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ABSTRACT:
This paper analyzes how colonial-era policies transformed Ban-

galore from a military cantonment into a commercial hub between ca. 
1800 and 1920. The cantonment initially served as a concentrated demand 
node, but sustained commercialization was driven by targeted infrastruc-
tural investments. Specific policies—urban planning, rail transport devel-
opment, and municipal/land regulations—reoriented pre-existing trade 
patterns, facilitated commercial aggregation, and enabled the emergence 
of hybrid merchant networks. The study concludes that while these insti-
tutional and spatial choices were foundational to Bangalore's economic 
prominence, they also embedded the socio-spatial inequalities visible in 
its modern urban form.
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Introduction
Bangalore (Bengaluru) occupies a distinctive place in South In-

dia’s urban history. Established as a strategic fort and later hosting a 
British military cantonment, the city’s evolution into a commercial nucle-
us was neither accidental nor spontaneous. This paper traces how colo-
nial-era policies - combining military imperatives with economic ratio-
nales - generated a trajectory from cantonment to commercial hub. 
Understanding this historical transformation illuminates present urban 
form, land-use patterns, and enduring inequalities that stem from infra-
structural and institutional choices made under colonial rule.
Historical Background

The British presence in Bangalore intensified after the fall of Tipu 
Sultan in 1799. The establishment of a substantial cantonment introduced 
new administrative frameworks and infrastructure-roads, drainage, and 
public buildings-intended for European residents and regiments. Simulta-
neously, the indigenous pete, located to the northwest, retained its mar-

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17581160



AKSHARASURYA: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal.	 E-ISSN: 2583-620X

VOLUME – 10, ISSUE – 02, NOVEMBER 2025., SPECIAL ISSUE.2

ket-oriented economy. Over the 19th century, the interaction between 
these two zones, mediated by colonial regulations and market demands, 
set the stage for significant changes in trade patterns and urban form.
Literature Review

Scholarship on colonial urbanism underscores the dualism com-
monly created between European quarters and indigenous towns (King, 
1976; Metcalf, 1989). Studies of Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta emphasize 
how port and administrative functions shaped commercial growth (Muth-
iah, 2001; Headrick, 1988). Bangalore’s literature, while smaller in vol-
ume, identifies the cantonment’s pivotal role in shaping urban form 
(Sinha, 1994; Azariah, 2003). Researchers have shown that cantonments 
functioned as nodes that attracted services, merchants, and colonial in-
vestments - producing hybrid economies (Rao, 2010). Urban historians 
also stress the role of transport - particularly railways introduced in the 
late 19th century - in knitting regional hinterlands to urban markets (Kerr, 
2007). Land tenure changes and municipal reforms under colonial admin-
istration further conditioned patterns of land commodification and the 
emergence of market streets (Chakrabarty, 1992). Recent works on colo-
nial economy and spatial politics (Bayly, 2012; Roy, 2019; Hosagrahar, 
2005) enrich our understanding of how economic imperatives and social 
hierarchies intertwined in colonial city-making. Comparative studies of 
other Indian cities such as Delhi, Pune, and Lucknow (Evenson, 1989; 
Kidambi, 2007; Gupta, 2015) provide useful parallels for analyzing Ban-
galore’s transformation. However, a gap remains in synthesizing these 
strands specifically for Bangalore: tying cantonment governance, transport 
policy, municipal regulation, and mercantile strategies into a coherent 
account of commercial transformation. This paper builds on prior studies 
by integrating archival examples and a policy-focused reading to explain 
how trade and commercial agglomeration followed the cantonment’s in-
stitutional and infrastructural contours.
Objectives
1.	 To trace the sequence and mechanisms by which the Bangalore can-

tonment stimulated commercial activities between ca. 1800–1920.
2.	 To identify specific colonial policies (urban planning, transport, land/

municipal regulations, and fiscal measures) that enabled commercial 
aggregation.
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3.	 To analyze how trade networks (local bazaars, wholesale agents, and 
rail-linked commodity flows) evolved in response to these policies.

4.	 To assess the socio-economic legacies of the cantonment-era policies 
for the later urban development of Bangalore.

Methodology
This study adopts a mixed-methods historical approach:
•	 Primary sources: Select archival material from municipal records, British administra-

tive reports, commercial gazetteers, and contemporaneous travelogues (where avail-
able) were consulted to reconstruct policy actions and market responses.

•	 Secondary literature: Monographs and journal articles on colonial urbanism, Banga-
lore’s history, and transport economics provided theoretical grounding and compar-
ative evidence.

•	 Spatial analysis: Historical maps and schematic reconstructions were used to trace the 
alignment of transport corridors, market locations, and cantonment boundaries to 
demonstrate spatial causation.

•	 Analytical framework: The study combines institutional analysis (how policies cre-
ated incentives) with spatial-economic reasoning (how infrastructure and markets 
interact) to interpret archival findings.

Limitations include variable archival accessibility, uneven docu-
mentation of indigenous merchant activities, and the difficulty of quanti-
fying informal trade-hence the analysis emphasizes qualitative institution-
al causation and spatial linkages.
Findings
1. Cantonment as an initial demand-creating node

The British cantonment, established and expanded through the 19th 
century, created predictable and concentrated demand for goods and ser-
vices - ranging from foodstuffs and textiles to constructions and leisure 
services. Military procurement and the daily needs of European officers 
and soldiers supported a cluster of suppliers and traders near cantonment 
gates. This sustained demand attracted both local entrepreneurs and itin-
erant traders, catalyzing the formation of regular markets and service 
streets.
2. Urban planning and segregation shaped commercial corridors

Colonial planners implemented a spatial segregation - the canton-
ment with its ordered streets, European bungalows, and cantonment ba-
zaars, and the adjacent ‘pete’ or indigenous market town. This adjacency 
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created friction and opportunity: goods produced or traded in the pete 
found new customers among cantonment residents, while European pref-
erences stimulated the import or local production of new commodities. 
Policies that fixed roads, regularized market sites, and controlled sanita-
tion inadvertently created commercially attractive, accessible corridors 
that merchants exploited.
3. Transport investments - railways and roads - rewired trade

The arrival of rail links (Bangalore–Madras and later broader con-
nections) in the latter half of the 19th century fundamentally altered trade 
dynamics. Railways reduced transport costs, widened procurement hinter-
lands (cotton, grains, timber), and allowed wholesale merchants in Ban-
galore to handle larger and lower-cost shipments. Simultaneously, road 
improvements connected rural producers to urban markets more reliably. 
The combined effect intensified Bangalore’s role as a regional redistribu-
tion center.
4. Land and municipal policies facilitated commercialization

Colonial municipal reforms, property registration practices, and al-
terations in land tenure norms enabled conversion of per-cantonment 
lands into market plots, warehouses, and commercial streets. Municipal 
infrastructure (water, street lighting, and sanitation in selective wards) 
increased land values and drew merchants to invest in fixed premises. 
Fiscal instruments - municipal taxes, market fees, and licensing - shaped 
where and how trading activities were organized, often privileging zones 
close to cantonment administration for ease of revenue extraction.
5. Emergence of merchant networks and hybrid commercial prac-
tices

Local mercantile families, intermediary agents, and commodity 
brokers created hybrid business models: combining traditional credit- and 
trust-based trade with new wholesale practices enabled by rail and mu-
nicipal order. Ethno-commercial specializations appeared (e.g., certain 
castes or communities concentrating in grain trade, textiles, or banking), 
giving Bangalore markets a layered structure of petty retail, wholesale, 
and commission agents.
6. Unequal benefits and socio-spatial legacies

While commercial growth created jobs and wealth for many, ben-
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efits were spatially uneven. Zones integrated into colonial infrastructure 
- near cantonment and key railheads - captured disproportionate gains. 
Peripheral wards and traditional artisans sometimes lost market access or 
faced competition from imports and standardized goods. The ecological 
choice of cantonment siting (e.g., elevated, better-drained ground) also 
influenced which neighborhoods received investments, shaping long-term 
urban inequality.
Discussion

The findings indicate that colonial policies did not simply impose 
an external template; rather, through a series of incentives and infrastruc-
tural choices they reoriented pre-existing trade patterns and created new 
commercial pathways. The cantonment acted as a demand anchor, but 
enduring commercialization required the pairing of demand with enabling 
policies - transport, municipal regulation, and land-market mechanisms. 
Bangalore’s example aligns with broader studies of colonial urbanism that 
show infrastructure and administrative priorities often determined which 
cities became commercial hubs. However, Bangalore’s inland, non-port 
character meant railways played a more decisive role than maritime trade 
in shaping its commercial destiny.
Conclusion

Bangalore’s shift from cantonment to commercial hub was a his-
torically contingent process driven by military demand, targeted infra-
structural investments, and municipal/land policies that made trade more 
predictable and profitable. While these developments laid the groundwork 
for Bangalore’s later economic prominence, they also embedded so-
cio-spatial inequalities visible in modern urban form. Recognizing these 
colonial legacies is important for contemporary urban policy: reclaiming 
inclusive commercial growth requires understanding how past investments 
shaped present advantage and disadvantage.
Recommendations for Further Research
1.	 Detailed archival study of merchant account books and municipal ledgers to 

quantify trade volumes and commodity flows.
2.	 Micro-histories of specific trading communities to explore how social net-

works mediated commercialization.
3.	 GIS-based mapping of historical land-value changes to correlate infrastruc-

ture with patterns of investment.
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