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Social History of Colonial Cities in the Netherlands Indies:
Europeans, Eurasians, Chinese, and Boemipoetera

Editor's Note

Tsuyoshi KaTto *

This special issue is the outcome of a research project entitled “Social History of Colonial
Cities,” which constituted part of the project team for “An Integrated Approach to Global
Area Studies” funded by a Monbusho’s Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research on Priority
Areas. The project team was supported by Monbusho for four years from FY 1993 to FY
1996. It incorporated six major study topics, one of which focused on the question of “the
Logic of the Formation of Local Identities.” Our research project addressed this topic and
ran for two years from FY 1993 to FY 1994.

The members of the research project and their respective research topics were
Tsuyoshi Kato (Kyoto University), “colonial cities as reflected in Indonesian literature”;
Sumio Fukami (previously Setsunan University, currently St. Andrews University),
“colonial city-administration and the life world of urban dwellers”; and Hideo Izumida
(previously Tsukuba University, currently Toyohashi University of Technology), “the
architectural space of Batavia.” In addition, Johannes Widodo (previously the Graduate
School, University of Tokyo, currently Universitas Katolik Parahyangan) served as a
special member in order to provide a Chinese perspective on colonial cities.

The initial objective of the research project was to understand the logic of the
formation of local identities in Southeast Asia through the study of colonial cities in the
region, specifically Batavia in the Netherlands Indies. Local identities in Southeast Asia
were formed through the encounters and interactions between local society and outside
civilization, and urban centers provided the primary arenas of such encounters and
interactions. The study of colonial cities is important because colonial cities shaped to a

great extent the characters of today’s nation-states of Southeast Asia.

*  Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University



T. KaTo : Editor’s Note

The research project set three objectives in connection with the logic of the forma-
tion of local identities in Southeast Asia.

1) To discover new sources of materials and to devise new methods of utilizing

pre-existing research materials in order to write a social history of colonial cities;

2) To focus on Batavia and to reconstruct the mentality, power structure, and

architectural space of its world ; and

3) To describe a complex process of interactions between local society and outside

civilization with Batavia as an example, which is expected to contribute to the
better understanding of contemporary nation-states of Southeast Asia.

With these objectives in mind, we held eight study meetings in Japan between FY
1993 and 1994. They were often attended by non-members of the research project ; some
outside people were also invited to the meetings as speakers or commentators.

As the project proceeded, it became clear that we needed to make some adjustments
concerning our research objectives. For one, it turned out to be difficult to focus on
Batavia as some materials related to the project members’ interests were not easy to
obtain in Japan. Eventually, we decided to expand our focus to colonial cities in the
Netherlands Indies. Also Fukami had difficulty in pursuing the proposed research topic
due to the paucity of data relating colonial city-administration to the life world of urban
dwellers. He eventually decided to work on a history of the socio-political status of
Eurasians. Kato carried out research more or less according to the original plans.
Izumida in the meantime expanded the scope of his research and investigated the
settlement patterns and life-styles of Europeans at various places in Asia from the
sixteenth century. Johannes made a contribution to the social history of Chinese families
in Java, narrating the family history of his own great-grandfather and his descendants.

Of the four papers in the special issue, only Kato's deals with the indigenous people
or boemipoetera ; the others discuss the Europeans, Eurasians, and Chinese. Thus, in view
of the current politico-demographic situations of cities in Southeast Asia, it might be
claimed that “foreign” groups are over-represented in the outcome of our research project.
However, these three “foreign” groups were predominantly urban during the colonial
period. They were also much more visible and consequential then than now. In this
sense, we feel that it is not unreasonable to pay special attention to these groups.

We are not sure if we have successfully accomplished the three objectives of the

research project formulated at the outset. In particular, we still have a long way to go in
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terms of describing the complex process of interactions between local society and outside
civilization in colonial cities of Southeast Asia.

Last but not least, we wish to express our gratitude to Prof. Yoshihiro Tsubouchi of
Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, representative of the above-
mentioned project team for “An Integrated Approach to Global Area Studies,” its secre-

tariat, and those who participated in our study meetings between FY 1993 and FY 1994.



