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The Age of Communications

The continuing advance in communications
technology has given mankind a powerful
tool for the betterment of its condition.

But the benefits of this boon are unevenly

spread around the world. We have the means

to build the ‘global village.” Will it be a
peaceful place, or divided against itself?

(] “What hath God wrought?” These words, clicking
in dots and dashes over a primitive electromagnetic
telegraph, opened the age of telecommunications.
They were sent from Washington to Baltimore in
1843 by Samuel Morse, the inventor of the tele-
graph and the code that bears his name. They
showed that even he saw something miraculous
about what one contemporary newspaper called
“writing with lightning.” And even he could not
conceive of the further technological miracles that
would arise from his spadework over the next
140 years.

By the time Morse tapped that telegraph key,
men had been writing for approximately 50
centuries. But their ability to transfer written
language from one to another had always been tied
to tangible objects, whether a tablet of stone or a
piece of paper. They had been sending messages
for untold centuries, too — by runner, horseman,
fires, smoke, drums, flags, mirrors and carrier
pigeon. Whatever the medium, they could only
communicate remotely within the natural limits
imposed by time and distance. Now, at a stroke,
the tethers of time, space and matter had been
slashed away.

This incredible technological coup had the effect
of drawing people together. Before long, messages
could surge instantly back and forth on electrical
impulses between cities in Canada and the United
States. By 1851, Great Britain was linked to
France by a submarine cable. By 1866, two cables

were carrying words under the Atlantic Ocean
between Britain and North America. In the mean-
time, telegraphic connections spread through
Europe. Every time a new line was strung, the
world shrank a little more.

It was a true revolution in human affairs — a
revolution which even now is not over. Its signifi-
cance was not lost on its pioneers; they realized
that they were dealing with a force which would
change the life of anyone within its reach. It was
therefore a public concern, to be administered
wisely. It was also an international concern, since
its invisible traffic constantly criss-crossed national
boundaries.

With this in mind, delegates of the nations of
the European network, including Britain, met in
Paris in 1865 to discuss how they could co-operate
on regulations, procedures, rates, the use of equip-
ment, and how they could expand the system. Out
of that conference was born the world’s first per-
manent intergovernmental organization, the
International Telegraphic Union. This — together
with the International Radiotelegraphic Union,
founded in 1906 after wireless telegraphy had
burst on the scene — was the forerunner of the
International Telecommunications Union of today.

Now a United Nations body based in Geneva
with 157 member states, the ITU is still pursuing
its mission of improving the means of commun-
ication among nations. As explained in a UN
document, “Its main responsibility is to standardize
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