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Abstract
This survey challenges conventional perceptions of colonial suburbs in the early modern
Indian Ocean world in general, and those under the rule of the Dutch East India Company
(VOC) in particular. Recent urban research advocates re-evaluating suburbs as intricate
and diverse spaces, yet this shift has had limited impact on historical studies of early
modern colonialism. The survey highlights the importance of recognizing suburban
regions in eighteenth-century settlements such as Cape Town, Cochin, Colombo or
Batavia, where significant population growth resulted from inter-Asian and internal
migration. These areas fostered ethnic and cultural diversity, disrupting normative ideas
of segregation. By shifting the analytical focus from the core to the periphery and exploring
colonial histories from an outside-in perspective, the contribution emphasizes the poten-
tial of a more horizontal approach to sub/urbanity for understanding early modern
colonial societies, encouraging scholars to delve into the intersection of ‘the imperial’
and ‘the urban’.

For much of the twentieth century, the conceptual and methodological underpin-
nings of research in urban studies was dominated by inside-out theorization.
Rooted in the early twentieth-century Chicago School of urban sociology, this
model idealized city centres as hubs of civilization. These physical hotspots were
believed to be perfect loci where economies of agglomeration thrived, and fostered
spatial clustering and natural spillover effects. In stark contrast to this flywheel of
modernization at the heart of the city, the outskirts were viewed as stagnant
suburbs, lacking political authority, economic vibrancy or dynamic social interac-
tions. Nothing good or interesting could come out of suburbs, or as former
New York City Mayor Ed Koch painted them in a 1982 interview: ‘It’s sterile. It’s
nothing. It’s wasting your life.’1
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1B. LoGiurato, ‘In an interviewwith Playboy, EdKoch delivered a famous line about the hell of living in the
suburbs’, Business Insider, 1 Feb. 2013.
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Since the turn of the century and especially in the past decade, urban research has
witnessed a notable paradigm shift.2 With suburbanization as the driving force of
twenty-first-century urban development, scholars have called for a re-evaluation of
the traditional city-centre-focused model.3 Under the impetus of academics such as
political scientist Roger Keil, the long-standing ‘myths’ and stereotypes associated
with suburbs are gradually being dispelled.4 Suburbs are no longer considered mere
‘geographies of nowhere’, lost zones betweenmonolithic conceptual expanses of ‘city’
and ‘countryside’, but rather as extremely heterogeneous as well as complex entan-
glements built up from historical layers.5 They are re-examined as unique physical
and abstract spaces, where multiple social identities are shaped, creative economies
flourish and layered sovereignties intersect.

This remarkable evolution in contemporary urban research has not yet created the
expected ripple effects on historical analysis of urban environments. Admittedly, urban
theory and urban history have had different trajectories in the past 50 years.6 Historians
have followed the paradigm shift to some extent and traced the construction of the
suburban myth back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.7 But despite
strong calls to action by historians in the past 15 years, comparative studies of suburban
environments prior to 1850 remain scarce in urban history as a field.8 The aim of this
survey is to move these discussions back into the eighteenth century and argues that
employing contemporary concepts of suburbanization to analyse cities in the early
modern Indian Ocean world and Southeast Asia serves to challenge existing archival
limitations and the intellectual complacencies they foster. Using existing historiographies
on Dutch colonialism as a feasible vantage point for such an exploration, this survey
hopes to inspire other researchers to shift the analytical focus from the urban cores to the
peripheries and explore colonial urban histories from an outside-in perspective.

Crowbarring colonial cities under Dutch East Company rule
Examining the historiographies of European urbanization in early modern Asia in
general9 and Dutch colonialism in particular, one truly wonders why this revisionist

2For an overview up until 2013 (but with a sole focus onmodern cities), see J.S. Jauhiainen, ‘Suburbs’, in P.
Clark (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Cities in World History (Oxford, 2013), 791–808.

3Most notably R. Keil, Suburban Planet: Making theWorld Urban from the Outside In (Cambridge, 2017).
4M. Clapson, ‘The new suburban history, new urbanism and the spaces in between’, Urban History, 43

(2016), 336–41.
5I. Van Damme, R. McManus and M. Dehaene, Creativity from Suburban Nowheres: Rethinking Cultural

and Creative Practices (Toronto, 2023).
6For one of the best introductions to the field, see S. Ewen, What Is Urban History? (Cambridge, 2016).
7Some seminal works for the Anglo-Saxon context are K.T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburban-

ization of the United States (Oxford, 1985); R. Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia
(New York, 1987); K.M. Kruse and T.J. Sugrue (eds.) The New Suburban History (Chicago, 2006); and C.
Sellers, Crabgrass Crucible: Suburban Nature and the Rise of Environmentalism in Twentieth-Century
America (Chapel Hill, 2012). For a (partial) overview, see Clapson, ‘The new suburban history’.

8R. McManus and P.J. Ethington, ‘Suburbs in transition: new approaches to suburban history’, Urban
History, 34 (2007), 317–37; I. Van Damme and S. Oosterlynck, ‘Seeing through the darkness of future past:
“after suburbia” from a historical perspective’, in R. Keil and F.Wu (eds.),After Suburbia: Urbanization in the
Twenty-First Century (Toronto, 2022), 257–76.

9In the 2013 seminal work The Oxford Handbook of Cities, the theme of suburbs/suburbanization is barely
mentioned in part II on ‘Pre-modern cities’ (five references in over 230 pages), despite interesting
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literature from urban studies that challenges the urban/rural divide did not have a
more significant impact.10 After all, post-colonial histories of these regions in the last
four decades have built a strong track record of abandoning simplistic analytical
dichotomies, first and foremost the socio-political binary of colonizer/colonized.11

The traditional consensus among historians has been that the Dutch East Company
(VOC), its civil institutions and officials created this attractively simple image of
colonial societies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, the VOC archives perpetuated epistemological inequalities with a hierarchy
that put European fortified settlements at the centre of colonial narratives.12 Scholars
such as Stoler advocated discursive methods to try and read against – or even beyond
– this archival grain to better understand early modern colonial societies.13 More
recent contributions to the field stress the need to further disrupt these traditional
colonial categorizations not only as epistemological, but also as analytical tools to
tackle the skewedness of colonial archives and answer more complex historical
questions.14

Despite the challenges posed by these colonial archives, crowbarring this simplis-
tic colonizer/colonized divide from themid-1980s onwards resulted inmore intricate
pictures of the multi-ethnic urban melting pots of overseas settlements in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries under VOC rule.15 But although this wave of
social urban histories at the turn of the twenty-first century clearly discarded the
binary colonizer/colonized – even beyond the lacklustre integration of a mestizo

contributions on port cities of Southeast Asia (Blussé), South Asia (Kidambi) and colonial cities (Metcalf). A
separate chapter was devoted to suburbanization in part III on ‘Modern and contemporary cities’ alongside a
plethora of references in the regional sections. Clark (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Cities.

10The most recent overview of studies on early European urbanization in Asia, surveying literature from
Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, English, Danish and French historiographies, will be Z. Biedermann, ‘European
urbanisation in Asia’, in P. Lantschner and M. Prak (eds.), The Cambridge Urban History of Europe, vol. II:
Middle Ages and Early Modern Period (Cambridge, 2024, in press). For that modern Asian context, the 2011
review essay by Beverly is very useful, and Rao’s 2013 book is germane. E.L. Beverley, ‘Colonial urbanism and
South Asian cities’, Social History, 36 (2011), 482–97; N. Rao, House, but No Garden: Apartment Living in
Bombay’s Suburbs, 1898–1964 (Minneapolis, 2013).

11H.K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (Abingdon and New York, 1994), 134–61.
12For a long time, nationalistic historiographies appropriated colonial cities as being ‘Dutch’, even until

quite recently. E.g. R. van Oers, Dutch Town Planning Overseas under VOC and WIC Rule (1600–1800)
(Zutphen, 2000).

13For example in A.L. Stoler, ‘Rethinking colonial categories: European communities and the boundaries
of rule’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 31 (1989), 134–61; and A. Stoler, Along the Archival
Grain: Epistemic Anxieties andColonial Common Sense (Princeton, 2009). The quote is fromU. Bosma andR.
Raben, Being ‘Dutch’ in the Indies: A History of Creolisation and Empire, 1500–1920 (Singapore, 2008), 60: ‘It
is difficult to shake off the image of colonial society as one governed by rigid racial hierarchy…It is attractively
simple, but it is false.’

14R. Raben, ‘Ethnic disorder in VOCAsia: a plea for eccentric reading’, BMGN – Low Countries Historical
Review, 134 (2019), 115–28; D. Lyna and L.J. Bulten, ‘Classifications at work. Social categories and Dutch
bureaucracy in colonial Sri Lanka’, Itinerario, 45 (2021), 252–78; S. Rose and E.Heijmans, ‘Introduction’, in S.
Rose and E. Heijmans (eds.),Diversity and Empires: Negotiating Plurality in European Imperial Projects from
Early Modernity (Abingdon and New York, 2023), 1–8.

15Present-day Jakarta/Batavia was the first case-study for these new social histories ofDutch colonialism in
the mid-1980s. J. Gelman Taylor, The Social World of Batavia: European and Eurasian in Dutch Asia
(Madison, 1983); L. Blussé, Strange Company: Chinese Settlers, Mestizo Women and the Dutch in VOC
Batavia (Dordrecht, 1986).
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middling group – they adhered to the city-centre-focused model that dominated
historiography in urban research for such a long time. The fortified settlements –
often on the seashore – remained literally and metaphorically at the core of most
analyses of earlymodernDutch urban settlements in present-day SouthAfrica, India,
Sri Lanka and Indonesia.16Mesmerized by the colonial gaze of the archive, concentric
histories were constructed looking outwards from the fortified European settlement
over the direct suburbs, the surrounding areas (e.g. Ommelanden or Four Gravets)
and the further-off rural border areas.17

Parallel to these localized histories of colonial ‘Dutch’ cities, other VOC
historians inscribed themselves onto the burgeoning field of global history. In a
lengthy 2004 essay on Dutch settlements along the Indian Ocean, Vink laid out
five spatial approaches that would allow narratives between the local and the
global to interact with world history. He differentiated between (1) port city ‘cum
umland’, hinterland and foreland networks, (2) frontiers/borderlands studies,
(3) ocean- or sea basin-centric and macroregional analysis (4) area or civiliza-
tional studies and (5) world-systems and dependency school.18 Although each of
these spatial approaches have been explored since Vink’s 2004 study, numbers
1 and 3 have particularly stood the test of time. First, within the network model,
port cities have been analysed as ‘European’ gateways into an ‘indigenous’
hinterland.19 Although initially used mainly for writing economic histories of
the Indian Ocean,Ward opened up the model in her 2009 seminal work to include
the (forced) movement of people between the different nodes of the Dutch
imperial network.20 Because this approach gravitated toward the interconnected-
ness of port cities, it inadvertently coagulated suburban areas, mixed urban/rural
areas, borderlands and even overseas settlements into a conglomerate of ‘territo-
rial and oceanic hinterlands’.21

Other literature scaled up from the local to the global and absorbed a trans-
oceanic approach to Dutch colonialism, close to Pearson’s concept of littoral

16Some examples, but by no means an exhaustive list: L. Wagenaar, Galle. VOC-vestiging in Ceylon
(Amsterdam, 1994); H. Niemeijer, Batavia: een koloniale samenleving in de zeventiende eeuw (Amsterdam,
2005); N. Hussin, Trade and Society in the Straits of Melaka: Dutch Melaka and English Penang, 1780–1830
(Copenhagen, 2007); A. Singh, Fort Cochin in Kerala, 1750–1830: The Social Condition of a Dutch Commu-
nity in an IndianMilieu (Leiden, 2010); N.Worden (ed.),Cape Town between East andWest: Social Identities
in a Dutch Colonial Town (Johannesburg and Hilversum, 2012).

17Notable exceptions are the unpublished Ph.D. theses of Raben and Kanumoyoso. R. Raben, ‘Batavia and
Colombo. The ethnic and spatial order of two colonial cities 1600–1800’, Leiden University Ph.D. thesis,
1996; BondanKanumoyoso, ‘Beyond the city wall: society and economic development in theOmmelanden of
Batavia, 1684–1740’, Leiden University Ph.D. thesis, 2011.

18M.Vink, ‘Fromport-city toworld-system: spatial constructs ofDutch IndianOcean studies, 1500–1800’,
Itinerario, 28 (2004), 45–116.

19Older examples are, e.g., F. Broeze (ed.),Brides of the Sea. Port Cities of Asia from the 16th–20th Centuries
(Kensington, 1989); S. Arasaratnam, ‘Pre-colonial and early-colonial port towns’, in I. Banga (ed.), Ports and
Their Hinterlands in India, 1700–1950 (New Delhi, 1992), 367–74; F. Broeze (ed.), Gateways of Asia. Port
Cities of Asia in the 13th–20th Centuries (London and New York, 1997). A more recent example of this
approach can be found in A. Singh, ‘Indian ports and European powers 1500–1800’, in C. Buchet and G. Le
Bouëdec (eds.), The Sea in History: The Early Modern World = La Mer dans l’histoire: la période moderne
(Woodbridge, 2017), 178–88, e.g. 187: ‘European powers were a source of manpower which entered the
Indian milieu via the ports and then moved into the hinterland.’

20K. Ward, Networks of Empire: Forced Migration in the Dutch East India Company (Cambridge, 2009).
21Ibid., 32.
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societies.22 That historiography tended to portray the Dutch as an archetypical
‘alongshore empire’, where an archipelago of cities were ‘connected more by water
than by land’.23 Worden for example wrote about Cape Town as a perfect example
of a Dutch settlement that had more in common with other settlements across
the ocean, than with its direct hinterland.24 Even more so than in the port city/
hinterland model, the transoceanic gaze failed to adequately address the specific-
ity of suburban areas. This is certainly the case for early phases of the ‘colonial
transition’ in the eighteenth century, when dwindling profit margins in maritime
trade increasingly forced the attention of local VOC colonial governments
across the Indian Ocean towards increasing direct and indirect revenues from
their ‘hinterlands’.25 However, in both the port city/hinterland approach and the
ocean- or sea basin-centric approach, ‘European’ city centres remained at the
analytical heart, with a conceptual focus on Europe and the Europeanized
colonial town.

This vast literature of the past 30 years has undoubtedly pushed the historio-
graphical boundaries of Dutch colonialism in the era of the VOC. The traditional
trade-oriented focus was abandoned to look beyond commercial endeavours and
study different ways in which Dutch institutions and officials tried to shape colonial
societies.26 Although this historiography was continuously infused by breakthroughs
from parallel disciplines, the paradigmatic shift in contemporary urban studies
towards suburbanization hardly broke through. In the above-mentioned spatial
models, the maritime character of Dutch port cities across the Indian Ocean and
in Southeast Asia was foregrounded, often reducing the direct hinterland and further
off interior to merely serving the economic and labour needs of the port city. When
urban experiences could be studied in more localized historiographies, urbanity
seemed to be confined to the fortified settlements and their relatively small
‘Europeanized’ communities, in stark contrast to the ‘indigenous’ rural areas beyond
those walls. In sum, the abandoned inside-out theorization of twentieth-century
urban studies still simmered in the twenty-first-century urban histories of the
colonial Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia.

22Michael Pearson, ‘Littoral society: the case for the coast’, The Great Circle, 7 (1985), 1–8. For an
historiographical overview up until the mid-2000s, see M. Vink, ‘Indian Ocean studies and the “new
thalassology”’, Journal of Global History, 2 (2007), 41–6.

23This concept of the Dutch ‘alongshore empire’ was dubbed by Gilis in 2012, who was inspired by
Merwick’s book from 2006. J.R. Gilis, The Human Shore: Seacoasts in History (Chicago, 2012), 86; D.
Merwick, The Shame and the Sorrow: Dutch–Amerindian Encounters in New Netherland (Philadelphia,
2006).

24N. Worden, ‘Strangers ashore: sailor identity and social conflict in mid-18th century Cape Town’, in B.
Beaven, K. Bell and R. James (eds.), Port Towns andUrban Cultures: International Histories of theWaterfront,
c. 1700–2000 (Basingstoke, 2016), 13–27, at 14. For more examples, see Worden (ed.), Cape Town between
East and West.

25This concept of a colonial transition in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century India was brought
forward most explicitly in a special issue ofModern Asian Studies (July 2004). Nuances of this concept from
the Dutch colonial perspective on Sri Lanka can be found in A. Schrikker, Dutch and British Colonial
Intervention in Sri Lanka, 1780–1815. Expansion and Reform (Leiden, 2007); and D. Lyna and L. Bulten,
‘Material pluralism and symbolic violence: palm leaf deeds and paper land grants in colonial Sri Lanka, 1680–
1795’, Law and History Review, 41 (2023), 453–77.

26For an overview, see C. Antunes, ‘From binary narratives to diversified tales: changing the paradigm in
the study of Dutch colonial participation’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 131 (2018), 393–408.
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In the wake of recent critiques of both the maritime gaze and the network model
for studying global and colonial histories of the Indian Ocean, this survey reconsiders
the suburban as a socio-spatial vantage point.27 All too easy dichotomies between the
‘European’ city and ‘Asian’ hinterland should be abandoned. But in defence of
colleagues who wrote about colonial settlements in the past, it is not an easy feat to
establish spatial boundaries or define the precise characteristics of colonial suburban
spaces – or any historical suburb for that matter.28 Early European visitors to
‘Portuguese’ or ‘Dutch’ cities in maritime Asia expressed their amazement at how
green, open, spatially scattered and village-like these settlements were.29 To avoid
getting stuck in the ‘skewed and misleading Anglo-Saxon historical trajectory as a
general, linear model’30 of suburbanization, it might be better to think of the
suburban areas adjacent to colonial settlements as ‘disjunct urban fragments’, a
contemporary concept launched by Roger Keil, with roots in the work of Henri
Lefebvre. In essence, Keil advocates a more horizontal approach to urban forms with
multiple centralities, and discards the idea of suburbanization as dependent on one
urban centre. Sub-urbanization and the more recent peri-urbanization (unplanned
suburban settlements in the post-colonial Global South31) are essentially Western
academic concepts, implying a Western grasp on urban space that is better under-
stood not only from the outside in, but also, and perhaps primarily, from the vantage
point of the local population itself.32 How did non-Europeans view these settlements
(both the Europeanized centre and the disjunct fragments surrounding it), their
growth and their place within local urban networks, of which European settlers and
traders were not always a part? When applied to areas surrounding fortified
‘European’ or other imperial settlements around the Indian Ocean and further into
Southeast Asia, these zones could be considered hybrid and open-ended landscapes
where early modern urban/rural land use and commercial functions mingled in a
fragmentary fashion.33 Throughout the above-mentioned histories of VOC settle-
ments, the potential of a horizontal approach to suburbanization to rethink and

27Recently, Sivasundaram published a strong critique of the concept of networks in world history. S.
Sivasundaram, Waves across the South: A New History of Revolution and Empire (Chicago, 2021). In the
Netherlands, a series of research projects was awarded in recent years that focus more on a Dutch empire that
struggledwith localized challenges regarding sovereignty, belonging and community-building, away from the
maritime gaze to more landlocked narratives. E.g. Resilient Diversity: The Governance of Racial and Religious
Plurality in the Dutch Empire, 1600–1800 (C. Antunes, K. Fatah-Black, U. Bosma and M. van Rossum);
Colonialism Inside Out: Everyday Experience and Plural Practice in Dutch Institutions in Sri Lanka, 1700–
1800 (A. Schrikker); and Land Grabbing and Dutch Empire (16th–18th Century) (P. Brandon).

28Van Damme and Oosterlynck, ‘Seeing through the darkness’.
29Biedermann, ‘European urbanisation’.
30Quoted from Van Damme and Oosterlynck, ‘Seeing through the darkness’, 260.
31R. Home, ‘Shaping cities of the Global South’, in S. Parnell and S. Oldfield (eds.), The Routledge

Handbook on Cities of the Global South (Abingdon and New York, 2014), 75–85, at 82–3; R. Keil, ‘Extended
urbanization, “disjunct fragments” and global suburbanisms’, Environment and Planning D: Society and
Space, 36 (2018), 494–511, at 503.

32Home, ‘Shaping cities of the Global South’, 82–3; Keil, ‘Extended urbanization’, 503; R. Harris and C.
Vorms (eds.), What’s in a Name? Talking about Urban Peripheries (Toronto, 2017).

33Robert Shell in his seminal work on slavery in the Cape Colony already distinguished between urban
(Cape Town) and suburban areas in Table Valley. R.C.H. Shell, Children of Bondage: A Social History of the
Slave Society at the Cape of Good Hope, 1652–1838 (Hanover, 1994), passim. But the concept did not really
materialize in subsequent histories of (VOC) colonialism in the Indian Ocean world.
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reframe existing tropes in historiographies already shines through. When reconsi-
dering urbanity from the outside in, we can discover the emergence of heterogeneous
societies beyond the walls of Cape Town, Cochin, Colombo or Batavia, which were
perhaps more characteristic of the unique intersection of colonialism and urbanity
than the worlds within those walls.

From the fringe to the fore: disjunct urban fragments under VOC rule
From the time the Dutch set up their first settlements across the Indian Ocean and
Southeast Asia in the early seventeenth century, the small group of European
migrants, their families and enslaved living within the forts was outnumbered by
the suburban population. To protect social homogeneity and inspired by colonial
anxiety, Dutch local governments promulgated settlement laws and pursued a certain
degree of ethnic segregation.34 In seventeenth-century Batavia for example, the
Javanese were banned from living in the walled city, and forced into ethnically
inspired quarters or kampongs in surrounding areas, as were the Balinese, Bugi,
Madurese, Ambonese and Chinese.35 The social composition of these settlements
becamemore or less fixed.36 In addition to lawmaking of this kind,market forces such
as high rental prices for stone houses also further drove Asian or poorer mixed-
descent inhabitants out into the suburbs.37

Parallel to the discarding of the dominant dual city model in literature on modern
Asia,38 historiographies of earlymodern Asia in the last decades have also abandoned
this rather normative view on ethno-diversity and spatial segregation. They have
turned instead to everyday cohabitation in these colonial societies that took place
regardless of settlement laws.39 Although socio-spatial boundaries were installed by
colonial authorities that distinguished intra-urban neighborhoods as well as cities
from suburban zones, the various social and ethnic groups crossed paths on a daily
basis in and around Dutch settlements.40 Muslims and Chinese in Batavia were

34Raben, ‘Batavia and Colombo’, passim.
35R. Raben, ‘Round about Batavia. Ethnicity and authority in the Ommelanden, 1650–1800’, in P.J.M. Nas

(ed.), Jakarta-Batavia. Socio-Cultural Essays (Leiden, 2001).
36Niemeijer, Batavia, 46.
37A. Geelen, B. van denHout,M. Tosun andM. van Rossum, ‘Betweenmarkets and chains. An exploration

of the experiences, mobility and control of enslaved persons in eighteenth-century South-West India’, in A.
Schrikker and N. Wickramasinghe (eds.), Being a Slave. Histories and Legacies of European Slavery in the
Indian Ocean (Leiden, 2020), 75–97, at 79.

38For a discussion of the revised dual city concept (depicting a segregated urban landscape where
colonizers and the colonized inhabited separate spheres), the review essay by Beverly and Rao’s 2013 book
are germane. E.L. Beverley, ‘Colonial urbanism and South Asian cities’, Social History, 36 (2011), 482–97; N.
Rao, House, but No Garden: Apartment Living in Bombay’s Suburbs, 1898–1964 (Minneapolis, 2013).

39C.H. Nightingale, Segregation. A Global History of Dividing Cities (Chicago and London, 2012); Z.
Biedermann, ‘Colonialism and cosmopolitanism: Colombo, Cannanore, and the chimera of the multi-ethnic
melting-po(r)t in SouthAsia’, in Z. Biedermann (ed.),The Portuguese in Sri Lanka and South India. Studies in
the History of Empire, Diplomacy and Trade, 1500–1650 (Wiesbaden, 2014), 103–48; R. Raben, ‘Colonial
shorthand and historical knowledge: segregation and localisation in a Dutch colonial society’, Journal of
Modern European History, 18 (2020), 177–93.

40Ward, Networks of Empire, 100. This was also the case in Portuguese settlements such as Manila and
Macao. J. Flores, ‘Colonial societies in Asia’, in F. Bouza, P. Cardim and A. Feros (eds.), The Iberian World:
1450–1820 (New York and London, 2020), 409.
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constantlymoving around between areas of the city and the suburbs, although the law
forbade them to do so.41When the population numbers in the fortified settlements of
Batavia, Colombo, Cochin andMalacca stagnated from the late seventeenth century,
the merchant elite moved to the surrounding areas.42 As a result, the suburbs of VOC
cities around 1700 were no longer a mere conglomeration of scattered and discon-
nected village-like settlements, but an integral part of the urban experience in the
colonial Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia.

In 2019, Vink gathered the available census-like data from the colonial archives to
measure the growing Dutch littoral footprint across VOC territories.43 Despite
potential Stoler-inspired questions about the limitations of the colonial archive
and the inherent colonizer’s gaze, his analysis indicates a remarkable growth of the
VOC subject population from about half a million individuals at the end of the
seventeenth century to 2.5 or even 3million a hundred years later. Over the course of
a century, Batavia, the largest hub in Dutch Asia, grew to a city of over 100,000
inhabitants, making it one of the largest European power centres in Asia next to
Portuguese Macao and Goa or Spanish Manila.44 This rapid population growth
across VOC territories was not so much caused by European immigration or forced
migration of African and Asian enslaved or exiled, but instead was to a large extent
the result of inter-Asian migration and internal migration from the countryside to
suburban areas. As the boundaries of fortified settlements were more or less fixed by
walls, it was the suburban areas that absorbed this exponential population growth.
Batavia, for example, witnessed a dwindling number of inhabitants in the inner city in
the second quarter of the eighteenth century, with a significant population growth in
the surrounding area (Ommelanden).45 The fastest-growing ethnic group around
Batavia after 1750 were people with a Chinese background, with over 10,000 new
inhabitants by 1759.46 These demographic changes must have influenced socio-
economic realities in suburbs across Dutch Asia. In the 1760s, the real estate market
in the suburbs of Colombo (Four Gravets) in Sri Lanka underwent significant
changes; when land became scarce, the number of transactions grew and prices
increased.47 After the lifting of a century-old Dutch ban on their land transactions
in 1746, Muslims became the largest group of landowners in the Four Gravets in

41M. van Rossum, Werkers van de Wereld. Globalisering, arbeid en interculturele ontmoetingen tussen
Aziatische en Europese zeelieden in dienst van de VOC, 1600–1800 (Hilversum, 2014), 128;Ward,Networks of
Empire, 96.

42L. Blussé, ‘Port cities of South East Asia, 1400–1800’, in Clark (ed.), The OxfordHandbook of Cities, 346–
63, at 357. Similar elite exoduses occurred in ‘Spanish’Manila and ‘Portuguese’Macao around the same time,
again hinting at transoceanic/nationally linked phenomena. Biedermann, ‘European urbanisation’.

43M. Vink, ‘From the Cape to Canton: the Dutch Indian Ocean world, 1600–1800 – a littoral census’,
Journal of Indian Ocean World Studies, 3 (2019), 13–37, at 33. This significant discrepancy at the end of the
eighteenth century depends on whether or not to include Zwart’s revisions of the population in the coastal
territories of Sri Lanka under Dutch rule.

44Biedermann, ‘European urbanisation’.
45Ward, Networks of Empire, 96.
46Within the city walls, the number of Chinese inhabitants had significantly dropped after the so-called

Chinese massacre in 1740. Between 1749 and 1759, the number of Chinese in the Ommelanden rose from
10,042 to 23,615. Ward, Networks of Empire, 97–8.

47A. De Mars, ‘“Een thuijn geleegen buijten de Z. O. zeijde dezer steede.” Land use and land ownership in
the eighteenth-century Four Gravets of Colombo (Sri Lanka)’, Radboud University Nijmegen MA thesis,
2020.
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barely a generation.48 Questions about how the significant increase in foreign
migration, a (supposed) building boom and increased pedestrian traffic influenced
daily life under Dutch colonial rule in these suburban areas are still shrouded in mist.

Indeed, while this population growth has been established in previous scholarship,
the city-centre-focused model of urban colonial histories kept most of the colonial
gaze limited to the stagnating urban life within the city walls.49 Remarkable
eighteenth-century transformations in Dutch colonial rule across the board have
been studied from the inside out, from the colonial power hub stretching out over the
surrounding hinterlands. The explanation given by this research was the need for
local governments to increase their grip on – again – the ‘hinterland’ to raise taxes on
land and agricultural produce in order to supplement a significant decline in the
income from maritime trade. While acknowledging the expanding geographical and
social reach of colonial institutions such as courts of law,50 registration and land
taxation offices51 or the Reformed Church,52 this was unintentionally framed as
European institutions in need of expanding jurisdictions that reached further and
further from the (port) city into the hinterland of Jaffna or Galle, the Bay of Bengal or
the Ommelanden of Batavia.

But at the same time, and well beyond the control of European institutions, inter-
Asian migration and internal migration from the rural interior to the cities ensured a
growing ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in the suburban areas. They became
highly diverse zones, both socio-economically and culturally. Moreover, recent
scholarship in slavery studies indicates that manumitted individuals who legally left
behind their Dutch or European bondage settled in these zones as well, with

48Raben, ‘Batavia and Colombo’, 108 and 141.
49When this contribution was nearly finished, Blussé published his newDutch-language book in which he

rethinks the Chinese massacre of 1740 in the city of Batavia from the outside in. His hypothesis is that the
dwindling sugar prices, the dominance of Chinese merchants owning the sugar mills, the rising and even
ecological imbalances and the rise of malaria perfectly illustrate the necessity to foreground suburban areas as
explanans in colonial histories. Leonard Blussé, De Chinezenmoord. De kolonisatie van Batavia en het
bloedbad van 1740 (Amsterdam, 2023).

50E. Jones, Wives, Slaves, and Concubines: A History of the Female Underclass in Dutch Asia (DeKalb,
2010); A. Schrikker and D. Lyna, ‘Threads of the legal web. Dutch law and everyday colonialism in
eighteenth-century Asia’, in G. Vermeesch, M. van der Heijden and J. Zuijderduijn (eds.), The Uses of Justice
in Global Perspective, 1600–1900 (London and New York, 2019), 42–56; S. Rose and E. Heijmans, ‘From
impropriety to betrayal: policing non-marital sex in the early modern Dutch empire’, Journal of Social
History, 55 (2021), 315–44; D. Lyna, ‘Customs from the other shore. Dutch civil courts and cross (cultural)
examinations in 18th-century Sri Lanka’, Crime, Histoire & Sociétés, 26 (2022), 49–76; N. Rupesinghe,
Lawmaking in Dutch Sri Lanka. Navigating Pluralities in a Colonial Society (Amsterdam, 2022); S. Rose,
‘Regulating relations: controlling sex andmarriage in the earlymodern Dutch Empire’, Leiden University Ph.
D. thesis, 2023.

51L.J. Bulten, ‘Reconsidering colonial registration. Social histories of lives, land, and labour in eighteenth-
century Sri Lanka’, Radboud University Ph.D. thesis, 2023; A. Schrikker and B. Sur, ‘An empire in disguise:
the appropriation of pre-existing modes of governance in Dutch South Asia, 1650–1800’, Law and History
Review, 41 (2023), 427–51.

52L. Bulten, J. Kok, D. Lyna and N. Rupesinghe, ‘Contested conjugality? Sinhalese marriage practices in
eighteenth-century Dutch colonial Sri Lanka’, Annales de Démographie Historique, 135 (2018), 51–80; Rose
and Heijmans, ‘From impropriety to betrayal’; B. De Leede and N. Rupesinghe, ‘Registering and regulating
family life: the School Thombos in Dutch Sri Lanka’, Law and History Review, 41 (2023), 501–21; Rose,
‘Regulating relations’.
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anecdotical evidence from Cape Town and Zanzibar to Cochin, Colombo and
Galle.53 Given that the ethnic background of (former) slaves went well beyond East
Africa, with forced migrants from all over Asia, this heterogeneous group further
contributed to the increasingly rich socio-economic and cultural landscape of the
suburbs.54 If these strikingly parallel demographic and socio-economic changes
across suburban zones of Dutch VOC cities in the eighteenth century led to a gradual
dissolving of immigrant identities into a hybrid society, as Raben has argued, is still
very much up for debate.55

Conclusion: suburbs as socio-spatial colonial categories between global and
local
For a VOC historiography currently concerned with further deconstructing ana-
lytical binaries and rethinking socio-political categorizations, the revisionist urban
research with its increased focus on suburbanization could offer valuable concep-
tual and methodological tools. Too often, suburbs in early modern colonial histo-
ries are literally and metaphorically mentioned in passing as mere transitional
zones between the dichotomies urban/culture and rural/nature. But seldom are
they studied in their own right as socio-spatial entities. When global urban
historians of VOC territories – and hopefully beyond – finally discard the
twentieth-century inside-out theorization and redefine suburban zones as open-
ended colonial spaces, that new historiography from an outside-in perspective will
open up further research avenues for reconsidering political, economic and social
interactions in colonial settlements.

This approach will also challenge more complex but equally arbitrary divisions
between the global and local, European and indigenous, and even modern and
traditional. Suburbs as socio-spatial entities possess the unique capacity to simul-
taneously embody all of these characteristics. As such, they could offer an alter-
native spatial approach to compare early modern cities around the Indian Ocean
and further into colonial Asia with both ‘European’ and other imperial cores. It
would move research beyond the ‘tyranny of the particular’, and find ways to
integrate separate localized urban histories into a more holistic narrative.56 If such
a horizontal conceptualization was adhered to, we could perhaps pick up the
gauntlet recently thrown down by Biedermann in his search for a ‘more fruitful

53M. Cairns, ‘Freeblack landowners in the southern suburbs of the Cape Peninsula during the eighteenth
century’, Kronos, 10 (1985), 23–31; S. Newton-King, ‘Family, friendship and survival among freed slaves’, in
Worden (ed.), Cape Town between East andWest, 156–75; T.F. McDow, ‘Deeds of freed slaves: manumission
and economic and social mobility in pre-abolition Zanzibar’, in R.W. Harms, B.K. Freamon and D.W. Blight
(eds.), Indian Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition (NewHaven, 2013), 160–80; A. Geelen, B. Van den Hout,
M. Tosun, M. de Windt and M. van Rossum, ‘On the run: runaway slaves and their social networks in
eighteenth-century Cochin’, Journal of Social History, 54 (2020), 66–87; D. Lyna, ‘On solid ground?
Manumitted slaves, land ownership and registration in eighteenth-century Sri Lanka’, in The History of
the Family (in press).

54Schrikker and Wickramasinghe (eds.), Being a Slave.
55Raben, ‘Ethnic disorder’, 123.
56I borrow this phrasing fromR.B. Allen,European Slave Trading in the IndianOcean, 1500–1850 (Athens,

OH, 2014), 3.
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approach’ in ‘connecting, comparing and disconnecting cities in creative new
ways’.57 Similar to Subrahmanyam’s idea of connected histories, adhering to a
horizontal approach of colonial disjunct urban fragments – which by their nature
defy Euro-centric and proto-nationalistic approaches – could even be a path
beyond the ‘national’ as a category of analysis. This would shift (urban) colonial
histories away from the dominant national European histories they are still
subjected to.58 After all, reversing the colonizer’s gaze could and should be more
than a discursive reading against or beyond the grain. If we rethink the colonial city
from the outside in and attempt to shift analysis from the core to the periphery, we
could offer new avenues for exploring the underexposed intersections of ‘the
imperial’ and ‘the urban’.59

Such a historiography would help us unpack the black box that colonial suburbs
still exist in. The goal of this intervention is to show that they existed empirically
and that they matter conceptually for how we think about early modern colonial
histories. Unfortunately, the limited nature of literature on suburbanization in early
modern Europe does not yet offer models that could be transferred to the Global
South in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, or to reflect on (dis)continuities
between the European and colonial worlds.60 But perhaps that is a blessing in
disguise that allows global historians to truly work from a tabula rasa, to set their
own conceptual parameters, differentiate between suburban forms and reflect on
different typologies. Rather than following in the footsteps of European urban
histories, global urban historiographies could herald an overturn of the inside-out
model.

If we move beyond the spatial gaze perpetuated by imperial archives and city-
centre-focused theorization, we could write even more nuanced and balanced
narratives, and look differently at, for example, the presumed expansion and
bureaucratization of colonial rule across VOC territories. Rather than looking at
these phenomena as part of colonial encroachments of the urban centres on the
rural hinterlands and a parallel shift towards land-based income to counter
dwindling maritime trade, all these separate histories could be reconsidered as a
much broader surge of colonial civic self-awareness. They could be seen as signs of
a growing suburban willingness to interact with colonial authorities, to become an
integral part of the colonial urban world and beyond and to showcase their
individual and collective need for socio-political participation with the colonial
powers. Dwellers from all walks of life, with geographical origins throughoutWest
Africa and Asia, and living in expanding colonial suburbs perhaps encroached
upon urban centres rather than the reverse. When rewriting colonial histories
outside in, we would discover that everyday life in eighteenth-century suburban

57Biedermann, ‘European urbanisation’.
58The author is aware of the inherent irony of this claim after a survey article which merely focuses on

VOC historiography, but still thinks this novel spatial approach carries that potential, and eagerly awaits the
publication of S. Subrahmanyam, Across the Green Sea: Histories from the Western Indian Ocean, 1440–1640
(Austin, 2024).

59For more recent interventions on the intersection of global and urban history, see the Cambridge
‘Elements in Global Urban History’ series.

60One of the examples on earlymodernWestern Europe being T. Van deWalle, ‘Van twee wallen eten? De
stadsrand als overgangszone tussen stad en platteland in de late 15de en 16de eeuw. Casus Oudenaarde’,
University of Antwerp Ph.D. thesis, 2019.
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areas was anything but sterile, and that lives there were lived to the fullest, and not
wasted in suburban nothingness.
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