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Before technology linked all corners of the world one company carved out a niche in 
the global market, The Dutch East India Company. 

The Dutch East India Company, called the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie or 
VOC in Dutch, was a company whose main purpose was trade, exploration and 
colonization throughout the 17th and 18th centuries. It was created in 1602 and lasted 
until 1800. 

Founded in 1602, the Dutch East India Company flourished and survived for two 
centuries. The company, a combination of commercial organisations in various cities 
of Holland and Zeeland, traded both in Asia and between Asia and Europe. It was the 
first public company to issue negotiable shares and it developed into one of the 
biggest and most powerful trading and shipping concerns. The VOC ran its own 
shipyards. This spectacular trade with Asia made the Dutch Republic the world’s key 
commercial hub. 

The ruthlessness of the VOC in the East Indies allowed for them to create a virtual 
monopoly on the global spice trade, changing the international trade landscape and 
making globalization a reality. 
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Dutch presence on the Indian subcontinent: 

The Dutch , occasionally referred to as Netherlanders—a term that is cognate to the 
Dutch word for Dutch people, "Nederlanders"—are a Germanicethnic group native to 
the Netherlands. They share a common culture and speak the Dutch language. Dutch 
people and their descendants are found in migrant communities worldwide, notably in 
Aruba, Suriname, Guyana, Curaçao, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Australia, 
South Africa, New Zealand, and the United States. 

Dutch presence on the Indian subcontinent lasted from 1605 to 1825. Merchants of 
the Dutch East India Company first established themselves in Dutch Coromandel, 
notably Pulicat, as they were looking for textiles to exchange with the spices they 
traded in the East Indies.Dutch Suratte and Dutch Bengal were established in 1616 
and 1627 respectively. After the Dutch conquered Ceylon from the Portuguese in 
1656, they took the Portuguese forts on the Malabar coast five years later as well, to 
secure Ceylon from Portuguese invasion.  

Apart from textiles, the items traded in Dutch India include precious stones, indigo, 
and silk across the Indian Peninsula, saltpetre and opium in Dutch Bengal, and pepper 
in Dutch Malabar. Indian slaves were imported on the Spice Islands and in the Cape 
Colony. 

Abstract 
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In the second half of the eighteenth century the Dutch lost their influence more and 
more. In the famous Battle of Colachel (1741), Travancore king Marthanda Varma's 
army defeated the Dutch East India Company, resulting in the complete eclipse of 
Dutch power in Malabar. Although Dutch Coromandel and Dutch Bengal were 
restored to Dutch rule by the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1814, they returned to British 
rule owing to the provisions of the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824. By the middle of 
1825, therefore, the Dutch had lost their last trading posts in India 

 

 

Reconstruction of the VOC-era sailing ship ‘Batavia’ docked at  Bataviawerf  in 
Lelystad, Holland 

 Trade with the East: 

In Asia, the Dutch East India Company (VOC) built up a network of hundreds of 
bases: from simple offices and warehouses to massive commercial bulwarks. At the 
heart of the VOC’s Asian operation was Batavia (Jakarta) on Java. Batavia was 
established in 1619, when Jan Pietersz Coen captured the port of Jacatra. He had a 
huge fort built on the site (Batavia Castle) with workshops, warehouses and 
residences for company staff.  

Following the establishment of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), two or three 
fleets would sail each year from the Dutch Republic to Asia. Bigger ships were built 
for the voyage, to carry more people and more produce. It generally took eight months 
to reach the East Indies. Along the route, the VOC set up trading posts where ships 
could take on provisions for the next stage. Between 1602 and 1610, 8,500 people 
sailed to the East. The numbers soon rose in the 17th century and the 18th century. In 
1604, the Dutch East India Company (VOC) began trading in India. Along the coast 
from Surat to Calcutta, VOC factories and warehouses covered a far larger area than 
the company controlled in the East Indies archipelago. It was from the islands that the 
VOC obtained most of its spices: salt, pepper, nutmeg, cloves and cinnamon. India 
provided an ample supply of fabrics: silk and cotton. The finely decorated chintz 
(cotton) was especially popular in Europe, as was silk. Bengal opium was traded – in 
small quantities – on Java and occasionally in Europe. It was smoked as a recreational 
drug. Japanese produce included gold, silver, copper and porcelain. In Japan there was 
considerable demand for Indian silk. Silk, porcelain and tea were also traded in China. 
For a while, the VOC even traded in elephants in Asia. They were exported by the 
VOC from Ceylon (Sri Lanka). 
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Dutch Trade Routes, 17th Century 

The VOC played a crucial role in business, financial, socio-politico-economic, 
military-political, diplomatic, ethnic, and exploratory maritime history of the world. 
In the early modern period, the VOC was also the driving force behind the rise of 
corporate-led globalization, corporate power, corporate identity, corporate culture, 
corporate social responsibility, corporate governance, corporate finance, and financial 
capitalism. As a transcontinental employer, the company was an early pioneer of 
outward foreign direct investment at the dawn of modern capitalism. With its 
pioneering institutional innovations and powerful roles in world history, the company 
was considered by many to be the first major, first modern, first global, most valuable, 
and most influential corporation ever. In terms of military-political history, the VOC, 
along with the Dutch West India Company (WIC/GWIC), was seen as the 
international arm of the Dutch Republic and the symbolic power of the Dutch Empire. 
The VOC was historically a military-political-economic complex rather than a pure 
trading company (or shipping company). In terms of exploratory maritime history of 
the world, as a major force behind the Golden Age of Dutch exploration and 
discovery (ca. 1590s–1720s), the VOC-funded exploratory voyages such as those led 
by Willem Janszoon (Duyfken), Henry Hudson (Halve Maen) and Abel Tasman 
revealed largely unknown landmasses to the western world. In the Golden Age of 
Netherlandish cartography, the VOC navigators and cartographers helped shape 
geographical knowledge of the modern world as we know them today. The 
commercial networks of Dutch transnational companies, like the VOC and GWIC, 
provided an infrastructure which was accessible to people with a scholarly interest in 
the exotic world. 

The company was formed to profit from the Malukan spice trade, and in 1619 it 
established a capital in the port city of Jayakarta, changing the name to Batavia 
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(modern-day Jakarta). Over the next two centuries the Company acquired additional 
ports as trading bases and safeguarded their interests by taking over surrounding 
territory. It remained an important trading concern and paid an 18% annual dividend 
for almost 200 years. Statistically, the VOC eclipsed all of its rivals in international 
trade for almost 200 years of existence. Between 1602 and 1796 the VOC sent almost 
a million Europeans to work in the Asia trade on 4,785 ships, and netted for their 
efforts more than 2.5 million tons of Asian trade goods. By contrast, the rest of 
Europe combined sent only 882,412 people from 1500 to 1795, and the fleet of the 
British East India Company (EIC), the VOC's nearest competitor, was a distant 
second to its total traffic with 2,690 ships and a mere one-fifth the tonnage of goods 
carried by the VOC. The VOC enjoyed huge profits from its spice monopoly through 
most of the 17th century.  

 

Colonial India 

Decline of Dutch East India Company: 

By 1669, the company reached its peak of prosperity, with 150 trading ships 
transporting goods between ports in Asia and Europe. However, in the early 18th 
century, it suffered huge losses when the sugar market collapsed due to oversupply. 
Political instability in many of its trading areas was also disrupting the company’s 
trade. The losses became too great, forcing the company into bankruptcy. It closed in 
1798. 

Despite its achievements in the mid-1600s by 1670 the economic success and growth 
of the Dutch East India Company began to decline, starting with a decrease in trading 
with Japan and the loss of the silk trade with China after 1666. In 1672 the Third 
Anglo-Dutch War disrupted trade with Europe and in the 1680s, other European 
trading companies began to grow and increase the pressure on the Dutch East India 
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Company. Furthermore, European demand for Asian spices and other goods began to 
change around the middle of the 18th century. 

Around the turn of the 18th century the Dutch East India Company had a short 
resurgence in power but in 1780 another war broke out with England and the 
company began to have serious financial troubles.  

Despite its problems the charter of the Dutch East India Company was renewed by the 
Dutch government until the end of 1798. Later it was again renewed until December 
31, 1800. At this time though the powers of the company were greatly reduced and 
the company began to let go of employees and dismantle headquarters. 

The VOC was in business from 1602 to the early 1800s. In 1796, they began to collect 
debt and the Dutch government, who had been backing them before, could not pay it 
off. They finally went bankrupt in 1800, and the Dutch government collected all of 
the excess debt they left behind, 

There has never been a trade empire like the Dutch East India Company since. Some 
countries, such as South Africa, are still struggling to rid themselves of the violent, 
cruel legacy they left behind. 

Conclusion: 

Being one of the first multinational corporations in the world a lot needs to be learnt 
by businesses today on the complex business models and the well-structured 
organisational skills adapted by them. 

Without the VOC’s presence on the international stage, globalization would have 
been a more gradual process and multinational corporations would have been 
structured in a different manner. 
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