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Abstract  

This study examines Bombay’s 18th-century transformation through Alexander Hamilton’s 

accounts, challenging narratives that attribute its rise solely to geography. Instead, it highlights the role of 

British colonial policies, maritime trade networks, and indigenous agency in shaping the city’s urban and 

economic landscape. Using an interdisciplinary approach, the research explores colonial governance, 

trade monopolies, and infrastructural developments that redefined Bombay as a strategic imperial hub. By 

critically reassessing Hamilton’s writings alongside economic and visual records, this study offers a 

nuanced perspective on Bombay’s evolution under colonial rule.  

Keywords: Bombay; Colonialism; Maritime Trade; Urbanization; Alexander Hamilton; British Empire; 

Economic Transformation 

 

 

Introduction 

 The period from the 16th to 19th centuries witnessed a dramatic reshaping of the coastal 

geography of western India, marked most notably by the economic prosperity of Bombay as a major 

urban center and the decline of previously prominent regional cities. This research examines the 

transformation through the documentary record of Alexander Hamilton, an early 18th century Scottish 

voyager. In contrast to traditional narratives that treat Bombay’s ascent as inevitable given its natural 

harbor and geography, a close analysis of Hamilton’s account provides evidence for a more complex set 

of historical forces underlying this shift, especially the workings of colonial power.  

 

Situating Bombay’s trajectory within the broader regional transformations of the era illuminates the 

interplay of economic and political factors in spurring the city’s growth. While geographical 
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considerations did contribute, an examination centered on colonial statecraft, maritime trade networks, 

local participation, and standardization in the entire Deccan with the Bombay, and urban planning reveals 

critical forces of change emanating from the strategic imperatives of the empire. Crucially, this research 

also analyzes the diverse artistic representations of Bombay within the colonial visual record, uncovering 

European perspectives that imagined and portrayed the city in evolving ways that both reflected and 

actively constructed its rising prominence in the colonial mind. 

 

Ultimately, this study demonstrates how attending to on-the-ground documentary evidence and the 

multiplicity of historical voices capturing Bombay’s emergence provides a richer, more nuanced 

understanding of this important transformation in western India’s coastal geography. It underscores the 

need to look beyond simplified narratives and examine the economic foundations and contentious politics 

underlying the emergence of new urban spaces like Bombay during an era profoundly shaped by the 

cultural and material struggles of the empire. 

 

Bombay's colonial rise warrants scrutiny, driven by British policies favoring the city economically 

and strategically. The study explores the potential manipulation of regional power dynamics due to 

Bombay's significance. 

Moreover, this study critically examines Bombay's colonial transformation through an 

interdisciplinary lens, integrating postcolonial theory, urban studies, and historical analysis. Postcolonial 

theory illuminates imperial power dynamics and cultural politics, as evidenced by Said (1978), Bhabha 

(1994), and Anderson (2006). Simultaneously, urban studies lenses, influenced by King (1976) and 

Hosagrahar (2005), highlight planning, migrations, and spatial dynamics. 

The historical analysis, informed by Marshall (2003) and Arasaratnam (1995), delves into 

documentary evidence and statistical data, uncovering the drivers of Bombay's growth. These theories 

provide analytical frameworks, particularly Gupta's (2001) perspectives on power, discourse, and 

historical change. 

Building on recent departures from traditional narratives, this research utilizes an interdisciplinary 

approach to unpack the factors driving Bombay's growth under colonialism. It aligns with revisionist 

studies highlighting colonial state interventions, indigenous participation, economic restructuring, and 

discursive constructions as critical forces reshaping Bombay’s urban environment and regional 

prominence. 

Hamilton’s contemporary account serves as a unique on-the-ground perspective, supplemented by 

quantitative data to enrich the analysis of material processes underpinning Bombay’s ascent. This 

multidimensional approach aligns with recent scholarship emphasizing colonial cities as contact zones 

shaped by dialectics of power and negotiations between empire and colonized (Glover 2008). 

In challenging unidimensional interpretations, this study explores the interplay of factors across 

textual, visual, statistical, and material evidence. The multidimensional approach enriches understanding 

of Bombay's complex transformation beyond traditional narratives. Thus, the study sheds light on power 

dynamics, cultural shifts, and structural transformations, offering a nuanced understanding of Bombay's 

evolution from a colonial outpost to a metropolitan hub. 

By weaving together political, economic, social, and cultural dynamics, this study transcends 

narrow determinants. The critical reading of Hamilton's writings is central, supplemented by diverse 

evidence sources. Quantitative analysis enhances insights into urbanization patterns, trade dynamics, and 

colonial investments. This integrated approach provides a nuanced understanding of Bombay's evolution 

from a colonial outpost to a metropolitan hub, shedding light on power dynamics, cultural shifts, and 

structural transformations. 
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Reclaiming Texture and Nuance: A Revaluation of Hamilton's Account 

Alexander Hamilton (1688-1723), a Scottish voyager and trader, spent over a decade traversing 

India in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Joining the British East India Company at 16, he explored 

major ports and cities, immersing himself in local languages and cultures. In 1723, Hamilton published 

"A New Account of the East Indies," detailing India's diverse regions, including geography, agriculture, 

religions, and politics. Hamilton's account, shaped by his role as a European trader, offers detailed 

insights into urban landscapes, cultural encounters, and commercial dynamics. However, it carries biases, 

exemplified by Orientalist tropes and racialized categorizations (Markovits, 1994). Economically invested 

in promoting European trade, Hamilton advocates colonial interventions and emphasizes maritime 

commerce. Despite these biases, Hamilton shows openness to cultural exchange, learning regional 

languages, and acknowledging India’s complexity. His account provides experiential details and insights 

into the complexities of India’s political economy and urban spaces during a transformative period in the 

18th century (Furber, 1976). Reading critically, his observations unravel contested processes in British 

colonial expansionism.  

While Alexander Hamilton’s "A New Account of the East Indies" offers a valuable glimpse into 

18th-century Bombay, its colonial biases and Eurocentric leanings have often led to its marginalization in 

historical scholarship (Gupta, 2005). This study embarks on a critical reevaluation, reclaiming the texture 

and nuance often obscured by simplistic dismissals. Through a close reading of Hamilton’s observations, 

we delve into the complexities of Bombay’s transformation, navigating its evolving trade networks, urban 

landscapes, and social dynamics. By engaging with Hamilton’s account in dialogue with other primary 

sources and contemporary discourses, we uncover a multifaceted narrative that transcends Orientalist 

stereotypes and simplistic colonial narratives (Nechtman, 2010). This reevaluation aims to not only enrich 

our understanding of Bombay’s colonial history but also shed light on the contested processes and diverse 

experiences shaping British imperial expansion in India. 

Bombay's Geographical Advantages and Early Settlement 

Bombay was founded on the advantages of its natural harbor and coastal location on the western 

shore of India. The islands that became Bombay possessed a deep, sheltered bay ideal for anchoring ships 

and building port facilities (Mehta 2004). This geographic blessing contrasts with Surat further north, 

which lacked a suitable harbor and required ships to anchor offshore. Bombay's proximity to the Arabian 

Sea also facilitated access to maritime trade routes reaching east Africa, the Gulf, and Europe 

(Arasaratnam 1995).  

These natural factors attracted the British East India Company's interest in the islands as an 

alternative port to Surat (Kosambi 1993). The Company received possession of Bombay through the 

marriage of Charles II to Catherine of Braganza in 1661. However, the swampy, disease-ridden islands 

initially struggled to attract settlers from Surat. Early development was also set back by poor relations 

with indigenous groups and inadequate military preparations that allowed the islands to be briefly seized 

by the Sidis of Janjira in 1672 (Gupta 2006). 

The British moved rapidly to entrench their hands that resulted in the fortification and development 

of Bombay's islands as defending trading posts to consolidate their position. Initial construction of 

fortifications began under Gerald Aungier's direction as Bombay's second Governor from 1669-1677 

(Kosambi 1993). However, the Medhekar Committee estimates Bombay only possessed an irregular 

"castle wall" enclosing the town until the 1680s (Kooiman 1985).  

More substantial fortifications took shape under Charles Boone's governorship (1675-1679). Boone 

oversaw the project of enclosing the native town with a bastioned stone wall and erecting advanced works 

and outposts (Mehta 2004). This provided security for the growing numbers of merchants and warehouses 

clustering around the fortified trading factories. Bombay's fortifications would be repeatedly tested and 
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expanded to meet evolving threats, including the aforementioned Sidi attack of 1672 and later Maratha 

raids. Engineers like Henry Greenhill introduced strategic bastions like the Oyster Rock outpost. Bombay 

Castle served as the headquarters for the Admirals of the Navy Bombay Marine division. Investments in 

military infrastructure were thus crucial to enforce British dominance and secure commerce. 

The strategic imperatives of the British Empire were a key driver of Bombay’s early development. 

As Frykenberg notes, the East India Company instituted policies like tax breaks and land grants to attract 

merchants and skilled laborers to Bombay from Surat and other regional centers (Frykenberg, 2010). 

These measures, combined with extensive infrastructural investments and administrative standardization 

across the Deccan, integrated Bombay within Britain’s expanding maritime trade networks in the Indian 

Ocean region (Gupta, 2007). According to Mehta (2015), such policies exemplified the colonial state’s 

proto-capitalistic strategies to spur urban growth in port cities like Bombay. However, some scholars 

contend that geostrategic considerations outweighed purely economic motives, arguing that fortifying 

British strongholds against rival European powers was the prime objective behind many early 

development schemes (Andre, 1999). Nevertheless, for indigenous groups, colonial incentives provided 

new pathways for commercial participation and mobility despite extractive land policies, transforming 

Bombay into a prominent regional entrepôt by the mid-18th century (Chatterjee, 2012). 

As the commercial arm of British colonialism in India, the East India Company (EIC) was pivotal 

in transforming Bombay into a thriving colonial port city. Economically, the EIC designated Bombay a 

key Presidency city and developed it as an export hub for Indian raw materials like cotton and opium, 

bound for British markets (Lawson, 1993). Through infrastructural investments, customs regulations, and 

mercantilist policies, the EIC integrated Bombay into exploitative colonial commodity chains that 

nonetheless spurred the city’s trade volumes tenfold by the early 19th century (Chandavarkar, 1994). 

Politically too, the EIC concentrated tremendous authority in Bombay, stationing significant military 

assets and administrative officials there to project British power and influence regional power struggles 

(Gupta, 2018). However, some scholars note that the EIC’s commercial priorities at times complicated 

purely geostrategic calculations, necessitating negotiations with local merchant elites who participated 

extensively in Bombay’s maritime trade networks under EIC jurisdiction (Mehta, 2007). Nevertheless, as 

Subramanian (2019) concludes, the highly militarized mercantilism of the EIC was the fundamental force 

shaping Bombay’s urban landscape and regional economic geography during the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries.  

Hamilton recounts how the East India Company sought to monopolize maritime trade by enforcing 

control over merchant ships like the Carolina and dictating terms of exchange (Hamilton, 1723, p. 169). 

Their refusal to supply Siam's king with requested goods from the Carolina's cargo reveals the aggressive 

mercantilist agenda driving the Company's commercial activities and power relations with local 

authorities. As the Portuguese historian Subramanian (2019) describes, highly militarized trade 

characterized British imperialism's approach, often leading to clashes with indigenous groups over 

economic sovereignty. 

Hamilton's account also highlights how European private traders deployed in colonial wars, like the 

King of Siam's military endeavors, contributed to establishing British hegemony (Hamilton, 1723). As the 

East India Company consolidated its economic and political dominance, European officials increasingly 

regulated customs, fortified ports and projected military might to control key maritime trade routes 

(Gupta, 2018). Hamilton notes how factors like the English Chief at Siam, Mr. Pots, amassed power by 

exploiting commercial privileges and luxury lifestyles facilitated under colonial patronage (Hamilton, 

1723, p. 170). The Company's emerging control over ports allowed figures like Pots to accumulate wealth 

through corruption and extravagance, symptomatic of imperial trading regimes. 

However, Pots' eventual downfall and the Company's strained relations with Siamese authorities 

reveal the limits of colonial authority and indigenous resistance. The fire incident at the Siam factory and 
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subsequent conflict over accountability demonstrate the contested nature of the Company's expansion and 

local dissent against their exploitative practices (Hamilton, 1723). Such frictions laid the groundwork for 

periodic revolts against European dominance in port cities across the subcontinent (Nechtman, 2010). 

While Hamilton's account arises from his commercial travels in Siam, it evokes broader patterns in 

the changing political economy and urbanization of port cities like Mumbai under East India Company 

rule during this period. The centralization of maritime trade, infrastructural investments, and militarized 

mercantilism recounted in Hamilton's narrative resonate with Mumbai's own experience as it grew into a 

key regional entrepot in the 18th and 19th centuries (Markovits, 2008). Through Hamilton's voyager 

chronicle, one glimpses the complex regional forces and struggles underlying Mumbai's rise. 

Coercion not Consent: East India Company Extortion and Control in Early Colonial Bombay's 
Trade Economy  

Alexander Hamilton provides a revealing window into the commercial dynamics and power 

relations undergirding colonial trade in Bombay. In stark detail, Hamilton exposes the everyday 

mechanisms of coercion and extraction deployed by the fledgling Company to control indigenous 

merchants and accumulate wealth for English stakeholders. Far from establishing open markets or ethical 

partnerships, the early colonial trading apparatus took shape through force, fraud, and debt obscurely 

justified by the tyrannical prerogatives of imperialist commerce. 

Alexander Hamilton’s account provides sobering evidence of how Indian merchants like Perrin 

were dragooned into unfair trade dealings to suit the interests of the East India Company. By compelling 

local traders to “sign Bills of Loading for good well conditioned Goods” when the opposite was true, the 

Company was essentially formalizing and normalizing fraud and exploitation (Hamilton, 1820, p.17). As 

Torri describes, such practices enabled the Company to “dispose unsaleable commodities” by forcibly 

using Indian merchants as conduits, epitomizing the neo-imperialist economic system taking root (Torri, 

2015).  

Furthermore, the difficult choice between accepting rotten goods and cancellation of entire ventures 

indicates the gradual destruction of independent Indian merchant activity over time. As scholars like 

Pearson argue, this type of coercive monopoly “destroyed the initiative and enterprise of indigenous 

traders” by making coerced compliance a prerequisite for basic market access (Pearson, 1976). By 

stripping Indian traders of agency and substituting English commercial interests, the East India Company 

was laying the groundwork for supplanting once vibrant local merchant networks that sustained the Indian 

economy. 

Additionally, concerning is Hamilton’s note of the narrator taking 36% annual interest on the loan 

to Perrin, illustrating usurious debt obligations assimilating locals into dependent relationships. As 

Metcalf describes, such cycles of debt bondage to either the Company or other British merchants became 

an instrument for extracting surplus produce and labor from Indians, deepening colonizer control 

(Metcalf, 1995). The account thus intimates the early stages of the Company assembling an economic 

ecosystem designed to appropriate Indian wealth rather than facilitate inclusive, equitable growth. 

Weighting Systems in Bombay and the implications for trade and commerce: 

A major area of contention in early colonial Bombay revolved around conflicting systems of 

weights and measures. The flourishing indigenous bazaars had traditionally relied on variable village 

weights (tolas) for commodities like grain, cotton and bullion (Mehta, 1991). However, the East India 

Company sought standardization modeled on British yardsticks to ease long-distance trade, improve tax 

collection, and integrate Bombay with imperial networks (Barnett, 1999). This triggered intense debate as 

merchants resisted, arguing colonial standard weights symbolized encroachment on commercial 

autonomy while officials claimed chaotic traditional weights enabled fraud (Yang, 1998). By 1832, 
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tensions escalated over the raiyatwari land revenue policy with some Indian elites even calling for 

weights standardization as a bargaining tactic against unfavorable British policies (Washbrook, 1975). 

The protracted conflict ultimately resulted in the hybrid Bombay Customs Weights as a colonially 

mediated compromise, underscoring how struggles over measurements embodied deeper clashes over 

political economy. 

The imposition of standardized weights and measures drastically increased land revenue yields and 

customs duties accrued by the colonial state. By eliminating discrepancies between traditional and British 

yardsticks, the new Bombay Customs Weights expanded the taxable base for transactions in the Bombay 

Presidency by an estimated 12-15% (Deshpande, 2020). This provided extra income facilitating 

infrastructural projects like port expansions and motivation for further mercantilist extraction. However, 

high taxation also sparked grievances among peasant cultivators and Indian merchants, catalyzing protests 

against unfavorable terms of trade which intensified into the Indigo revolt in 1859-60 (Gadgil, 1971). To 

preempt further instability, the colonial government slowly reduced tariffs on export commodities over 

the late 19th century. Yet this policy balancing continued to privilege British trading interests, as most 

goods entering Indian markets remained heavily taxed and European enterprises in Bombay enjoyed 

extended tax holidays (Tomlinson, 1993).  

The weights and measures mentioned in the excerpt from Alexander Hamilton's "A New Account 

of the East Indies" (1723, p. 6) provide insights into the standardization and quantification of trade in 

Bombay (Mumbai) during the colonial period. These units were essential for facilitating commerce and 

assessing the value of goods exchanged.  

The units mentioned are: 

1. Sear: "1 Sear is 1 Maund" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6) 

2. Candy: "1 Candy 10} Ou. Averdupois" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6)  

3. Maund: "40 Sear 20 Maund" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6) 

The excerpt also notes that "DecanWeights are equal to BombayWeights" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6), 

suggesting a regional standardization of measurements. 

For precious metals like silver and gold, the units mentioned are: 

1. Ickery Pagoado: "48 Jettals" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6) 

2. Jettals: "33 ditto" (Hamilton, 1723, p. 6) 

These units were specific to measuring the weight of precious metals, which were crucial 

commodities in maritime trade. 

To demonstrate the significance of these weights in the context of trade and prosperity in Mumbai, 

we can analyze the volume of trade facilitated by these standardized measurements.  

For example, let's consider the trade in cotton, a key commodity that fueled Bombay's economic 

growth. According to historical records, Bombay exported an average of 100,000 bales of cotton annually 

by the mid-19th century (Gupta, 2018). Assuming each bale weighed approximately 3.5 Maunds (140 

Sears), the total weight of cotton exported annually would be: 

100,000 bales x 3.5 Maunds/bale = 350,000 Maunds  

Converted to Sears: 

350,000 Maunds x 40 Sears/Maund = 14,000,000 Sears 
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This substantial volume of trade, quantified using the standardized weights of Bombay, highlights 

the city's growing importance as a major exporter of cotton during the colonial era. The widespread 

adoption of these weights facilitated the measurement of trade flows, taxation, and commercial 

transactions, contributing to Bombay's prosperity as a thriving entrepôt connecting the Indian 

subcontinent to global markets. 

The imposition of the Bombay Customs Weights exemplified broader attempts by the colonial state 

to integrate systems of trade and governance. By the 1850s, hundreds of localized weight variations 

persisted, posing barriers for large merchant houses and European enterprises aiming to tap into regional 

markets (Jain, 2011). Hence, push towards coherence reflected not only administrative motives of 

colonial rulers but lobbying by Indian creditor communities and Parsi industrialists favoring 

homogenization to widen market access (Goswami, 1985). However, as Yang (1990) highlights, 

promoting system integration through standard weights also held political symbolism by extending the 

infrastructural power of the Raj. Destroying traditional conventions allowed reshaping business on 

modern "rationalist" lines that could be more easily surveilled and controlled. Such interplays of 

economic convenience and political strategy meant integration was often coercively implemented against 

ground realities, triggering conflicts with landed and merchant communities. 

The integration of weight systems enabled an exponential increase in regional commodity flows 

passing through Bombay by the mid 19th century. Standard weights and currency dealings set in motion 

economies of scale, allowing European managing agency houses and Marwari-Gujarati brokerage 

networks to dramatically expand trade in cotton, opium, grain and raw materials (Tripathi & Chandra, 

2016). The establishment of banks and exchanges like the Bombay Commodity Exchange Ltd in 1883 

also strengthened futures trading and hedging activities based on standardized contracts (Swamy, 2014). 

Such developments revolutionized the functioning of inter-regional markets, as agents leveraged scale 

efficiencies and financial instruments afforded by coherence in weights and measures. However, scholars 

argue that pre-existing indigenous trade networks had already expanded substantially in the 18th century 

Deccan prior to weight standardization in the 1830s (Gupta, 2018). Hence the causal interlinkages 

between weight integration and Bombay’s commercial boom remain nuanced, indicative of both colonial 

state policies and undercurrents of regional market dynamics.   

Early Governance structures in Bombay and Analyzing the Role Played by Native Corporate 
institutions: 

The growth of Bombay from fishing hamlets into a major colonial port city was enabled not only 

by British state expansion, but by the participation of indigenous elites in proto-corporate bodies. As 

Neild-Basu notes, Khandeshi merchants and Pathare Prabhu scribes and administrators operated 
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municipal affairs in the 17th century Bombay through the Court of Judicature and Court of Directors 

(Neild-Basu, 2018). While the British gradually sidelined these early municipal partly autonomous 

institutions, their financial management and civic policies set important precedents on self-gov Here is a 

draft paragraph discussing the expansion of the colonial bureaucracy and its control mechanisms in 

Bombay and analyzing how these developments affected governance: 

From the late 18th century, the East India Company dramatically expanded its bureaucratic 

apparatus to govern Bombay, employing European and Indian officials across the revenue, legal, police 

and maritime agencies. This growing bureaucracy wielded extensive authority bolstered by enforcement 

capacity and meticulous record-keeping functions like the Bombay Census operation established in 1866 

(Kidambi, 2007). It enabled intrusive surveillance mechanisms over Indian society using censuses and 

intricate registering processes to codify identities and administer coercive population controls. The 

bureaucracy also staffed institutions like the Bank of Bombay and Cotton Trade Association to steer 

economic policies favoring British interests. Thus the cornerstone of British control was the sprawling 

colonial administration that profoundly reshaped governance in Bombay from 1800-1900 by 

concentrating power in imperial hands. Even initiatives like the establishment of the Bombay Municipal 

Corporation in 1865 served more to strengthen bureaucratic oversight over civic issues rather than 

empower local self-rule (Hazareesingh, 2009).  

The governance structure of Bombay played a key role in its economic ascent. As Captain 

Alexander Hamilton observed, in 1709 the East India Company decided that Bombay and Fort St. George 

would be “under the Management of a Governor and Council” (Hamilton, 1820). The company leaders in 

England believed this model allowed them to better “promote their own Creatures, as well as their own 

Interest” (Hamilton, 1820). This statement is highly indicative of the corrupt practices employed by the 

East India Company. By appointing their own “creatures” to positions of power, they were effectively 

able to rig the whole administration in their favor. The Governor and Council were often little more than 

puppets of the Company's directors in England. They implemented policies exclusively geared towards 

advancing the financial position and trading monopolies of the East India Company, with no 

consideration for the welfare of the local population. For example, through political maneuvering and co-

opting local elites, the Company secured extended preferential tax rates and exemptions to consolidate 

their stranglehold over Bombay's trade.    

Over time, this allowed the East India Company to consolidate its control over the lucrative trade 

flows in and out of Bombay. With a captive local market and compliant administration acting at its behest, 

Bombay was primed to prosper simply as a conduit where the Company could maximize exploitation of 

trade, labor and natural resources between India and Britain. The broader Indian economy received little 

boost. Thus, while the governance reforms of 1709 set the stage for Bombay’s dramatic ascent, they did 

so primarily by rigging the system to disproportionately benefit the East India Company. The Company 

was able to mold Bombay as a center of commerce and colonial rule that advanced its own imperialist 

designs above all else. 

Bombay as Depicted in Colonial Era Art 

Bombay’s transition from an obscure group of Portuguese islands to the thriving port city of British 

India was fueled by its emergence as a center of global commerce. As biographer Gillian Tindall 

describes, Bombay rapidly became “the largest city east of Suez till you came to Tokyo, and the largest in 

the British Empire after London” (Tindall, 2009, p.57). Analysis of artistic representations from the 17th 

through 19th centuries demonstrates how images of the city paralleled its growth into a cosmopolitan 

trading hub interconnecting both East and West. 

Early European depictions emphasized exotic fantasies over accuracy, with fanciful embellishments 

of sites like Bombay Castle and the Portuguese Cathedral (Dehejia, 2008). As the British East India 
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Bombay 1731, Oil on canvas, 81 x 132 

cm. Image Courtesy: Public Domain 

Company expanded its footprint in the 18th century, realism emerged in vivid harbor scenes conveying 

the “cotton boom” and shipping traffic driving Bombay’s prosperity (Metcalf, 2007, p.96). Artists 

balanced colonial civic monuments with the indigenous temples and bazaars that defined this global 

entrepot. By the Victorian era, Bombay was captured as an epitome of colonial confidence and 

commercial success – with its lavish architecture and institutions contrasted against the Indian masses 

flowing through its markets and docks (Tindall, 2009). These artistic perspectives mirrored Western 

attitudes on the civilizing power of free trade and the Raj’s economic mission. 

 

As such, artistic representations of Bombay from the early colonial period to the height of the 

British Empire document the city’s emergence as a vibrant global trade hub at the cross-currents of East 

and West. Underlining Bombay’s enduring status as India’s “door to the East with its face to the West” 

(Tindall, 2009, p.57). The evolution of these images also underscore how the prospects and identity of 

this city have been continually renewed by succeeding waves of commercial exchange across its harbor. 

 

This study's core findings complicate dominant narratives of inevitable geographical determinism 

underlying Bombay's ascent within the changing economic landscape of Western India under British 

colonial rule (Mehrotra, 1976). While undoubtedly benefiting from natural harbor features, detailed 

analysis of primary source documents highlights the decisive role of colonial state policies, political 

power relations with indigenous elites, global capital flows, and shifting cultural imaginaries 

underpinning this transition (Gupta, 2018). Quantitative evidence synthesized with qualitative 

contextualization demonstrates how strategic infrastructural investments, demographic engineering, 

JOHN STRICKLAND GOODALL 

 

A Busy Street Scene Near Jama Masjid 

Mosque, Bombay Ink, graphite and 

gouache on paper/pasted on paper and 

pasted on Masonite board, 28 4X 43.2 cm. 

 

. Image Courtesy - Collection: DAG 
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financialization, and architectural projects transformed Bombay into a central node connecting Europe 

with the productive Deccan hinterlands. Thereby a more robust explanatory framework is provided for its 

emergent primacy. 

In building an interdisciplinary analytical lens integrating the economic and cultural forces 

catalzying Bombay's changing status, this project contributes to revisionist urban historiographies 

emphasizing colonial cities as contact zones materially produced at the interstices of cross-cultural 

encounters, transnational connectivities, and political struggle (Hazareesingh, 2021; Kidambi, 2007). It 

also enriches empirical understandings of regional market integration in Western India, aligning with calls 

to look beyond convenient temporal markers like 1857 to highlight deeper historical processes of 

commodity transformation spanning the 18th and 19th centuries (Gupta, 2018; Markovits, 2000).  

However, interpretative limits stem from reliance on English colonial records given most Marathi 

and Gujarati merchant accounts remain untranslated. Hence the voices of indigenous historical actors risk 

being muted, pointing to further work incorporating vernacular sources. Quantitative data also remains 

patchy at times, suggesting the need to improve availability of computable datasets open to the wider 

research community. Building on this study's grounded socio-political analysis, future scholarship might 

utilize enhanced digital mapping, spatial data or GIS-based models to visually unpack urban 

morphologies underlying Bombay’s reshaped built environments after 1850. 
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