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ABSTRACT:
This paper explores the historical evolution of Bangalore from 

a colonial cantonment town to a modern global metropolis, tracing the 
enduring legacy of British colonial rule in the city’s spatial organization, 
socio-economic structures, and institutional frameworks. Colonialism not 
only reshaped Bangalore’s geography but also embedded administrative 
and economic patterns that continue to influence its post-independence 
development trajectory. The paper examines the dichotomy between 
the ‘native’ and ‘European’ sectors of the city, the role of colonial 
governance in shaping urban planning, and the transformation of 
Bangalore’s economy under British rule. It further analyses how these 
colonial imprints persist in the city’s contemporary urban development 
policies, governance structures, and social stratifications. 

KEYWORDS:
Colonial Legacy, Urban Planning, Bangalore, Spatial Segregation, Socio-
Economic Disparity. 

Introduction
Bangalore, known today as Bengaluru- the Silicon Valley of 

India-has a complex and layered history deeply rooted in its colonial 
past. The transformation of Bangalore from a fortified settlement under 
Kempe Gowda to a British cantonment town and eventually a high-
tech metropolis represents a continuum of socio-political and spatial 
transformations. The British colonial administration played a pivotal role 
in introducing Western urban planning, infrastructure, and institutional 
systems that continue to shape the city’s development. 

The colonial legacy, however, is not merely architectural or 
administrative; it is deeply embedded in the socio-economic divisions, 
land tenure systems, and institutional continuities that persist in modern 
Bangalore. This paper investigates these enduring colonial legacies 
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through the lenses of historical transformation, urban planning, socio-
economic restructuring, and institutional continuity. 
Historical Background and the Emergence of Colonial Bangalore

The origins of modern Bangalore can be traced to the early 16th 
century when Kempe Gowda I founded the city as a fort town under 
the Vijayanagara Empire. However, the city’s modern history began in 
1799, following the defeat of Tipu Sultan and the establishment of British 
dominance in Mysore. Bangalore became a key military cantonment under 
the British East India Company, serving as a strategic center for southern 
India. 

The British established the Bangalore Cantonment (South Parade 
area) in 1809, distinct from the Native Pete (old Bangalore). This bifurcation 
laid the foundation for the city’s spatial and social segregation, marking 
the beginning of a dual urban identity-one European, one indigenous. 
Colonial Urban Planning and Spatial Segregation

British urban planning introduced new concepts of sanitation, road 
networks, and civic infrastructure. The Cantonment area was designed 
along European lines-with wide streets, bungalows, parade grounds, and 
churches-contrasting sharply with the congested, traditional Pete area. 
This division reflected racial and class hierarchies that structured colonial 
society. 

The Municipal Act of 1862 formalized separate administrations 
for the Cantonment and the City, reinforcing this duality. The legacy of 
this division persists in present-day Bengaluru, visible in infrastructural 
disparities and spatial inequality between the old city and the former 
cantonment regions. 
Economic Transformation under Colonial Rule

Under colonial rule, Bangalore transitioned from an agrarian 
economy to a hub of military and administrative activity. The establishment 
of military workshops, railway lines (1864), and public works departments 
facilitated industrial growth. 

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Bangalore became 
known for its breweries, textiles, and engineering industries. The colonial 
government encouraged the migration of skilled labor and created 
employment in administrative and military establishments. However, 
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economic policies favored British interests and marginalized indigenous 
enterprises. 
Social Structures and Cultural Interactions

Colonial Bangalore witnessed the rise of a new Anglicized middle 
class-a blend of Indian elites and European settlers who mediated between 
colonial rulers and native populations. Educational institutions like Bishop 
Cotton School (1865) and St. Joseph’s College (1882) produced English-
educated elites who later played key roles in the nationalist movement. 

At the same time, caste, class, and community divisions persisted 
and were often reinforced by colonial policies. The Cantonment became a 
cosmopolitan enclave, housing Europeans, Anglo-Indians, and Christian 
converts, while the Pete remained predominantly Hindu and mercantile. 
Colonial Governance and Institutional Legacy

The British introduced several administrative institutions that 
continued post-independence, such as the Municipal Corporation (1881), 
Civil and Military Station Boards, and Public Health Departments. 

These laid the groundwork for modern urban governance in 
Bangalore. Even after 1947, institutional frameworks and bureaucratic 
hierarchies retained colonial models of administration-centralized, 
hierarchical, and often exclusionary in nature. 
Post-Independence Continuities

After independence, Bangalore inherited a dual city structure. 
The merging of the City and Cantonment in 1949 under the Bangalore 
City Corporation did not entirely bridge the divide. Urban planning and 
infrastructure development often followed colonial precedents, prioritizing 
elite and administrative needs over equitable development. 

The post-independence era saw the emergence of public sector 
industries (HAL, BEL, ITI) that mirrored colonial-era spatial segregation-
industrial zones separated from residential areas, often located in former 
British cantonment lands. 
Urbanization and the IT Revolution

In the late 20th century, Bangalore emerged as India’s IT capital. 
The spatial and institutional legacy of colonialism influenced the pattern 
of this growth. Areas like MG Road, Residency Road, and Richmond 
Town, originally colonial enclaves, became commercial and business hubs. 
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The city’s planning ethos remained technocratic, with limited 
community participation-a continuation of the colonial administrative 
mindset. The uneven development between the core city and peri-urban 
areas reflects the persistence of historical inequalities. 
Socio-Economic Inequalities and Colonial Legacies Today

The enduring colonial legacy manifests in socio-economic 
disparities. Former cantonment regions continue to enjoy better 
infrastructure, public spaces, and administrative attention. Meanwhile, 
older Pete areas and peripheral zones struggle with congestion and 
inadequate amenities. 

Institutional inertia, bureaucratic centralization, and elite-driven 
urban policies echo colonial administrative traditions. Land reforms, too, 
have been partial, often replicating earlier patterns of privilege. 
Cultural Memory and Heritage Preservation

Bangalore’s colonial architecture-such as Attara Kacheri, Cubbon 
Park, St. Mark’s Cathedral, and Bangalore Palace-represents a complex 
cultural heritage. Efforts to preserve these monuments coexist with 
debates over decolonization of urban space. 

The continued valorization of colonial aesthetics in city branding 
reflects an unresolved relationship between Bangalore’s colonial past and 
its cosmopolitan present. 
Reimagining Postcolonial Urban Development

To move beyond colonial continuities, Bangalore must embrace 
inclusive, participatory urban governance. Decolonizing urban policy 
requires rethinking planning paradigms to reflect local needs, cultural 
contexts, and social equity. 

Empowering ward-level governance, integrating traditional spaces 
into planning, and addressing infrastructural disparities are crucial steps 
toward decolonizing the city’s urban identity. 
Conclusion

Bangalore’s evolution from a colonial cantonment to a modern 
global city encapsulates both progress and persistence. The city’s modern 
institutions, infrastructure, and governance systems bear the imprint of 
colonial rule, even as they adapt to contemporary challenges. Understanding 
and addressing these continuities is essential for creating a truly inclusive 
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and equitable urban future. 
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