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PATH TO CENTRALIZATION
AND DEVELOPMENT

Evidence from Siam

By CHRISTOPHER PAIK and JESSICA VECHBANYONGRATANA

ABSTRACT

This article investigates the role of colonial pressure on state centralization and its re-
lationship to subsequent development by analyzing the influence of Western colonial
threats on Siam’s internal political reform. Unlike other countries in the region, Siam
remained independent by adopting geographical administrative boundaries and incor-
porating its traditional governance structures into a new, centralized governance system.
The authors find that the order in which areas were integrated into the centralized system
depended on the interaction between precentralization political structures and proximity
to British and French territorial claims. The authors show that areas centralized early in
the process had higher levels of infrastructure investment and public goods provision at
the time the centralization process was completed in 1915 than those centralized later in
the process. They also show that early centralization during the Western colonial era con-
tinued to be strongly associated with higher levels of public goods provision and economic
development, and that this relationship persists today.

INTRODUCTION
W—IAT is the lasting impact of colonial pressure on states under
t

hreat? Even in the absence of outright colonization and imple-
mentation of colonial institutions, external empires can still have signif-
icant influence on a state’s internal politics for survival. Understanding
the relationships between external threats, centralization processes, and
subsequent economic development warrants various case studies at the
state and regional levels, especially given the context-specific and path-
dependent nature of the subject. Seminal works by Timothy Besley
and Torsten Persson, and Charles Tilly, for example, look at modern
state transformation in Europe and discuss state capacity-building as
facilitated by both common interests and external threats.! Regarding

! Besley and Persson 2011; Tilly 1990. In related works, Gennaioli and Voth 2015 present cases of
centralization in early modern Europe, and O’Brien 2011 finds that early centralization in England led
to the state’s successful building of fiscal capacity. Dincecco 2015 furthermore finds that in European
history, the relationship between the state’s capacity to collect taxes and its economic performance is
strongly positive. Bardhan 2016 provides an overview of the complexities of looking at the role of the
state in development with specific discussions on the potential trade-offs of state centralization.
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regions outside Europe, Nicola Gennaioli and Ilia Rainer, and Stelios
Michalopoulos and Elias Papaioannou discuss the effect the lack of
centralized governments in Africa had on the continent’s colonization
outcomes.? Noel Johnson and Mark Koyama offer a comparative dis-
cussion of Europe and Asia and the processes of state building and eco-
nomic development as gradual and path dependent,’ whereas Koyama,
Chiaki Moriguchi, and Tuan-Hwee Sng discuss the divergence in de-
velopment paths of China and Japan due to different centralization
efforts under the threat of Western colonial powers.*

Siam, as Thailand was known in the nineteenth century, provides an
invaluable study for centralization under colonial threat in Southeast
Asia without outright conquest.’ Unlike other countries in the region,
such as modern-day Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam, and Indonesia, Siam re-
mained independent throughout this period of colonial expansion. This
independence was achieved by maintaining its status as a buffer state
between the British and French,® establishing geographic administra-
tive borders in accordance with Western practices” and transforming its
highly decentralized governance system into a centralized state.® Colo-
nial encroachment by the British and French precipitated political re-
sponses to maintain control of the peripheral population centers and to
establish Siam’s sovereignty in the Western sense.’

Siam’s centralization effort provides an important structural break
from traditional Southeast Asian statecraft,’® which was primarily
characterized by a tributary system known as the mandala state.! This

2Gennaioli and Rainer 2007; Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2013.

3 Johnson and Koyama 2017.

*Koyama, Moriguchi, and Sng 2018.

* Much scholarly interest on the rise of the West and the advent of the Industrial Revolution has
led to a large body of work explaining, among many things, the role of colonies in the economic devel-
opment of Europe (Skocpol 1979; Mokyr 1990; Pomeranz 2000; Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson
2002) and the institutional and modernization outcomes in European colonies as legacies of coloniza-
tion and settlement (Sokolof and Engerman 2000; Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson 2001; Acemo-
glu, Johnson, and Robinson 2002; Bertocchi and Canova 2002; Lange 2004; Nunn 2007; Chaudhary
and Garg 2015). The latter studies focus on the direct impact of Western institutions in colonized lands
that have since adopted colonizers’ governance structures and have diverged in their economic paths.

¢ Jeshurun 1970; Steinberg, et al. 1971.

"Winichakul 1994.

¥ Bunnag 1977.

?We present a standard narrative concerning the premodern polity system and colonial threats to
peripheral regions under Siam’s control (for example, Bunnag 1977). But we recognize that another
common interpretation of Bangkok’s presence in the peripheral regions is that of a colonizer (see
for example, Winichakul 1994 and Englehart 2001). For this article, the interpretation of whether
Siam was a relatively weak state fighting colonial encroachment or a competing colonizer is not cru-
cial. What is important is that Siam responded to Western colonial ambitions in Southeast Asia by
strengthening centralized control and demarcating boundaries in the peripheral areas.

10 Ferrara 2015.

" Tambiah 1977; Wolters 1999.
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traditional structure involved a central polity maintaining tributary re-
lations with the peripheries, loosely based on their locations in a circle
of influence emanating from the central polity. Its emphasis on control
of the people rather than the land and boundaries demarcated on maps,
remained distinct from the territorial state system in Europe. Territo-
ries in Siam prior to centralization were locally administered by local
hereditary leaders, often in a tributary relationship and with little direct
control from the government in Bangkok.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, King Chulalongkorn of
Siam introduced efforts to install permanent Bangkok government rep-
resentatives in Siam’s peripheries, to develop a civil service system in the
region, and to disseminate policy from Bangkok through the creation
of second-level administrative units called monthon under the Thesapi-
ban (local government) system that eventually reached all the provinces
outside of Bangkok." The implementation of the centralized Thesapi-
ban system spanned a total of twenty-three years, from 1893 to 1915.
Figure 1 presents the timing of monthon establishment.

As the centralization process unfolded, the central government in-
vested in public goods and infrastructure in the newly centralized ar-
eas. But diplomatic concessions made to maintain Siam’s independence
limited the government’s ability to raise revenues and resources over
time, which resulted in substantial investments in the areas centralized
early on and limited investments in the areas integrated later in the
process. The effect was uneven long-run development outcomes across
provinces in Thailand.

In this article, we first show that Siam’s internal centralization pro-
cess was mainly an outcome of external colonial pressure interacted
with the preexisting mandala governance structure. Geographically,
Siam benefitted from being a buffer state between British Burma and
French Indochina, as well from being targeted for imperialist expan-
sion a decade or two after Burma and French Indochina, essentially
allowing King Chulalongkorn enough time to centralize the govern-
ment.”® Controlling for potential underlying economic factors, we find
that both proximity to French or British territorial claims and posi-
tion within the traditional polity system significantly influenced the
timing of provinces’ centralization. During the twenty-three-year cen-
tralization process, Siam centralized the core inner provinces closest to
Bangkok first. On average, Siam took five years to centralize the in-
ner provinces, nineteen years for the external provinces, and twenty-

2 Bunnag 1977.
13 Steinberg et al. 1971, 176.
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FiGure 1
TIMING OF MONTHON ESTABLISHMENT

SOURCE: Bunnag 1977.

one years for the tributary states. Although the traditional governance
structure and ease of integration clearly influenced the timing of cen-
tralization, among the external provinces, areas adjacent to colonial ter-
ritorial claims were centralized on average nine years earlier than their
counterparts were. Furthermore, we provide supporting historical nar-
ratives to show that the choice of areas to centralize early on critically
depended on strategic, not economic, concerns.
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Second, we find that provinces centralized earlier enjoy better de-
velopment outcomes decades later. In 1970, for example, a province
centralized under the Thesapiban system ten years later than another
province experienced on average a 6 percentage point lower proportion
of homes with electrification, a 4 percentage point lower proportion of
homes with access to piped water, and a 2 percentage point lower pro-
portion of residents over the age of fourteen who completed primary
school. For reference, the average proportion of homes with access to
electricity and piped water in 1970 was 22 percent and 14 percent, re-
spectively, while the average primary education attainment rate stood at
7 percent. These figures suggest a significant divergence in the levels of
public infrastructure that is related to the timing of centralization dur-
ing the colonial era. In an additional analysis we show that on average,
a province centralized ten years later than another province saw 32 per-
cent lower real gross provincial product (GPP) per capita in 1973. Third,
in looking at the decades after the 1970s, we find the relationship per-
sisted into the 2000s, suggesting a long-lasting legacy of Siam’s inter-
nal political reforms on public goods and income levels.

In exploring the link between centralization and Thailand’s uneven
development in the long run, we find evidence of higher levels of public
goods provision and infrastructure investment by the 1910s in the mon-
thon that were centralized first. These early investment efforts were a
response to colonial threats in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries. Due to the government’s limited fiscal capacity and its prior-
itization of Bangkok over the provinces after the end of the colonial era,
provinces that experienced early centralization would continue to see
better long-run economic outcomes than provinces centralized later.
The country would thus witness uneven development across its prov-
inces for decades to come.

This study of Siam contributes to the growing literature on coloni-
zation as it offers a new testing ground for the effect of colonial threat
on a state that maintains its sovereignty. In particular, our work sheds
light on the colonization process in Southeast Asia, a region that expe-
rienced much colonization and has yet to be studied in depth in the lit-
erature.’ Our research provides a telling example of centralization in

4 A notable exception is Dell, Lane, and Querubin 2018, who compare the historical state condi-
tions in North Vietnam versus South Vietnam and attribute their diverging economic development to
the historical presence of a centralized state in the North versus a Khmer tributary state in the South.
Their findings echo our own in that Siam’s centralization efforts to replace the existing mandala system
that relied on tributary relationships led to better public goods provision and economic development.
Scott 2009 also discusses the limits to state centralization (rather than its consequences in the places
in which it did take place) in the context of the Southeast Asian region.
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Asia as part of state building under external threats including coloniza-
tion, adding to the literature that discusses centralization as a key de-
terminant for diverging economic outcomes.

In the next section, we briefly describe the historical background of
how the traditional Siamese governance structure differed from the
Western system and how the impending imperialist threat of the Brit-
ish and the French pushed Siam to redefine its geographic boundaries,
create centralized administrative units, and make productive invest-
ments. We draw a parallel comparison between the cases of Siam and
Japan, both of which faced similar colonial threats and implemented
centralization policies with varying outcomes. We explain why, rela-
tive to Japan, Siam was limited in expanding its fiscal capacity and wit-
nessed uneven development outcomes across the country as a result. In
the penultimate section, we present our main empirical results, followed
by a discussion on potential caveats. We conclude by summarizing our
findings and encouraging future scholarship on the region.

Historical. BACKGROUND

To understand how the impending imperialist threat of the British and
the French pushed Siam to centralize its administration at the end of
the nineteenth century, we must first understand the historical back-
ground, including how the traditional Siamese governance structure
and concepts of administrative boundaries differed from the Western
system. One of the challenges of protecting peripheral areas under Si-
amese authority was the mismatch between Siamese and Western con-
cepts of space. Throughout much of the nineteenth century, boundaries
in Siam were based on the mandala social hierarchy and tribute sys-
tem, not on the Western concept of geography and boundaries.”” In a
mandala hierarchy, the periphery consists of satellite principalities in a
tributary relationship with the core kingdom, and the political struc-
ture does not revolve around control of land by the core, but rather by
its control of the population.’® Importantly, geographical boundaries
are not fixed, and the authority’s influence on its peripheries expands
roughly in concentric circles from the center.!” Tej Bunnag notes that

> Bunnag 1977; Winichakul 1994; Larsson 2012.

16 Tambiah 1977.

7 Although the reach of direct authority by Bangkok generally attenuated with distance, Englehart
2001, 66-72, notes that there is significant regional variation in the degree of Bangkok’s control in the
peripheries due to geographic, climactic, and political factors. For a study on local identity formation
around former tributary centers and modern civil violence in Thailand, see Paik and Vechbanyon-
gratana 2018.
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even as late as 1892, officials in Siam’s Ministry of Interior likely could
not locate the towns they were governing on a map because location
was conceptualized as a placement within the bureaucratic hierarchy
rather than a geographic space.’

Bangkok, established as the capital of Siam in 1782 after the fall of
Ayutthaya, maintained direct control over provinces adjacent to it (core
inner provinces) and strong control over the rest of the inner prov-
inces—areas in close geographic proximity to it that had formed the
core of Siam since the fifteenth century.’” Between the inner provinces
and the Laotian tributary states were the mueang, or major towns with
surrounding villages, which were designated as external provinces. The
mueang maintained a degree of independence from Bangkok in terms
of choosing leaders, tax collection, and the judiciary.®® In the mid-nine-
teenth century, the tributary states included the Kingdom of Luang
Prabang in the northeast; the principalities of Chiang Mai, Lampang,
Lamphun, Phrae, and Nan in the north; the Kingdom of Cambodia in
the east; and the sultanates of Pattani, Trengganu, Kelantan, and Ke-
dah in the south.?’ The tributary states functioned independently of
Bangkok. They chose their own royal families/hereditary leaders, gov-
ernments, and laws, but they regularly paid tribute and ceremonially
declared their loyalty to Bangkok. By 1909, with the exceptions of Pat-
tani, Chiang Mai, and Siam’s other northern principalities, all of the
tributary states were colonized by Western powers. Figure 2 shows,
within the modern borders of Thailand, the different province classes
that existed in 1892, just before the government embarked on imple-
menting the Thesapiban system.?

The 1855 Bowring Treaty between Britain and Siam, signed less
than forty years before the centralization process began, proved piv-
otal in Siam’s bid to remain independent. This treaty and subsequent
similar treaties with other Western powers allowed the free entrance of
foreigners into trade previously monopolized by the government, in-
troduced low fixed import and export duties, abolished other duties re-
lated to trade, and introduced extraterritorial rights to foreign nationals
residing in Siam. This effectively ended the royal monopoly on Siam’s

8 Bunnag 1977, 2.

¥ Bunnag 1977, 17. We follow Bunnag’s province classifications but label class 4 provinces as “core
inner provinces,” and class 1, 2, and 3 provinces as “inner provinces.”

2 Bunnag 1977.

2 Bunnag 1977, 18, 30.

22We recognize that other tributary states existed outside the modern boundaries of Thailand and
as such, they are missing from Figure 2. In this article we are concerned with current development
outcomes in Thailand and not in neighboring countries.
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FIGURE 2
S1aM’s PROVINCES PRIOR TO THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE
THESAPIBAN SYSTEM IN 18922

SouRrcEs: Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004.
*Figure delineates pre-1892 governance within the modern Thai borders.

foreign trade and significantly reduced the government’s ability to raise
revenues.” Given Siam’s decentralized governance structure, this lost
revenue could not be easily replaced by other forms of taxation.

From the mid-nineteenth century, the French and the British ex-

#Ingram 1971, 27, 29.
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erted pressure on Siam internally through business interests and extra-
territorial rights and externally by encroaching on nearby territories.
Both colonial powers were interested in gaining access to Siam’s natu-
ral resources, markets, and trade routes. The French encroached from
the east, taking over Siamese territory in current-day Vietnam, Cambo-
dia, and Laos, while the British claimed territory in the west and south
in current-day Myanmar and Malaysia. Figure 3 indicates the extent
and pattern of territorial gains by the French and British between 1867
and 1909.

To summarize, during the second half of the nineteenth century,
several factors limited Siam’s ability to assert itself against territorial
encroachment by the French and British, including its traditional de-
centralized system of governance, diminished government revenue as
a result of the Bowring Treaty, and poorly defined borders at its fron-
tiers. In addition, Siam had no standing professional military and re-
lied instead upon commoners who were obliged to serve when called to
action by the government via their local patrons.** This situation was
compounded by Siam’s lack of transportation and communications in-
frastructure, which limited its capacity to gather intelligence and to
quickly disseminate government representatives, troops, and supplies
to frontier areas.

Against this backdrop, it is widely recognized in the literature that
King Chulalongkorn introduced sweeping government reforms in 1892
to defend Siam against further colonial territorial encroachment.” The
goals of these reforms were to: (1) increase tax revenues to finance a
more costly centralized administration, the newly formed civil ser-
vice, and infrastructure projects; (2) establish Bangkok representatives
in provincial administrations; (3) implement policy dictated by Bang-
kok throughout Siam’s territory; and (4) gain direct control over hu-
man resources for defense purposes. The king made official visits to
areas remaining under Siam’s influence to personally solicit loyalty and
consolidate support from the periphery.? The centralization of Siam
between 1893 and 1915 was a direct response to colonial threats and
importantly, allowed Siam to increase its tax base, which in turn funded
the expansion of the central administration into the peripheries and the
infrastructure development critical for subsequent economic growth.

2 Bunnag 1977, 14.

% Vella 1955; Wyatt 1969; Bunnag 1977; Winichakul 1994; Larsson 2012. King Chulalongkorn
gradually introduced reforms and experimented with governance designs in the 1870s and 1880s, but
due to internal and external political reasons, significant changes to the government structure were not
introduced until 1892. Bunnag 1977.

% Bunnag 1977, 72-73.
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FIGURE 3
TERRITORIAL LOSSES OF S1aM, 1867—-1909

Sourck: Kermel-Torres 2004.

This centralization process closely follows the steps discussed in theo-
retical and empirical works that uncover the link between fiscal capac-

'

ity, investment in public goods, and economic growth.?

SIAM VERSUS JAPAN

In his highly influential work, Victor Lieberman discusses parallel chro-
nologies of historical state formation and political integration for pol-

7 Acemoglu 2005; Besley and Persson 2009; Dincecco and Katz 2014.
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ities found in the “protected zone,” which were geographically isolated
polities largely sheltered from external threats.”® Areas in the protected
zone, including mainland Southeast Asia and Japan, were generally
sparsely populated, ruled by indigenous elites, adopted both cultural
and political institutions from other major civilizations in the region
(India and China in particular), and steadily achieved territorial con-
solidation before 1830.%

Prior to the nineteenth century there were broad similarities in his-
torical state formation between Siam and Japan as states in the pro-
tected zone, but there were also major differences. For example, Siam’s
polity system differed markedly from the system developed in Japan,
which, by its location and geography, was much more isolated and had
clearly defined territorial boundaries. Against the historical similarities
in state formation as polities in the protected zone and notable differ-
ences due to geography, it is instructive to compare the outcomes of Ja-
pan and Siam’s nineteenth-century centralization efforts in response to
Western colonial threats.

During the mid-nineteenth century, like Siam, Japan faced increas-
ing colonial threats by Western powers. On the eve of signing unequal
treaties with Western powers in 1858, Japan was a collection of auton-
omous local domains that were “fiscally and militarily fragmented.”°
The threat of Western colonial encroachment was the impetus to orga-
nize the population under a unified central government and in a sense,
to pool resources to counter the foreign threat. That Japan was rela-
tively compact, with naturally defined territorial borders and an existing
road network that connected most of the territory, aided its centraliza-
tion effort.’!

Japan’s centralization process led to fiscal innovation and increased
fiscal capacity, which in turn led to administrative innovation and pro-
ductive government investments. These investments included raising
a strong, modern military equipped with Western weapons, establish-
ing a public education system, instituting a domestic banking system,
and pursuing import-substitution industrialization by investing in do-
mestic industrial production.® Fiscal innovations, investments in infra-
structure, and the provision of public goods as a result of centralization

% Lieberman 2009, 85. This is in contrast to polities in the “exposed zones,” including South Asia,
China, and Southwest Asia, which were areas that were often under threat of nomadic invaders.

2 Lieberman 2009, 93.

%9 Koyama, Moriguchi, and Sng 2018, 7.

31 Sng and Moriguchi 2014.

32 Swan 2009; Koyama, Moriguchi, and Sng 2018.
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are credited with laying the foundation for Japan’s unprecedented eco-
nomic growth in the twentieth century.

To reiterate, Siam, like Japan, was a collection of semiautonomous
polities in the mid-nineteenth century. The Bangkok-based govern-
ment embarked on centralizing its administration as a response to ex-
ternal threat by Western powers.* At first glance, Siam’s experience was
similar to Japan’s in several important ways. One of the primary objec-
tives of the Siamese centralization program that started in 1892 was to
centralize its fiscal administration.** Prior to that, taxation had been the
domain of each locality, with most of the collected taxes going directly
to the local nobility and a portion sent to Bangkok. The amount for-
warded to Bangkok was often less than the amount agreed upon or was
sent intermittently. By taking over taxation in the peripheries, Bang-
kok nearly doubled its domestic tax revenues in six years, growing from
15,378,119.19 baht in 1892 to 28,496,029.33 baht in 1898.%

Increasing government revenue and bringing the peripheries under
a centralized administration were believed to be essential for Siam to
maintain its territorial integrity. Increased tax revenue allowed the gov-
ernment to make significant transportation and communications in-
frastructure investments in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries. To illustrate the difficulties in communicating with the pe-
ripheries without telegraph, in 1890 it took forty-two days to travel
700 kilometers from Bangkok to Chiang Mai during the dry season.*
Three of the early priorities of the Bangkok government were to in-
vest in building railways that went toward frontier areas, to launch a
domestic postal service, and to establish telegraph lines.”” In addition,
Siam introduced centralized, Western-style education with a curricu-
lum dictated by Bangkok,* and modernized and centralized its military
by procuring modern weaponry and instituting national conscription
rather than relying on soldiers procured through the corvée system, in
which Siamese men provided labor to the Siamese government for up

% Bunnag 1977.

*Bunnag 1977.

% Bunnag 1977, 118.

% Kakizaki 2012.

37 Kakizaki 2012; Department of Post and Telegraph 1983. W. A. Graham, a former administra-
tor and adviser to the Siamese government, claimed, “For purposes of administration the value of the
railways cannot be overrated and, in fact, the present system of rural Government could hardly exist
without them”; Graham 1924, 152-53. Furthermore, he noted that areas that did not have rail infra-
structure and remained difficult to reach both physically and administratively “received nothing at all
in the way of social, economic or administrative benefit from the State”; Graham 1924, 149.

¥ Wyatt 1969.
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to six months each year.*” In addition, Siam overhauled and centralized
much of its legal system,* introduced new property-rights laws, and
adopted a Western-style land code with the goal of maintaining terri-
torial integrity.*!

Given that Siam and Japan had similar experiences in expanding fis-
cal capacity and making productive investments, Siam’s resulting eco-
nomic growth was notably less impressive than that of Japan and was
largely uneven across the country. Why were Siam’s economic outcomes
different from those of Japan? Despite the increased ability of the gov-
ernment to raise domestic revenues through centralized tax collection
in the peripheries, Siam faced challenges in raising revenues through
other channels, such as foreign trade and borrowing. Provisions in the
Bowring Treaty limited revenue from foreign trade. This and other trea-
ties, signed in quick succession with other Western powers, set low tar-
iff rates and abolished the government’s former trade monopolies, thus
severely limiting trade as a source of government revenues. In addition,
Siam was wary of borrowing from abroad because debt to foreign pow-
ers—DBritain and France in particular—may have put it at risk of out-
right colonization.*? As such, it adopted a balanced-budget policy—a
policy it maintained through the 1950s—that severely limited the in-
vestment capacity of the government.* By contrast, Japan did not face
these constraints and was able to capture revenues from foreign trade
and to use deficit financing to make productive investments.*

In Siam, restricted channels for raising revenue severely limited the
funds available to the government to invest in infrastructure consis-
tently over the long run. Given these constraints on government ex-
penditures, public infrastructure expansion outside Bangkok slowed
significantly after the 1920s. Regions excluded from the initial cen-
tralization phase remained without access to basic infrastructure and
only experienced government investments starting in the 1960s and

% Bunnag 1977. Although Siam raised a professional military as a part of its centralization pro-
gram, Anderson 2016 notes that the military was in a sense too little, too late, and not sufficient for
defending against the much stronger colonial military powers. Thus, diplomatic avenues were pursued
to maintain independence in lieu of military conquest. Anderson 2016, 99.

“Bunnag 1977.

# Larsson 2012. These centralization efforts echo Dincecco and Katz 2014, who suggest that con-
current development of fiscal and legal capacities provided a means to monitor state expenditures and
to ensure productive government spending on administrative infrastructure (including ensuring secure
property rights, market regulations, and enforcement) that would provide the right conditions for
growth in Europe.

“Ingram 1971; Swan 2009.

#Ingram 1971.

*Swan 2009.
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accelerating significantly in the 1970s.* For these excluded regions,
not receiving the benefits of early centralization inevitably hampered
the ensuing provision of public services, as public schools, electricity,
and piped water were all preconditioned on the expansion of both in-
frastructure and administrative capacity.* In the following section, we
show that the uneven path to centralization, due to initial government
investment followed by limited spending over time, led to a lasting di-
vergence in development outcomes across Thailand’s provinces.

EmpPiricaL FINDINGS

Here, we show that external threats and the preexisting political struc-
ture in nineteenth-century Siam shaped the path of centralization and
that these centralization efforts are strongly correlated with subsequent
socioeconomic outcomes at the provincial level in Thailand. The prov-
ince is currently the second-level administrative unit below the state it-
self. We chose the province as the unit of analysis because decisions
on public goods provision and the allocation of public funds have been
made at this level since 1933. Monthon, the second layer of the central
administration for only a short time, were dissolved by the Provincial
Administration Act of 1933, which devolved second-level administra-
tion to the provinces.

In all our regressions, we exclude Monthon Krung Thep, which
comprises areas in and around Bangkok, including the present-day
provinces of Bangkok, Nonthaburi, Pathum Thani, and Samut Prakan.
These areas were always under centralized control and were not a part
of the Thesapiban provincial administration introduced in 1892 under
the Ministry of Interior.

Table 1 presents summary statistics for the seventy-two provinces in
the data set and data sources.*” During the twenty-three-year period of
centralization from 1893 to 1915, the average year of monthon estab-
lishment was 1901, indicating that the integration process is skewed
slightly toward the earlier period. At the start of centralization, in 1893,

# Kakizaki 2012. For example, the railways were mainly financed with revenue raised internally.
Resources were allocated to build rail infrastructure in early monthon first, with plans to build lines in
areas integrated later, such as Chiang Mai, Nong Khai, and Ubon Ratchathani, which ultimately were
substantially delayed or canceled completely due to budgetary constraints.

* Wyatt 1969, 244, notes that an important determinant in the distribution of new, government-
issued textbooks in areas other than Bangkok in 1899 was access to good communications infrastruc-
ture.

“Five provinces each split into two or three smaller provinces between 1970 and 2010. The analy-
sis is based on the seventy-two provinces in existence in 2010. We assume that the levels of public
goods and GPP per capita are constant across the provinces that split in earlier periods.
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SUMMARY STATISTICS ?

Std.
Variables Source Obs. Mean  Dev.
Provincial Economic Outcomes
Mean provincial electrification, 1970 IPUMS 72 0218 0.122
Proportion of households with piped water, 1970  IPUMS 72 0.144  0.088
Provincial primary school completion rate, 1970 ~ IPUMS 72 0.070  0.037
Mean provincial electrification, 1980 IPUMS 72 0.373  0.151
Proportion of households with piped water, 1980  IPUMS 72 0.119  0.060
Provincial primary school completion rate, 1980 ~ IPUMS 72 0.169  0.050
Mean provincial electrification, 1990 IPUMS 72 0.865  0.092
Proportion of households with piped water, 1990 ~ IPUMS 72 0.219 0.121
Provincial primary school completion rate, 1990 ~ IPUMS 72 0.362  0.062
Proportion of households with piped water, 2000 IPUMS 72 0.520  0.188
Provincial primary school completion rate in 2000 IPUMS 72 0.509  0.067
Per capita GPP 1973 (11 categories) (2010 baht)  NESDB 1977; WB 2017 72 36,814 30,697
Per capita GPP 1975 (11 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 1978; WB 2017 72 31,939 18,689
Per capita GPP 1980 (11 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 39,683 33,940
Per capita GPP 1985 (11 categories) (2010 baht)  NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 36,663 22,142
Per capita GPP 1990 (11 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 51,721 36,482
Per capita GPP 1995 (16 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 79,601 85,754
Per capita GPP 2000 (16 categories) (2010 baht)  NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 75,492 89,878
Per capita GPP 2005 (16 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 97,186 113,899
Per capita GPP 2010 (16 categories) (2010 baht) NESDB 2017; WB 2017 72 119,136 125,757
Controls
Year monthon established Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 1900.639  7.684
Core inner province Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 0.264  0.444
Inner province Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 0.181  0.387
External province Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 0.389  0.491
Tributary state Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 0.167  0.375
Monthon located on frontier Bunnag 1977; Kermel-Torres 2004 72 0.833  0.375
Distance to Bangkok (hundreds of km) MoT n.d. 72 3.857 2212
Provincial center of monthon Bunnag 1977 72 0.250  0.436
Provincial population density per 10km?, 1915 DCS 1917 72 2.478  2.843
Fraction of land suitable for agriculture Ramankutty et al. 2002 72 0.355  0.105
Mean provincial elevation (km) MoT n.d. 72 0.213  0.175
Provincial area (thousands of km?) MoT n.d. 72 7.099  4.689
Coastline (hundreds of km) MoT n.d. 72 0.356 0.673
Number of industrial estates, 1990 IEAT 2017 72 0.181  0.613
Number of industrial estates, 1995 1IEAT 2017 72 0222  0.791
Number of industrial estates, 2000 1IEAT 2017 72 0.292  1.027
Number of industrial estates, 2005 IEAT 2017 72 0.333  1.199
Number of industrial estates, 2010 1IEAT 2017 72 0.389  1.400

# 1puMS (Integrated Public Use Microdata Series); NESDB (National Economic and Social Development Board);
wB (World Bank); MoT (Information and Communication Technology Center, Office of the Permanent Secretary,
Ministry of Transport [Thailand]). Dcs (Department of Commerce and Statistics, Ministry of Finance); IEAT
(Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand).
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Siam had nonexistent or very low levels of development in terms of our
outcome variables of interest, including household electrification, ac-
cess to piped water, and completed primary education. As stated above,
by the 1970s, the mean household electrification at the provincial level
stood at 22 percent, the mean proportion of households with access
to piped water was 14 percent, and completed primary education re-
mained low, with an average of 7 percent. By 2000, the mean propor-
tion of households with piped-water access increased to 52 percent and
the mean proportion of completed primary education increased signifi-
cantly to more than 50 percent.* Real per capita Gpp also increased over
a forty-year period from 36,814 baht in 1973 to 119,136 baht in 2010.%

We argue that Siam’s decision to centralize a province earlier or later
through the Thesapiban system was determined by whether the region
was under the direct threat of colonial encroachment by Western pow-
ers due to its location and its precentralization political relationship
with Bangkok. Skirmishes with the French in 1892-1893 that culmi-
nated in the Paknam Incident resulted in the loss of a large swath of
land in present-day Laos and Cambodia, and hastened the need for
Bangkok to gain direct control not only over frontier areas bordering
French claims, but also over areas bordering British claims. In addi-
tion, precentralization governance structure, or class of province, likely
influenced the timing of centralization; provinces varied in terms of the
reach of Siam’s rule over them, which in turn determined the extent to
which Siam could implement centralization.

To explore whether colonial threat was critical to the timing of mon-
thon establishment and how it had differential effects across different
types of provinces, we regress the year that the province became part of
the Thesapiban system on a relevant set of determinants. We run the
following ordinary least square (OLS) regression:

MonthonYr = o, + o, Frontier + Classf3 +
(Frontier* Class)y + X0 + €. (1)

The variable MonthonYr is the year that the province was assigned to
a monthon and its government structure was fully incorporated into
the Thesapiban system.”® The variable Frontier is a dummy variable

8 Statistics on electrification in 2000 are unavailable because the public good had become univer-
sally available and the census stopped collecting information on its provision.

# All real figures reported in 2010 baht.

%]t is important to note that the timing of centralization is determined by the full integration of
the region into the Thesapiban governance system and not necessarily by the assignment of a com-
missioner by the government in Bangkok. For example, although Chiang Mai was the first area in the
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with a value of 1 for provinces located in monthon adjacent to French
and British claims in 1893. The vector Class contains indicators for the
precentralization province classes, including core inner province, inner
province, external province, and tributary state, with core inner province
being the excluded category. We categorize the provinces that com-
prised the Chiang Mai Kingdom, for example, as belonging to a tribu-
tary state. Although economically important due to their thriving teak
trade and threatened by their location along the border between Siam
and British holdings (and hence, considered frontier), the provinces in
this kingdom were the last to be fully centralized (in 1915) because Si-
am’s control over Chiang Mai was not absolute and aggressive central-
ization efforts would have jeopardized their relationship.’! At the same
time, the core inner provinces were considered easiest to integrate given
that much of the government structure was already under Bangkok’s
centralized control. Geographically, inner provinces lay beyond the core
inner provinces, but much of their government structure was also un-
der centralized control. By the 1890s, external provinces largely formed
Siam’s periphery. These provinces had been more recently (seventeenth
century) incorporated into the Siamese Kingdom and Bangkok’s reach
was limited by the existence of independent governments, distance, and
naturally difficult terrain.

The vector X includes controls associated with economic potential,
such as fraction of land suitable for agriculture, provincial population
density in 1915, distance from province centroid to Bangkok, provincial
area, provincial mean elevation, and length of coastline. Fertile regions
for agriculture, the main economic activity in Siam throughout most of
the twentieth century, with large populations would have been likely
targets for early centralization due to their importance to the kingdom’s
economy and its desire to establish sovereignty over its subjects. It is
also plausible that the timing of centralization depended on a province’s
commercial viability, especially in terms of its size and connectivity to
Bangkok. Large provinces that were closer to Bangkok were more likely
to be commercially viable, and those located at a low elevation had wa-

frontier region assigned a commissioner (1874) and was assigned to Monthon Phayap in 1902, the
governance structure was not fully integrated into the system and under the direct control of Bangkok
until 1915. Thus, we consider Phayap, which includes Chiang Mai, to have been centralized in 1915.
We follow the timing from Bunnag 1977, 268-69.

°1 Although it would seem plausible in theory for the Chiang Mai state to side with the British in-
stead of Siam due to British and elite business interests and dealings, the Bangkok-based government
went to some lengths to ensure Chiang Mai remained under Siam’s sphere of influence. This strategy
included assigning a commissioner from Bangkok in 1874, taking over diplomatic issues involving
the British, and arranging a marriage between the Chiang Mai royal family and King Chulalongkorn.
Bunnag 1977; Ongsakul 2005.
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terways that were more navigable and that provided the main transpor-
tation means throughout Siam. Table 2 reports the regression results.

Table 2, column 8, with a full set of economic covariates as controls,
shows that relative to core inner provinces under the direct control of
Bangkok (our baseline category), tributary, external, and inner prov-
inces were more likely to witness delays in centralization by twenty-one,
nineteen, and five years, respectively. Throughout different specifica-
tions, we also find that relative to other external provinces, those located
in areas adjacent to colonial territorial claims were in general likely to
have been centralized nine years earlier.”> Importantly, the frontier ef-
fect interacted with the external province class appears to be statistically
significant throughout different specifications that include various in-
dicators of economic potential. Furthermore, except for the distance to
Bangkok, none of these variables have an impact on the timing of mon-
thon establishment. The results suggest that a province’s economic and
commercial viability during this period was unlikely to be the main de-
terminant of the timing of incorporation into the centralized system.

In addition to the findings in Table 2, we present further support of
our argument in the historical narrative. It suggests that the decision to
establish a monthon was not driven by factors that are likely to be cor-
related with subsequent public goods provision or economic develop-
ment. Bunnag claims that the order in which territories were organized
as monthon was mainly based on the strategic location of territories
vis-a-vis colonial advances by France in the east and northeast, and
Britain in the north, northwest, and south, as well as on the political
relationship between Bangkok and its territories before 1893.%* While
the French and British had economic interests in the Siamese territo-
ries, the colonial powers first targeted areas adjacent to their existing
holdings rather than the most economically important areas of Siam,
which were arguably in the central rice-growing region. Figure 3 indi-
cates the extent and pattern of territorial gains by the French and Brit-
ish between 1867 and 1909, which shows the natural encroachment of
lands along Siam’s frontiers over time.

For further contextual evidence, we note that directly following the
Paknam Incident, which resulted in significant territorial losses in
present-day Laos and Cambodia, Bangkok endeavored to gain direct
control over areas bordering French holdings. Thus, in 1893, Nakhon

521n our sample, there is no differential frontier effect for tributary states because all the provinces
in this category are also located in the frontier.
53 Bunnag 1977, 101-102.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887118000321

sosotjuared ur 10110 prepuels 3snqor 1°0 > ¢, ‘60°0 > ¢ 4 T0°0 > 7 s

SS90 £59°0 $S9°0 1590 ¥29°0 8¥9°0 8%9°0 759°0 porenbs-y paisnlpy
L CL CL CL CL L L (9 SUOTILAIISA()
@) (L910)  (¥8T0)  (¢s¥'0)  (89%°0)  (zssT)  (£SL'0)  (08T0)
#4860 S68T 145089 G681 4ss8TH G681 4ss8TE G681 4sx€S55 9681 sV TTLOBT 446966 V68T 44 STI"S68T jueIsuo))
(StL0)  (L¥80)
86C°0-  I€T'T- (U] JO SpaIpUNY) AUISLO))
(S6+°L) (001°9)
€L8'C 106y (ury) UOTIBAI[S UBDIAT
(012°0) #¥1°0)
6¢0°0 60T°0 (;ur] Jo spuesnoy3) eary
(+00°0) (+00°0)
«800°0— «0T0°0— (ury) yoxSueg 01 AOULISI(T
(ree) (9¥1°9)
T10°0— ¢CCe— pu®[ 9[qeIe UOTdRL]
(691°0) (t€1°0)
4 v4] 9110 ST6T ;W OT 1od Lysuap uonendod [enurs0I]
6¥9'1)  (8zL0)  (eL¥'1)  (1erT)  (1S8°0)  (£980)  (945°0)  (I4¥°0)
TLST— wablST—  8TET—  WZE6'T— wlS6'T— w0STT— w0l6T— waf€9T— UONOEINUT 32UTA0Id IOUUT X UOYIUOU ISTIUOL]

(9z8'1)  (€8€°T)  (81ST)  (Te¥'T)  (€8€T)  (86L'T)  (9€€T)  (I¥ET)
***wmo.ml ***mmmwl ***Hmm.wl ***?thl ***@@W.wl ***Mm._uwl ***@MO.OI ***O%@.ml GOﬁumHouQM OQQM\VO.H& dwﬂuouxo X QOH\TCOE .Hoﬁco.ﬂm
(ST6'0)  (095°0)  (£69°0) (€85°0)  (905°0)  (6€8°0)  (¢S¥0)  (#9€°0)

PCUT— 690 T st 60T 2658 T~  wFll T  wCl6T— wu0TE T~ wb €S T BOIE IDLIUOL
(Leen)  (91o)  (ses1)  (or'T)  (644°0)  (9690)  (#290)  (08T°0)
w99L Y w0TEE 0z6'T 6CET  wuBET'S  wllb6T  wbT6C  waaSLE'S sounsoxd reuuy
(Sb21)  (L910)  (T120)  (€19°0) (T0€T)  (L9T'T)  (29€0)  (08T°0)
V68T 5sa0TE 9T 0w8TL ST soOV6'ST 486 6T 6999'ST  1aaCE9°9T 1 SLEIT ounoxd eusalxy
(rLee)  (089°1T)  (e8¥2)  (208'T)  (6ST'T)  (004T)  (#PSL'T)  (8TL'D)
o 168°00 s COLT  1x088°'ST  10a0S69T 466 TCC 5 S8T LT sl OV LT snlFT LT a1e3s Areanquy,

P2YSYquISTT UOGYFUOTAT ADIK
(8) (z) (9) (s) (#) (€) (@ (1)

ONIWL], NOLLYZITVYINTD) 40 SLNVNINYALI(]
Ca1av],

ssaud Ausiaaun abpuquied Ag auljuo paysiignd Lz0008L LL88EY00S/£L0L 0L/B10"10p//:sd1y


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887118000321

https://doi.org/10.1017/50043887118000321 Published online by Cambridge University Press

308 WORLD POLITICS

Ratchasima and Prachinburi were established as the first two monthon
due to their militarily important locations on the eastern frontier.’* The
third monthon, Phitsanulok, was established in 1894. It was located on
the northern frontier and, according to Bunnag,* strategically closed
the gap between the Principality of Chiang Mai and Udon, the lat-
ter having gained administrative importance after the French attained
control of the left bank of the Mekong River under the provisions of
the Franco-Siamese Treaty signed in 1893 following the Paknam In-
cident.”® Nakhon Sawan and Ratchaburi formed the next two mon-
thon in 1895 to demarcate and close the western frontier with British
Burma.

In comparison, areas with relatively independent local governments
were generally integrated more slowly, even when located on land bor-
dering British and French holdings. For example, although the Princi-
pality of Chiang Mai directly bordered the frontier with British holdings
in the northwest, Bangkok did not immediately target it for full inte-
gration into the Thesapiban system. Since Chiang Mai had its own in-
dependent government, Bangkok was concerned that overtures to take
direct control would result in open rebellion. This gradual approach was
also used in the external provinces of Nongkhai and Ubon Ratchathani
because there was a need to integrate the existing governments into the
new Bangkok structure without alienating the hereditary nobility.”” In
sum, the order in which monthon were created appears to have been
dictated by a balance of strategic location and ease of integrating the
prevailing traditional government system into the new, centralized sys-
tem dictated by Bangkok.

The next part of the analysis attempts to identify whether the timing
of integration into the centralized Thesapiban system correlates with
public goods development and economic indicators at the subnational
level over the following century. Our hypothesis is that early exposure
to the centralized institutional structure and accompanying infrastruc-
ture investments has a consistent and lasting association with better
public goods provision and economic performance in the long run. To
determine whether this is the case, we first explore infrastructure and
public goods provision in the years just after the centralization pro-
cess was completed in 1915. Due to data limitations in terms of de-
velopment measures and disaggregated data at the provincial level, we

*Bunnag 1977, 102.

5 Bunnag 1977, 102.

% Bunnag 1977, 91.

" Bunnag 1977, 64-68.
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first compare public goods provision and infrastructure development
between monthon that were centralized prior to 1901 and those that
were centralized after 1901, where 1901 is the mean year of centraliza-
tion. Specifically, we analyze the mean differences in the proportion of
government-provided schools and teachers in the monthon in 1917, as
well as the difference in the proportion of monthon that gained a rail
line by 1916. Table 3 presents the tests of mean and proportional dif-
ferences across the three measures.

The simple #-tests of mean and proportional differences show that
monthon that were centralized earlier had significantly higher pro-
portions of central government—funded schools and teachers in 1917
(as opposed to locally funded secular or religious education), and were
much more likely to have gained a rail line before 1916.%® These results
are consistent with our supposition that areas integrated into the cen-
tralized governance system early benefitted from an initial injection of
government spending on public goods and infrastructure.

Next, we regress provincial-level development indicators—specifi-
cally, household electrification, household access to piped water, pri-
mary education attainment rates, and GPP—measured at various inter-
vals between 1970 and 2010 on the year the provinces were integrated
into monthon. For the long-run outcomes, we specifically look at early
1970s levels of development as a benchmark. Prior to the 1970s, eco-
nomic development initiatives had largely been focused on Bangkok.
Starting in the late-1970s and early-1980s, the Thai government ac-
tively pursued economic development targeted at the outlying regions.
In particular, the Fourth National Economic and Social Development
Plan (1977-1981) was the first plan to specifically emphasize the de-
velopment of infrastructure outside the central region to facilitate eco-
nomic development in rural areas and regional urban centers.”” The
Fifth National Economic and Social Development Plan (1982-1986)
specifically spells out development goals in underdeveloped areas out-
side of Bangkok and the Central Plain, including the eastern seaboard,

*$We also show that this relationship holds in a regression framework. When regressing the pro-
portion of government schools, proportion of government teachers, and an indicator for the mon-
thon having a rail line in 1916 on the year of centralization, the resulting coefficients are consistently
negative and statistically significant, even with the inclusion of standard economic controls. The re-
gression results are reported in Appendix Table Al. To further support our claim that public goods
provision was divergent from an early date, we also regress primary education attainment of an older
cohort (from the 1970 Minnesota Population Center’s Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (1PuMSs)
sample), born in the 1920s and 1930s, on the year of centralization. We find that provinces that were
centralized early-on indeed witnessed higher primary education attainment in the early periods. Ap-
pendix Table A2 presents the results for the older-cohort analysis.

SNESDB Office of the Prime Minister, Government of Thailand 1977.
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TABLE 3
TESTS OF MEEAN AND PROPORTIONAL DIFFERENCES FOR PUBLIC GOODS AND
INFRASTRUCTURE MEASURES AT THE TIME OF CENTRALIZATION ?

Mean for Mean for
Monthons  Monthons
Centralized Centralized

Variables before 1901 after 1901  Difference Std. Error  Obs.
Government school share 1917 0.218 0.073 0.145™ 0.049 17
Government teacher share 1917 0.317 0.135 0.182™* 0.060 17
Monthon gained railway by 1916 0.750 0.167 0.583™ 0.197 18

SourcEes: Department of Commerce and Statistics, Ministry of Finance 1919; Whyte 2010.
" p<0.01," p<0.05"p<0.1

* Monthon Phetchabun was reported with Monthon Phitsanulok in 1917, resulting in only seventeen
monthon observations.

the western region, the lower northeast, three upper northern prov-
inces, and the southern border provinces.®

Thailand also began to pursue export-led growth in the mid-1980s,
which was a departure from its traditionally agrarian economy. This
shift resulted in the rapid development of manufacturing and the estab-
lishment of industrial zones in provinces outside Bangkok, especially
from the late-1980s through the first decade of the twenty-first century.
We argue that development outcomes before 1977 are the result of a
highly centralized provincial government system that can trace its ori-
gins directly to the Thesapiban system implemented between 1893 and
1915, while outcomes in the later years are influenced by recent govern-
ment development policies targeting areas outside Bangkok.

For the empirical analysis, we employ the following regression to test
the relationship between the timing of centralization and recent pub-
lic goods provision:

PublicGood = o, + o, MonthonYr + Classf3 +
Locationy+ Z5 + €. )
The variable PublicGood is one of various measures of provincial-level
infrastructure and human capital development in 1970, including the
proportion of households with electrification and access to piped wa-

ter, and the proportion of individuals over fourteen years old who have
completed primary school. These provincial-level development indi-

%0 NESDB Office of the Prime Minister, Government of Thailand 1981.
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cators are constructed using Thailand’s 1970 census microsamples ar-
chived in the Minnesota Population Center’s Integrated Public Use
Microdata Series.*!

The main variable of interest is MonthonYr. To understand why a
difference of only twenty-three years in exposure to state centralization
may lead to long-run disparities across provinces, we note that it is the
order of centralization rather than the short time span that matters for
long-run development outcomes. As explained above, the need to cen-
tralize within a short time span due to colonial threats combined with
Siam’s fiscal constraints meant that Siam had limited capacity to fund
its centralization efforts. Thus, the centralization process and subse-
quent government investments were prioritized based on ease of inte-
gration and the most urgent need for direct rule.

Prereform political relationships in each area may also have had long-
term effects on the levels of public goods provision independent of the
timing of centralization. Such can be the case if, for example, after cen-
tralization there continues to be internal resistance against the central
administration from the peripheral regions that historically were as-
sociated with tributary states and external provinces. The vector Class
controls for this possibility. The vector Location is a set of controls for
a province’s proximity to the frontier, Bangkok, and the center of mon-
thon administration. The frontier variable is the same as in equation
(1); provinces in former frontier monthon may continue to witness dif-
ferent levels of public goods provision relative to other provinces for
reasons other than centralization, such as a higher likelihood of inter-
state competition and increases in trade across borders. The distance to
Bangkok captures the distance from the central administration and ac-
cess to the country’s main commercial center. In addition, whether the
province was designated as the administrative center of a monthon may
continue to matter for the level of public goods provision in the long
run. Finally, Z is a vector of standard location and geographic con-
trols that capture economic potential. These include provincial popula-
tion density in 1915, fraction of arable land, area, mean elevation, and
length of coastline. We report the results for the public goods regres-
sion in Table 4.

The results in Table 4 indicate that the timing of centralization is
negatively correlated with the levels of all three development indicators
in 1970. Controlling for the full set of precentralization polity types and

%! See https://international.ipums.org. Measures for household electrification are not available in
the 2000 microsample because electricity was available in most households by that time.
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economic indicators, a province that was centralized under the The-
sapiban system ten years later than another experienced on average a
lower proportion of homes with electrification by 6 percentage points,
a lower proportion of homes with access to piped water by 4 percent-
age points, and a lower proportion of residents over the age of fourteen
who completed primary school by 2 percentage points. At first glance
these differences may seem small, but the magnitudes compared to the
mean levels of public goods provision in 1970 are large. For comparison,
as reported above, in 1970 the mean levels of electrification, piped-wa-
ter access, and completed primary schooling were 22 percent, 14 per-
cent, and 7 percent, respectively.

To investigate whether the timing of centralization still matters for
public goods provision after government-pursued provincial develop-
ment initiatives from the late-1970s onward, we replicate the previous
public goods regressions for the years 1980, 1990, and 2000. In addi-
tion to the controls outlined above, we add a control for the number
of industrial estates under the Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand
for the 1990 and 2000 regressions. This variable represents province-
specific, targeted, economic-development projects pursued as a part
of Thailand’s export-led growth strategy of the 1980s and 1990s that
could have affected the provision of infrastructure and the supply of ed-
ucation. The eastern seaboard province of Rayong, for example, saw the
establishment of seven industrial estates between 1989 and 2001 along-
side complementary infrastructure development, including a deep sea
port and a railway line. Table 5 reports the public goods regression re-
sults for 1980, 1990, and 2000.

Table 5 shows that the impact of centralization timing remains neg-
ative in most cases, although the magnitudes (compared to the means)
and statistical significance decrease over time. These results suggest that
targeted provincial development has led to convergence of public goods
provision but that the negative impact of late centralization persists.

Our next analysis determines whether the timing of centralization is
related to long-run provincial economic performance. The unit of ob-
servation is the province and the dependent variable is the natural log
of real per capita GPP measured in 1973.% The following regression re-
lates the timing of centralization to per capita GPP, with the same set of
control variables as in equation (2):

62 Gpp figures come from NESDB 1977; NESDB 1978; and NESDB 2016. Note that the GPP series used
for 1973 to 1990 is based on eleven output categories, while the series used for 1995 to 2010 is based
on sixteen output categories. Nineteen seventy-three is the earliest year for which we could find the
income measure at the province level.
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Inpegpp = o, + o, MonthonYr + Classf3 +
Locationy+ Zo + €. )

Regions that were incorporated into monthon early in the central-
ization process experienced better infrastructure development and an
earlier introduction of central administration—mandated modern ed-
ucational institutions, which presumably would lead to better condi-
tions for economic development. A negative coefficient on MonthonYr
would therefore suggest that earlier centralization (over a century ago)
had positive lasting impacts on provincial-level economic performance,
as measured by real per capita Gpp. Table 6 presents the association be-
tween monthon timing and log per capita Gpp in 1973.

The results indicate that provinces that were centralized later, hold-
ing all else constant, have lower levels of real per capita GPp. In fact, the
coefficient estimate from the fully controlled specification suggests that
on average, a province centralized ten years later than another experi-
enced 32 percent lower GPP per capita in 1973.

We replicate the GpP analysis for the years 1975 to 2010 in five-
year intervals to see whether the relationship between centralization
timing and GPP per capita holds in subsequent years after the govern-
ment introduced targeted development projects that complemented the
government’s economic liberalization strategy outlined in the five-year
economic and social development plans. The establishment of indus-
trial estates in the provinces to attract manufacturing firms was one
such targeted policy. To account for this policy, we add a control for
the number of government-sponsored industrial estates for the relevant
years, 1990 to 2010. We report the results in Table 7.

Like the results for 1973, the coefficient on MonthonYr remains neg-
ative and statistically significant in most years with a magnitude falling
from 3.2 to 1.2 percent for a one-unit change over the period of 1975
to 2010.%

Discussion

Our empirical study is first and foremost limited by the relatively few
observations in our data. As is common in other studies looking at his-
torical processes in Southeast Asia, we are also limited in finding data
for potential confounders. In place of these shortcomings, we supple-

%The increase in magnitude and statistical significance of the timing effect between 1990 and 1995
can be attributed to changes in the method used to calculate GPP rather than a reversal in attenuation.
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TABLE 6
OLS REGRESSIONS: CENTRALIZATION AND GROss PrRovINCIAL ProbpucT, 1973

(1) @) (3) (4)

Log per Capita GPR, 1973
Year monthon established —0.031"*  —0.041** -0.038** —0.032*"*
(0.006) (0.012) (0.012) (0.011)
Tributary state 0.122  -0.123  -0.171
(0.211) (0.437) (0.456)
External province -0.160 -0.307 -0.202
(0.202) (0.306) (0.278)
Inner province -0.478"* -0.610"* -0.513*"
(0.081) (0.214) (0.215)
Frontier area 0.052 0.064
(0.107) (0.138)
Distance to Bangkok (hundreds of km) 0.032 0.001
(0.064) (0.063)
Monthon provincial headquarters 0.158 0.270
(0.159) (0.188)
Provincial pop. density per 10km?* 1915 -0.024
(0.017)
Fraction arable land 0.867
(0.536)
Mean elevation (km) 0.731
(0.612)
Area (thousands of km?) —0.037
(0.025)
Coastline (hundreds of km) 0.198*
(0.103)
Constant 69.991"*  88.668™* 83.506™* 71.950™*
(11.057)  (22.590) (23.340) (20.801)
Observations 72 72 72 72
Adjusted R-squared 0.191 0.274 0.263 0.365

¥ p<0.01," p<0.05,* p < 0.1; robust standard errors in parentheses

ment our analysis with the qualitative evidence and relevant historical
anecdotes presented below.

A criticism of our findings may be that the colonial threat led to
divergent development outcomes across Thailand through channels
other than centralization. Two alternative channels through which co-
lonial threat led to uneven development outcomes in Thailand have
been discussed in the literature. These include the colonization of the
Siamese economy through forced integration into the global colonial
economy and the colonization of political structures through the adop-
tion and selective implementation of Western institutions. Chris Dixon
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and Michael Parnwell argue that although Siam was not colonized, the
Bowring and related nineteenth-century treaties caused the kingdom’s
economy to develop similarly to colonies, in the sense that it increas-
ingly concentrated on primary product exports, especially rice, teak, and
tin.** This integration into the global economy in turn had uneven im-
pacts on economic development across Siam.

Although rice quickly became Siam’s dominant export after opening
its economy to global trade, the rice trade largely affected only Bang-
kok and surrounding rice-growing areas in the Central Plain, much of
which was included in Monthon Krung Thep and thus excluded in our
analysis. This contention is supported in recent work by Thanyaporn
Chankrajang,® which shows that households outside the Central Plain
were largely not integrated into the export rice market, which spared
them from much of the negative effects of the Great Depression in the
early 1930s. Other primary export products found outside of the cen-
tral region, such as teak and tin, were progressively controlled by Brit-
ish firms, but Dixon and Parnwell argue that the development of these
enclave industries had little impact on the local economies.® Thus, the
integration of Siam’s economy into the colonial economy contributed
to divergent development paths between Bangkok and the periphery,
but cannot explain varying levels of development between areas out-
side of Bangkok.

The adoption and uneven implementation of Western institutions
has also been recognized as a source of uneven development in Thai-
land. A clear example discussed extensively by David Feeny and To-
mas Larsson® is the implementation of the 1901 Land Title Deed
Act. This act bestowed full private property rights to owners who held
deeds issued through the newly implemented Torrens system, a West-
ern land-titling code. The land act also restricted landownership by for-
eign nationals, a stipulation seen as a political response to the growing
issues surrounding extraterritoriality rights.®® Although the adoption
of Western land institutions was a political response to colonial threat
and was credited with helping Siam to maintain its sovereignty, imple-
mentation was uneven across the kingdom. In fact, by 1909, only 10
percent of the surveyed land was located outside of Bangkok and the
central region.®” Peter Vandergeest and Nancy Peluso argue that the

% Dixon and Parnwell 1991.
 Chankrajang 2017.

% Dixon and Parnwell 1991.

7 Feeny 1982; Feeny 1989; Larsson 2012.
%8 Larsson 2012.

% Feeny 1982, 96.
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uneven implementation of the land code led to ambiguity and prop-
erty rights insecurity outside the center.”” Land rights insecurity as a
result of uneven and incomplete implementation of the Torrens sys-
tem is a factor related to the economic underdevelopment in areas other
than Bangkok, as demonstrated by Gershon Feder and colleagues and
Chankrajang.” The conclusion here is that again, the impact of imper-
tectly adopting a Western land code explains some of the differences in
economic development between Bangkok and the rest of the country,
but not differences between provinces outside Bangkok.

CONCLUSION

The threat of colonization by the British and the French during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century led Siam’s King Chulalongkorn to
adopt the Thesapiban system—a centralized government structure—
as a defensive strategy. Under the traditional system, the government
in Bangkok had little direct control over territories located outside the
center, and limited ability to select local rulers, collect taxes, and imple-
ment policies. With increasing colonial pressures in the frontier areas, it
was necessary to create a centralized government system that would al-
low the administration in Bangkok to appoint its own government of-
ficials, to gain control over tax revenues, and to develop infrastructure
to help move people and information between the frontier and Bang-
kok. The degree of colonial threat combined with the ease of political
integration meant that some areas were integrated into the centralized
system sooner than others were. The central government’s fiscal con-
straints also meant that the areas integrated earlier received significant
initial injections of infrastructure investment and public goods provi-
sion compared with areas integrated later. In this article, we explore
whether the timing of centralization implementation is associated with
long-term development outcomes in Thailand.

The results of this study show that an area’s historical political rela-
tionship with Bangkok and the threat of colonial encroachment in the
late nineteenth century indeed have long-run associations with uneven
development across several measures at the provincial level between
1970 and 2010, including infrastructure, human capital, and Gpp. Al-
though the Thesapiban system and the monthon were disbanded by the
1930s, the legacy of Siam’s centralization strategy survives through the

7 Vandergeest and Peluso 1995.
1 Feder et al. 1988; Chankrajang 2012; Chankrajang 2015.
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varying levels of public infrastructure provided at the monthon level in
the early twentieth century. The direct influence of centralization ap-
pears to persist even after concerted efforts by the government, start-
ing in the late-1970s, to develop the outlying regions through targeted
government development projects and economic liberalization policies.
These efforts have partly overcome the long-run effects of unequal dis-
tribution of infrastructure and exposure to centralized government pol-
icy, but the results of Siam’s strategic response to colonial threats in
Southeast Asia remain.

Siam’s modernization endeavors through the adoption of a central-
ized governance structure made it possible to maintain its sovereignty
through the decades of Western colonial threat. Its unique history as
the only country in Southeast Asia to never have been formally colo-
nized draws much interest from scholars in social sciences, and yet the
literature finds few empirical works on the country’s transformation
from a mandala state to a modern state. Given the rising interest in the
impact of colonization and dynamics of modern state formation, fur-
ther studies are warranted for Thailand, and more broadly for Southeast
Asia, a region that offers rich ground for testing existing hypotheses
and exploring new ones.
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TABLE A2
CENTRALIZATION TIMING AND PRIMARY
EDUCATION ATTAINMENT IN THE 1920-1939 BirTH COHORT

(1) ) (3) 4

Proportion of 1920-1939 Birth Cohort with
Elementary Education, 1970

Year monthon established —0.001* -0.001™*  -0.001™*  —0.001"*
(0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Tributary state 0.021** 0.007 0.008
(0.010) (0.017) (0.016)
External province 0.017* 0.009 0.012
(0.010) (0.014) (0.013)
Inner province —0.005 -0.012* -0.008
(0.006) (0.007) (0.008)
Frontier area 0.007* 0.003
(0.004) (0.005)
Distance to Bangkok (hundreds of km) 0.001 0.000
(0.002) (0.002)
Monthon provincial headquarters 0.006 0.008
(0.005) (0.005)
Provincial population density per 0.000
10km? 1915 (0.001)
Fraction arable land -0.010
(0.025)
Mean elevation (km) 0.028
(0.032)
Area (thousands of km?) -0.001
(0.001)
Coastline (hundreds of km) 0.011™*
(0.004)
Constant 1.067* 2.868** 2.416™* 2.306™
(0.560) (1.000) (1.096) (1.038)
Observations 72 72 72 72
Adjusted R-squared 0.016 0.070 0.054 0.068

¥ p<0.01,* p<0.05," p <0.1; robust standard errors in parentheses

Data

Replication data for this article is available at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/AE
2FHZ.
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