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ROLAND WENZLHUEMER, Connecting the Nineteenth-Century
World: The Telegraph and Globalization (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni -
versity Press, 2013), xvi + 339 pp. ISBN 978 1 107 02528 8. £65.00.
US$110.00

The historian-zealots of the 1970s who believed that quantification
would revolutionize the writing of history (most notably the advo-
cates of QUASSH, Quantitative and Social Science History) would be
demoralized by the state of the field today. Despite great initial
enthusiasm in the 1960s and 1970s, efforts to transform the discipline
through the application of statistics eventually fell on hard times.1 By
2010, according to a survey by the American Historical Association,
older historians, from the generation that pioneered quantitative his-
tory, were more likely than younger historians to use heavy-duty
number crunching statistical programmes.2 In fact, contrary to the
predictions of cliometricians, the most trendy historical research of
the last three decades moved in the opposite direction, towards a fas-
cination with language and culture that owed more to the humanities
(especially literary studies) than to the social sciences. Instead of
seeking numbers in the quest for universal truths, historians moved
to wards greater tolerance of subjectivity, particularism, and anec-
dote.

In this context, Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World may be an
exciting harbinger of emerging scholarly trends. The book, which
seeks to understand how the telegraph affected globalization, is
eclectic, innovative, and pragmatic in its approach, employing (as
will be described below) a mixture of humanistic and social scientif-
ic methodologies. A brief summary indicates the diversity and com-
plexity of the subjects it covers. Chapter one introduces the topic and
also contrasts the telegraph with the internet. Chapter two offers a
conceptual analysis of the concepts of globalization, space, and net-
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1 For telling statistics on this trend, see Steven Ruggles’s PowerPoint slides
on ‘The Decline of Quantitative History’, available on the internet at
<www.hist.umn.edu/~ruggles/hist5011/Decline.pptx>, accessed 1 July 2013;
Robert Whaples, ‘Is Economic History a Neglected Field of Study?’, His -
torically Speaking, 11/ 2 (Apr. 2010), 17–20.
2 Robert B. Townsend, ‘How is New Media Reshaping the Work of His -
torians?’, American Historical Association, Perspectives on History (Nov.
2010).



works, and then explores the vexed question of whether technology
is an autonomous force driving historical change. Chapter three
describes the development of long-distance electric communication
during the nineteenth century. Chapter four considers the effect of
tel egraphy on imperialism, commerce, journalism, and culture.
Chap ter five examines the structure of the worldwide telegraph net-
work, and how it influenced economic integration and contemporary
notions of ‘global communication space’. Chapter six makes gener-
ous use of social scientific methods of inquiry to identify centres and
peripheries in the global communication network of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Chapter seven, also employing social
scientific methods, reconstructs the structure and use of the domestic
British telegraph system during the nineteenth century. Chapter
eight provides a similar analysis of the telegraph network of British
India during the same period. Finally, chapter nine attempts to
weave these strands together, and offers perspective on telegraphy’s
impact upon cultural practices and global spaces.

As he investigates these topics, Wenzlhuemer makes good use of
the vogue for particularism and anecdote popularized by cultural
historians and characteristic of much recent historical scholarship.
The book is filled with marvellous tales that illustrate his arguments.
For example, he narrates an instance in which the viceroy of India
and his wife diverged in their use of language during a public
exchange of telegrams, suggesting that context, habit, gender, and
cultural expectations influenced the messages of telegraph users as
much as intrinsic aspects of the technology. Even more dramatically,
he describes an early telegram ordering that a convicted criminal be
executed, which generated confusion due to the lack of context in
telegrams (which tended to be extremely brief because of the
expense) and the difficulty of determining whether they were really
from the person purporting to send them.

Wenzlhuemer sympathizes with the view that time and space, as
historically experienced, were subjective and unstable, but he chal-
lenges assertions that these concepts were ‘annihilated’ by technolo-
gy. He subjects such generalizations to empirical critique, as with a
story he tells demonstrating that, far from becoming irrelevant, space
and time retained their importance in the age of telegraphy: during
the 1908 Telegraph General Strike in India, strikers transmitted
telegrams without their date and time, destroying their value in
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many cases (p. 255). More generally, he describes other instances
when the telegraph failed to operate as intended. While engaging
stimulating ideas from postmodern authors, Wenzlhuemer brings an
empirical rigour that is useful when examining their sometimes
breath less claims. For example, a close examination of the historical
record suggests that the ‘communications revolution’ often associat-
ed with the rise of a global telegraph network actually occurred
decades earlier, during the second quarter of the nineteenth century,
when the time required for land and sea travel fell rapidly in absolute
terms (p. 30). He likewise offers an intriguing challenge to the con-
ventional narrative of communications progress when he suggests
that ‘absolute message delivery times had in many instances grown
between 1890 and 1900’ due to increased traffic on a telegraph system
that had not increased in capacity (p. 128). 

Wenzlhuemer’s judicious approach is helpful when, from the
standpoint of the electric telegraph, the book examines the techno-
logical millennialism surrounding the internet. Wenzlhuemer con-
cludes that much of what is genuinely new about the internet is the
relatively broad public access to it, the disintermediation it provides
between customer and technology (we no longer need to communi-
cate through telegraphers, for example), and its relatively low cost
(which is why email spam is a problem and telegram spam was not).
Perhaps most importantly, the digitization of information and enor-
mous growth of bandwidth ‘allow internet users to exchange much
more than just brief text-based messages’, while the ‘World Wide
Web stores information and makes it accessible on-demand and from
any (connected) place’ (p. 8). 

While Victorians would have been astonished by these last two
capabilities, they were already familiar with other aspects of the
‘information age’, such as the ‘dematerialization’ of information (by
converting a written message into electrical impulses) and the dras-
tic change in the relationship between distance and the speed of
sending news. These two characteristics of telegraphy are central to
Wenzlhuemer’s analysis of its impact on ‘globalization’, which he
describes as comprising ‘all processes that lead to a gradual detach-
ment of patterns of sociocultural interaction from geographical prox-
imity’ (pp. 14–15). As the book shows, messages could frequently be
sent more quickly from London to distant but well-connected parts
of the British Empire than between addresses within London. This
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helped reconfigure contemporary notions of space and time.
Wenzlhuemer particularly emphasizes that telegraphy, by demateri-
alizing information, allowed for communication that was much fast -
er than a human could travel. As he notes, ‘dematerialized informa-
tion outpaced material transport and could, therefore, be used to effi-
ciently co-ordinate, control and command such material movement’
(p. 31). Unlike technological enthusiasts, who tend to be ahistorical,
Wenzlhuemer argues that information technologies are historically
shaped and limited by path dependence.

But telegraphy did not affect everyone equally. At one point,
Wenzlhuemer notes: ‘Only a very small privileged group of mostly
Western administrators, businessmen and travellers really witnessed
a transformation of global communication space in the nineteenth
century’ (p. 49). His focus on elites, although likely an accident of
subject matter rather than a methodological or moral preference, is
worth noting. Indeed, one of the few areas of continuity between the
proponents of quantitative history and the advocates of the ‘cultural
turn’ is a concern with recovering the stories of ordinary people and
socially marginalized groups. Both approaches rebelled against more
traditional histories focused on political, economic, and social elites.
In this area, Wenzlhuemer’s work has a more traditional focus on the
wealthy and powerful because telegrams were expensive, and gener-
ally only elites sent or received them. Even the labourers most close-
ly identified with the telegraph industry, despite their legitimate
workplace grievances, were not prototypical members of a Marxian
proletariat. The humble telegrapher, subject as he or she was to repet-
itive stress injuries and other unsatisfactory labour conditions that
sometimes led to strikes, possessed a highly marketable skill that
allowed for geographic freedom and led many towards a middle-
class life.3 Likewise, poorly paid telegram delivery boys worked out-
side the confines of an office, and sometimes showed surprising
upward mobility as a result of their contact with powerful business-
men and familiarity with what was a leading technology of its day,
as is shown most starkly by the extraordinary career of Andrew
Carnegie.

In the course of addressing many stimulating topics, such as the
effect of telegraphy on language and manners, the book sensibly and
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assiduously employs classic archival research as well as more recent-
ly fashionable methodologies such as cultural analysis. But where it
makes its most significant methodological contribution is in sections
that deploy techniques more common in other disciplines, such as
the use of geographic information systems (GIS) and statistical analy-
sis, using these two techniques to complement one another. For
example, through the application of social network analysis tools,
Wenzlhuemer tries to locate centres and peripheries in the global
telegraph system. He employs four tools: degree (which counts the
number of connections that a node has with other nodes), closeness
(how few connections a node requires to reach each and every other
node), betweenness (how often the shortest connection between two
nodes passes through a certain node), and eigenvector (to what
extent a node is connected to other central nodes) (pp. 138–46). The
application of these four ‘centrality measures’ produces a plethora of
maps and statistics. The book prints twenty-five maps and an appen-
dix with forty-three pages of statistical tables in addition to other
tables scattered throughout the text.

While all of this is extremely laudable, it is not clear to me that
these innovative techniques provide startling new insights; for the
most part they offer additional confirmation for what we already sus-
pected, such as the importance of London, Paris, Berlin, and Vienna
to the international telegraph network. Similarly, it seems unsurpris-
ing that small countries sent more international telegrams per capita
(other things being equal) than big countries. This is almost in ev it -
able, just as small countries tend to import and export a higher per-
centage of their goods than big countries if both follow similar poli-
cies. In one frustrating case, statistical analysis fails to support or
even provide clear evidence about the hypothesis that better global
telecommunications increased transnational economic integration
(for example, an improvement in telegraphic communication be -
tween two places distant from one another might thereby increase
trade between them). It appears that Wenzlhuemer had anticipated a
more favourable result (p. 133). Yet, although this last finding is pre-
liminary and cannot be considered definitive, it is nonetheless ex -
treme ly valuable to publish negative or inconclusive results, which
help future generations of scholars to avoid endlessly re-testing
enticing theories that never pan out. Likewise, it is worthwhile to
examine the validity of hypotheses that at first glance seem obvious
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or common sense but are sometimes wrong and, in any case, ex -
tremely difficult to prove. I have no doubt that the findings in this
book will be of great assistance to future researchers.

One problem in using statistics to answer important historical
questions is the frequent inadequacy of the data. For example, as
Wenzlhuemer acknowledges, his work is hindered by the difficulty
of finding usage data to complement more abundant evidence on the
structure of the international telegraph network, although he does
achieve some success in overcoming this formidable obstacle (pp.
122, 176). Despite such challenges, this book offers thoughtful and
sensible judgements on a variety of topics, as well as generally good
writing, and indefatigable research. Yet it may be the use of innova-
tive (at least among historians) research techniques that captures the
attention of many readers. This book may be part of a movement that
will integrate history back into the social sciences.4 There are draw-
backs to this focus on social scientific methodology, which results in
a book that is rather dense in places and lacking in narrative drive.
Despite valuable efforts to provide coherence in the introduction and
conclusion, it feels more like a collection of essays than a monograph.
But is that so bad? It would be unfair to criticize this book for literary
shortcomings that do not relate to its aims and accomplishments,
which, indeed, are ambitious, and impressive, enough.

4 The next frontier may be the natural sciences. See Michael McCormick,
‘History’s Changing Climate: Climate Science, Genomics, and the Emerging
Consilient Approach to Interdisciplinary History’, Journal of Interdisciplinary
History, 42/2 (Autumn 2011), 251–73.
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