
Table of contents 

1. INTRODUCTION   ........................................................................................................9 

1.1. Mobilisation and time/space overlaps in the normalisation of mobile technology .................... 
Mobility as a mobilisation of technology and user .......................................................................................................13 
The miniaturization of portables ...................................................................................................................................17 
From the individualization of consumption to the human-technological cyborg .......................................................21 
Mobile technology consumption and the spatiotemporal order of a society...............................................................24 

1.2. Object of the study, basic approach and central questions....................................................31 
User constructions as an investigation perspective for "anonymous" technologization processes............................32 
Main articulations of the study .......................................................................................................................................33 

1.3. Overview on the history of consumer electronics.................................................................35 
Characteristics of the (West-) German consumer electronics market .........................................................................36 
Research contributions to a history of portables ...........................................................................................................39 

2. USER DE-SIGNS – A NEW INVESTIGATION PERSPECTIVE FOR HISTORICAL 

STUDIES ON TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT ........................................................43 

2.1. Origins of the user de-sign concept......................................................................................44 
Starting points: the consumption junction, mediating, real and constructed user.......................................................45 
The user de-sign concept - a first approach ...................................................................................................................47 
User de-signs in practice (I): ..............................................................................................................................................  
On the complexity of consumer practices .....................................................................................................................49 
User de-signs in practice (II): .............................................................................................................................................  
On the normativity of practiced user de-signs...............................................................................................................51 
Prospective user de-signs (I): .............................................................................................................................................  
Producers' explicit and implicit user constructions ......................................................................................................52 
Prospective user de-signs (II): ............................................................................................................................................  
On the momentum and efficacy of prospective user de-signs......................................................................................57 
Products as mediators (I): ...................................................................................................................................................  
Things and their design in the tension between materiality and object-semantics .....................................................58 
Products as mediators (II):..................................................................................................................................................  
User constructions embedded in things .........................................................................................................................62 
Overview of the concept .................................................................................................................................................65 

2.2. "Follow the users and user configurations!": Sources for the analysis of user de-signs.........69 
Consumer and popular magazines as user-centered sources ........................................................................................69 
Specialised (trade) magazines, product and mail order catalogues as producer-centered sources ............................74 
Between the capturing of dominant and the development of future user images: user and marketing studies ........75 
Advertising as mediation of prospective user de-signs ...............................................................................................78 
Pictures and objects as sources ......................................................................................................................................79 
Concluding remarks on the sources available for each case-study ..............................................................................83 

3. THE MOBILIZATION OF THE RADIO: FROM THE TRAVELLING TO THE 

EVERYDAY COMPANION .............................................................................................85 

3.1. Radio-portables of the "valve"-era.......................................................................................87 
From the mobile amateur appliance to the stationary radio cabinet: radio listening as a domestic practice ...........87 
Portable designs of the early 1950s and their user images ..........................................................................................90 

     Energy supply shortage: batteries and listening costs of the portable radio ..............................................................96 
"Out we go": portable radios as seasonal travelling companions ...............................................................................98 



Main orientations of portable radio design in the 1950s ...........................................................................................103 
"Personal" designs before the pocket transistor radio ................................................................................................105 

3.2. Universal and pocket receivers as first, second and third appliances .................................109 
Data on the production and dissemination of portable radios ...................................................................................109 
The transistorization of the portable radio (1956–1960) ...........................................................................................109 
"1=3": the "universal receiver" as car, travel and home radio  .................................................................................111 
The "link to home": Short wave-radios as travel companions abroad ......................................................................117 
The boom of the pocket transistor radio .....................................................................................................................119 
A new market emerges: teenagers and takeaway music ............................................................................................126 
The radio as an everyday companion - on the radio culture of the 1960s and early 1970s .....................................133 

3.3. Radios on wheels .............................................................................................................142 
The driving listener of the 1950s and 60s ...................................................................................................................143 
Traffic message channel: the car radio as a security factor .......................................................................................146 
Radio music and "car-cocooning" ...............................................................................................................................149 

3.4. Electronic wearables of the 1950s and 60s ........................................................................151 
Miniaturized DIY radios and hearing aids .................................................................................................................151 
"Hearing without disturbing" or "hard of hearing"? Earphones for the mass market ..............................................155 
Electronics in glasses, watches or clothes – on the concept of wearability ..............................................................157 

4. THE CASSETTE RECORDER, THE WALKMAN AND THE NORMALISATION OF 

HEADPHONE USE .......................................................................................................161 

4.1. The Walkman in the context of contemporary products ....................................................162 
"Music-box" and "hi-fi tower": listening to music in the 1960s and 70s .................................................................163 
The portable tape: the compact cassette .....................................................................................................................167 
Listening alongside and "hunting-for-hits" with the radio recorder .........................................................................170 
Handy car hi-fi and stereo sound for a "mobile" lifestyle .........................................................................................172 
Sony's first Walkman: the TPS-L2 of 1979 ................................................................................................................176 
The pocket stereos of the early years ..........................................................................................................................179 
Sony's product management ........................................................................................................................................183 

4.2. Between a broadening of perception and escapism - meanings attached to the early use of the 

Walkman ................................................................................................................................186 
Wearing headphones outside: first impressions .........................................................................................................187 
The Walkman-feeling: the Walkman as a perception prosthesis ..............................................................................189 
"A technology for a generation who has nothing left to say": the Walkman as the epitome of social fragmentation 

through consumer electronics ......................................................................................................................................191 
Disco "to go": on the cliche of young Walkman autists ............................................................................................195 

4.3. From "autism" to "autonomy": ................................................................................................ 
Headphones as portable protection and relaxation sphere .........................................................................................202 
The "fine art of listening to music": the Walkman and Discman for sound purists .................................................202 
Teenage use of the Walkman in the late 1980s ..........................................................................................................207 
The Walkman and headphones in the late 20th century ............................................................................................209 

4.4. The tape culture of the 1980s ............................................................................................215 
Tapes and recorders for the home, on the go and in-between ...................................................................................215 
The boombox and the Walkman: a German-American cultural comparison ...........................................................219 



5. WIRELESS TELEPHONY: THE LONG WAY TO THE POCKET TELEPHONE ...........225 

5.1. Cultures of long-distance communication before the liberalization of the telecommunications  
Domestic phoning before the dissemination of cordless appliances .........................................................................228 
The elitist car phoning culture in the A, B and C networks ......................................................................................231 
"Everyman's radio": on the CB radio DIY user cultures ...........................................................................................235 

5.2. Telepoint, pager and cordless phone - first mobilizations of everyday communication in the 

1990s .......................................................................................................................................239 
Telepoint: the failure of public cordless phoning ......................................................................................................239 
Permanent availability: bind, freedom or fun? ..................................................................................................................  
Pager systems  of the 1980s and 90s ...........................................................................................................................242 
"Cordless freedom" for domestic phoning .................................................................................................................248 

5.3. GSM and the multifunctional cellphone for "everyman" ...................................................250 
 

5.3.1. GSM strategies and the role of the cellphone around 1990 ............................................................................252 
 

The GSM standard: preparations and main characteristics .......................................................................................252 
GSM services and their potential users .......................................................................................................................256 
Caught in the net? Cellphones in the 1G mobile communications network ............................................................258 
Handheld units in the projected GSM networks and in PCN ....................................................................................260 
 

5.3.2. D and E networks and the dissemination of the cellphone in the FRG ..........................................................262 
 

Overview of the German GSM networks (1992 ! 2000) ..........................................................................................262 
GSM as pan-European professional mobile telephony (1992 – 1994) .....................................................................266 
A mass market emerges: package deals, special rates, and prepaid cards in the second half of the 1990s ...........270 
"Elegant" and "handy": GSM cellphones around 1995 .............................................................................................273 
Lifestyle, aesthetics and fun: cellphone designs in the late 1990s ............................................................................277 
Between global production and regional user orientation: Nokia's product management ......................................282 
From "yuppie equipment" to "virtual umbilical cord": the normalization of the cellphone around 2000 .............284 
"In fact, everyone needs a cellphone!" - teenagers and cellphones ..........................................................................290 
SMS: from cult to commerce ......................................................................................................................................292 
The cellphone to go: on the new spatiotemporal order of the "cellphoned human"  ...............................................300 
Perspective: "Any service, anywhere, at any time" in the 3G cellular phone network ...........................................307 

6. Summary and perspectives: "being mobile" in an "everywhere at-any-time" culture.............311 
Re-assessment of the user de-signs model and research perspectives ......................................................................312 
Specific aspects of mobile music consumption and mobile communication ...........................................................315 
The long-term "evolution" of the "mobile revolution" ..............................................................................................323 
Portables as icons of a new mobility culture ..............................................................................................................327 

SOURCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................333 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ...........................................................................................363 

 


