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Invention is the act of making a device or process that didn’t exist before. 
Inventions usually fill a need or solve a problem in society. Sometimes, 
inventions are inspired in a flash of genius or occur by accident. More often than 
not, though, inventions result from careful study and experimentation. 
 
Inventions can completely change the world. Think about the effects of the 
telegraph, which was invented in 1837. The telegraph offered people and 
businesses the ability to communicate with one another with great speed. For 
example, a journalist’s news story filed from a distant city may have taken days 
to reach the newspaper’s offices by mail. With the telegraph, this could be 
completed in minutes. As more telegraph lines were strung, and the speed and 
accuracy of the technology improved, cities across the world were brought closer 
together. 
 
The American inventor Thomas Edison is probably best known for the 
incandescent light bulb design that was developed in his New Jersey 
laboratories. This type of bulb produced light by heating a thin wire, or filament. 
Edison did not invent the electric light bulb. In fact, the concept of an electric light 
bulb had been around for several decades before he unveiled his design in 1879. 
Yet Edison did innovate, or improve on, the concept in a way that was unique. 
The electric lights at the time that he began his work were unreliable, expensive, 
and short-lived. As such, they were not at all suitable for use in the home. Edison 
combined existing pieces, made modifications, and patented the invention: the 
first practical incandescent bulb. 
 
While people frequently refer to the patented design as Edison’s bulb, Edison did 
not develop it by himself. He relied on a team of workers, some of whom brought 
expertise that Edison lacked. Even after the bulb was invented, others improved 
on its design. For example, Lewis Latimer, an African American member of 
Edison’s research team, invented a new kind of filament that extended bulb life. 
And, beginning in 1925, bulbs were frosted to remove glare. 
 
Edison did more than create a practical light bulb. He also designed the other 
elements needed to safely and reliably power the bulb in homes and businesses. 
This system consisted of large stations in central locations that generated 
electricity and the lines that could carry it almost anywhere. 
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Electricity brought major changes to much of the 19th-century world, even as 
some things stayed the same. For example, people still went to work, but the 
workday was extended. With electric lights, factories could operate day and 
night, with workers assigned different shifts. In the home, the same domestic 
tasks had to be done, including washing clothes and cleaning floors. But 
manufacturers began to develop a wide range of electrical appliances, including 
washing machines and vacuums, to help make these tasks less labor-intensive. 
 


