
IELTS Listening Lesson 8 

Setting: 
You will hear a university lecturer giving a talk on the history of postal 
systems and how they’ve shaped society over time. 

Questions 1–6 

Complete the sentences below. 
Write NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS AND/OR A NUMBER for each 
answer. 

1. The Persian Empire used a network of _______ to deliver messages 
quickly. 

2. The cursus publicus was mainly used for _______ purposes in the 
Roman Empire. 

3. Merchant groups like the _______ created private courier systems in 
medieval Europe. 

4. The introduction of the Penny Post allowed letters to be sent for a 
fixed _______. 

5. Postal services helped sustain family connections during the era of 
_______. 

6. The Universal Postal Union helped create a _______ for international 
mail. 

 

Questions 7–10 

Choose the correct letter, A, B, or C. 



7. What was a significant impact of the Penny Post reform in the 19th 
century? 
A. It allowed government censorship of letters 
B. It encouraged more people to learn to read and write 
C. It restricted mail delivery to local regions 

8. How did postal systems support revolutionary movements? 
A. By hiding the identities of messengers 
B. By increasing the reach of political ideas 
C. By removing taxes on printed materials 

9. What is one modern function of postal services mentioned in the 
lecture? 
A. Organizing political rallies 
B. Supporting community health programs 
C. Delivering packages from online retailers 

10. According to the speaker, what does the postal system 
symbolize during crises? 
A. Financial independence 
B. Technological superiority 
C. Stability and connection 

 

  



Script 

All right, everyone, let’s begin. Today’s lecture focuses on a topic that 
might seem quite ordinary on the surface—postal systems—but if we look 
closely, we’ll find that their development has deeply influenced how 
societies function and communicate. So, we'll trace the evolution of postal 
services from their earliest forms to the modern global networks we rely 
on today, and we’ll also touch on the broader social impacts they’ve had 
along the way. 

Now, to start with some historical context—organized postal systems date 
back thousands of years. One of the earliest known systems was in ancient 
Persia, under the rule of Cyrus the Great in the 6th century BCE. His 
empire was vast, and he needed a way to maintain control over such a 
large area. The Persian system relied on mounted couriers who could relay 
messages quickly across the empire, using a series of relay stations. This 
was essentially an early version of what we’d call express delivery today. 

Moving ahead a bit, the Roman Empire also developed an extensive 
postal network called the cursus publicus. It was primarily used for official 
government correspondence, and again, it involved relay stations and 
messengers on horseback. What’s interesting here is that while these 
systems were quite advanced for their time, they were not available to the 
general public—they were designed to serve the needs of rulers and 
military leaders. 

It wasn’t until the Middle Ages that we see something resembling public 
postal services emerge. In the Islamic world, for instance, the Caliphate 
maintained a well-organized postal network that connected major cities. 
In Europe, universities and merchants began to establish their own 
messenger systems. The Hanseatic League, a commercial and defensive 



confederation of merchant guilds, operated its own courier routes across 
northern Europe. These services weren’t state-run, but they served the 
practical communication needs of specific communities. 

Now, let’s fast forward to the 16th and 17th centuries, which is when 
postal systems really began to take on a more familiar form. One notable 
development was in England under the reign of Henry VIII, who created a 
Master of the Posts to oversee official correspondence. But the real 
turning point came in 1840 with the introduction of the Penny Post by Sir 
Rowland Hill. This was revolutionary—it established a standard postage 
rate regardless of distance and introduced the first adhesive postage 
stamp, the famous Penny Black. 

This reform made sending letters affordable to ordinary people for the 
first time and led to a massive increase in letter-writing. It also had some 
unexpected social consequences. For one thing, it allowed families 
separated by industrialization to stay in touch. Workers who had moved to 
cities for jobs could now write home. This change played a role in 
maintaining social ties during a time of major upheaval. 

Postal systems also facilitated the spread of ideas. Newspapers, 
pamphlets, and books could now be distributed more widely and 
efficiently. This had a profound effect on literacy and the democratization 
of knowledge. In fact, many historians argue that postal services were 
instrumental in shaping public opinion during key moments like the 
American and French Revolutions. 

Okay, shifting gears a bit—let’s consider how postal systems adapted to 
new technologies. The 19th century saw the integration of railways into 
postal delivery networks, significantly speeding up mail transport. Then, in 
the 20th century, we saw the introduction of airmail, which connected 



continents in ways that were previously unimaginable. By the mid-20th 
century, international postal agreements—like those established by the 
Universal Postal Union—created a standardized global system. 

Now, of course, we can’t talk about postal history without addressing the 
digital age. Email, instant messaging, and social media have radically 
reduced our reliance on physical mail, especially for personal 
communication. That said, postal services have remained relevant—just in 
different ways. Today, the rise of e-commerce has transformed postal 
systems into logistical backbones. Think of companies like Amazon or 
national carriers that deliver packages instead of letters. The function of 
the post has shifted from communication to delivery of goods. 

Still, postal systems continue to play a crucial role in connecting rural and 
remote communities. In some regions, the post office is more than a mail 
hub—it’s also a bank, a community center, or a place to access 
government services. So even in our digital age, the infrastructure and 
trust built over centuries keep postal services socially and economically 
important. 

One more thing I’d like to touch on is the symbolism of the postal service. 
It often represents reliability, connection, and even democracy. For 
example, in some countries, mail-in voting relies on a functioning postal 
system. During times of crisis—wars, pandemics, natural disasters—the 
continued operation of mail services can signal stability and continuity. 

All right, to wrap up: we’ve looked at the evolution of postal systems from 
elite courier services in ancient empires to modern global logistics 
networks. We’ve also seen how these systems influenced literacy, social 
cohesion, and the dissemination of information. So while it might be 



tempting to view the post as a relic, it’s more accurate to see it as a 
constantly evolving institution that reflects broader societal changes. 

Okay, that’s all for today. Be sure to review the assigned reading on postal 
history case studies for next time. Thanks! 

 

Answer Key 

1. relay stations 
2. government 
3. Hanseatic League 
4. postage rate 
5. industrialization 
6. standardized system 
7. B 
8. B 
9. C 
10. C 


