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In the foreground of Andries Beeckman’s The Castle of Batavia (1661, fig. 1), a merchant in 
European attire strolls through a marketplace with his Eurasian wife on his arm, as a small 
servant struggles to hold a parasol above their heads. This parasol was meant on the one hand 

to protect them from the harsh tropical sunlight, and on the other to function as a status symbol, 
an aspect underscored by the presence of the servant. In 1647, such markers of status had been 
outlawed for all but the very highest-ranking Dutch East India Company (VOC) officers, namely 
the governor-general and his council--others could only use a parasol if holding it themselves.1 
Dutch Batavians, however, much like the merchant in Beeckman’s painting, continued to display 
their wealth and status through ostentatious dress and behavior, thus muddling the expression 

The built environment was an important determinant of social behavior, particularly segregation, in the colonial city of 
Batavia. Built in 1619 to establish a Dutch administrative and cultural headquarters in Southeast Asia for the Dutch East 
India Company (VOC), Batavia evinced the general principles of seventeenth-century Dutch planning back in the Neth-
erlands, including a layout that imposed order on the city’s diverse population. But Batavia accomplished this order even 
more stringently, structuring it to secure Dutch domination. To further reinforce this control, VOC administrators were 
eager for Dutch citizens to express a cohesive Dutch identity. Despite this desire, Dutch Batavians developed ostentatious 
displays of rank through costume and behavior, which provoked a series of sumptuary codes. This preoccupation with 
rank among the Dutch populace signaled the same hierarchy within the social fabric of Batavia that was encoded in the 
very form of this planned city. DOI: 10.5092/jhna.2015.7.1.3

DUTCH BATAVIA: EXPOSING THE HIERARCHY OF THE DUTCH  
COLONIAL CITY

Marsely L. Kehoe

Fig. 1 Andries Beeckman, The Castle of Batavia, 
1661, oil on canvas, 108 x 151.5 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, inv. no. SK-A-19 (Photo: Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam) (artwork in the public domain)
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of proper social rank. High-ranking VOC officials and later observers considered this behavior 
very un-Dutch. Such displays violated social decorum and undermined the cohesion of what was 
already a worryingly small minority Dutch population among the city’s diverse ethnicities. This 
paper will argue that the VOC administration actually preferred the subtler reinforcement of 
Dutch control that could be achieved through the hierarchical structure of this colonial city’s built 
environment.

The Dutch citizens of Batavia were a small group, overwhelmed by the larger Chinese, Indian, 
Indonesian, and enslaved populations. In order to dominate these groups, the Dutch Batavians 
faced contradictory demands: to appear as a cohesive and culturally Dutch group, intent, in the-
ory, on avoiding ostentatious displays of status, yet keen to exert their dominance over the other 
groups. This tension led in practice to showy displays of status through costume, behavior, and 
the accumulation of large retinues of personal slaves.2 These displays included the adoption of lo-
cal symbols, like the parasol, in addition to practices more familiar to a European population, like 
the wearing of fine textiles and jewelry and the outfitting of carriages. Various governors-general 
of the Dutch East Indies introduced sumptuary codes during the company period (1619–1795) in 
attempts to regulate this behavior. 

For the most part, these codes allowed only the very top of Dutch Batavian society, the gov-
ernor-general and his family, and later some high-ranking officers, to display its status. The 
remaining Dutch population was denied the major markings of prestige, in essence flattening the 
hierarchy within the Dutch population, and in theory leading to more social cohesion. The very 
need for these laws, and their repetition and reissuance, demonstrate that the Dutch Batavians 
were constantly violating these ordinances, acting above their status and outside of Dutch social 
norms.3 

Aelbert Cuyp’s The Commander of the Homeward-Bound Fleet, painted between 1640 and 1660, 
shows a Dutch commander, probably Jakob Martensen, and his wife, standing on a rise with a 
view of the harbor of Batavia with the fort at center background (fig. 2).4 This couple’s sober dress 
befits Dutch expectations of propriety better than Beeckman’s supercilious merchant, but even 
here the couple violates the 1647 rule outlawing the servant-held parasol. The appearance of the 
parasol in this commissioned portrait functioned as a Batavian marker of superiority. Regardless 
of whether Martensen and his wife had actually walked along Batavia’s canals with such a servant 
in tow, apparently they wanted to be depicted doing just that in order to outwardly assert their 

Fig. 2 Aelbert Cuyp, The Commander of the Homeward-Bound Fleet, 
ca. 1640–60, oil on canvas, 138 x 208 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuse-
um, inv. no. SK-A-2350 (Photo: Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) (artwork 
in the public domain)
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dominance with an element of local color.

A third example of a painting that defied traditional Dutch social decorum depicts senior mer-
chant Pieter Cnoll, who in 1665 commissioned a family portrait of himself and his wife, their two 
daughters, and two servants (fig. 3).5 The forthcoming 1680 code would outlaw the finery paraded 
here: the women’s pearls and Pieter’s gold buttons and buckles.6 The presence of the servants also 
signals Cnoll’s high status, though they represent only a small number of the fifty slaves he owned. 
In 1754, the most expansive set of laws, the “Measures for Curbing Pomp and Circumstance,” 
established standards ranging from the costuming of coach horses to the types of cushions that 
could be used in a coach for a funeral procession.7 This code also established a range of fines for 
violation of the rules: the lower one’s class and ethnic status, the higher the fine.

Jean Gelman Taylor writes about these codes in her volume about social relationships in eigh-
teenth-century Batavia, declaring the 1680 codes to be about “bring[ing] practice into line with 
Dutch habits, while the other [1754 codes] marks a colony that had renounced the pretense of 
being Dutch in spirit.”8 I maintain that the behavior that prompted the establishment of sumptu-
ary codes was considered problematic not for being un-Dutch, but for exposing the hierarchical 
nature of Batavian society. While some manifestations of this prestige were borrowed from the 
local population, the preoccupation of Dutch Batavians with social position and trappings of 
prestige is not unique to this colonial environment. Instead, Batavia reveals the hierarchies inher-
ent in Dutch society both at home and abroad in the seventeenth century.

Some of the performance of status as it related to local practice--like the parasol--was common in 
colonial societies.9 The co-opting of local symbols proved effective both for asserting dominance 
and complicating the colonizer’s outsider role. Colonizers shared the same anxieties about main-
taining control as the indigenous rulers who exhibited the same ritualistic forms of display--only 
more so, given their tenuous status within the larger population of Batavia and throughout the 
East Indies.10 The very assertion of dominance led to discomfort for Dutch colonizers, and, I 
contend, the Dutch way of enforcing hierarchy was thus to conceal their dominance so that social 
divisions appeared to develop unconsciously rather than through overt regulation. Instead, the 
built environment of Batavia was meant to do the work of shaping the city’s diverse population 
into a hierarchy that served colonial needs. This desire to avoid obvious signs of dominance 
contributed to the undeserved reputation of the Dutch in the VOC period as being just traders, 
not colonists, in opposition to the other European colonial powers.11

Fig. 3 Jacob Coeman, The Batavian Senior Merchant Pieter Cnoll, His 
Eurasian Wife and Daughters and Domestic Slaves, 1665, oil on canvas, 
130 x 190.5 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv. no. SK-A-4062 (Photo: 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) (artwork in the public domain)
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The very form of Batavia, which was built following certain seventeenth-century Dutch urban 
planning principals, served the interests of the VOC by arranging Batavian society into a hierar-
chy headed by the Dutch. This city, filled with Dutch-style buildings (visible in the backgrounds 
of Beeckman’s and Cuyp’s paintings), provided a recognizable and reassuring statement of Dutch 
identity for the top segment of Batavian society, which, while unified, could dominate the remain-
ing population (figs. 1 and 2; see also figs. 9 and 10). Concealed in the Dutch gridded plan are 
the barriers to movement that organized the Batavians into distinct ethnic groups, with varying 
levels of access within the city. The remainder of this paper focuses on the built environment as an 
important determinant of social behavior, particularly segregation, in the colonial city. 

Segregation was codified by Batavia’s very form: the city’s plan separated populations with 
unbridged canals and city walls. My thesis builds on the work of scholars of the colonial built 
environment, such as Swati Chattopadhyay and Brenda Yeoh, who elucidate the segregation of 
Calcutta and Singapore, respectively.12 These authors look at how colonists and the colonized 
functioned within these already-built cities to create and reinforce colonial social
stratification. Batavia is different from these two cities in that its architecture and layout in 
themselves enacted this segregation. Examining Batavia’s plan and its relationship to seven-
teenth-century Dutch planning principles, I argue that it is misleading to understand Batavia, as 
some scholars have, as representing a pragmatic and egalitarian order that was later corrupted by 
the colonial situation. In fact, the social stratification and segregation of Batavia derived in certain 
ways directly from its Dutch plan.

The Dutch East India Company
The Dutch East India Company founded the city of Batavia in 1619, marking their increasing 
domination of Europe’s burgeoning global trade after only two decades of involvement.13 Fif-
teenth-century efforts by Portuguese mariners had expanded Europeans’ knowledge of the world’s 
oceans and throughout the sixteenth century Spain and Portugal established routes and made 
claims to many world markets. The main interest of the Spanish and Portuguese was in develop-
ing an overseas route to the East, bypassing the overland routes that were dominated by Middle 
Eastern merchants, in order to access cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon, and pepper at the source, so 
they could cheaply supply the growing European market for these spices. The source of these 
spices was the aptly named the Spice Islands, now called Maluku or the Moluccas, today part of 
Indonesia.14

The Dutch Republic, newly formed in 1579, and having declared its independence from Spain in 
1581, took the fight for independence to the theater of world trade. Not content to distribute the 
goods Spain and Portugal were importing to the markets of Europe, the Dutch wanted to go to 
the sources themselves, to beat out their European competitors. In the last decade of the sixteenth 
century, the Dutch made great strides in world navigation, beginning with the efforts of Jan 
Huygen van Linschoten (1533–1611) and Cornelis de Houtman (ca. 1565–1599), who financed 
and organized trading voyages.15 In response to the success of these private trading efforts, and 
with the foresight that competition among Dutch merchants would keep prices high at the source 
and low at their destination, the Dutch market, in 1602 the Dutch government formed the Dutch 
East India Company (Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie). The VOC unified (verenigd) the 
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earlier private efforts. It was given a monopoly over Dutch-Asian trade (prohibiting private Dutch 
merchants from trading), with the right to use military means, including the deployment of the 
Republic’s soldiers, and to negotiate treaties with local leaders. To increase demand, retain high 
profits, and ensure a steady supply of spices, the Dutch knew they had to control all aspects of the 
market from the source to Europe’s tables. The monopoly fostered by the Dutch East India Com-
pany helped the Dutch to control the European market. 

In the Spice Islands, the VOC’s methods varied: their interest was not in territorial acquisition 
but in domination of trade. The company set up outposts and warehouses in key locations and 
developed exclusive trade relationships with local merchants. In some cases VOC officers massa-
cred or enslaved local producers, introducing Dutch settlers in their place; they destroyed spice 
trees growing outside of the Dutch controlled areas; and VOC employees notoriously tortured 
and killed twenty English East-India Company (EIC) traders in 1623 in Amboina to consolidate 
their monopoly.16 While chartered as a privately financed trading company, the VOC represented 
the Dutch Republic economically and militarily throughout Africa and Asia. The ultimate goal of 
the VOC was to secure a Dutch foothold in Asian trade. The immediate project, however, was to 
break the Portuguese dominance of the Indonesian archipelago’s Spice Islands. 

The founding of Batavia on the island of Java was key to the success of the VOC. This would have 
lasting consequences in the region, as it would remain the capital of the colonial Dutch East In-
dies into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries--becoming Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia, after 
independence. In 1618, the new governor-general of the VOC, Jan Pietersz Coen (1587–1629; 
governor-general 1618–23 and 1627–29), chose a location and initiated a series of events that led 
to the establishment of the city of Batavia. Coen recognized the need for an eastern capital for 
the VOC, which would serve as an administrative center and warehouse, where goods could be 
collected and shipped back to Europe. The VOC realized an administrative center in the archi-
pelago would make for more efficient administration of trade. At this point, the VOC was not 
interested in acquiring territory beyond a secure location for a harbor, town, and fort. It was only 
after the dissolution of the VOC two centuries later and the beginning of formal governmental 
colonization that more land would be required for plantation farming. Coen chose as his site an 
inhabited harbor on the northern coast of Java, one of the larger islands. Controlling this location 
allowed the Dutch to bypass the contested Strait of Malacca and to control traffic passing through 
the Sunda Strait. As had been discovered by Indonesians long before the arrival of Europeans, the 
mouth of the Ciliwung River, with its easy access to the inland area and a supply of fresh water, 
was an ideal location for a harbor. 

The site already boasted a centuries-old city, Jayakarta (from which the modern city derives its 
name), a trading center within the archipelago, inhabited by locals as well as Arab, Chinese, 
Portuguese, and English merchants.17 With permission from the local ruler, the Dutch had estab-
lished a fort in Jayakarta. Exploiting the political instabilities of the region, Coen was able to easily 
take over the city in May of 1619.18 After razing Jayakarta, Coen wanted to name the new VOC 
city “New Hoorn” after his birthplace, but the VOC overruled him and made the name Batavia 
official.19 The naming of this city was an important step in marking the region as Dutch--“Bata-
via” was the ancient Latin name for a tribe in the region of the Netherlands and the history of the 
Batavians is an important founding myth in the Dutch collective identity.20
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Beginning in the 1660s, a number of factors combined that would cause a slow decline in the 
fortunes of the VOC, which ultimately resulted in bankruptcy at the close of the eighteenth 
century.21 These factors included a shift in European tastes, a decline in profitability, less access to 
the staples of the spice trade, namely pepper, and a decline in the Asian supply of precious metals 
to the VOC.22 Health problems in the city of Batavia contributed to growing personnel costs, as 
more and more of the soldiers and company employees arriving in the city succumbed to malaria 
and needed to be replaced.23 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Dutch government 
took over administration from the VOC, officially colonizing the region.

The Plan of Batavia
My analysis of the city of Batavia focuses on the historic core of the city, as indicated in the back-
grounds of figures 1 and 2. This core was established in 1619 and completed as a walled city with 
numerous canals by the middle of the century. While city maps provide data for my exploration 
of the form of the city, this evidence requires caution, as cartography is not simply an objective 
rendering of space.24 For example, the 1681 map explored in detail here (fig. 4) is a close copy of a 
1650 original, which fails to note a major population shift of slaves to a quarter just south of 
the city walls in 1664. That the newer map was not updated to reflect the change may indicate a 

Fig. 4 Waere affbeeldinge Wegens het Casteel ende Stadt Batavia, 
1681. Nationaal Archief, The Hague, VELH 430 (artwork in the 
public domain)

Fig. 5 Plan van ‘t fort en omleggende land Jacatra, 1619. Nationaal 
Archief, The Hague, Kaartcollectie Buitenland Leupe, 4.VEL 1176 
(artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 6 Jacob Cornelisz Cuyck, Plan of Batavia, 1629 (copy by Hessel 
Gerritsz, 1630). Nationaal Archief, The Hague, Kaartcollectie Buitenland 
Leupe, 4.VEL 1179B (artwork in the public domain)
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disregard for the enslaved population.25 It is also misleadingly titled “true image of the castle and 
city Batavia on Java,” despite being outdated.

Before the VOC gained control of the area, all VOC residences and warehouses had been located 
within the previously established fort, Kasteel Batavia. An early map of 1619 shows the location 
and arrangement of the fort, plans for its potential expansion, and a possible city location (fig. 
5). The first half of the city stretched south from the fort along the eastern bank of the river, with 
clearly plotted rectilinear blocks (fig. 6).26 By 1650 the city had taken on its core appearance--the 
river had been straightened and the walls, completed in 1645, surrounded a roughly rectangular 
area straddling the river--this is the historical center of the city of Batavia, now called the kota in 
Jakarta (see fig. 4).27  

My analysis focuses on this 1681 map, multiple copies of which remain in libraries and special 
collections, and which is itself a close copy of a 1650 original by Clement de Jonghe: its regular 
reproduction in different formats and languages suggests a wide perception that this map was 
highly representative of Batavia.28 This map shows the complete walled city in detail, along with 
the beginnings of expansion outside the walls.29 The placement of walls, streets, canals, and bridg-
es in an eighteenth-century map, representing a 1770 survey, is consistent with the one from 
1681, suggesting that these maps represent the actual built environment of Batavia (fig. 7). A com
parison of these two maps also shows that there was very little alteration to the city’s form in the 
ninety years between their respective creations. Expansion beyond the walls continued over the 
following centuries, and in the early nineteenth century the walls and fort were demolished.30 

The city plan in the 1681 and 1770 maps is rectangular, divided in two longitudinally by the 
straightened Ciliwung River, here called the Groote Rivier (Large River). These two halves are 
offset, apparently because of the uneven coastline and the situation of the fort. Within the walls, 
the city blocks are separated by streets and canals that run on a grid, the only exception to perfect 
right angles being the area of the city directly west of the fort. The city wall has regular bastions 
and is protected by an outer canal. The fort also has water surrounding it. The historic city seems 
to have been plotted by extending the lines of the fort, so that the grid is aligned along a basically 

Figure 7. Plan der Stad en ‘t Kasteel Batavia (made under the direc-
tion of P. A. van der Parra in 1770, printed in Amsterdam by Petrus 
Conradi in 1780). Leiden University Library (KITLV Digital Image 
Library, image code D E 21,9 @ i) (artwork in the public domain)
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north-south axis, rather than being related to the diagonal shoreline. The diagonal jog of the 
northwest corner of the city seems to have been designed to add a level of protection for the fort 
and visibility over more of the harbor. The relation of the bastions to the grid in the western half 
of the city seems to have been more consciously planned than the position of their older counter-
parts--there are fewer of them and presumably they were more effective, with each aligned with 
a road or canal to provide efficient provisioning.31 This half of the city plan also provides nearly 
every road and block division with a canal, while the older half has more roads and smaller blocks 
that lack canals, differences that enabled varying levels of access to foot and water traffic. 

A Dutch City in the Tropics
Founded by the VOC over the ruins of Jayakarta, Batavia was built as a Dutch colonial city, and 
remained under Dutch control for over three centuries. The ownership of the city was apparent 
in part because of Batavia’s important role in the VOC network, and additionally because aspects 
of the built environment consciously evoked the cities of the Dutch Republic. This occurred both 
through the diffusion of building forms and materials and through the imposition of Dutch city 
planning principles on the Southeast Asian landscape. The city was widely perceived to be Dutch, 
despite company ownership and a very diverse population, as is apparent in travelers’ accounts 
of the city and abbreviated visual descriptions of the city. Batavia’s canals, Dutch-style vernacular 
architecture, and grid plan augmented the association of the metropole with the periphery. For 
many Dutch Batavians, inhabiting a Dutch city in the tropics was a way to remain connected 
with the Republic, shoring up a Dutch collective identity. For other residents of the city, it was a 
reminder of the dominance of the Dutch social group.

The canals of historic Batavia, used for drainage, transportation, and protection, strike one imme-
diately as typically Dutch. Canals are a Dutch specialty, still present across the Netherlands today. 
They functioned as a means of draining the Low Countries, much of which lies below sea level, in 
order to carve out more usable land for building and agriculture. The familiarity of the low-lying 
land around the port of Jayakarta likely attracted the VOC, which decided to continue the Dutch 
fight against water in the colonies, though not as successfully as at home. Proper Dutch canals 
regularly flush their contents out to the larger body of water. Batavia’s canals, however, became 
less functional over time because of irregular water flow from inland, leading to canals with 
shallow, stagnant water that were unable to flush the city’s sewage into the sea. In his account Oud 
en nieuw Oost-Indiën (1724–26), François Valentijn mentioned periodic silting due to monsoons 
and disruptions caused by earthquakes, which also contributed to the extension of the coastline 
farther into the harbor.32 The canals smelled terrible, and the residents of Batavia blamed this 
stinky air for the incidence of disease. Even though the climates in the Netherlands and the Indo-
nesian archipelago differ greatly, this was not considered when the city was planned--the Dutch 
designers mistakenly presumed their model would function throughout the world. Despite these 
shortcomings, most of Batavia’s canals were retained throughout the VOC period rather than 
being replaced with more successful and healthful alternatives. 

When in their best condition, the canals of Batavia were more attractive than the canals at home 
in the Republic. Long and straight, the city’s canals were lined on either side with trees and roads, 
enabling more efficient and pleasant transportation. The most celebrated of these canals was the 
Tijgersgracht (Tiger’s Canal), the southern half of the canal that bisected the older eastern half 
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of the city. Many of the canals in the Republic were narrower and curving, built around existing 
structures, while in Batavia the canals were planned from the inception of the city and forced to 
follow the city’s grid. Johannes Nieuhof, who visited and lived in Batavia in the 1650s and 1660s, 
as well as the previously mentioned eighteenth-century visitor François Valentijn included in 
their descriptions special mention of the straightness of the streets, suggesting that this distin-
guished the city.33 While grids are evident in many Dutch urban plans, these authors’ obser-
vations underscore that visitors found the rectilinear shape of this city notable. The city’s basic 
rectangular gridded shape, its walls and canals, form the basis of an abbreviated image of Batavia 
on a French map of the north coast of Java of 1720 (fig. 8). Here, Batavia is a square, one corner of 
which is dedicated to the fort, with a roadstead enabling the passage of ships through the harbor, 
which by then was partially silted up. This much-simplified diagram of the city suggests that the 
draftsman recognized these traits as characteristic and essential for his represention.

In addition to the city’s canals and its rectilinear grid, the buildings that filled it contributed to the 
experience of the city as Dutch for residents and visitors alike. While public buildings, such as the 
city hall (Stadhuis), were built in a stripped down neoclassical form, the vernacular architecture 
of the city recalled the domestic architecture of the home country. Few of these buildings remain, 
though some evidence exists in the form of early twentieth-century photographs (fig. 9). As in 
the cities of the Republic, residential plots in Batavia were deep and not wide, with narrow street 
facades and step- and spout-gabled rooflines.34 Diffusing these building forms into a tropical 

Fig. 8 Carte de l’isle de Iava ou sont les villes de Batauia et Bantam, 
(detail), ca. 1720, watercolor. Newberry Library, Chicago, VAULT 
drawer Ayer MS map 30 sheet 47 (NLO) (Photo: courtesy of Newberry 
Library) (artwork in the public domain)

23

Fig. 9 Seventeenth-century houses in Batavia, ca. 1920, photograph. 
Leiden University Library (KITLV Digital Image Library, image code 
88693) (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 10 Johannes Nieuhof, Tijgersgracht (detail), 1682. From Johannes 
Nieuhof, Gedenkwaardige Brasiliaense zee- en landreis (Amsterdam: 
Widow of van Jacob van Meurs, 1682). Columbia University Libraries 
(Photo by author) (artwork in the public domain)
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climate required a major shift to accommodate the more extreme sun and rainfall: rotating the ga-
ble ninety degrees created a deep overhang across the facade, which provided shade and deflected 
rain from the building’s walls.35 Dutch builders may have drawn inspiration from Javanese 
indigenous architecture, as some local forms share this feature of a projecting roofline.36 The steep 
roofs and step- and spout-gables were retained, providing a recognizably Dutch visual marker, 
though here the gables awkwardly protrude from roofs and serve to indicate dividing walls. These 
can clearly be seen in engravings of the city reproduced in Nieuhof ’s Gedenkwaardige Brasiliaense 
zee- en landreis (fig. 10).37 Some local building materials were used in the construction of these 
houses, but it has often been noted that the bricks, rather than being produced locally, arrived in 
Batavia from the Republic as ballast in ships.38

A further indication of how those who had never visited Batavia perceived the city can been seen 
in vague cityscapes, as in the background of Aelbert Cuyp’s double portrait of 1640–50 (see fig. 
2). This painting, of course, cannot be used as evidence of an authentic view of the city, as it was 
painted in the Netherlands rather than on site, and an accurate view of the city was never the 
painter’s aim. The couple stands in front of the harbor of Batavia with the city in the background. 
Although Cuyp had little access to visual descriptions of the city, as the main sources had yet to 
be published, he nevertheless created a convincing imaginary view. To identify this as Batavia, he 
indicated a fort at center, while at right are stock buildings--narrow two-story homes with step 
gables. A row of trees is visible above the houses, perhaps indicating the tree-lined Tijgersgracht; 
nevertheless, this residential section is misplaced, as a more accurate view would indicate large 
warehouses in this quarter. This rendering of the city seems to have exaggerated the similarities of 
Batavia to home in order to secure it in the public imagination as Dutch.

The founders of the city of Batavia intended that it should look and feel Dutch as a means of 
establishing a dominant and cohesive Dutch population in a context of Dutch colonialism. For 
Dutch residents, surrounded by a tropical foreignness and trading with local Javanese, Chinese, 
and other European merchants in Batavia, the comforts of home were far away. Because the 
status of the Batavians as Dutch was constantly challenged by the diverse population and tropical 
environment, it was important to create a Dutch environment in the tropics that would recall the 
comfort of daily life at home in the Dutch Republic, thus reinforcing the residents’ identification 
as Dutchmen. When returning from a trading voyage to Japan, a Dutch merchant could come 
home to Batavia, stroll Dutch streets along Dutch canals, populated by Dutch townhouses. This 
would go a long way toward mitigating any feelings of foreignness or alienation in his experience 
of the place, counteracting its settlement by a very mixed group of people, the warm humid air, 
and the exotic odors of the tropics. 

Dutch City Planning Principles in the Seventeenth Century
The characteristics that were perceived as Dutch in Batavia, the canals and grid, fit into a larger 
model of seventeenth-century Dutch urban planning, both in the Dutch Republic and its overseas 
settlements. The city plan also reflects the theoretical models of the mathematician and engineer 
Simon Stevin. The seventeenth-century Dutch oversaw the building of new cities and the expan-
sion of established cities throughout the world. Several scholars have discussed the qualities of 
Dutch urban planning in the period, but there is more to say about the importance of hierarchy in 
their examples. Batavia offers a prime case study for exploring the idea of control imposed by the 
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built environment. Here was a newly built city, with a population we know to have been strictly 
divided and hierarchically structured, yet the urban fabric hid these inequalities through the mis-
leading appearance of equal access and potential mobility throughout the city. The very real social 
stratifications were further exacerbated by ostentatious dress and behavior that underlined the 
city’s inhabitants’ concern with rank. I shall suggest that in Batavia the restrictions placed upon 
inappropriate displays of rank developed precisely because these displays exposed too conspicu-
ously the inherently hierarchical nature of the city’s environment and its population.

A remarkable consistency exists among Dutch seventeenth-century urban plans, both for cities in 
the Dutch Republic and for overseas settlements. Remaining evidence of these plans shows formal 
as well as ideological similarities, which suggest a shared Dutch ideology of the city, regardless of 
differences among individual planners and despite the absence of a centralized urban planning 
authority. In that regard, the Dutch situation contrasts with, for example, the Spanish Laws of 
the Indies, which stipulated a common framework for the arrangement and government of all 
Spanish colonial cities.39 Dutch colonial cities were subtly differentiated from the cities of the 
Dutch Republic: Dutch seventeenth-century urban planning generally made use of a rectilinear 
grid adapted to local circumstances and included canals or manipulated waterways and bastioned 
walls, but the overseas settlements made additional allowances for protection, with forts that had 
military, administrative, and trading functions. Remco Raben sees the form of Dutch colonial 
cities as indicative overall of a careful pragmatism, while Charles van den Heuvel focuses on the 
Dutch grid, noting its flexibility and adaptability to many landscapes.40 Ron van Oers asserts that 
Simon Stevin’s “Ideal Plan for a City” was the organizing factor for Dutch colonial cities, with its 
underlying principles of spatial and societal order, protection, and water control.41 Each of these 
scholars notes in passing the hierarchies established by the city plans, but my reading emphasizes 
the hierarchical aspect of such plans, a hierarchy that subtly enforces a social order while disguis-
ing it under the appearance of a regular grid that seemingly promotes egalitarianism. 

Several prominent examples demonstrate general Dutch urban planning principles in the sev-
enteenth century: Simon Stevin’s ideal plan, the development of the Dutch grid, and finally the 
expansion of Amsterdam. As a Dutch-planned city, Batavia demonstrates these principles and, as 
I will establish, it more fully manifests the hierarchy already inherent in Dutch seventeenth-centu-
ry planning. As a new-built city, not subject to the constraints of previous infrastructure, Batavia 
reveals the hierarchical social divisions that were the goal of Dutch planning in the period. 

Simon Stevin’s “Ideal Plan for a City” looms large in discussions of Dutch urban planning in the 
seventeenth century, and particularly in the plan of Batavia, to which it bears some resemblance. 
Stevin’s plan indicates his primary planning principles, which are also apparent in built Dutch 
cities, suggesting either that Stevin was a source for these plans, or that Stevin’s plan itself reflect-
ed Dutch planning ideals more generally. Stevin described and illustrated his ideal plan in his 
Materiae Politicae (1650), in a chapter entitled “Distinguishing the Order of Cities” (Onderscheyt 
vande Oirdeningh der Steden). He set out what appears to be an evenly measured and balanced 
city (fig. 11).42 Stevin died in 1620 leaving several works that would be published posthumously 
in 1650, including the ideal plan and the beginnings of his work on house building.43 Stevin 
provided plans for the Dutch military up until his death, and he appears also to have advised the 
VOC on town planning in 1618, though there is no conclusive evidence that he actually plotted 
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the VOC’s cities.44 

Stevin’s plan differs from other seventeenth-century ideal plans because of its rectangular shape, 
which is reminiscent of a Roman military camp (castrum), a type Stevin was familiar with from 
his military engineering work. 45 Stevin preferred a rectangular city because the land within would 
be divisible into regular parcels, rather than the irregularly shaped blocks formed by rounded 
plans.46 Like the Roman castrum, Stevin’s plan has an unimpeded wide street running through the 
center, which he, fitting the Dutch context, envisioned as a canal. Bisecting this is a series of open 
spaces and important buildings, an axis of public space. Stevin elaborated on the Roman square 
city plan, while emphasizing the Dutch elements of water control and spatial and societal order.

Water determines much of the form of Stevin’s ideal city plan. A canal bisects this rectangular city 
horizontally and passes through the walls on either end. A secondary rectangular canal, which 
echoes the shape of the city, connects to the main canal at either end just inside the walls.47 A 
moat surrounds the city walls, which has a defensive function, strengthening the function of the 
wall as barrier between the city and the surrounding area. This extensive use of water is typical of 
many Dutch cities. The city is divided into four bands by the canals, and each of these is divided 
into square blocks of equal size, arranged in bands three deep. An axis perpendicular to the main 
canal divides the city in half vertically, and along this axis are spaces and buildings necessary 
to the function of the city: markets, city hall, the exchange, a church, and the royal palace. This 
vertical division of public buildings and the horizontal division of the main canal divide the city 
into four quadrants, each of which has its own specialized market in line with the main market 
or exchange, and its own church adjoining the canal. This subdivision suggests that the citizens 
could be organized into four groups with equal access to public buildings, or that it could be 
divided into equal-sized groups by religious affiliation.48  

The standardized blocks throughout the city convey a sense of fair and democratic division of 
building parcels of equal value, but a further look reveals a hierarchy at work. The blocks along 
the canals are of higher value because of their easier access to transportation and to the pleasant 
views of the canals. The blocks closer to the central vertical axis have a privileged proximity to 
public buildings. The double band of blocks at top and bottom of the plan has no access to canals. 
That Stevin envisioned this location for laborer’s residences shows he saw this as a less desirable 
zone.49 Van Oers points out that a hierarchy is clear in the positioning of the school (Hoogschool) 
on the canal, opposite the town hall (Stadthuÿs), in relation to the poorhouse (Armhuÿs), which is 

Fig. 11 Simon Stevin, Ideal Plan for a City, 1650. From Simon Stevin, 
Materiae Politicae: Bvrgherlicke Stoffen; vervanghende ghedachtenis-
sen der oeffeninghen des doorluchtichsten Prince Maurits van Orangie 
(Leiden: Justus Livius, 1650) (artwork in the public domain)
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hidden from public view behind the school--the poorhouse is a less desirable public building and 
is thus isolated from the preferred public buildings.50 Similarly, the two buildings that flank the 
town hall are both punitive, the prison (Vangenis) and the workhouse (Tuchthuÿs). These are in a 
position semihidden from the open exchange square, yet are still centrally located and able to be 
surveilled from the town hall.51 As an ideal city, Stevin’s plan expresses his goals for a Dutch city 
and thus for the people living in that city. His plan encourages residents to trade goods, defend 
themselves from outsiders, and, above all, develop a social hierarchy.

Central to my reading of Stevin’s plan is the hierarchy encoded in its gridded design. A grid con-
ceals hierarchy through its apparent egalitarianism; it retains the appearance of a uniform division 
of space that upon further examination proves otherwise. A careful examination of the placement 
of public buildings and the ease of access to transportation shows that certain positions on the 
grid are more desirable, a point made in Stevin’s city and especially strongly in the case of Bata-
via. The following discussion of the grid, both in the Netherlands and in general, demonstrates 
the inherent hierarchies of this form, despite arguments that it is merely practical or rational or, 
indeed, egalitarian.

Charles van den Heuvel sees the seventeenth-century Dutch grid as deriving not from Stevin’s 
plan but from indigenous systems of land parceling in the Low Countries.52 In city expansions 
and polder developments, land was generally divided on a gridded system.53 This, he argues, was 
the result of previous efforts to drain land through controlled waterways; these canals provided 
the beginnings of a rectilinear framework, on which a gridiron division of space was then over-
laid.54 The Dutch grid, following Van den Heuvel, was a practical way of evenly parceling land on 
an existing canal framework, an argument that echoes Stevin’s justification for a rectangular city, 
and Raben’s hypothesis of Dutch pragmatism. These and related explanations exclude the inherent 
hierarchy of the grid.

Van den Heuvel notes a further source of the Dutch grid, which also derives from Stevin, but 
from a different text than the ideal plan. Stevin provided instructions for establishing military 
camps in his Castrametatio, published in 1617.55 Stevin suggested that a military camp should 
begin on paper with a rectangular outline, and then squares and rectangles representing the 
military quarters should be cut out and arranged on the outline until a satisfactory arrangement 
is determined. The way these elements were to be arranged demonstrates that this project was 
essentially hierarchical. The central position is assigned first, to the highest-ranking officers, and 
then the rest of the units are arranged around them. In this pragmatic grid, spatial proximity to 
the highest-ranking officers reflects one’s position in the military hierarchy, a demonstration that 
this grid is important for its sensitivity to rank rather than its even parceling. The consistent use 
of gridded divisions in different types of Dutch planning indicates a general Dutch impulse to use 
the grid as a means for creating and dividing land, which perhaps cannot be traced to a specific 
source.

A final consideration is that a grid is more than simply a logical way to parcel land. Grid plans 
have been identified by some scholars with Dutch egalitarianism and pragmatism, as the Dutch 
preferred a simple grid to the baroque diagonals created in other European cities in the period.56 
In contexts outside of the Dutch situation, the grid has been described as a means of ordering a 
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population, an argument I find particularly cogent for understanding Batavia. Hannah B. Hig-
gens has recently argued that the grid above all provides social organization: “It systematizes the 
relationship between the individual body and the acculturated spaces of our towns and cities, 
not in terms of the organic forms dictated by nature, but in terms of organized social systems.”57 
Dell Upton, in his discussion of early American cities, argues that the grid was a way of spatially 
defining the social, political, and economic order, what he terms the “spatial imagination.”58 His 
exploration of the grid in prison planning shows that the use of the grid to determine social 
relationships, even punitive ones, was an advantage noted by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
builders and theorists.59 A grid is a means of concealing unequal access to shared resources 
through ostensibly evenly ordered space, a format that always provides a matrix for hierarchical 
social order. Its use in urban planning means the city’s form does the work of organizing the 
population, in the absence of, or with minimal, overt regulation of the populace. In a gridded city 
like Stevin’s ideal one or in a place like Batavia, the social order, the organization and divisions of 
the population, is made explicit by the canals and parceling of land. 

The hierarchies of Dutch city planning can be found in the Dutch Republic as well; it is not solely 
a concern of the colonial city, military encampments, or of Simon Stevin. The third expansion of 
Amsterdam, begun in 1613, demonstrates this. The expansion added to the west of the city the 
famous Ring Canals (from the center of the city outward: the Herengracht [Gentlemen’s Canal], 
Keizersgracht [Emperor’s Canal], and Prinsengracht [Prince’s Canal]) and the more modest 
residential area, the Jordaan (fig. 12).60  The expansion was necessitated by the rapid growth of the 
city’s population from the end of the sixteenth century through the seventeenth. The extension 
was physically shaped by the existing city, which it wrapped around. The Dutch planning princi-
ples outlined above can be seen to some degree in this section of the city: water control through 
canals and locks, gridded division of space, emphasis on the efficiency of transportation, and 
the distribution of public buildings. The clearest example of a subverted and particularly Dutch 
hierarchy is seen in the naming of the canals: the Herengracht was the most prestigious address, 
reflecting the high position of the nonaristocratic leaders of the city, a newly risen class in the 
Republic. Following this, the emperor and then the prince, out of the expected order, seem to 

Fig. 12 Daniël Stalpaert, Map of Amsterdam, 1662 (printed by Nicolaes 
Visscher) (artwork in the public domain)
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reflect less concern for strict ranking. 

However, all three canals were prestigious addresses, and the differences between them were 
negligible. A more compelling consideration is the relationship between the canal belt and the 
often-overlooked Jordaan, which made up the majority of the expansion. The Jordaan, now a 
quiet residential area, was historically the working-class quarter of the city. It is morphologically 
differentiated from the canal belt by the orientation of its grid, with streets and canals at a for-
ty-five degree angle to those of the canal belt. This contrast is by circumstance rather than design; 
reflecting Van den Heuvel’s argument of practicality, the orientation of the Jordaan’s grid reflects 
the preexisting manipulated water system. The canal belt was created through an expensive re-
orientation of the existing water system to wrap around the city’s core, and there were simply not 
enough resources available to expand this engineering project through the Jordaan.61 Additional-
ly, before the planners were able to begin reorganizing the structure of the Jordaan, this area had 
given rise to a great deal of illegal infrastructure--houses had been built along the old footpaths 
in this angled orientation. By leaving the illegal buildings in place, the city of Amsterdam avoided 
the expensive project of reorganizing the urban infrastructure and also avoided the social and 
political conflicts that would result from destroying the illegal settlements. 

A class division is built into the landscape of Amsterdam’s third expansion by the uneven in-
vestment in the canal and road infrastructure. While it might be possible for this to be read as 
a support for seventeenth-century “squatter’s rights,” it was also a convenient argument for not 
spending already tight resources on the Jordaan. Amsterdam’s third expansion demonstrates a 
reordered hierarchy through the naming of the prestigious canals, and it also embedded a con-
tinuing class hierarchy through the relationship of this smaller portion of the expansion to the 
Jordaan. The hierarchies apparent in these examples are essential for understanding Dutch seven-
teenth-century urban planning, especially as it extends to Batavia.

Hierarchy in Batavia 
In his study of Dutch colonial cities, Ron van Oers asserts that Stevin’s plan constituted the under-
lying organizational form for all these cities and that this is most clear for Batavia. There are cer-
tainly many formal connections, whether Stevin’s plan was the source, or whether the principles 
his plan shares with other Dutch seventeenth-century urban planning lie at the root of Batavia’s 
plan. Visual associations between these plans may have even contributed to the idea that Batavia 
manifested similar ideals. A consideration of the 1681 map (see fig. 4) alongside Stevin’s plan (see 
fig. 11) demonstrates how Batavia’s plan fostered still stronger divisions and a recognition of hier-
archy in the citizenry of this city. Batavia resembles Stevin’s plan in its rectangular proportions, its 
central canal that redirected the Ciliwung River, and the water outside of the bastioned wall that 
functions as an additional protective barrier. The rectilinear divisions of the city blocks by streets 
and secondary canals additionally recall Stevin’s ideal city. 

Yet despite many formal similarities between its plan and that of Stevin’s ideal, Batavia was a far 
less egalitarian city. As the capital city of the VOC, Batavia represented the aspirations of the trad-
ing company and formed in many ways the face of the Dutch in the East. Founded two decades 
after the VOC began trading in the archipelago, Batavia was not built in haste, but rather carefully 
planned and plotted so that it could function as the eastern capital. Hierarchy was crucial to 
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preserving the balance of power in the city, and the hierarchies present in Stevin’s ideal are even 
more apparent in Batavia.

The differences between Batavia and Stevin’s plan suggest that Batavia’s form was not directly 
attributable to Stevin’s ideas. They also underscore the stronger hierarchies present in this colonial 
city. Batavia introduced a much more rigid hierarchy through the inequitable access that the pop-
ulation had to the city. Walls that in Stevin’s city are barriers to outside forces became in Batavia 
walls that formed barriers to the Chinese and enslaved populations who were resettled outside 
the walls. Canals that in Stevin’s city provide transportation both on water and on foot via regular 
bridges became barriers in Batavia because Batavia had fewer bridges. Stevin made some provi-
sion for his four quadrants to differ in religious affiliation, yet maintain equal access to the public 
buildings of the city. Batavia’s population and public spaces were distributed unevenly throughout 
the city, with varying levels of access and mobility.

As in Stevin’s plan, a hierarchy of location is apparent upon further study of Batavia’s plan. But 
Batavia was further reshaped by the varying widths of its streets and canals, providing the po-
tential for greater volumes of traffic, enhanced accessibility, and improved visibility--in some 
places more than others. The north-south canal in the top half of Batavia, the Tijgersgracht, was 
the most fashionable address for prosperous Batavians. It was flanked by rows of trees (seen in 
fig. 10)--a feature not shared with every canal. The city’s public buildings were not distributed 
centrally or evenly: most important buildings, like the churches and city hall, were built near the 
Tijgersgracht in the southeast quarter of the city, while warehouses were in the northwest quarter, 
closest to the harbor. Skilled workers labored along the eastern wall, and residential architecture 
was built throughout the city.

The bridges give further indication of the clear division of the city into isolated sections, in a 
hierarchy considerably starker than what Stevin’s plan merely suggests, with his bands of blocks 
at varying distance from the canals and public axis of the city. The canals in both his ideal plan 
and the plan for Batavia provided a means of transportation, but in many sections of Batavia they 
were unbridged and thus became an obstacle to land transportation. A key difference between the 
plans is that Stevin’s plan shows a bridge spanning the canals each time a street meets water, while 
Batavia’s had far fewer bridges. The main canal is only bridged at one point on the 1681 map, 
effectively isolating the east and west halves of the city from one another. A second bridge, a small 
drawbridge that is still extant, had been built in 1655 near the northernmost canal of the east half 
of the city. For obvious reasons this bridge did not appear on the 1650 map on which the 1681 
map was based, but it also is not indicated on the 1681 map--a clear sign that the later map is a 
close copy of the earlier version. As the main canal was the widest, having to accommodate larger 
boats, this lack of bridges is somewhat understandable. Nevertheless, this rendered the canal a 
major barrier to movement on foot or horseback or in a carriage. The location of smaller bridges 
shows that the city was effectively divided further into quarters--the fort was isolated in the 
eastern half, and the western half of the city was divided roughly in two by the Maleidschegracht, 
which was only bridged at its eastern and western edges. Within these quarters, the canals were 
more regularly bridged, so land transportation was less impeded. Residential architecture was 
present in all quarters, but Batavia’s residents were not evenly distributed throughout the gridded 
city, so these disjunctures were barriers that separated populations within the city. 
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The walls of the city constituted a further barrier to some segments of the Batavian population. 
Initially meant as protection from competing sea powers and indigenous armies, they evolved 
into protection from perceived internal threats. Two populations that were indispensible to the 
functioning of the city, the Chinese and the enslaved, were designated as potentially harmful and 
thus relocated outside of these walls. The population of Batavia was distributed throughout the 
city so that each ethnic group had its own district. The form of the city reinforced these divisions 
and kept groups divided by canals and walls, a major contrast with Stevin’s city, which conferred 
equal access on all the citizens of the city, even if some had to travel farther to reach its important 
areas. Stevin’s plan introduces a social hierarchy based on proximity to desirable locations, while 
the city of Batavia as built incorporated barriers to movement that contributed to the organization 
and control of the population.

These differences between Stevin’s ideal plan and Batavia as it was ultimately constituted show 
that Stevin’s plan was not the conclusive source for Batavia, but rather that both plans are con-
sistent with Dutch seventeenth-century planning principles. As a newly built city, Batavia repre-
sented the ideals of Dutch seventeenth-century planning, when not constrained by the existence 
of previous infrastructure. As such, it more clearly manifested the rectilinear grid, the canals, and 
the restricted number of bridges crossing these (a problem one encounters in any canalled city). 
Yet it is important to note that the Dutch hierarchy is distinguished by its concealed nature: the 
social structure within the city was subtly structured by barriers to movement. These barriers 
were porous; one could reach any desired quarter of the city. Nevertheless, these barriers made 
certain routes and destinations less convenient, thereby shaping the way residents used the city. 

What separates Dutch planning in the Republic from that in the colony is only the degree, not the 
presence, of hierarchy. In Batavia this hierarchy was exposed by the VOC administration’s frus-
tration, ultimately expressed in legislation, with the overt performance of rank displayed by the 
Batavian citizens. This un-Dutch ostentation calls for a closer look at the social hierarchies of this 
city and their cause. Considered through the lens of the colonial situation, hierarchy is anticipat-
ed, but a closer look at Batavia in the context of seventeenth-century Dutch planning ultimately 
reveals that colonial Batavia enacted the same principles as did planning in the Dutch Republic. 

Ordering Batavia’s Population
Batavia’s built environment served on the one hand to promote a Dutch identity among the 
diverse Dutch residents of Batavia, allowing a more cohesive group to dominate over the non-
Dutch residents. On the other hand, Batavia dispersed the remaining population into distinct 
quarters that were separated by unbridged canals and barrier-forming walls. Anthony King 
argues in his study of colonial Delhi that division between populations is inherent to a colonial 
city, between a dominant and subordinate culture, the colonizer and colonized.62 The example 
of Batavia, where multiple cultures (Dutch, Eurasian, Chinese, enslaved, etc.) were in contact, is 
more complicated, and the city took this into account from its inception, hierarchically organiz-
ing the population through the arrangement of space. While Batavia shared with other colonial 
cities what King identifies as the feature of uneven contact, such hierarchies were also apparent 
in the Dutch metropole. An overt exercise of hierarchy and population control was rarely seen in 
Batavia or in the Dutch Republic, but a concealed hierarchy enforced by the built environment 
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was intentional and very Dutch. 

As I have suggested, a major role of Batavia’s built environment was to strengthen the Dutch 
identity of this dominant group in the colonial city. The trade networks of the archipelago had 
functioned to establish a strikingly diverse population in the trading ports of the region.63 Before 
the arrival of European traders, indigenous residents had worked alongside Chinese and Middle 
Eastern merchants. In the ports they were joined by Portuguese, Dutch, and English merchants, 
to name but a few of the groups present in the area when Batavia was established. After the Dutch 
gained control of the area, defeating the local rulers and the English, the population remained 
diverse, though Javanese were for the most part excluded from trading. Javanese and other island-
ers, Chinese, Indian, and non-Dutch Europeans, made up the vast majority of the population of 
Batavia. A 1673 survey showed some 27,000 people living within the city walls, of which approx-
imately 2,000 were Dutch, 700 were Eurasian, 2,800 were Chinese, 5,000 were of Indian descent, 
3,000 were from Java and the rest of the archipelago, and 13,000 were slaves of unnamed origin.64 

Among the ten percent of the population that was considered Dutch in this survey there re-
mained a great deal of diversity of origin and social status.65 This Dutch population was mostly 
made up of employees of the company and their dependents.66 The legal classification of “Dutch” 
included those who had been born in the Dutch Republic and relocated to the Indies, children 
born of Dutch parents in Batavia (creoles), wives of Dutchmen (but not concubines), and chil-
dren of Dutchmen regardless of maternal lineage; the Dutch group expanded exponentially as 
offspring from all of these groups continued to be considered Dutch.67 Ann Laura Stoler points 
out that this broad definition of Dutch, including what would amount to a substantial Indisch 
population, served to keep this group allied with European colonial interests.68 Jean Gelman 
Taylor shows that the Europeans in the Dutch group were insulated by the inclusion of Eurasians 
and creoles in their group from the other major ethnicities of Batavia.69  

No non-Dutch Europeans are included as residents according to this survey, which does not re-
flect the actual situation--these were likely folded into the Dutch group. Looking at the nationali-
ties of a group of VOC soldiers gives us some insight into the ethnic make-up of this ten-percent 
Dutch population. In 1622, of 143 soldiers in Batavia, only 57 were Dutch, while the remaining 
sixty percent were German, Swiss, English, Scottish, Danish, Flemish, Walloon, and of unknown 
nationality.70  

The Dutch group additionally included people considered undesirable or degenerate. Sailors and 
soldiers, who had a very low status in Dutch accounts of the period, made up a large portion of 
this group.71 Regarding the permanent citizens of Batavia, an early complaint came from the first 
governor-general of Batavia, Coen, who famously wrote to Amsterdam lamenting that only the 
“scum of the earth” were settling the city.72 The cross section of Dutch society that became the 
ruling elite of Batavia perhaps offers an additional clue as to why Dutch Batavians dressed and 
acted out of rank and ultimately required sumptuary laws: unaccustomed to wealth and power, 
many Batavian Dutch had no experience of the accepted Dutch expressions of rank.73 The atten-
tion to rank and debates over the trappings of prestige within the Dutch group eroded this group’s 
coherence. The apparent laxity in what constituted Dutch ethnicity--one did not need to speak 
Dutch, need never have resided in or visited the Netherlands, in fact required no distinct ties to 
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the Republic--contrasts with the divisions enforced upon the Asian and enslaved populations. An 
environment that could form this diverse Dutch population into a group with a collective Dutch 
identity served the VOC’s need to ensure that their capital appeared to be Dutch, and that the 
Dutch residents could dominate the other ninety percent of the population. 

The location of the various ethnic groups of Batavia in the city shows the role of the built environ-
ment in maintaining divisions between the non-Dutch residents of the city. Some of these pop-
ulations’ locations are noted in Figure 13. The key of the 1681 map indicates the location of two 
of the city’s groups, the Bandanese in the northeast corner of the city, and the Mallaccan slaves 
(here labeled Mallabaer) in the northernmost quarter of the workshop area (see fig. 4).74 On the 
1780 map, the Chinese neighborhood, outside the walls directly south of the west half of the city, 
is labeled clearly as “Chine Kwartier” (see fig. 7). Further designations can be found through a 
close reading of Frederik de Haan’s two-volume Oud Batavia. De Haan describes historic Batavia 
in minute detail in this work published in celebration of the three-hundred-year anniversary of 
the founding of Batavia. His passing mention of certain zones as the location of different ethnic 
groups is both a reflection of his historical research and the accretion of years of place memory in 
Batavia--ethnic divisions unseen to present researchers in decolonized Jakarta. Within chapters 
describing the founding of the city, the streets and walls, the different ethnic groups, and even the 
furniture of Batavia, De Haan inadvertently also describes the separation of the people of the city 
into distinct quarters. 

The most wealthy residents, mainly European-derived merchants and officials and Chinese 
merchants, lived along the Tijgersgracht in the southeast quarter of the city, or in the second-most 
prestigious location, the Jonckersgracht (approximately translated as Squire’s Canal) in the 
southwest quarter.75 The Chinese of Jonckersgracht lived north of Utrechtstraat and the Euro-
peans south of it.76 Free workers of all origins lived in the northwest corner of the city, near the 
warehouses.77 Slave craftsmen worked in the Ambachtskwartier ([Craft] Working Quarter), at 
the southeast corner adjacent to the wall.78 Incidentally, this is the same section that in Stevin’s 
ideal plan was the laborers’ area. Moors lived and worked to the north of the Leeuwinnengracht.79 
Before the Chinese Massacre of 1740, the Chinese lived throughout the city, but they were con-
centrated in the center of the west half of the city, and they situated their own warehouses near 
those of the VOC.80 Chained slaves lived in the fort, while skilled and unskilled slaves lived either 
where they worked, or in a slave quarter outside the wall to the south of the Ambachtskwartier.81

Fig. 13 Distribution of Population in Batavia (Source: author’s alteration of Figure 4.)
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Some of these groups, like the slaves and the Chinese post-1740, were compelled to live in spe-
cific neighborhoods by law, while other groups’ locations were determined by their occupation. 
Wealthy residents chose open tree-lined canals. A group’s relative access, controlled by bridges 
and the city wall, affected its mobility and separated it into a distinct entity. Yet, for residents 
within the walls, the barriers and divisions were porous. Any part of the city could be reached, but 
the relative difficulty of a route subtly shaped mobility, concealing the city’s hierarchy through the 
pretense of freedom of movement. 

Beginning in the mid-eighteenth century, as the canals silted up and grew stinky and diseased, 
the wealthy Europeans moved north of the city environs, building villas rather than townhouses. 
The historic city core became a place for low-income residents who could not afford the healthier 
countryside. The result was a further separation within the social hierarchy of Batavia.

Changes in the city between its initial completion and the late eighteenth century are apparent by 
comparing the maps of 1681 and 1780, representing two thorough land surveys (see figs. 4 and 7). 
The enslaved and Chinese populations were consolidated outside of the city walls, to the south, in 
sections isolated by canals and very few bridges, and separated from the city center by the wall. By 
1780, the central canal of Batavia was bridged more regularly, perhaps because the most threat-
ening populations had been moved outside the walls. This allowed mobility within the city to 
become slightly freer. An interesting change, relevant to the sumptuary laws, is the expansion of 
the parade ground between the city and the fort, and the plaza in front of the town hall (Stadhuis, 
built 1707–10) in the southeast quarter. City ordinances of 1719 and 1754 regulating modes of 
transportation and procession underscore the importance of parading through space as a way for 
Batavians to express themselves, regardless of whether it was appropriate to their rank.82  

As we have seen, the dominant group in Batavia seldom blatantly demonstrated their position 
above the other population groups, preferring to let the built environment more subtly shape the 
hierarchy. The Chinese Massacre of 1740 was a crucial exception. The Chinese were an important 
and integral part of the city’s functioning, serving as merchants with ties to China and the all-im-
portant porcelain trade, as well as shopkeepers, laborers, and sugar farmers and processors. Some 
Chinese merchants rose to high positions, living among the European wealthy on the fashionable 
canals. In 1733, select Chinese citizens were accorded the right to walk with a parasol-bearing 
servant, suggesting that class distinctions similar to those among the Dutch Batavians had de-
veloped.83 The Chinese Massacre collapsed this group into a homogenously feared entity and 
reoriented their relationship to the urban plan.84 The Chinese Massacre signified the hysterical 
reaction of the Dutch Batavians to their fear of revolt among Chinese workers located outside the 
city. More than a thousand Chinese living within the city walls were slaughtered; and a Chinese 
quarter was subsequently established outside the walls south of the city to protect the city’s popu-
lation from any suggestion of rebellion or retaliation.85 Before the massacre the Chinese had lived 
in many parts of the city according to their respective economic status and occupation. But after 
1740, they were forced into a homogenized ethnic neighborhood, separated from the rest of the 
city by a wall and canal.

Slaves occupied the lowest level of Batavia’s hierarchy. This group, which made up nearly half 
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the city’s population, was highly diverse in ethnicity, status, and occupation.86 Until 1664, the 
work done by the slaves determined their location in the city.87 Four main types of slave lived in 
seventeenth-century Batavia: the household slave, the chained slave, the craftsman, and the kuli. 
The household slaves generally lived behind the house of the master.88 The chained slaves (ketting-
gangers) were people from many ethnic groups and social levels, including Europeans, enslaved 
as a punitive measure. Housed in the fort, they were kept in chains and did heavy manual labor, 
much of it dangerous, like the digging and dredging of canals.89 The skilled laborers, who were a 
respected group owned by the VOC, initially lived in the section of the city where they worked, 
the Ambachtskwartier. Kulis (unskilled laborers owned by citizens of Batavia) lived in the slave 
quarter south of the city walls, where they were later joined by the skilled laborers. In 1664, the 
chained slaves were also moved to the slave quarter, when this became a quarter for all types of 
slaves, and the divisions among their laboring status became blurred.90 This led to a clearer divi-
sion between the slave and nonslave population, while still keeping the skilled slaves near enough 
to the quarter where they worked. This also ensured that a fortified wall stood between the slaves 
and the fashionable Tijgersgracht. 

In marked contrast to the imagined Dutch merchant mentioned earlier, whose sensation of the 
foreignness of the East Indies was mitigated by Batavia’s many references to his Dutch homeland, 
a skilled slave heading to his workshop on the 1681 map had a very different experience of the 
city. After heading north from the slave quarter, he would have crossed a drawbridge and passed 
through the Nieuwe Poort (New Gate) (see fig. 4). Crossing a bridge over a canal, he would then 
have headed east toward the workshops, staying off the sidewalks that were forbidden to him, 
which further shaped his experience of the city plan.91 His view as he walked was either of the 
fashionable Tijgersgracht on his left, by this time of day busy with the activity of household slaves, 
or on his right the parklike band just inside the walls, planted with trees and perfect for strolling, 
but not connected by footbridge to his workplace--so an impractical route. He would have re-
traced this path at the end of the workday, when the gate and drawbridge were closed behind him, 
protecting the city residents from any threat of slave revolt. Rather than evoking feelings of con-
nections to the Dutch Republic, the canals for this slave would have been a barrier to movement, 
directing his path to and from work and residence.92  These different relationships to the urban 
morphology of Batavia reinforced the divisions between the slave and free populations of Batavia, 
and among the types of slaves, keeping them divided by canals, the city walls, the sidewalk, and 
even the house versus the rear yard, in the case of household slaves.

Social divisions between ethnic groups contributed to the sense of separation of both free and 
enslaved groups. The VOC promoted ethnic divisions among slaves to secure the city against slave 
uprisings. Despite their shared living area after 1664, the slaves remained divided by origin, reli-
gion, and status. Ethnic divisions were maintained among the slaves in large part because of Euro-
pean perceptions of the specific skills of each group and the relative risks presented by a particular 
group.93 By treaty, no Javanese were slaves, as they were assumed to have the greatest motivation 
and means to escape their owners. Certain groups were prohibited because of a perception that 
they were dangerous: male slaves from Bali were avoided because of their tendency to run amok. 
The VOC also issued ordinances about who might own a slave and which religion that slave 
might practice. Not surprisingly, those ordinances served to maintain a hierarchy among slave 
owners, with Dutch Christians at the top.94  Outside of the very inclusive Dutch group, similar 
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social divisions could be found in the free population of the city, a group which operated under a 
kampung organization. This was a locally derived practice, in which each ethnic group controlled 
its own neighborhood, led by an officer chosen from among the population. While empowering 
a group to partially self-govern, in effect this kept people from interacting or transferring among 
groups, by maintaining linguistic and ethnic divisions between populations. 

Conclusion
The market scene in Beeckman’s Castle of Batavia (see fig. 1) shows a microcosm of the VOC’s 
trading network, as the city’s diverse population mingles, some buying and selling produce or 
fish, others playing or talking. The segregation of this population, fostered by the division of the 
city by unbridged canals and walls, is for the most part obscured by this lively gathering. The 
slave leaning back under the weight of the parasol marks one couple as being of higher status, 
thereby exposing the essence of Batavia’s hierarchy. The Dutch Batavians’ attempted maintenance 
of a cohesive Dutch identity, enforced by reminders of the Dutch Republic in Batavia’s built 
environment, was undermined by ostentatious displays of status by wealthier members of this 
society. The attempt by this group to demonstrate their dominance over others led to assertions 
of superiority within the allegedly cohesive Dutch group. Some manifestations of this hierarchy, 
such as the parasol, appear to have been adopted from the local population. However, only some 
specifics of this behavior can be attributed to local customs, for the preoccupation with hierarchy 
was utterly Dutch. At home, too, wealthy merchants expressed their higher social position by 
wearing costly dress, albeit in sober and unadorned black, ostensibly to demonstrate their lack 
of concern with that status. Indeed, Dutch urban planning practices of the seventeenth century, 
both overseas and in the Republic, demonstrate Dutch society’s concern with hierarchy. Batavia 
presents a vivid illustration of how a city’s very form served to expose the hierarchies inherent in 
all Dutch cities of the early modern period.
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