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Seaports had been an engine of urban growth since historical times. Ports in the Coastal 
Western India were especially important as they were instrumental in bringing a range of 
socio-economic, political and cultural influences. Ports cannot be merely viewed as a point 
where land and ocean routes converge, instead they require a more serous and complex view. 
Thus, ports, as strongly grounded entity on urban space of the region, reflect the entire gamut 
of processes that acts on the regional space. The changing status of ports in the regional urban 
landscape from pre-colonial to colonial era actually is a product of changing modes of 
production. On this backdrop, the present paper attempts to analyse the journey of ports in 
colonial Western India from the 17th to early 19th century. The paper argues that this journey 
is not just a result of physical geographical factors, but of the interaction of complex internal 
and external spatial factors, deeply rooted in the political and economic processes of colonial 
Western India.       
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1. INTRODUCTION: 
 
1.1 Traditional definitions of ports that underline only its physical entity, actually, provide a 
limited picture. Port is not just a point where land and ocean routes converge; it also has 
political and economic connotations. Port, as a strongly grounded entity on urban space of the 
region, reflects the entire gamut of processes that acts on the regional space. Rise of Surat, 
Cochin and Bombay in coastal Western India, for example, throws light on the transitional 
phases from pre-colonial cities turning into colonial cities. While the Mughal port city of 
Surat was completely integrated within the indigenous structure, Cochin, a port town, was 
divided between the Dutch and Indian administrators. On the other hand, Bombay was a 
village, growing into a big port city, under the aegis of the British. Their journey from the 
17th to early 19th century reflects the dynamism of the interaction of internal and external 
factors in political and economic processes (Karmarkar and Banerjee-Guha, 2000).  
 
1.2 Port cities in the pre-colonial period prospered due to their location and productive 
hinterlands and they were thoroughly merchants’ cities. Merchants were assured of their 
security and fair treatment in these cities. In contrast, colonial port cities of the late 18th 
century had their locations systematically chosen. The Europeans settled within easy reach of 
the areas of production and markets, to use the existing infrastructural networks and the ports 
(Braudel, 1979). Secondly, these cities exerted their influence on the land rather than on the 
Indian Ocean (Pearson, 2003). They became the entry points for industrial products from the 
West and exit points for raw materials from the East. In maritime terms, they were the 
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gateways into the maritime world as well as the nodal points of the interlocking system that 
comprised it (Broeze, et al, 1986). These port cities brought the coastal regions into focus. 
Ahmad (1999) argues that the heartland of India from Lahore to Patna and from Agra to 
Ujjayini lost its former glory due to the significance gained by the coastal regions. Actually, 
it was the period of a shift from heartland cities to coastal or port cities. The cities in the 
classical heartland came under domination of the colonial port cities. The status of ports thus 
underwent a radical change in the late 18th century. 
 
2. RISE OF THE COLONIAL PORT CITIES 
 
2.1 Rise of the colonial port cities was not natural or chance–directed. These were 
particularly chosen to serve the objectives of the colonial empire. Their eminence was at the 
cost of the decline of other major urban centres in the region. Imperialism was the major 
driving force behind these changes, deciding how one port be privileged at the expense of 
another (Pearson, 2003). The above design was systematically followed in other colonies of 
the empire. The rise of Mombassa, for example, was instrumentalised through the fall of 
other East African ports. Similarly, Colombo took over Gale, Durban over Cape Town, 
Jakarta over other ports of Java, Singapore over Malacca, Calcutta over Hugli and 
Murshidabad and finally Madras over a host of traditional ports in Coromandel (Pearson, 
2003). It has been argued that Bombay triumphed over Surat in the same way. However, 
Surat had specific reasons of decline and Bombay was not at all important during the era of 
Surat’s decline. The silting port of Surat with insecure merchants had already lost the 
potentials required to become a colonial city. Rise of Bombay rather became a direct cause 
for decline of cities in the Malabar and undoubtedly the Konkan (Karmarkar, 2005, 2007). It 
happened because imperialist expansion largely depended on trade and hence got associated 
to the changing status of the ports.  
 
2.2 Nightingale (1970) argues that mercantile motives largely determined East India 
Company’s policy, directing its annexations and shaping its administration of the annexed 
lands. To be more precise, the motives of private British traders used to follow the 
Company’s policies for which Nightingale (1970) refers to it as ‘the imperialism of the 
private trader’. She elaborately discusses how motives of the private traders shaped the 
policies of the Bombay Presidency in connection to the Malabar. The ports at which private 
English shipping became established from the mid–17th century were those which already 
had the highly developed overseas trading network and vigorous Indian merchant 
communities with their own trading fleets (Marshall, 1987). All these were the ports that got 
transformed in the late 18th century as colonial cities. Bombay, thus, served the Gujarat, 
Konkan and Malabar Coast, Madras served the Coromandel and Calcutta became a major 
outlet for Bengal’s trade. The political economic motive of imperial expansion centred upon 
trade relations that consolidated as a causal factor of British expansion in India. Colonial port 
cities were the precursors of this expansion.   
 
3. CHANGING NATURE OF THE PORT CITIES  
 
3.1 In other words, the above shift, more precisely a transition to colonial urbanscape was 
mirrored in the changing nature of port cities. Firstly, the hierarchical status of the ports 
changed radically. The port cities in India, which had already representing an indigenous 
system, now, got incorporated in the world economy through a colonial system introduced by 
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the British. The colonial port cities were subjugated to the metropolitan rule and got reduced 
to a peripheral status in the international hierarchical network. Cities like Surat, for example, 
that had dominated the urban hierarchy of coastal Western India for long, became a tail ender 
in the global urban hierarchy.  
 
3.2 Secondly, the new ports now had much stronger commercial as well as political influence 
over the hinterland. On the maritime front, a colonial port city had to serve the colonial 
power. Bombay, for example, primarily had to cater to the needs of Britain. It was much 
different than Surat, primarily the merchants’ city, which expanded the markets all over the 
Indian Ocean region and catered to the demands of most of the littoral states. Bombay, on the 
other hand, was oriented to make more and more profit for Britain and to serve only her 
demands. It thus did not cater to the entire oceanic network of the Indian Ocean (Das Gupta, 
1987b). Accordingly, unlike Surat, Bombay headed the administration of its hinterland 
(Arasaratnam, 1986), so as to dictate its terms.  
 
3.3 Change in the nature of shipping and its requirement was the third significant 
development. The private British trade in these new ports was gathering momentum and it 
was necessary for these cities to develop the fullest capacity to handle the voluminous and 
other trade related aspects. Better ports were actually required to handle bigger ships 
(Pearson, 2003). New ports became a necessity to facilitate increased movement of people 
and especially of goods. British engineers during this time experienced considerable 
difficulties in the process of ‘updating’ these open ports, like Madras and estuarine ports like 
Calcutta. Bombay, however, had an advantage of a natural harbour. Surat, as mentioned 
earlier, due to the silting of River Tapi had lost its potentials to serve the colonial empire.  
 
4. CHANGING PORTS AND THE DISTURBED WORLD OF INDIAN MERCHANTS 
 
4.1 Last but not the least, changing nature of the ports had also disturbed the world of Indian 
Ocean merchants. Earlier continental states of the littoral regions took minimal interest in 
trade and designed separate administration for the ports in order to enhance tax collection. It 
may be recalled that the earlier coastal cities had been dominated by the merchants and not by 
the rulers. The changing Indian Ocean trading network in the 18th century gave rise to 
fragility of these merchants. Maritime trade of the port and its political rule had been two 
separate issues during the Mughal Empire. It was the first time that political and economic 
motives came together that led to growth of cities. The earlier partnership relation established 
by the British with the indigenous merchants now turned into a dominance-dependence 
relation. Independent trade of the merchants that had once competed with the British trade 
was systematically eliminated. The Indian merchant of this period was a fragile community, 
thoroughly dependent on the external economy (Das Gupta, 2001) and exposed to a coastal 
line that was gradually becoming authoritarian over the hinterland.  
 
4.2 It will not be inappropriate to mention here that India did not have formally constituted 
cities in the Western sense of the term, resting upon explicit royal charters, claiming 
privileges and exercising jurisdiction (Das Gupta, 1981). Following the decline of the 
indigenous cities, the newly emerging port cities of the 18th century started representing cities 
of Western construction. These cities were not developed for only consolidating the political 
power or to establish a commercial enterprise, but to create the image of an ‘Empire’ that lay 
in the mechanism of actual subjugation and a feeling of subjugation of indigenous territories 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN2249-9598, Volume-II, Issue-III, May-June 2012 

 

 

 

w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N 2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  Page 132 

and culture. The latter generated a rebellion in mid–19th century that received strong cultural 
response or ‘inquilab’ as Ray (1998) puts it. The response also came through literature in the 
form of a brand of poetry, marking the late Mughal period (mid-18th century), called the 
‘Shahr–i–Ashob’ or ‘Town in Lament’. It readily became a part of the urban cultural ethos 
articulating the decline of once prosperous Mughal towns and the subsequent rise of colonial 
port cities. It was a time, the poets complained, when everything had been ‘turned upside 
down’ and all were subject to ‘the impression of changing fortune’. The flippant (imprudent) 
art of love, cultivated by cavaliers and courtesans in the decaying Mughal towns, was 
coloured by the uncertainty of future (Ray, 1998) as follows: 
 

‘I told her the story of my heart: she listened for a while, and said 
I have to go. But you can stay; sit there and go on with your tale.’ 
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