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Abstract 
Before the telegraph, a message from London to Bombay took a long time. Like months, carried by ship across 

oceans and over mountain passes, it was slow in a way that really shaped expectations. By the 1870s , that same 

kind of message could be there in hours. This wasn’t only about speed. It kind of rewired the way empires ruled, 

the way wars were planned and fought, and even how diplomats negotiated, with more speed than before and 

less room for hesitation.In this article, the story follows the rise of the electric telegraph through the nineteenth 

century and looks at what it did to international relations and military strategy. It traces the technical growth of 

telegraph networks, starting from early, small experimental lines in Britain. Then it moves to the ambitious 

undersea cables that eventually stitched continents together. There’s special attention on how colonial 

administrations, and especially the British Empire, used this telegraphic system to tighten authority over far off 

territories. They could coordinate military campaigns and answer crises in something close to real time, instead 

of waiting weeks for news to trickle in.The article also shows how telegraphy shifted diplomacy itself, 

compressing the decision-making rhythm and creating new pressures on foreign offices. Offices that had never 

before needed to reply quickly to distant events now faced constant urgency.Military historians have long noted 

how the telegraph kind a reshaped command structures during conflicts like the Crimean War, and the American 

Civil War, so that generals and political leaders could exert more direct oversight over battlefield operations 

than ever before. Drawing on historical scholarship from Daniel Headrick, Tom Standage, and other scholars of 

communication history, this article contends that the telegraph is one of the most underappreciated 

technological revolutions of the nineteenth century, with consequences for statecraft and warfare that rippled 

well into the twentieth century, and even beyond. 
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I. Introduction 
Picture a British foreign secretary around 1830, just sat there waiting for word from India. A dispatch 

gets sent out of Calcutta on a ship, then it rounds the Cape of Good Hope, and eventually it reaches London 

after, say, two or three months. By the time that letter lands, the whole scene it talks about has likely already 

shifted. Choices get carved out on stale facts, and whole policies get erected on what are basically guesses about 

something happening very far away, thousands of miles, more or less.Now flip to 1870. That same secretary gets 

a message from India and it arrives within hours, sometimes even minutes. That isn’t just “a bit” better. It’s a 

totally different method for managing an empire, in a practical sense.The electric telegraph didn’t only speed up 

communication. It reshaped what governments and military people believed could be done. Suddenly, a colonial 

official in London can pass instructions in near real-time to someone in Calcutta. A commander can get updates 

from the field while the battle is still actively unfolding. And a diplomat can reply to a crisis elsewhere before it 

turns into a bigger disaster. This article goes into how that shift took place, and what it meant for how 

nineteenth-century powers practiced diplomacy and fought their wars. 

 

1.1 Why the Telegraph Deserves More Attention 

We kinda tend to frame the nineteenth century’s major tech shifts around railways and steamships. 

Sure, those matter, obviously. But the telegraph, arguably, changed the way international power gets shaped, just 

as much if not more, because it collapsed the time lag that had always kept decision makers apart from what was 

happening out on the ground. Historian Daniel Headrick has argued that telegraphy worked as a sort of 

instrument of imperial control—every bit as significant as gunboats or railwaysso colonial powers could push 
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their authority across long distances with a speed that earlier generations could barely have imagined (Headrick, 

1981).Grasping this bit of history helps make sense of patterns that pop up again and again in later 

communication revolutions, from radio over to the internet. Every time information starts moving quicker, the 

institutions that were built for slower communication have to scramble, to catch up. 

 

II. Building the Network 
2.1 From Experiment to Infrastructure 

The electric telegraph seemed to move from almost “laboratory curiosity” to real, working technology 

surprisingly fast. Samuel Morse showed his telegraph system in the United States in 1844, sending his well-

known message "What hath God wrought" between Washington and Baltimore (Standage, 1998). In Britain, 

around roughly the same stretch of time, William Cooke and Charles Wheatstone were working on a rival 

telegraph arrangement, and it got early commercial traction along railway lines. 

 

Once the method proved dependable, the whole thing spread quickly. Britain’s domestic telegraph 

network grew from just a few experimental stretches in the early 1840s to a thick, interconnected mesh linking 

most major cities within about twenty years (Standage, 1998). Governments and private companies, both, saw 

the upside straight away. Railways needed telegraphs, to coordinate timetable details and run safely, while 

newspapers wanted swifter access to news. Still, it was the strategic and colonial uses that really pushed 

telegraph expansion into overdrive. 

 

2.2 The Challenge of Long-Distance Cables 

Linking cities inside Britain was one thing, sure. But linking Britain with India, or linking Europe to 

America, was like a whole other engineering ordeal. Underwater cables kept running into hassles all the time, 

water pressure, shifts in temperature, and the stubborn, plain difficulty of making insulated cable that could sit 

there for years, under water, without it eventually giving out. 

The first try at a transatlantic cable in 1858 lasted less than a month, then it failed because of insulation 

problems (Headrick, 1981). It wasn’t until 1866 that a more dependable long-lived transatlantic cable actually 

worked, and it was mostly made possible by the American businessman Cyrus Field, after years of delays 

setbacks and outright financial pain (Standage, 1998). Once that worked, things shifted fast. Stories that 

previously took something like ten days to make the Atlantic crossing on the quickest steamship could now go 

across in minutes. 

As shown in Figure 1, the pace of submarine cable expansion accelerated dramatically after the 

successful 1866 transatlantic connection, as governments and private telegraph companies rushed to link 

additional regions. 

 

 
Figure 1: Growth of Global Submarine Telegraph Cable Length, 1866–1900 

 

This line chart follows the overall length of submarine telegraph cables in service around the world, 

from 1866 up to 1900, and it shows a pretty steep but also steady rise through the whole span. You can really see 

how the curve keeps climbing. That pattern points to the fast widening of cable systems that linked Europe, the 

Americas, Asia and Australia after the first dependable transatlantic cable worked. The main point is, once the 
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tricky underwater cabling problems were actually cracked, further build out moved along at a speed that 

matched, more or less, the increasing needs of colonial governance and cross-border commerce. The data comes 

from Headrick, D. R. (1981), The Invisible Weapon: Telecommunications and International Politics, 1851–1945, 

Oxford University Press 

 

III. The Telegraph and Colonial Administration 
3.1 Tightening the Imperial Grip 

For the British Empire, telegraphy somehow handled a tangle that had annoyed colonial administrators 

for ages: how do you run a place that is months away by ship? Before the telegraph, officials in regions like 

India had a lot of wiggle room, partly because London just couldn’t answer in time to undo what was decided 

locally. That sort of self-rule shrank a lot when telegraph connections linked the colonies to the imperial core.   

By 1870, a wire connected London to Bombay, and the time it took to communicate dropped from 

months to mere hours, well, a matter of hours (Headrick, 1981). Governors who previously made big calls based 

on their own on-the-ground sense now had to hold, or at least pause, for directives from London. And if they 

acted too quickly, they could get reviewed later, or even be doubted, by people who had never set foot in the 

territory. In the end, this altered the whole feel of colonial rule, more power was pulled inward, in ways that 

were never really workable before. 

 

3.2 Crisis Management and the Indian Rebellion 

The Indian Rebellion of 1857 is a rather striking example of how telegraphy, even when it was still 

early and kind of incomplete, helped shape colonial crisis response in real time. Telegraph lines inside India 

were pretty limited, but they still let British officials coordinate troop movements and swap intelligence about 

how the uprising was spreading, and it happened sooner than you could really manage using only traditional 

dispatch riders (Headrick, 1981). A number of historians say the telegraph had a meaningful hand in helping 

British forces respond, and later suppress, the rebellion because scattered garrisons could warn one another and 

ask for reinforcements with way more speed than earlier communication methods did. 

Also, this episode basically convinced British authorities that the telegraph had strategic value, beyond 

any doubt. After the rebellion, investment in Indian telegraph infrastructure picked up quite a lot, in the years 

that followed, which fits a wider pattern where colonial crises were often treated as proof that more telegraph 

expansion was needed (Headrick, 1981). 

 

3.3 Diplomatic Consequences of Faster Communication 

Faster communication kinda shifted diplomacy, in a way that went beyond just simple convenience. 

Across Europe, foreign offices had to adjust to a world where an ambassador could get instructions from their 

home government within hours, not weeks. It almost makes you think it would make diplomacy smoother and 

yeah, in a few ways it did, but it also put fresh pressures on everyone involved.   

Diplomats also started losing some of that independent judgment they had been using before. Like, a 

negotiator who used to have weeks to weigh things up, and decide based on what they saw on the ground, could 

now end up getting contradictory orders from home, because the home government is reacting to incomplete or 

rapidly shifting information. Historian Tom Standage notes that the telegraph, in a similar fashion to the internet, 

more than a century later, created information overload for the officials trying to deal with it. That overload then 

pushed them to build new bureaucratic systems, just to cope with the sheer volume and the speed of incoming 

messages (Standage, 1998). 

 

IV. Telegraphy on the Battlefield 
4.1 The Crimean War and Early Military Use 

The Crimean War, fought between 1853 and 1856, is often named as the first major clash where 

telegraphy showed up as a real strategic thing. A telegraph line linking the Crimean battlefield to London let the 

British government get updates on how things were going, way faster than what happened in earlier wars 

(Standage, 1998). This turned out to be a bit double edged. In one direction political leaders in London got a 

clearer view of what was really taking place at the front, not just rumor and delay. But in another way, it also 

meant that military commanders on site were suddenly under a tighter kind of watching, plus more meddling 

from politicians who, for the first time were getting almost live information. 

War correspondents gained a lot too, honestly. Dispatches from the Crimean front made it into British 

newspapers within days, not weeks and that changed the entire public mood. People started to understand the 

war’s true course, the grim circumstances soldiers endured, and the medical breakdowns that later fueled 

Florence Nightingale’s reforms (Standage, 1998). With nearly current news for the first time, public opinion 

began to move from the sidelines into decisions, not always in a clean way either. 
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4.2 The American Civil War 

Over the Atlantic, the American Civil War sorta showed in an even sharper way how telegraphy could 

twist and reshape military command. President Abraham Lincoln made heavy use of the War Department 

telegraph office, and he would sometimes show up there in person, to get updates right away from Union 

generals in the field (Standage, 1998). In practice this meant Lincoln had a kind of hands-on involvement in 

day-to-day operations that earlier American presidents really couldn’t manage. 

Meanwhile, Union forces built and kept running thousands of miles of military telegraph lines during 

the war. That let commanders align troop movements across wide and varied regions, with a level of accuracy 

that older armies simply hadn’t reached. Some historians also suggest that the Confederacy, even though it 

fought hard, had a harder time keeping pace. It had a smaller industrial engine and fewer telegraph wires 

available, so matching the Union’s coordination style was tough. That shortfall is sometimes treated as one of 

several causes behind the Union’s logistical edge in the conflict (Standage, 1998). 

 

4.3 Comparing Pre- and Post-Telegraph Military Communication 

The contrast between pre-telegraph and telegraph-era military communication gets a bit clearer when 

you watch specific timelines more closely. Table 1 compares communication delays for a few notable historical 

events, before and after the telegraph infrastructure became broadly available, and you can see how much time 

disappears in that middle ground. 

 

Table 1: Communication Delays for Selected Historical Events, Before and After Telegraph Availability 

Event Year Distance Involved Approximate Communication 

Delay 

Battle of New Orleans news 

reaching Washington 

1815 New Orleans to 

Washington, D.C. 

Around 2 weeks (pre-telegraph) 

News of Crimean War events 

reaching London 

1854–1855 Crimea to London Within days (telegraph-assisted) 

Indian Rebellion updates 

reaching London 

1857 India to London Weeks initially, shortening as lines 

extended 

London to Bombay telegraph 

connection complete 

1870 London to Bombay Hours 

Transatlantic news 

transmission 

1866 onward London to New York Minutes to hours 

 

Data compiled from Standage (1998) and Headrick (1981). 

This table makes the shift kinda obvious. Before telegraphy, even urgent military news would drift at the speed 

of a horse, or a ship. Afterward, that same news could travel nearly instantly, in a way that was really 

fundamental, it changed how fast political and military leaders could respond to events as they kept unfolding. 

 

4.4 New Vulnerabilities 

Faster communication also kind of created new strategic vulnerabilities, not in a small way. Telegraph 

lines could be cut, tapped, or sabotaged, and in a bunch of nineteenth century conflicts both sides learned to treat 

telegraph infrastructure as a fair game military target. Cutting the enemy’s telegraph lines became a recognized 

tactic, because it could basically isolate commanders from their leadership, and produce that same sort of 

communication delays that had once been the usual background noise but now felt like a real tactical problem. 

All that added a new layer to military strategy, something that really hadn’t existed before. Guarding 

communication infrastructure became as important as safeguarding supply lines, or key strategic positions, and 

that shift sort of foreshadowed how much information networks would matter in twentieth century warfare. 

 

V. The Telegraph's Broader Legacy 
5.1 Changing the Pace of International Crises 

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, telegraphy had sort of become woven into the way 

European powers ran international relations. What used to play out slowly—like crises giving diplomats a bit of 

time to consult, argue, and realign—could now sometimes flare up within days, because info moved so much 

faster than the official decision steps could really handle, or keep pace with. 

And that left, in a sense, a mismatch. Some historians say this kind of tension helped produce the 

diplomatic brittleness you see in the early twentieth century, where quick communication met rather rigid 

military mobilization schemes, and suddenly there was almost no space for slow, cautious diplomacy the earlier 

period had been more willing to allow (Headrick, 1981). The telegraph didn’t “create” later wars by itself, of 
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course, but it did shift the rhythm of world affairs, so that rapid escalation became far easier than it had been 

during the time of dispatch riders, and even sail powered movement. 

 

5.2 A Model for Future Communication Revolutions 

Looking back the telegraph sort of set a pattern that later communications technologies would follow 

more or less. Radio, the telephone, and eventually the internet all set off similar kind of disruptions, like faster 

information flow hitting existing institutions in a very real way, new strategic vulnerabilities popping up right 

alongside new capabilities, and governments scrambling to adjust bureaucratic structures that were built for a 

slower kind of world. If you look at it carefully, understanding how the nineteenth century adapted to telegraphy 

gives useful context, for thinking more broadly about how societies handle communication revolutions, 

especially when everything seems to move at an unsettling pace. 

 

VI. Conclusion 
The telegraph didn’t only speed up messages. It, like, reshaped how distance and power worked 

together in ways that nineteenth century governments were sort of only half ready for. Colonial administrators 

who used to manage with real independence found themselves, more and more, being steered by officials 

thousands of miles away. Military commanders who had previously operated with solid autonomy on far off 

battlefields suddenly had political leaders glancing over their shoulders in near real time. Diplomats who used to 

get weeks to weigh their options started working under a kind of pressure, to answer within hours, or close to it.   

And this change didn’t happen in just one place. It unfolded in several arenas at the same time. In 

colonial administration, the telegraph tightened London’s hold on far territories, and you can see it in the 

stronger centralization of decision making after events like the Indian Rebellion of 1857. In military affairs, 

wars such as the Crimean War and the American Civil War showed both the upsides and the fresh vulnerabilities 

that came with wired communication, from swifter coordination to the strategic need to safeguard telegraph 

lines themselves. In diplomacy, the squeeze on response times generated pressures that some historians connect 

with the diplomatic instability seen in later decades. 

What makes this history worth revisiting today isn’t only curiosity about what happened before. 

There’s this pattern the telegraph set up, faster information flow… sort of moving past the institutions that were 

built to handle it, and somehow it keeps repeating itself with every big communication technology since. Radio, 

television, and digital networks have all pushed similar adjustments, and in each case it looks like the same kind 

of friction shows up. If you take a closer look at how nineteenth-century governments and militaries adapted to 

telegraphy, you get a pretty practical lens for seeing our own relationship with instant communication today, 

and, honestly, it also serves as a reminder that technological speed doesn’t automatically arrive with the wisdom 

needed to use it well. 
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