country who would advocate for greater regulations on this or that, in essence 
greater government control. This even though government is a monopoly which makes it, almost by definition, ineffi-
cient. It is almost head-scratching: “you mean you want the inefficient to regulate the efficient in order to make them 
even more efficient? How does that work again?”  

It doesn’t, and it flabbergasts me when I hear it. What exactly is the goal again? Because I was hoping it was greater effi-
ciency, and, therefore, greater wealth creation.  As Sowell, again, once said: “It is hard to imagine a more stupid or more 
dangerous way of making decisions than by putting those decisions in the hands of people who pay no price for being 
wrong.” 

Which takes us back to AT&T. 

You know, once upon a time, the phone company was the phone company, and you could write letters if you didn’t like 
it. Obviously, that has changed, as I now have choices for all the services AT&T’s U-Verse supplies. Are they as many 
choices as I would like? No, but I still have them, and will continue to have them as long as the government doesn’t get 
involved, whether well-intentioned or not.  

So, I have been without my technology for about 48 hours; no big whoop. However, I don’t really want to go another 48, 
if you catch my drift. Still, after we get it back, we are going to sit down and talk about de-bundling our bundled services 
so this doesn’t happened again. I wouldn’t have that choice if AT&T were still a government sanctioned monopoly.  

That much I learned this week.  
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