Thomas Alva Edison is usually introduced as the man who invented the light bulb. That
sentence is convenient, memorable and badly incomplete. Edison did not invent the first
electric light, he did not perform all his experiments alone, and he did not personally
create everything attached to his name. What he did exceptionally well was combine
experimentation, engineering, skilled labor, money, patents, manufacturing, publicity and
public infrastructure. He helped transform invention from the work of an isolated
mechanic into an organized industrial process. To understand him honestly, three
versions of the man must remain in view: Edison the relentless experimenter, Edison the
builder of research organizations and Edison the aggressive businessman determined to
make his systems dominate.

Born on February 11, 1847, in Milan, Ohio, Edison was the youngest child of Samuel and
Nancy Edison. His family moved to Port Huron, Michigan, while he was still young, and
his formal classroom education was brief. The familiar picture of his mother rescuing a
rejected genius contains a mixture of truth, family memory and later storytelling. Nancy
did supervise much of his learning, but Edison was not educated by maternal
encouragement alone; he read widely, conducted experiments and taught himself
through repeated contact with practical problems. That style of learning mattered
because he became less interested in memorizing accepted explanations than in
discovering what materials and machines would actually do. He was not proof that
education is unnecessary. He was an unusually driven person who constructed an
education from books, workshops, railway work, conversations and experiments.

Serious hearing loss shaped nearly his entire adult life. Its exact cause remains
uncertain, with illnesses, hereditary factors and injuries all appearing in different
accounts. Stories claiming that a railroad conductor caused the condition by striking him
or lifting him by the ears should be treated as colorful recollections rather than
established medical history. Edison sometimes claimed that reduced hearing protected
him from distraction and strengthened his concentration. That may have been his way of
turning a limitation into part of his identity, but hearing loss also created communication
difficulties and probably encouraged his preference for written notes, face-to-face
technical demonstrations and controlled working environments. Disability was not an
inspirational decoration around his achievements; it affected how he gathered
information, managed people and experienced the world.

As a boy and teenager, he sold newspapers, candy and other goods on trains running
between Port Huron and Detroit. Railway work placed him inside a fast-moving
commercial system where information had monetary value. News of a battle, an election,
a market change or an accident could increase newspaper sales immediately. He
operated a small printing press and experimented with chemicals, learning that ideas had
to be produced, transported, priced and placed before customers. This period introduced
a lesson that remained central to his career: a useful object is only one part of a
successful enterprise. Timing, distribution, demand and public attention can determine
whether an invention disappears or becomes ordinary life.



Telegraphy gave Edison his first serious technical language. A telegraph converted
information into electrical signals that could travel through wires, allowing messages to
move far faster than people or trains. After learning to operate the equipment, Edison
worked as an itinerant telegraph operator, moving between cities and encountering
machines that frequently needed adjustment or repair. Operators did more than tap keys;
they had to understand batteries, relays, contacts, line resistance and the behavior of
electrical signals over distance. The telegraph network therefore became Edison’s
practical engineering school. It taught him to think about communication as a complete
system containing senders, receivers, power sources, transmission lines, human
operators and paying customers.

His first patented invention revealed the difference between technical usefulness and
commercial usefulness. In 1869, he patented an electric vote recorder intended to let
legislators register votes quickly. The machine could produce a rapid, organized count,
but lawmakers showed little interest in adopting it. A slower voting process allowed time
for persuasion, negotiation, delay and political maneuvering, so greater speed was not
necessarily desirable to the people using the system. Edison concluded that he should
not spend years producing machines before learning whether anyone with money or
authority wanted them. According to the Library of Congress biography, the vote
recorder became an early commercial lesson rather than a market success.

Work on stock tickers proved more profitable. A stock ticker transmitted market
information and printed abbreviated company names and prices on a moving strip of
paper. Brokers depended on speed and accuracy because delayed prices could mean
lost money. Edison improved ticker machinery, established technical partnerships and
used the proceeds from his work to finance better-equipped shops. He also developed
telegraph systems capable of carrying more than one message over a single wire. His
quadruplex telegraph, for instance, allowed four messages to travel simultaneously—two
in each direction—greatly increasing the earning capacity of existing lines. This was
classic Edison thinking: rather than merely admire an electrical effect, identify where that
effect could increase speed, capacity or revenue.

By the early 1870s, Edison was operating workshops in Newark, New Jersey, employing
machinists and assistants. A machinist is a skilled worker who uses tools and precision
equipment to construct metal parts that must fit and move correctly. Drawings and
theories could not become reliable machinery without such workers. Edison proved
talented at moving back and forth between a rough idea, a physical model, a test result
and a redesigned component. He was also learning how to supervise several projects at
once, negotiate with corporations and protect ideas through patents. These experiences
prepared him to build something more important than any single device: a permanent
organization devoted to producing inventions.

The Menlo Park laboratory, established in New Jersey in 1876, is one of Edison’s most
consequential creations. It combined a machine shop, chemical supplies, electrical
equipment, scientific instruments, technical books and a staff capable of turning
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sketches into working prototypes. A prototype is an early working version used to test
whether an idea can function before it is manufactured at scale. Earlier inventors had
operated laboratories and employed assistants, so Edison did not originate collaboration
itself. What distinguished Menlo Park was the deliberate organization of people and
resources around continuous, commercially directed research. The Thomas Edison
Papers at Rutgers describes the laboratory as an important precursor to the modern
industrial research-and-development organization.

Menlo Park also dismantles the legend of the completely solitary genius. Charles
Batchelor was a trusted experimental partner; John Kruesi was an expert machinist;
Francis Upton brought advanced mathematical and scientific training; and numerous
chemists, draftsmen, glassworkers, mechanics and assistants contributed to the work.
Employees sometimes called themselves “muckers,” a name suggesting people willing
to get dirty while working through practical problems. They built apparatus, recorded
results, searched technical literature, repeated trials and suggested alterations. Edison
established priorities and often supplied the central direction, but his direction depended
upon other people’s hands and judgment. Calling every result “Edison’s invention” may
make history easier to remember, yet it conceals how organized invention actually
operates.

The working culture could be exhilarating and punishing at the same time. Experiments
sometimes continued through the night, meals were taken irregularly, and ordinary
workweeks could stretch far beyond what most people would consider sustainable.
Edison possessed extraordinary stamina and expected intense commitment from those
around him. Some assistants remembered camaraderie, jokes and the excitement of
working on unprecedented problems, while the record also shows an unequal structure
in which Edison received most of the fame. Long hours do not automatically establish
genius, and exhaustion can produce errors as easily as discoveries. Still, the laboratory’s
pace reflected his belief that ideas had to be pursued physically, through materials and
measurements, rather than protected as elegant thoughts.

The phonograph brought Edison international fame in 1877. While studying telegraph
and telephone signals, he considered whether sound vibrations could leave a physical
record that another mechanism could reproduce. Sound is produced when vibrations
create changing pressure in the air. In Edison’s early machine, speech moved a
diaphragm—a thin surface that vibrated in response to sound—and the diaphragm
moved a stylus against tinfoil wrapped around a rotating cylinder. The stylus pressed a
varying groove into the foil, turning an invisible pattern of air pressure into a physical
track. When the process was reversed, the groove moved the stylus and diaphragm,
producing a rough version of the recorded sound.

That machine was revolutionary because it separated a human voice from the moment in
which it was spoken. Writing could preserve words, and photography could preserve an
appearance, but the phonograph suggested that a performance, accent, laugh or final
message might outlive its source. Early recordings were fragile and harsh, and the tinfoil
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mechanism was not immediately suited to a dependable mass market. Other inventors
improved recording media and mechanisms, while Edison later returned to the field with
wax cylinders and commercial machines. The technology eventually became entangled
with entertainment, office dictation, advertising, education and the music business. The

Smithsonian’s early sound-recording history identifies Edison’s 1877 phonograph as the
first machine capable of both recording and reproducing sound.

Electric lighting presented a larger and more difficult problem. By the time Edison
entered the field, inventors had already produced electrical illumination. Arc lamps
created light by allowing an electrical discharge to jump between carbon electrodes,
producing a powerful brightness suitable for streets, factories and large public spaces.
Their brilliance, noise and maintenance needs made them poorly suited to replacing gas
lamps inside ordinary rooms. Incandescent lamps took a different approach: electricity
passed through a resistant material until the material became hot enough to glow. The
word “incandescent” simply means emitting light because of high temperature.
Researchers knew the basic principle, but creating a lamp that lasted, could be
manufactured affordably and could operate within a practical distribution network
remained extremely difficult.

Joseph Swan in Britain, along with inventors such as Moses Farmer, William Sawyer,
Albon Man and Hiram Maxim, was pursuing versions of the incandescent lamp. Swan
publicly demonstrated a working lamp before Edison’s system reached the market, and
earlier experimenters had made materials glow inside glass containers. Edison’s
achievement was therefore not the creation of light from electricity. His team developed a
high-resistance carbon filament that could survive for useful periods inside a strong
vacuum, then designed the surrounding equipment needed to make many lamps operate
economically. A filament is the thin internal element through which current flows;
resistance causes it to heat and produce light. A vacuum removes most air from the bulb,
reducing the oxygen that would rapidly destroy the hot carbon. The Smithsonian’s
history of Joseph Swan and electric lighting places Edison’s work inside this broader
field rather than treating the lamp as a sudden creation by one man.

High electrical resistance was especially important. If lamps required enormous current,
the copper conductors carrying that current would need to be extremely thick and
expensive. Edison’s team sought a filament that would glow while drawing a manageable
amount of current, making a large network more economically possible. The laboratory
tested carbonized papers, threads, plant fibers and other materials. “Carbonized” means
heating an organic substance with very little oxygen so that much of the noncarbon
material is driven away, leaving a carbon structure behind. Carbonized bamboo
eventually gave early Edison lamps a longer operating life, although later manufacturers
adopted improved filaments, including tungsten. The famous image of Edison trying
exactly ten thousand failures is motivational folklore, not a reliable laboratory count.

A lamp without a power system would have been an impressive object with nowhere to
live. Edison’s organization developed generators, underground conductors, switches,
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sockets, fuses, meters and methods for connecting many lights in parallel. A generator
converts mechanical energy into electrical energy, commonly by moving conductors and
magnetic fields relative to one another. A fuse is a protective element designed to break a
circuit when excessive current creates dangerous heating. Parallel wiring gives each
lamp its own path across the power supply, allowing one lamp to be switched off without
turning off every other lamp. Edison also studied how much copper the network would
require, how customers could be billed and where generating stations should be located.
The crucial invention was not merely a bulb; it was a coordinated lighting and power
system.

In September 1882, the Pearl Street station began supplying electricity to customers in a
portion of lower Manhattan. Steam engines drove large dynamos, which generated direct
current for the surrounding district. Direct current, abbreviated DC, moves primarily in
one direction through a circuit. The station had a limited service radius because
transmitting low-voltage DC over long distances produced substantial energy losses and
required costly conductors. Within its district, however, it demonstrated that electricity
could be generated centrally, distributed through a network, measured and sold as an
ongoing service. This changed the commercial meaning of light: customers would not
merely purchase lamps; they would subscribe to an energy system.

Competition with Swan illustrates how invention becomes a legal and commercial
contest. Patent disputes developed because different inventors claimed overlapping
features of incandescent lighting. A patent does not declare that its holder invented an
entire field; it grants limited rights over the specific claims accepted by a patent office.
Those claims may cover a component, a method, a manufacturing process or a particular
arrangement. In Britain, Edison’s interests eventually combined with Swan’s in a
company commonly known as Ediswan. The merger did not prove that one man was the
“real” inventor and the other a fraud. It demonstrated that inventions develop through
accumulated contributions, contested boundaries and business settlements.

The rivalry between direct current and alternating current became known as the War of
the Currents. Alternating current, or AC, reverses direction periodically instead of
moving steadily in one direction. Its great advantage was compatibility with transformers,
devices that can raise or lower voltage. For a given amount of power, raising voltage
allows current to be reduced; lower current sharply reduces heating losses in
transmission wires. Electricity could therefore be sent efficiently at high voltage over
long distances and then reduced to a more useful voltage near customers. The
commercial systems promoted by George Westinghouse, strengthened by Nikola Tesla’s
patents for polyphase AC motors and power arrangements, were better suited to
long-distance distribution.

Edison’s support for DC was not simply the result of scientific ignorance. His
businesses, equipment and investments were built around a functioning DC system, so
changing direction threatened an existing commercial position. He also raised genuine
safety concerns because the high voltages used in AC transmission could kill. Yet those



concerns became mixed with a deliberate campaign to associate the rival system with
terror and death. Electrical experimenter Harold Brown publicly electrocuted animals
while arguing that AC was uniquely dangerous, and Edison assisted the effort to
establish AC as the current used in the electric chair. The first electric-chair execution,
that of William Kemmler in 1890, was horribly prolonged and exposed the brutality
hidden beneath claims of humane technological progress. Edison’s role in the campaign
remains one of the clearest examples of commercial self-interest distorting public
education about technology, as described in the Smithsonian’s account of the

Edison-Westinghouse rivalry.

Nikola Tesla’s relationship with Edison has been equally distorted, especially on the
internet. Tesla arrived in the United States in 1884 and worked for the Edison Machine
Works in New York for roughly six months, primarily as a field engineer. He was not
Edison’s lifelong laboratory partner, and Edison did not obtain the inventions for which
Tesla later became famous. The popular account claiming that Edison promised Tesla
fifty thousand dollars for redesigning his machinery and dismissed the promise as an
American joke comes from Tesla’s much later recollection and lacks independent
contemporary confirmation. That does not prove the incident was impossible, but it
should not be repeated as unquestioned fact. Tesla left, pursued his own work and made
fundamental contributions to practical AC motors and polyphase power, while Edison’s
phonograph and incandescent system had already been developed before Tesla joined
the company.

Reducing the two men to saint and villain prevents serious learning. Edison was a gifted
organizer whose commercial position tied him to DC; Tesla was a brilliant engineer
whose AC work needed investors, manufacturers and managers before it could reshape
the world. Westinghouse supplied much of that commercial organization, just as
Edison’s financiers and employees supplied resources his own inventions required.
Neither technical imagination nor business power was sufficient by itself. Modern electric
grids eventually used AC extensively for generation and transmission while continuing to
use DC wherever its properties were useful. Batteries produce DC, electronic devices
internally depend on it, and modern power systems routinely convert between the two
forms. The historical winner was not one man’s personality but the system that could
best meet particular engineering demands.

Another popular story claims Edison electrocuted Topsy the elephant to discredit Tesla
and AC. That version is false. Topsy was killed at Luna Park in Coney Island in 1903, long
after the central AC-DC battle had largely been decided. Her owners arranged the killing,
which involved electrocution along with other planned methods, and a crew from the
Edison Manufacturing Company filmed the event. There is no good evidence that Edison
personally organized the execution or attended it, and Tesla was not the target of a
demonstration. The resulting film still belongs to a disturbing history in which animal
suffering became public spectacle, but correcting the myth matters because moral
criticism should rest upon what a person actually did. The Rutgers Edison Papers
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examination of the Topsy story distinguishes the company’s filming from the later claim
that Edison personally staged the killing.

Lewis Howard Latimer is essential to an honest account of electric lighting. Born in 1848
to parents who had escaped slavery, Latimer developed his skill as a mechanical
draftsman while employed by a patent-law firm. A draftsman translated ideas into exact
technical drawings that patent examiners, engineers and machinists could understand.
He assisted Alexander Graham Bell’s patent effort by preparing drawings, then entered
the electric-lighting field through Hiram Maxim’s United States Electric Lighting
Company. Latimer and Joseph Nichols patented a better process for manufacturing
carbon filaments, work completed within a company competing against Edison’s
interests. He therefore possessed an independent career and technical reputation before
joining an Edison organization.

After entering the Edison Electric Light Company in 1884, Latimer worked as an engineer,
technical witness, patent specialist and knowledgeable interpreter of the Edison lighting
system. He helped defend patents, inspected installations and drew upon his command
of technical literature. In 1890, he published Incandescent Electric Lighting: A Practical
Description of the Edison System, explaining the equipment and principles involved in
electric illumination. Latimer later became the only Black charter member of the Edison
Pioneers, an organization formed by people associated with Edison’s early electrical
enterprises. It is inaccurate to say that Latimer secretly invented Edison’s original lamp,
just as it is inaccurate to erase his manufacturing improvements, electrical expertise and
legal work. His documented accomplishments are more valuable than a replacement
myth because they show a Black inventor mastering engineering and patent systems
built within a nation that severely restricted Black access to education, capital and
professional opportunity. The Smithsonian’s detailed Latimer biography preserves that
fuller record.

By 1887, Edison had constructed a far larger laboratory complex in West Orange, New
Jersey. Menlo Park had shown that coordinated research worked; West Orange
attempted to place research, prototyping, testing and manufacturing support on an
industrial scale. The complex contained a vast library, chemical laboratories, machine
shops, experimental rooms and storage areas holding thousands of substances. At
different times, hundreds of people worked there on sound recording, motion pictures,
batteries, cement, ore processing and other projects. The operation depended upon
formal departments and specialized employees, making Edison increasingly similar to
the head of a research corporation rather than a mechanic working at one bench.
Roughly half of his 1,093 United States patents emerged during the West Orange years,
according to the National Park Service’s overview of Edison’s era.

Motion-picture work emerged from the desire to record movement much as the
phonograph recorded sound. Edison did not single-handedly invent cinema.
Photographers and experimenters in several countries had already studied sequential
images, flexible film, shutters, projection and the illusion of movement. At the Edison
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laboratory, William Kennedy Laurie Dickson performed much of the crucial technical
development under Edison’s direction. Their Kinetograph camera exposed a rapid
sequence of images on a moving strip of film. When those images were shown quickly in
succession, the viewer perceived continuous motion rather than separate photographs.

The Kinetoscope was designed mainly for one person to look through a peephole into a
cabinet where film moved past a viewing mechanism. It was not yet the familiar theater
arrangement in which an image is projected onto a large screen for a seated audience.
Edison’s organization also built the Black Maria, a tar-paper-covered motion-picture
studio that could rotate to take advantage of sunlight. Performers, dancers, athletes,
vaudeville acts and staged scenes were recorded there. Once projection became
commercially important, Edison companies participated in the rapidly expanding film
business through equipment, production, distribution and patents. The Library of
Congress history of Edison motion picturescredits the laboratory with the Kinetograph
and Kinetoscope while documenting the collaborative nature of their development.

Patent control became particularly aggressive in the motion-picture industry. Edison’s
companies sued competitors and later participated in the Motion Picture Patents
Company, a combination that attempted to control cameras, projectors, film supply and
licensing. Patent litigation was not an occasional distraction from Edison’s business; it
was one of the tools through which his organizations defended markets. The strategy
could protect expensive research from immediate copying, but it could also restrict
competition and concentrate authority. Independent producers resisted, courts narrowed
some patent power, and new technical and commercial arrangements weakened the
attempted control. The episode shows that intellectual property can encourage invention
and suppress it, depending on how rights are defined and exercised.

Edison’s own name did not guarantee permanent control of the electrical industry he
helped create. In 1892, Edison General Electric merged with the Thomson-Houston
Company to form General Electric. Financiers and professional managers increasingly
directed the consolidated enterprise, while Edison moved away from the center of the
power business. This outcome reveals a difference between founding a technological
system and controlling the mature corporation that grows from it. Edison was superb at
concentrating attention around a new technical possibility, building prototypes and
forcing projects through uncertainty. He was less consistently successful at managing
large, stable organizations in markets where accounting, administration and corporate
coordination mattered as much as dramatic experimentation.

His failures teach as much as his celebrated devices. Edison invested heavily in a
process designed to crush low-grade iron ore and separate valuable material
magnetically. The machinery functioned in important respects, but rich deposits near
Lake Superior made higher-quality ore available at prices his operation could not beat.
Better engineering could not rescue a process whose underlying economics had
collapsed. Edison lost years of effort and millions of dollars, demonstrating that
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persistence is not always rewarded. Markets can change while an inventor is solving the
original problem, leaving a technically impressive answer without a profitable question.

The alkaline storage battery became another long, difficult undertaking. A storage battery
accepts electrical energy, holds it chemically and later returns it as electricity. Edison
pursued a nickel-iron design that he hoped would be durable enough for electric
automobiles. Early versions developed defects, and he halted production while the
design was improved rather than continue selling an unreliable product. By the time the
battery was ready, gasoline-powered vehicles were gaining a decisive commercial
advantage. The battery nevertheless found uses in mining equipment, railway signaling
and other demanding settings, proving that an invention may fail in its intended market
while succeeding elsewhere.

Cement and concrete occupied another portion of his attention. Edison’s companies
improved aspects of cement production, including the use of large rotary kilns, but his
broader dream of pouring entire concrete houses—with internal features and even
furniture formed from the material—never became normal housing practice. Concrete
promised durability, fire resistance and relatively inexpensive mass production. In
practice, molds were costly, designs were inflexible, construction logistics were
complicated and many people did not want homes that felt like standardized industrial
products. The idea was neither pure foolishness nor a hidden revolution unfairly
rejected. It was an engineering vision that underestimated culture, taste, finance and the
realities of construction.

Behind the famous productivity stood a complicated private life. Edison married Mary
Stilwell in 1871, and their children included Marion and Thomas Jr., nicknamed Dot and
Dash after telegraph signals, as well as William. Mary died in 1884, and Edison married
Mina Miller in 1886; they had three children, Madeleine, Charles and Theodore. Edison’s
absorption in laboratory work frequently kept him away from domestic life, and being
related to a celebrated inventor did not guarantee emotional closeness or personal
stability. Some of his children struggled under the weight of the Edison name. His
household history reminds us that extraordinary public concentration can carry costs
that patent totals do not measure.

Edison’s famous emphasis on perspiration captured something real about his method.
He did not wait for a complete solution to arrive as a flash of inspiration. Problems were
divided into variables: filament material, temperature, resistance, vacuum quality,
machine speed, chemical composition, cost and durability. Tests were recorded so that
an unsuccessful combination could be eliminated or revisited. Yet the language of
individual effort can conceal the machinists who constructed apparatus, the assistants
who ran trials, the office workers who managed records, the investors who supplied
capital and the laborers who manufactured products. Edison worked relentlessly, but he
worked inside institutions, and those institutions multiplied what one person could
accomplish.



The number 1,093—his total of United States patents—is impressive but easily
misunderstood. A patent is not the same thing as a complete consumer product, and a
patent count is not a scientific measurement of intelligence. One machine may generate
several patents covering separate components or processes, while an enormous
conceptual contribution might appear in only one. Some Edison patents reflected his
direct experiments, some emerged from collaborative laboratory programs, and others
protected improvements developed within his organizations. As the visible leader and
business figure, he received an amount of public credit that his employees rarely
approached. According to the Rutgers Edison biography, those patents stretched across
telegraphy, electric power, sound recording, motion pictures, batteries, mining and
cement.

It would be equally misleading to respond by calling Edison merely a thief. He borrowed
from earlier knowledge because all inventors do, purchased or licensed rights when
useful, competed over overlapping claims and improved devices whose basic principles
were already known. He also generated important ideas, recognized technical
relationships others had missed and possessed unusual skill at bringing fragile
experiments toward manufacture. Some patent battles were reasonable attempts to
protect investment; others became tools of intimidation and market control. His public
campaigns could educate people, exaggerate danger or place Edison’s name at the
center of work performed by a group. The evidence supports neither the spotless folk
hero nor the empty fraud.

A complete invention can be understood as several different achievements joined
together. Discovery reveals a phenomenon; invention arranges phenomena into a new
device or process; engineering makes the arrangement reliable; manufacturing
reproduces it consistently; infrastructure allows it to operate; financing pays for the
transition; marketing creates demand; and law determines who may profit. Edison was
not equally responsible for every layer, but he understood their connection better than
most nineteenth-century inventors. His electric-lighting program succeeded because it
addressed the lamp, generating station, wiring, safety devices, billing system and
customer experience together. His failures often occurred where one of those
layers—especially market economics—refused to cooperate. That is why examining
Edison teaches more than memorizing a list of gadgets.

By the time he died in West Orange on October 18, 1931, electric light, recorded sound
and moving pictures were becoming ordinary features of modern society. None belonged
to him alone, but his organizations had accelerated their development and
commercialization. The electric network extended human activity beyond daylight;
recorded sound allowed voices and music to circulate without their performers; motion
pictures created a new language of memory, entertainment, journalism and persuasion.
His laboratory model influenced the research departments later built by chemical,
electrical, pharmaceutical and communications corporations. Modern research
institutions inherited both sides of that model: organized collaboration capable of
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remarkable advances and corporate structures capable of hiding contributors behind a
famous name.

The most revealing monument to Edison is therefore not a glowing bulb. It is a crowded
laboratory filled with notebooks, chemicals, machine tools, unfinished prototypes,
exhausted workers, patent papers, broken samples and investors waiting for a
marketable result. That room explains his intelligence, his dependence on others, his
ambition and his power more honestly than the picture of a lone man suddenly
illuminating the darkness. Edison helped build a world in which invention became
planned, staffed, financed and repeated. He deserves substantial credit for that
transformation, while the collaborators, competitors and workers around him deserve to
be restored to the same historical landscape. The light bearing his name came from an
electrical circuit, but the Edison legacy came from an entire human system.



