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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to demonstrate that telegraphy was imperative in the
process of centralizing state power during the reign of King Rama V. The research
divided into two parts. First, it examines the "motivation" of why Rama V deemed
that the telegraph would solve the problems of the existing communication system - Bai
Bok Thong Tra, and each telegraph project was created for what particular purposes.
Second, it explains why and how the utilization of telegraph technology and
infrastructure served Rama V’s unflinching determination to centralize state power. In
sum, the thesis proposes that the introduction of telegraph projects demonstrated
an urgent need for reforms in both central and regional governance, and indicates
how the new fast-paced communication by telegraph affect the exercise of state
power throughout the reign.

The study finds that the Bai Bok system is an extremely time-consuming
process because instead of travelling continuously from a particular city to Bangkok,
the Bai Bok paused at every city halls lined up along the way. This suggests that
“time-pause is more importance than “time-distance” and moreover, the practical
difficulty of communication was caused not by the long distances and travel limits of

the time, but by the administrative system of the districts as well.
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The emergence of the telegraph projects then came from the two
motivations arising from the colonization of neighboring states. First, the immediate
need to connect with the British, thus creating 3 international telegraph routes.
Second, the urgency to connect and control more effectively over the governor-
general and the governor in the districts brought about 14 domestic telegraph routs.
It was realized however, that modern technology or infrastructure also required
modern government administration. Rama V therefore in 1881, took a direct control
of the Telegraph Department previously under the Ministry of Defense. The move
also solved the existing conflict between “Duty authority" and "Area authority".
Furthermore, the governor-general and the provincial governors, the main targets
whom Rama V intended to take over their power, were assigned the responsibility for
supervising the telegraph lines to the provinces.

Therefore, from 1877, the telegraph project became a condition that
allowed Bangkok to directly strengthen power over far-distant provinces, for
example, punishing or firing governors or heads of vassal states who refused to
surrender power to Rama V or summoned resources and labor for the construction
of telegraph projects as requested by the King.

Over time, telegrams transformed state governance and functions in the
reign of Rama V. Precisely, the speed of a telegram was 99% faster than the previous
communication means. It enabled for the first time ever, the ability of Bangkok to
control most of Siam’s territory in real time. In addition, city governors no longer
make important decisions independently but had to send telegrams to ask for
decisions from Bangkok. At the same time, the telegraph network not only expanded
state power over the territory truly effective but also increased the ability to
monopolize and utilize the means of violence within the royal territory more
realistically because it allowed Bangkok to command armies in the districts without
having to reach the front line.

Most importantly, it was the telegraph network that connected the
kingdom internally and internationally. Therefore, for the first time in Thai history, the
King achieved the absolute power over the kingdom, for now, he could deliver his

commands throughout the territory from wherever, inside or outside the country.
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The study thus sufficiently concluded that the telegraph was essential to the process

of centralizing state power during the reign of King Rama V.

Keywords: King Rama V, Telegraph, Communication, Centralization of power.
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