CLOSE-UP ON HISTORY

Technology and Change: The Telegraph 

New media technology has changed society at many points in history. Technological events have ranged from the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century to the adoption of the World Wide Web in the 1990s. The introduction of the telegraph in 1844 is especially instructive because it contributed to a new style of journalistic writing and established wire services for newspapers.


Samuel Morse, a well-known artist and inventor, worked on his telegraph throughout the 1830s, and by 1844 he had talked the U.S. Congress into financing a line from Baltimore, Maryland, to Washington, D.C. Morse’s first message to Congress, sent in the code of dots and dashes that he had invented, was “What hath God wrought!”  Telegraph lines carrying messages in Morse code were soon spreading across the country.


By increasing the speed of long-distance communication from that of a team of horses to that of an electric impulse, the telegraph transformed the way Americans exchanged information and did business. News from faraway places was available very quickly, and could affect everything from a banker’s choice of investments on Wall Street to an Iowa farmer’s decision to plant soybeans or corn. The telegraph even changed the way people wrote, not only in journalism but also in literature. The lean, “telegraphic” writing style that the new medium encouraged eventually became fashionable and replaced the flowery, wordy writing of the nineteenth century. The inverted-pyramid style of news writing—in which the most important facts (the who, what, when, where, why, and how) are squeezed into the first paragraph of the story—began because of the telegraph’s lack of reliability. Reporters using the telegraph had to make sure that the most important information would be transmitted before the line went down.


The telegraph made possible the formation of wire services, which were organizations that sent local newspaper stories from far away. The Associated Press of New York, the first wire service, was formed in 1848 when six New York newspapers, all of which had correspondents in Boston, agreed to share one correspondent in order to save money. The enterprise worked so well that the Associated Press (AP) became a nationwide association in which hundreds of papers shared their local news and correspondents. Before the AP, America still had a partisan press, which meant that most papers had a decidedly political point of view.  With the formation of the AP, however, each paper had to make its articles appropriate for other papers, on all sides of the political spectrum. Thus began the journalistic ideal of objectivity, the writing style that separates fact from opinion.

