
The Postal System as a Driver of Early Bureaucracies 

A 

Long before email and smartphones revolutionized global communication, 
early postal systems laid the foundation for large-scale governance. What 
began as practical routes for messengers became, over time, intricate 
communication networks that enabled empires to grow, enforce policy, 
and maintain order. These early systems did more than carry letters—they 
shaped how states managed information, controlled populations, and 
institutionalized administration. In doing so, they served as the backbone 
for the emergence of formal bureaucracies. 

B 

One of the earliest organized postal systems was developed in ancient 
Persia during the reign of Darius I in the 6th century BCE. Known as the 
Angarium, it consisted of mounted couriers operating from relay stations 
across the empire. These riders ensured that royal decrees could travel 
over 2,500 kilometers in a matter of days. More than a marvel of logistics, 
the Angarium helped the Persian kings centralize power, allowing them to 
issue uniform commands and receive regular updates from distant 
provinces. The infrastructure supporting this system—including roads, 
stations, and administrators—represented some of the earliest instances 
of a formal bureaucratic apparatus built primarily to support 
communication. 

C 

Similar systems arose in other ancient empires, often reflecting the 
political priorities of the ruling class. In Imperial Rome, the cursus publicus 
served as a government-run courier service, carrying official 



correspondence, military orders, and tax information. Built under 
Augustus and refined by later emperors, the system employed post 
houses (mutationes) and lodgings (mansiones) at regular intervals. This 
infrastructure not only facilitated swift communication but also 
institutionalized reporting mechanisms. Provincial governors and military 
leaders were expected to send regular reports to Rome, establishing a 
precedent for documentation and accountability that would later define 
bureaucratic governance. 

D 

The efficiency of early postal systems also shaped how states thought 
about governance itself. Reliable communication encouraged the 
delegation of power; emperors and monarchs could issue specific 
instructions knowing that distant officials would receive them in a timely 
manner. In turn, those officials developed standard procedures for 
reporting and executing directives. Over time, this led to the creation of 
administrative hierarchies and record-keeping practices—hallmarks of 
modern bureaucracy. The postal service thus acted not merely as a tool of 
empire, but as a driver of organizational structure and standardization. 

E 

In China, the Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE) advanced the concept even 
further. The imperial courier network, managed by the Board of Rites and 
supported by relay stations across the empire, allowed edicts to travel 
thousands of kilometers in just days. Civil officials were required to file 
regular reports using the system, while traveling inspectors ensured local 
compliance. This rigorous use of communication for surveillance and 
policy implementation helped embed bureaucratic thinking across vast 
geographical areas. The Chinese model demonstrated that information 



flow was not just a byproduct of governance but an essential pillar of 
statecraft. 

F 

Despite their effectiveness, these systems also had limitations. Because 
they were often restricted to official use, access was limited to elites, 
slowing the democratization of communication. Moreover, the success of 
postal routes often depended on political stability. When empires declined 
or regimes changed, so too did their postal systems. Nevertheless, the 
administrative structures they created often outlived the political entities 
that spawned them. In many cases, bureaucracies built around 
communication infrastructures were adapted by successor states, 
illustrating the long-lasting impact of postal systems on governance. 

G 

Today, we seldom consider the post office as a symbol of political power, 
but its roots in empire, administration, and information control reveal a 
different story. The early postal systems of Persia, Rome, and China did 
more than deliver messages—they engineered the frameworks through 
which states governed populations, enforced laws, and collected data. In 
tracing the history of these systems, we gain insight into the origins of 
bureaucracy itself and the enduring connection between communication 
and control. 

 

  



Questions 

Questions 1–5: Paragraph Matching 

Which paragraph contains the following information? 
Write the correct letter, A–G. 

1. A postal system that contributed to administrative oversight in 
ancient China 

2. The dependence of communication systems on stable political 
regimes 

3. How communication networks led to the delegation of imperial 
authority 

4. A system that used mounted couriers to distribute royal decrees 

5. The way courier infrastructure supported the growth of bureaucratic 
procedures 

 

Questions 6–10: Yes / No / Not Given 

Do the following statements agree with the views of the writer? 
Write: Yes if the statement agrees with the writer’s views, 
No if it contradicts the writer’s views, 
Not Given if it is impossible to say what the writer thinks. 

6. Darius I’s Persian postal system was the fastest in the ancient world. 

7. Rome’s courier network only transported military documents. 

8. Postal systems helped states maintain authority over distant regions. 



9. The Chinese postal system allowed ordinary citizens to send 
messages across the empire. 

10. Most postal systems from ancient times had little lasting 
influence on future governments. 

 

Questions 11–13: Summary Completion 

Complete the summary below using NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS 
from the passage. 

Summary: 
Early postal systems played a crucial role in the development of formal 
governance. In Persia, for example, an organized courier system made it 
possible to deliver 11. __________ across large distances quickly. In Rome, 
infrastructure such as post houses was used to establish reliable 12. 
__________ and ensure communication between central and regional 
authorities. In China, a well-developed network managed by the Board of 
Rites helped reinforce 13. __________ and compliance with imperial edicts. 

  



Answer Key 

Questions 1–5: Paragraph Matching 

1. E – A postal system that contributed to administrative oversight in 
ancient China 

2. F – The dependence of communication systems on stable political 
regimes 

3. D – How communication networks led to the delegation of imperial 
authority 

4. B – A system that used mounted couriers to distribute royal decrees 

5. C – The way courier infrastructure supported the growth of 
bureaucratic procedures 

 

Questions 6–10: Yes / No / Not Given 

6. Not Given – (The speed is mentioned, but no comparison is made 
with other systems) 

7. No – (Rome’s system also carried official correspondence and tax 
documents, not just military ones) 

8. Yes – (Multiple paragraphs explain how states maintained control 
through postal systems) 

9. No – (The Chinese system was reserved for civil officials and used for 
imperial edicts) 

10. No – (The article states that administrative structures often 
outlived the empires and were adapted by successor states) 



 

Questions 11–13: Summary Completion 

11. royal decrees 

12. reporting mechanisms 

13. surveillance 

 


