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VERSAO ACEITE

PUBLIC SHARED PLACES AND
PRIVATE ABSENT DIVIDES.
IDENTITY AND SPACE OF

COLONIAL URBANISM UNDER

PORTUGUESE, FRENCH, AND

DANISH RULES: DIU,
PONDICHERRY AND
TRANQUEBAR

Recently, the question was asked as to how to write about art and empire without replicat-
ing imperial ideologies and hierarchies, naturalizing the historical subjugation of colonized
peoples, or re- inscribing the empire’s organizing principle of center and
periphery.! It requires consideration of power dynamics in historical and
contemporary contexts. One possible approach is to center the perspectives and
experiences of marginalized communi-ties and resist the temptation to view art solely
through the lens of dominant power struc-tures. Another I choose here is to
acknowledge the complex and often contradictory ways in which art and
architecture can reinforce and challenge power systems.

A theoretical framework grounded in the decolonization of art history, informed by
post-colonial theory, critical race theory, and feminist theory, and critically engaged with
the materiality of artworks, physical manifestations of imperialism, and sustainability is
necessary. This method enables a nuanced and complex understanding of the historical
imbrication of architecture, urbanism and empire by addressing the colonial legacies of
empire in architecture and urbanism with a constantly evolving process of skills acquisition
to be clustered and reconfigured in response to a question dependent on language,
field-work, and the architecture and cities to consider

Toward these ends, this chapter delves into the unique urban dynamics of three European
colonial cities in India: Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar. Diu was a Portuguese
colonial city from 1535 to 1961, located in today’s Gujarat, on the western coast
of India; Pondicherry was a French colonial city between 1674 and 1954; and
Tranquebar was a Danish colonial city from 1620 until 1845, both located in today’s
Tamil Nadu, on the



eastern coast of India. Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar were shared between Europeans,
predominantly Christians, and Indians, typically non-Christians. Their enmeshed demo-
graphics signal an idiosyncrasy that runs counter to the paradigm of the European colonial
city in South Asia, which traditionally sees a stark divide between “Black”/“White” towns.2

The separation between the urban space inhabited by Europeans and non-Christians in
the European colonial cities in India was not universal. I analyze this idiosyncrasy by study-
ing city plans, architecture, urbanism, and empire. I ask the following questions: why is
there a lack of a clear separation between the urban space inhabited by Europeans and
non-Christians in Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar? How did these spatial dynamics
affect the social, economic, and political life of these cities? How did the inhabitants of
these cities perceive and negotiate between the private and the public in these layouts? What
are its implications for the histories of European colonial empires in India? Studying these
contests of European imperial ideologies promotes a more inclusive, nuanced knowledge of
colonial histories by showing how inhabitants experienced colonial cities.

In Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar, fewer European colonizers drastically changed the
cityscape’s dynamic. Furthermore, in cities that pre-date the eighteenth century, one finds
something that the British presidency cities in India lack. Europeans in these outlier cities
negotiated their living and working arrangements differently: carving out new spaces for the
European urban settlements, dividing public and private areas, or reworking the fort concept
to different ends, whether public or private.> Moreover, existing Indian populations in these
cities asserted their spatial, economic, and political presence, often directly shaping how the
Europeans structured colonizing spaces. Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar’s histories and
status allow for paths through existing dichotomous notions of the European colonial city,
revealing new insights into the shape and history of urban space in colonial cities.

How these cities upend clear spatial divides between public and private sheds light on
the atypical coexistence of communities, races, ethnicities, and religious groups, and
explores the implications of this on colonial urbanism and social dynamics.* The coexis-
tence of the “Black”/“White” towns within the area circumscribed by city walls opened a
nuanced urban landscape complicated by power dynamics. This has influenced urban
development, social dynamics, and political processes in Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar
to this day. The blurred boundaries between public and private spaces put pressure on the
“Black”/“White” towns conceit;’ they are crucial exceptions to standard thinking about
the imposition of colonial urban environments with implications for how we theorize space
and empire within the dichotomy between the public and the private.

History and Theorization

The earliest European empires in Asia—the Portuguese (Goa, 1510) and the Spanish (the
Philippines, 1565)—had papal support and were motivated not only by a desire for profit
but also by a militant anti-Islamic crusader spirit linked to the reconquest of the Iberian
Peninsula from Muslim rule. The Portuguese promoted a particularly ruthless conquest
mode fueled by a culture of knightly chivalry and a quest for conflict.” The British and
the Dutch, which operated through chartered companies rather than royal enterprises—
the British East India Company (founded in 1600) and the Vereenigde Oostindische
Compagnie (VOC, founded in 1602)—were more interested in stealing Portugal’s trad-
ing posts than in the gospel or expansion.! However, the VOC pursued a “warlike pol-
icy” that was “coordinated, well-financed, and forceful,” lending s hips to the D utch



Republic in times of need in exchange for state support for aggression in Asia, particu-
larly against the Portuguese.’

France’s entry into Asian trade was hesitant and slow. Before the early sixteenth century,
the French had only a “vague and distorted” understanding of Asia, even though products
from the Spice Islands (now Maluku Islands, Indonesia) had made their way into France as
early as the fourteenth century.!® Soon after the Portuguese established direct contact with
India (1510) and by circumnavigating the Cape of Good Hope (1513), the business people
of Rouen petitioned King Francis I (r. 1515-47) to challenge the Portuguese monopoly.!!

The Danish East India Trading Company (Jstindisk kompagni) was established in Denmark
in 1616 to gain a Danish foothold in the European trade between India and Europe. Ove
Gjedde commanded a Danish expedition to India and Ceylon to establish a colony. In 1620,
the trading post of Tranquebar was established in the Kaveri River delta on India’s Coromandel
coast. A treaty was signed on behalf of King Christian IV of Denmark-Norway between Ove
Gjedde and the Nayaka (local ruler) Ragunatha of Thanjavur (Tanjore) to allow the Danes to
settle and fortify a stretch of land by the mouth of the river and surrounding areas.'> This was
formalized by a peshcash (annual tribute) from the king of Denmark-Norway to the Nayak of
Thanjavur and later to the Marathas (which in 1676 succeeded the Nayak).!3

European colonial powers had different approaches to architecture and urbanism. The
British Empire had the most significant impact on India due to its vast territorial control
and the length of its rule. Their approach to architecture and urbanism prioritized imposing
authority and reinforcing imperial identity through monumental buildings and organized
urban layouts. This paradigm was particularly influential in the three Presidency cities of
Madras, Calcutta, and Bombay. In these cities, the fort, from the first days of settlement,
marked out the presence of an occupying colonial power. The fort shaped an urban design
in which defense considerations remained important, and privacy was demarcated. For
example, in Madras, Fort Saint George encloses the governor’s house and is at the center of
a designated “White Town” that a wall separates from the more densely populated “Black
Town,” where the Indigenous population lived. The “White Town” included private hous-
ing for the European residents and public buildings (churches, hospitals, and commercial
buildings). As the city grew, a new section of “Black Town” emerged to accommodate
Indigenous artisans.'* However, the town’s European and Indigenous sections shared little
in relation to social or economic institutions in the Presidency cities.

On the other hand, Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar were established, built, and oper-
ated differently due to the varied nature of the European powers in India. The French,
Portuguese, and Danish empires had limited territorial control and generally focused on
trade, leading to different a pproaches to governance, interactions, and legacies over the
places they ruled. The Portuguese combined European and local elements (especially in
Diu), resulting in a hybridity of architectural styles and a blend of public and private spaces.
The French followed a more structured approach and sought to adapt European architec-
tural styles to display a conceit of superiority.’ The Danes exhibited a more detached,
pragmatic, and localized attitude focused on minimal change and “soft power.”

Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar featured urban arrangements that differed from
the harshly divided models of British colonial cities. A European-occupied fort contingent
to a non-aedificandi esplanade was a buffer zone between the colonizer and the colonized,
the fort, and the pre-existing settlements. Significantly, t he p ublic u rban s ettlement
within fortified w alls w as i nhabited b y b oth E uropean C hristians a nd n on-C hristian
communities.!®



Intersections between the colonizer and colonized in the city were blurred and intertwined.
Hybridity emerges from translations on the margins of culture and between cultures as a
space where cultural elements are continually re-articulated and reconstituted.!” The proxi-
mate intermingling of colonized and colonizers in Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar sets up
conditions where hybridity—the constant transformations resulting from sustained cultural
interaction processes—was not homogenous or static, but varied and dynamic. Historically,
it has changed due to its geographic displacement and interaction between cultures, yet it
remains distinct in many aspects.

Other scholars called attention to the nuances of these colonial cities. Susan Neild Basu
and Swati Chattopadhyay challenge prevailing dualistic approaches. Neild Basu’s work on
how Madras moved beyond rigid boundaries demonstrates the importance of identifying
subtle changes in the dynamic cityscape.'® Chattopadhyay’s analysis of Calcutta points to a
tension between “Native” and “White” urban spaces.’ “By emphasizing the duality of
black and white,” she observes, “one misses the idea that the critical aspect of colonial cities
resided not in the clarity of this duality, but in the tension of blurred boundaries between
the two.”20 Both challenge the dominance paradigm and prompt a re-evaluation of colonial
urbanism.

As applied here, architectural heterogeneity and the cultural coding of hybridity seem-
ingly prevented European attempts to impose a single authoritarian encoding of space,
pivoting to create newer, pluralistic, eclectic, and hybrid spatial patterns. As argued by
Amar Acharaiou, this contextualized and historicized viewpoint should give us insights into
the complex nature of hybridity as a historical truth, a discursive practice, and a political
and ideological production.?!

During European penetration into the subcontinent, India was not a nation. The Mughal
Empire was crumbling fast, and many rulers were dispersed throughout India. No nation
existed, irrespective of their linguistic, religious, racial, and cultural differences.?? In short,
nationalism did not take root in India until the eighteenth century, unlike in Europe, where
nations had emerged based on territory, religion, language, and ethnicity since at least the
twelfth century.?

Diu’s Subversion of Dualism

Diu was one of India’s most eccentric Portuguese Empire showcases of architecture and
urbanism. The island was commissioned in 1534 to transfer the territory’s sovereignty from
the sultanate of Gujarat to the Portuguese Empire. The city located in the eastern extremity
of the island of Diu embodied the rationality of imperialism in its aesthetics (refined, func-
tional classicism), science (a healthy and ordered landscape), and politics (an authoritarian,
hierarchical society and a solid private realm).

Colonialism’s impact on the city was not systematic and continuous. After the seven-
teenth century, the city faced challenges adapting to the Portuguese Empire’s modernity.*
Diu became a prototypical “modern” subject on the margins of the established narratives
of European colonial urbanism in India.?> The material reality of these modern utopic
visions after the Enlightenment did not acquiesce to the will of the Portuguese Empire.

At the administrative, bureaucratic, and governance levels, Diu’s colonial landscape was
dominated by the older city to the west of the administration buildings. Set against the
neoclassical monumentalism of the governor’s palace and the sterile, geometric spaces of
the Torres Novas road (the urban structural axis of the “Portuguese/Catholic’ urban



settlement), Diu was an organic and dynamic space of tradition and community where the
Banyans, the Diuese urban elite of private merchants prevailed as a result of the commercial
opportunities created by colonialism. Urban life happened on congested and winding public
streets linking the Hindu, Jain, Muslim, Zoroastrian, and European Catholic communities.
Bereft of extensive sanitation and infrastructure built during the nineteenth century, Diu
was a haptic and sensory city of smells, sights, and cultural contact that bewildered and
delighted Portuguese and Gujaratis alike.?®

The historical record denoting “Gujarati” and “Portuguese/Catholic” urban settlements
implies perceived opposition between the Gujarati and the Europeans that might be over-
simplified as the binary “Black”/“White” towns. Instead, these territories demonstrate
Diu’s ethnic and cultural heterogeneity.?” The “Portuguese/Catholic” urban settlement
developed to the east, between the fort and the “Gujarati” urban settlement, which spread
concentrically from the gate’s wall. The former was intended to house the Portuguese,
Eurasian Indigenous Catholics, and the Parsi, while the latter was designed as the settle-
ment for the city’s Gujarati inhabitants.

The settlement patterns initially followed a hierarchical structure and order. As colonial
administrators, the Portuguese found managing Gujaratis through ascriptive private cor-
porate organizations essential.?® The councils of Banyan elders became an effective institu-
tional model for Diu’s communal government and a tool to strengthen each community’s
identity. The Banyans were the wealthiest ethnic group of Gujarati Diuese and resided in
the older part of Diu, the core of its Gujarati urban settlement. The colonial administration
of the city, including the customs house and court, was located north of the city in a river-
ine cluster of buildings. The distinct urban pattern between the “Portuguese/Catholic”
urban settlement and the “Gujarati” urban settlement characterized the subsequent change
in Diu.

Joao Gabriel Dechermont drew a map of Diu before February 1790 based on a survey
by Jodo Antdénio Sarmento from 1783 (Figure 16.1). The map suggests that both aspired to
indicate Diu’s urban duality, consisting of a division between the Portuguese and the
Gujarati, and a boundary between the private and the public. The map splits roughly in half
between dispersed colonial urban settlements and enclaves, and the city’s core with the
Gujarati urban settlement. The Gujarati and Portuguese divide was expressed in text on the
upper-left corner, “the curved dotted line divides the Christians from the gentiles.” The line
aimed to distinguish between the Portuguese, Catholic, and “White” domains and the
“threatening and heathen” Gujarati territory outside the fortress of Diu. The fort and espla-
nade buffer are visible to the east. The esplanade is encircled by a ring of “infrastructures
of colonialism,” including churches and a hospital. The dense network of interconnected
housing blocks to the west is surrounded by open space.

Its conceptual power stemmed from the Portuguese Empire and culture’s unwavering
acceptance of the cartographer’s framing of Diu and the consolidation of the map as pro-
viding an accurate, truthful, and—most importantly—unproblematic statement of the
physical and spatial environment concerning race, ethnicity, and religion. Thus, it exempli-
fies how colonial discourse maneuvered in the late 1700s, shifting and realizing that histori-
cal conflicts and spatial boundaries were established by recognizing racial, ethnic, and
religious tensions.

In addition to serving an administrative and functional purpose, it is an example of car-
tography, pinpointing, and surveying settlements with the unprecedented innovation of a



Plan of the Fortress and City of Diu, which by order of the Most Excellent Lord D.
Frederico Guillermo de Souza was drawn by Captain Engineer Jodo Antonio Sarmento
(Planta da Fortaleza e Cidade de Diu, Que por ordem do 1ll. Exmo. Senhor D. Frederico
Guillermo de Souza a tirou o Capitdo Engenbeiro lodo Antonio Sarmento), 1783,
Oporto Public and Municipal Library, Porto, Portugal, under reference C.M.&A., Pasta
24(35).

denoted line of apparent separation. The line transecting the city on a north-south axis was
a boundary between Diu’s subjects and space. The line creates a difference, even though the
Gujarati spoke Portuguese and adopted “western” discourse. The discrimination through
spatialization reinforced the Portuguese hold on power. As a result, the Gujarati were
simultaneously disowned and differentiated from the Portuguese, who were supposed to
become “like them.” The ambivalence used in creating the maps of Diu’s modernity was the
simultaneous operation of identification and disavowal.

This account reveals a colonial city seen through the eyes of a European elite. More than
a concept, the European and Gujarati separation was a physical entity restricted by notional
and natural spaces. The Gujaratis shaped the urban landscape with neighborhoods of caste
and occupation where retainers settled in private clusters around their patrons. These alter-
nate mappings of the city’s divisions show how people interpret, imagine, and experience
Diu. Contrastingly, the Portuguese lived in open and low-density environs between the
customs and the fort.

In Diu, as in other European colonial cities, the fort was physically separated, meaning
entirely outside the “Gujarati” urban settlement. It housed colonial officials, served as the



headquarters for colonial governance, and became central to the colonial administration.
This led to the development of Diu’s fort surrounding areas to support these needs with the
“Portuguese/Catholic” urban settlement. However, the fort inside Diu’s walls attracted
merchants, artisans, and laborers, leading to the growth of markets and commercial dis-
tricts such as the “Gujarati” urban settlement, the Bazaar and customs, and the Parsi neigh-
borhood (Figure 16.2).

The fort had social and cultural impact on Diu. The city’s planning and development
influenced its location. Roads, bridges, and other riverine infrastructure, as well as Catholic
churches, were built to connect it with other parts of the “Gujarati” urban settlement and
with the Gujarat hinterland. It was a symbol of power and authority, imposing first the
Islamic and later the western Renaissance architectural styles on the urban landscape, since
it was a hybrid product of architectural alterations of an Islamic fort. This imposition some-
times led to the displacement of local populations and the restructuring of urban spaces.

A print of a city as viewed from the water (Figure 16.3) is a typical composition of
colonial-era imagery of India. The drawing’s focus is the fortress. However, one can also see
the esplanade (non-aedificandi area), other buildings, while a small boat is shown in the
foreground. Other illustrations depict views of the fort, ramparts, and governor’s

Jacques Jacottet with Adolphe-Jean-Baptiste Bayot, View of Part of the City of Diu
Taken from the Ramparts of the City (Vue d’une partie de la ville de Diou prise des
Remparts de la Citadelle), lithograph, 27.8 x 39 ¢m, printed in Documents sur I’bistoire,
la géographie et le commerce de I’Afrique orientale (Paris: Arthus Bertrand, 1856), vol.
4, atlas, pl. 13, Portuguese Overseas Historical Archives, Lisbon, Portugal, ref. AHU_
ICONI_058_1, D. 654.



Eugene Cicéri, View of the East Part and the Fortress of the Island of Diu (Vue de la
partie est et de la forteresse de I’ile de Diou), lithograph, 24.5 x 40.2 cm, printed in:
Documents sur I’bistoire, la géographie et le commerce de I’Afrique orientale (Paris:
Arthus Bertrand, 1856), vol. 4, atlas, pl. 11, Portuguese Overseas Historical Archives,
Lisbon, Portugal. ref. AHU_ICONIi_058_I, D. 616.

mansions.?’ The churches, some large, overwhelming installations of buildings dating back
to the early seventeenth century, are situated in the proximity of the older suburbs of Diu.
Like flags of Christianity facing the East, they impinge on the urban landscape with white-
washed walls, classically orderly fagades, and elaborated hybrid orientalist ornamenta-
tion.’® The churches interrupt the potential for a dichotomous “Black”/“White” towns’
construction of Diu.?!

The buildings and their depiction indicate the colonizers’ interventions as clean, neat,
organized, controlled, and omnipresent, marking a tension between imposed order and the
actual complexities of terrain and culture. Diu’s unique position subverts the “Black”/“White”
towns’ dichotomy, calling for a more nuanced understanding of urbanism. This deeper
exploration reveals complexities that defy easy categorization.

Mapping Tranquebar

Before the Danes’ arrival, Tranquebar consisted mainly of fishermen’s huts and a few houses
inhabited by Portuguese and Muslim merchants. There were also pagodas, a mosque, and a
Catholic chapel. During the 1620s, the Danes erected a fort located south of the Tamil village
and christened it “Dansborg” (Figure 16.4). It housed the Danish East India Company employ-
ees, the fortification’s soldiers, and, later, the eighteenth-century Danish Asiatic Company.’?
The main building, practically unaltered until today, housed rooms for the governor,



East View of Fort Dansborg, Tranquebar, India, 1620 © Nuno Grancho, 2023.

merchants, and chaplain on the first floor, while the entire lower floor was a warehouse.?3
After the fort’s construction, Tranquebar rapidly expanded and doubled by 1650.

A clear urban settlement pattern emerged, and Tranquebar housed about 300 Europeans,
200 of whom were Danes. Europeans lived in foundation-walled houses in the streets near
Fort Dansborg and toward the fort parade ground. Colonial Tranquebar briefly comprised
King’s Street, from the land gate to the seashore, and Prince Jorgens Street, which runs
parallel behind it on the northern side of the city, and the now eroded Pile Road and Prince
Frederik’s Street, closer to the coast. Additionally, Admiral Street, New Street, and the
southern side of Queen’s Street also appear as scattered and uneven grounds, especially near
the walls, where the Indian population lived.

After February 1733, a map of Tranquebar (Figure 16.5) was drawn in Copenhagen by
First Lieutenant Gregers Daa Trellund, who in 1715 was taught how to illuminate plans of
fortresses, proportion maps, and lay them out in both large and small format. There are three
extant copies of the same map. The Royal Danish Library copy reproduced here has car-
touches with neatly and regularly written keys, and includes letter designations on the left and
number designations on the right. The two cartouches flank a n i nsignia-s tyle m edallion
capped with a crown and framed by two vertical columns, each balancing on a cannonball
and resting on a plinth inscribed with the motto “Deo et Populo (God and the People).” The
depth of coloring enlivens the rendering indicating clear contours harmoniously rendered.

Strictly speaking, the source value of the Trellund map is nominal; it does not show how
Tranquebar was in 1733. However, it is an attempt to show an apparently distinguished
Danish town in the East Indies. A draft of Tranquebar from a publication from the 1690s
was sent to Trellund in 1733.3* He functioned as an illuminator and possibly also as a copy-
ist. Trellund’s map includes inaccurate details, such as fortifications and dimensions. It
lacks extant structures in 1733, such as the church of Zion (1701), and the New Jerusalem
church, built by the Mission in 1717. Trellund’s map portrays a beautiful, orderly, crowded
city, drawn up as propaganda for the Asiatic Company. It features street names common to
most Danish market towns that mark the position as north or east (Norregade, Ostergade),
royalty (Kongensgade, Dronningensgade), or descriptive as new or ramparts (Nygade,
Voldgade). At first glance, Trellund’s map is reminiscent of the contemporary model of
Copenhagen that stands today at Copenhagen’s City Museum.



Gregers Trellund, Map of Tranquebar with Dansborg, 1733, 111.2 x 177.1 cm, Royal
Danish Library, Denmark, KBK Gamle danske besiddelser, Trankebar-0-1733, Shelf
mark: Kortskab 2C, 2.

Census records add detail to the visual. They indicate that religion trumped ethnicity as
the primary marker of differences among the colony’s inhabitants and reveal segregation
and intermixing across Tranquebar. In 1706, the first Protestant missionaries arrived in
Tranquebar, and their evangelizing and teaching activities soon made an unmistakable
mark on the city. In the north, the housing became more mixed. In Admiral Street, 14
Christian households are recorded. Four of them had heads with European names, and of
these, three can be identified as seamen; four were Indians connected with the mission; four
were Indians from the Catholic congregation of the city, and, finally, two Indians have been
entered, one of whom it is added was a poor wretch and that several poor people inhabited
the house. The Catholics of Tranquebar were predominantly Portuguese or were of
Portuguese origin.3¢

The Tamils were locally situated based on faith. Hindus were by far Tranquebar’s largest
demographic and occupied most of the city, mainly to the northeast. They inhabited Queen’s
Street, Goldsmith Street, Perumal Kovil Street, some parts of Admiral Street, and close to the
most important Hindu temple, Masilamani Nathar. The Masilamani Nathar Temple dates
from at least 1300, and, 200 years later, was counted among the 11 most important places
for trade across the Bay of Bengal. About half of the Tamils were designated as “Malabar,”
a shared label for Indigenous population on the east coast of India regardless of religion.
Chetti Street and Troquedor Street suggest that wealthier Cheiti merchants and money
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changers lived to the south, close to the Danish urban settlement. Seventy-one households
were occupied by pintadors, making them Tranquebar’s largest occupational group and tes-
tifying to the importance of the textile trade.’” Tamil Muslims inhabited an equally vital area
in the central western part of Tranquebar. On the other side of Admiral Street, around the
mosque and in the northwest of the city, was the Muslim neighborhood, comprising Muslim
Street, Maraicar Street, Nagutha Street, and the northern end of Queen’s Street.

Although Fort Dansborg continued to have official residence status, it gradually became
customary for the Governor to stay in a private house in the city, which would later become
the Governor’s house.?® The new Governor’s residence was built in a neoclassical “European
style” but with modifications to suit the hot and humid climate. The original deed of sale
describes the house as “a dwelling house with several Godowns Offices & Garden & other
Grounds.”?° European houses typically had four to five rooms. Most had a garden or court-
yard at the back, and a small number were built on two floors. In the back, the houses had
godowns, which functioned as storehouses for food and alcohol imported from Europe.

The social hierarchies underlying colonial urbanism continued to carve out spaces of
focus and to inscribe detached disciplinary zones. Unlike the British dual-city model, segre-
gation in the mid-eighteenth-century colonial Tranquebar was far more complex than the
impression conveyed by a model of hermetically bounded urban worlds for the colonizer
and colonized. The strategies devised under late Danish imperial rule demonstrate how
colonial urbanism incorporated differently configured parts of the city into unitary schemes.
No strict separation happened between the Europeans and the Tamil population, and non-
Christian communities were allowed to reside within the city walls.

Planning Pondicherry

Puducherry, a fishing and weaving village, had been a thriving port of trade with Southeast
Asia.® It was unique among Tamil urban settlements in that it was constructed on the coast
rather than inland, which suited the French for their seaborne trade.*! Sher Khan Lodi,
governor of Valikondapuram, had ceded the city to Benoit Bellanger de Lespinay in 1672
in exchange for French financial and military support against the Dutch and their allies, the
sultan of Golconda, on the condition that they would respect the customs and traditions of
the Tamil people.*

The Dutch redesigned Pondicherry. Archival plans show that they wanted to make
Pondicherry their main settlement on India’s Coromandel coast (Figure 16.6). From 1693
to 1699, they painstakingly planned an urban settlement on Pondicherry’s western out-
skirts, with a geometric layout of blocks of houses separated by straight streets intersecting
at right angles. This corresponds almost entirely to Pondicherry’s modern plan and today’s
urban layout.

The Dutch set the framework for a separation based on religion between the Tamil and
the European urban settlements and planned a distribution of the Tamil communities. The
Dutch were familiar with and knowledgeable about the Indian social structure. They
intended to settle the Tamil weavers, craftspeople, and high caste Brahmins to the north of
the Upper River close to their temple on the location of the Mission Press, and the mer-
chants (Komuttis, Chettis, Kavarais), farmers (Reddis, Pallis, Vellalas), and the remaining
craftspeople to the south.*® The southern land south of the Upper River, covered at the time
with fields, groves, and gardens, was also included.
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Plan of the Fortress and Town Poedechery as It Is Currently Being Built, November 20,
1694, National Archives, The Hague, Foreign map collection, Leupe, VEL 1098.

Pondicherry became the jewel of France’s Asia, the only “colonie” (as opposed to a “comp-
toir” (counter)) and the only place with an architectural program that rivaled, if not exceeded,
that of its prosperous French American colonies.** The Compagnie Francaise des Indes
Orientales (CIO) established its factory in Pondicherry in 1674.4 Though the French came
primarily for trade, conversion to Christianity and political indoctrination were secondary
activities. The Capuchin brothers and the Jesuits were the first religious orders to set up mis-
sions. In 1693, during their occupation of the city, the French devised a gridiron plan of the
western Tamil urban settlement to attract merchants and artisans: a utopian weaving city. In
1699, Frangois Martin sent a report to the CIO recommending religious tolerance with
Hindus. The French were given the land for Pondicherry under the condition that they
maintain religious freedom assured to all society in 1816. However, preferential treatment
was given to converted Christians.

As Gwendolyn Wright has explained, idealistic private individuals like Martin and
Joseph-Francois Dupleix shaped French colonial policy in the eighteenth century. The city’s
gridiron plan and its elegant and restrained European private residential style reflected the
desire to promote prestigious architectural projects, notably France’s willingness to adver-
tise itself as a place of high culture while meeting the more practical needs of the colonists
and the colonized alike.*¢ The ostentatious design of Dupleix’s Government House,
destroyed in 1761, mirrored what had been the ambitious French idea to colonize
India. The failure was echoed in the subdued design of the new Government House.
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The separation of the Europeans from the Tamil settlement demonstrated the French policy
of public non-interference and allowed Indigenous quarters to reflect Tamil social divisions.
The location of Christian missions and French schools served the colonizer’s policy of
Christian conversion and education to attend the private French interests. Changes after
1815 reflected a more settled period of French administration, as Pondicherry became
merely a center of trade on Coromandel’s coast of India.*”

Because of Pondicherry’s isolation, the French depended seriously on the Tamils for
the colony’s rule and development. It made sense for the French to maintain good rela-
tions with them, since they were vastly outnumbered and did not have the money or
manpower. As an occupying minority, non-interference in caste and the promotion of
good relations came to be reflected in Pondicherry, particularly in constructing a canal
that separated a Tamil town, organized along traditional caste lines, from a European
town. The population was settled as follows: along the seashore, the French lived in a
small rectangular fort (Fort Barlong) in brick houses built toward the sea; the Tamils
were distributed to the north of the present Bharati Park, and mainly consisted of weav-
ers and artisans of the five castes (kammalar), carpenters, masons, etc.; to the south, there
were trading castes and Muslims, with two mosques and one graveyard near Baslieu
street; and at both edges, there were fishermen and o utcasts; on the western tract—
today’s Puducherry—artisans settled along irregular lanes. This dispersion indicates that
the eastern part of Pondicherry was mainly inhabited by Tamils and not a “French/
Catholic” urban settlement. Tamils mainly inhabited it, and in 1693, after 20 years of
French occupation, Pondicherry’s streets or lanes followed an irregular pattern with no
shape or symmetry.*

Modern-day Pondicherry was laid by the Dutch and adapted by the French. The French
urban settlement along the coast retained the pre-1693 settlement’s slightly uneven
streetscape. The fort did not clearly demarcate the “Tamil” and “French/Catholic” urban
settlements. People of non-Christian religions under French colonial rule shared the same
space, which the French would later separate by a canal as a “cordon sanitaire.” The grid
plan played a crucial role, enabling Pondicherry’s effective colonization, which expanded in
the eighteenth century.®

Since the Dutch had the project to move the Tamil community to the west of the settle-
ment, the Dutch, not the French, were responsible for creating the grid pattern of
Pondicherry. They also initiated the idea of separating the Tamil settlement from the
European houses. This undertaking was unfinished when the Dutch left Pondicherry four
years later. Only the northwest corner of the new city was inhabited, and farming continued
to be practiced on the entire tract south of the Upper River.

By 1721, Pondicherry almost stretched the limits of the old Dutch plan.’® The French
managed to carry out this by forcing the inhabitants to build rectangular blocks separated
by lines intersecting at right angles, except for the Muslim neighborhood. The separation
between Europeans and Tamils remained a deliberate policy for almost a century after
Pondicherry’s founding. The French may have refrained from interfering with the social
structure of the Tamil portion of the colony, which is a possible explanation.

Comparison and Conclusion

Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar are idiosyncratic European colonial cities—unstudied
together and compared. The blurred separation between the private and public spaces
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inhabited by Europeans and non-Christians had implications for their social, economic,
and political lives. Europeans, Gujaratis, and Tamils shared a “contact zone” that broke
down partialities and promoted tolerance.!

They offer alternate readings. Here, walls were not only physical structures but also tools
of colonial governance, shaping the social and urban landscapes. Europeans were placed in
the more fortified parts of the city. Still, Indigenous populations were not merely relegated to
the peripheries: the colonizer/colonized boundaries were blurred, and their connection was
ambivalent. People practicing non-Christian religions—Hindus, Jains, Muslims, and
Zoroastrians—shared urban space within the walls under the same and concomitant colonial
rule. The lack of strict separation manifested resistance and adaptation. This reveals a contra-
diction inherent in the production and exercise of colonial authority. It shows that the spatial
patterns were much more complex than binary and retained a remarkable presence. It is a
form of ambivalence. As Homi K. Bhabha argues, by adopting, imitating, mocking, and sub-
verting the dominant essentialist ideology of the empire, there is a “third space” that “terror-
izes authority” and enables the colonized to escape the binary relationship of colonist/
colonized and center/periphery: “the ambivalence at the source of traditional discourses on
authority enables a form of subversion, founded on the undecidability that turns the discur-
sive conditions of dominance into the grounds of intervention.”>?

Beyond the processes of making the built environment, including both obvious western
stylistic influences on local architecture, but also more insidiously, the colonial govern-
ment’s power to selectively read the cultural landscapes created by local inhabitants, ren-
ders the landscapes of the latter as potentially inconsequential. Who claimed ownership of
private and public space? Was there any litigation in this respect? Was there evidence of
clustering of settlements in this respect? How did Europeans become “White” when they
were amongst visibly “composite” populations, as a term denoting hybridity, multiples,
and as a collectivist effort by many cultures rather than any monocultures, is a question?
The “displaced,” then, refers to notions of being out of place and, like Edward Said writes
in Out of Place, something irrecoverable, a feeling of dissonance, and an inability of finding
your identity in one particular place.’?

Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar had no boundary between the existing and newly
built European settlements. These cities comprised a fort inhabited exclusively by Europeans,
an esplanade, and “Black”/“White” urban settlements, all within a wall, inhabited both by
Europeans and Tamils/Gujarati. The European urban settlement was near the fort, while
the non-European communities were further away. The layout reflected the colonizer/colo-
nized power dynamics, with the European urban settlement occupying a fundamental and
dominant position. But, unlike other colonial cities, no “Black”/“White” towns prescribed
urban settlement boundaries were drawn, and no social segregation existed. The absence of
regulated divisions allowed for a negotiation of urban space between the European and
Indigenous communities, and a more fluid and adaptive space.

The area within the perimeter wall created a comparable threshold between private and
public. However, Tranquebar and Pondicherry were built during the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, more than a century and a half after the establishment of the Portuguese
in Diu. The urban settlements within fortified walls inhabited by European Christians and
non-Christian communities formed an integrated spatial organization that allowed for cul-
tural exchange, interaction, and the development of hybrid identities.

The blurred boundaries of urban space challenged the balance between the colonizer and the
colonized and created opportunities for Indigenous contention, negotiation, and challenging of

14



colonialism. The colonized had a role in shaping the space they inhabited, and their pres-
ence within the fortified walls signified value for the colonizers. By showing how the colo-
nized resisted and adapted to colonialism, we can challenge the idea that they were solely
passive. This unique spatial arrangement challenges the conventional understanding of
European colonialism as a monolithic and hegemonic force, and sheds light on the colo-
nizer/colonized complexities and interactions.’*

The blurring of boundaries between “Black”/“White” settlements shaped the
architecture(s) and urbanism(s) of Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar. The coexistence
between the colonizer and the colonized likely contributed to a unique architectural style
and urban culture that blended European/Indigenous influences. The cohabitation of
Europeans and non-Christians enabled sharing knowledge, technologies, and trade prac-
tices. This led to the adoption of European spatial cultures by the Indigenous communities
and vice versa, showcasing the ability of the colonized people to adapt and assert their
agency within a colonial setting. The colonized population’s proximity to the colonial
administration allowed them to negotiate interests, voice concerns, and express grievances,
potentially influencing decisions and policies.>

Diu, Pondicherry, and Tranquebar challenge the bias that the European empires’ colo-
nial cities in India were merely places of oppression and exploitation. These cities were also
places of exchange, interaction, and complexity. A reliance on dichotomous structures in
colonial urban analysis raises questions about the true nature of colonial space, the actors
(individuals, groups, or institutions), their arguments, their positions and how they change
and progress over time, the private and public spaces they develop, and the potential for
blurred boundaries and hybrid architecture and urbanism that defy easy categorization.
European colonial powers had different colonial attitudes and behaviors in India, and a
combination of historical context, cultural factors, political considerations, and economic
interests influenced their approaches to constructing cities and social dynamics.
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