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The other ‘other’: Re-framing and re-defining research on Southeast Asian colonial and post-
colonial architecture and urbanism

Pauline K.M. van Roosmalen
TU Delft, Delft (The Netherlands)

To take stock of current research on architecture and urbanism in Southeast Asia and discuss ‘the
other’, this paper focuses on the academic, socio-political and cultural considerations that generate,
frame, steer, and disperse research findings on Indonesian colonial and post-colonial architecture and
urbanism. To this end, this paper develops four primary observations and consequences for those
carrying out this research.

The first observation concerns the critique from Indonesian and other non-European colleagues about
the Eurocentric perspective of my research. The second observation is that many studies on colonial
and post-colonial architecture and urbanism are bi-lateral projects at best: they rarely cross more than
one national border and remain confined as something between the former colonised and the former
coloniser. The third observation is that while many architectural historians analyse and describe the
history of European and North-American architecture and planning along strictly defined national,
regional and local boundaries, the very same historians often ignore that architecture and urbanism in
‘Asia’ are equally diverse. The fourth and final observation considers the role language plays in
facilitating, sharing and exposing research and research findings.

The above observations relate to my own experience as a scholar of Dutch colonial and post-colonial
architecture and urbanism. While on many levels | am the ‘other’ in Indonesia, | have been and
seemingly continue to be the ‘other’ in Dutch and other Western academic circles. Based on this
experience, | therefore argue that Western, i.e. Dutch scholars who study colonial and post-colonial
architecture and urbanism, intellectually and geographically (often) are the other ‘other’.

Observation 1: Eurocentric perspective

In the Netherlands, I'm frequently asked why | study colonial and post-colonial architecture and
urbanism in Indonesia. In Indonesia, this question is much rarer; instead, Indonesian academics query
the overly Eurocentric perspective of my research: a justified critique, as | will explain below.

In defence of my own research, | hope it suffices to say that, being an architectural historian | am
aware that my work will always be somewhat subjective due to the sources | have available to consult
and select. This selection of sources is at the same time pragmatic and opportunistic. Pragmatically,
my research is limited to, and consequently defined by, the linguistic and geographic availability of
sources. In terms of opportunism, | have to work around these limitations and consequently often work
with random and often very incomplete material.

Acknowledging | consult primary and secondary sources predominantly produced by Dutch officials,
architects and citizens that are kept in Dutch and Indonesian archives and libraries, a Eurocentric
perspective seems all but inevitable. Because my sources have been created by Dutch/European
officials and professionals they have, as Gyanendra Pandey states, been subjected to prior ‘selection
and classification’." For this reason alone, my research — and presumably any historical research — will
always be problematic in terms of objectivity. Rather than dwelling on this generic problem though, the
more interesting question is what the alternative is.

Regarding my research on colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism in Indonesia, including
Indonesian, Chinese Indonesian, Arab and Indian sources potentially would allow for and guarantee a
less Eurocentric interpretation/reconstruction of historic developments. But to what extent would this
interpretation/reconstruction be more objective than my current interpretation? Although they would
reveal interesting and relevant aspects of the colonial and post-colonial narrative, and thus would
provide the much needed ‘other’ perspective, this perspective would not necessarily be less subjective
and better informed than the European perspective. Just because they are non-European sources
doesn’t ensure they are, to borrow from Pandey, less ‘mad’ and ‘trifling’ than European sources.

Observation 2: National boundaries



My second observation concerns the geographic boundaries and scope of colonial and post-colonial
research on architecture and urbanism. Until fairly recently, research on colonial and postcolonial
architecture and urbanism were predominantly defined and curbed by national, and sometimes even
nationalist considerations and boundaries. It was also almost exclusively executed by researchers who
either originated from the country that previously colonised the country under scrutiny or by
researchers who originated from that former colony. As a result, colonial and postcolonial research
was an almost exclusively national/lateral — or at best bi-lateral endeavour. Even when historically
more than one European country played a part in the history of a former colony, researchers rarely
engaged in transnational, let alone comparative research into similar developments in other colonies,
either those of their own country or others.

Analogous to the Eurocentric perspective, the restriction to national boundaries is caused by
accessibility of research sources. With very few national and colonial libraries or museums collecting
documents and artefacts from ‘other’ colonies, ‘other’ research sources, physically and intellectually
therefore remained largely out of the ‘other’ scholars’ scope and reach.? As written and printed
sources are increasingly being digitised, or born digital and thus accessible online, the argument of the
physical and even intellectual ‘accessibility’ of sources is gradually vanishing. The emerging digital
environment is tending to eliminate these geographic boundaries — and consequentially economic and
intellectual boundaries. In so doing, the digital era offers and creates new and transnational research
opportunities and challenges researchers from around the globe.

To illustrate how some instruments level national boundaries while others seem to achieve the
opposite, | will briefly describe two projects and their national-international idiosyncrasies. The first
project is a digital research environment that was initiated and developed by Delft's University of
Technology between 2011 and 2014 and soft-launched in January 2015. The second ‘project’ is the
Netherlands’ Shared Cultural Heritage Policy (Gemeenschappelijk Cultureel Erfgoed Beleid, GCE
Policy) that was implemented in 2009.°

The digital research environment — also digital repository — offers free online access to a variety of
sources about European colonial architecture and urbanism: text documents, photographs, maps,
archives and data about architects, urbanists, commissioners and professional organisations. The
rationale behind the repository was to remove the impediment of national, geographic and economic
borders and thus generate and facilitate international, comparative research by providing free access
to sources online. To ensure the repository met the needs of its anticipated targeted user groups and
ICT requirements, TU Delft regularly consulted national and international future users and IT-
specialists for input and feed-back.

Conversely, whereas the objective of the repository was all about crossing national borders and
creating international research, the funding was considerably less internationally oriented. Although
the ambition of the repository was well received, the conditions of the Dutch grant that facilitated its
creation curbed international aspirations. Because the grant could only be extended to Netherlands
partners, collaboration with non-Netherlands partners was only possible if those partners were
financially independent of the repository’s initial funding. To date, the various intricacies involved in
developing the repository as a bi-lateral, let alone multilateral international project have for now put the
repository’s further development on hold.”

The Netherlands’ Shared Cultural Heritage Policy is another example of a half-hearted attempt to level
national borders and foster international collaboration.® To create a sustainable future for heritage in
countries with historical ties to the Netherlands, be it trade or otherwise, the policy has financially
supported numerous projects aimed at creating awareness and fostering knowledge about ‘shared’
heritage, including the built heritage.7 Since its implementation, the GCE Policy has generated a
plethora of projects overseas.® In the Netherlands though, the policy has had little to no impact. In
contrast to the Netherlands’ former overseas territories, most academics, professionals and citizens in
the Netherlands are hardly aware or chose to ignore, let alone ‘appreciate’ the ‘shared’ cultural
heritage of the Netherlands and these other countries. It is to a large degree the biased objective and
implementation of the GCE Policy that lie at the heart of this lopsided development in the Netherlands
and beyond.’



Put together, the TU Delft repository and the GCE Policy illustrate an intriguing but unsettling reality: a
reality in which projects on the one hand aspires international horizons, while on the other hand these
very same aspirations are curbed by national conventions and consequential financial restrictions.

Observation 3: ‘Asian’ and ‘colonial’

My third observation concerns the ease with which ‘Western’ architectural historians reference and
classify architecture and urbanism beyond the Occidental. While they analyse and describe the
architecture and urbanism in Europe and North-America along meticulously defined national, regional
and cultural boundaries, they generally discuss non-Western architecture and urbanism in colonised
countries in Asia as if Asian colonies were one geopolitical and cultural (architectural) entity.”® The
unsophisticated and inarticulate classifications ‘Asian’ and ‘colonial’ not only obscure the national,
regional, cultural and stylistic differences between the various Asian countries and cultures, they also
downplay the multifarious chaIIenges, approaches and achievements of architects and town planners
who worked in a colonial context.™

Although ‘Asia’ and ‘colonial’ generally work as catch-all terms to identify a particular geographic
region, political regime and even period, they are also way too broad to recognise and create the
insight necessary to acknowledge the richness and the variety of this specific category in world
architecture and urbanism. The combination of a Western architectural training and the different
(‘other’) climatological, material and cultural requirements, the Asian and colonial context often
resulted in hybrid architecture and town plans. It is this hybridity, this combination of local and
imported elements, which make buildings and town plans in Europe’s Asian colonies as complicated to
classify and characterise as buildings and town plans in Europe.

An example of the intellectual lop-sidedness of this biased approach was the international workshop
organised by the International Planning Historian Society (IPHS) in Delft in 2015." To discuss the
history of planning worldwide, IPHS invited 49 speakers. Of these 49 speakers, seven originated from
outside Europe and North America: two from Australia and India, and one from South Africa, China
and Indonesia. Of these seven, three worked at an Australian university, one at a South African
university, not one was based within an ‘Asian’ university. With regard to the thematic and geographic
coverage, the workshop’s programme also illustrated the biased nature of the field.™® Out of a total of
eight panels, only one session was dedicated to Planning History outside Europe. With less than 20
minutes per paper, the five presenters on this panel were invited to discuss urbanism/planning in
Africa, the Arab World, China, India and Southeast Asia respectively.14 The general character of this
panel and the consequential succinct nature of its papers, were in stark contrast to the much more
sophisticated delineation of the other panels and the consequent length and breadth of some of these
panels’ papers. For while the speakers in the other panels frequently had ample opportunity to discuss
even the minutest detail of particular aspects of Planning History in Western countries, cities and
periods, the five presenters on Planning History beyond Europe and America could not but sketch
these developments in the broadest of terms.

The perspective and approaches of the IPHS workshop in Delft are not unique for Delft nor the IPHS.
Despite growing research on colonial buildings and town plans in former colonies and increasing
accessibility to research sources on this topic, ‘Asian’ and ‘colonial’ architecture and urbanism for most
‘Western’ researchers remains something from ‘another’ realm: a topic that potentially is interesting
but not on a par with ‘Western’ architecture and urbanism and therefore less in need of — or entitled to
— the sophisticated approach that applies to ‘Western’ architecture and urbanism.

Observation 4: Language

The fourth factor that | want to discuss challenges all transnational researchers: language. For many
local researchers interested in Southeast Asia colonial and post-colonial buildings and town plans
created by the colonial and post-colonial ruling class, language remains a challenge.” Because vast
guantities of contemporary archival and written sources are predominantly written in the coloniser’s
national Ianguage, mastering the former coloniser’s language is relevant when it comes to interpreting
these sources."

Another major challenge as far as language is concerned, is the dissemination of research findings.
Although this is a challenge for all researchers born outside one of the three present global academic



linguae francae (Chinese, English, Spanish), it is7particularly poignant for many of the researchers who
study colonial and post-colonial Southeast Asia."” For unless they are native speakers of Chinese,
English or Spanish, they are obliged to express themselves in any one of these, for them, foreign
languages if they want to share their work with an academic community beyond their own linguistic
and national borders and thus reach out beyond their own parochial audience.

Despite the availability of digital and other tools that can initially be of help to overcome initial linguistic
obstacles, mastering at least two ‘other’ languages is thus vital when researching and publishing on
Southeast Asian colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism.*®

In recognition of the many challenges related to studies about colonial and post-colonial architecture
and urbanism, the European Union from 2011 until 2014 supported the project ‘European architecture
beyond Europe’ (ABE)." The project’s aim to contribute to the writing of a global history of modern
European culture, including overseas expansions and transnational dynamics in its scope, was
achieved by bringing together European and non-European researchers.”® For two reasons, ABE was
an interesting exercise. On an academic level, it was interesting because it brought together
international researchers and their research. In so doing, the project provided ample opportunity for
transnational, comparative exchange and research. On a socio-cultural level the project was equally
interesting, particularly where the dynamics related to and created by language were concerned. One
interesting aspect in that respect was the frequently returning question why the project’s initiators had
decided to use English rather than any other modern European language as the lingua franca of
ABE.?! It was a question that was not so much raised because the critics had not mastered English,
but because they did not understand — nor appreciate — why English the rather than their own
language was the language of choice for the project.22 Regardless of the validity of the question, the
relevance for my argument is that it identifies language as a problematic issue: an issue that to a large
degree defined and simultaneously echoed the dynamic of ABE in that the majority of the informal
interactions and research projects were defined along linguistic lines.

The conditions and dynamics of the COST funded project ABE are indicative of the crucial role
language plays in facilitating, sharing and exposing research and research findings; for although all
participants spoke English, it was and remained at times not easy share knowledge and interact
socially. Considering research is often relevant for and therefore needs to be accessible to a national
audience, researchers obviously publish in their own language. If the relevance of research extends
beyond national borders though, the dissemination of research faces considerable challenges. A
major challenge in this respect is language: unless transnational research is published in at least one
of the three academic global linguae francae, its international exposure, and consequently its impact,
will be almost negligible.?®

The other ‘other’

Taking the above observations as a reference, | would argue that in addition to Gyanendra Pandey’s
‘other’, there exists yet another other. This other ‘other’ is the ‘Western’ scholar who, for lack of a
better denomination, studies European colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism. Although
this scholar is neither ‘excluded from’ (the mad) not ‘exiled within’ (the trifling) the archives and
research as defined by Pandey, to date his/her research topic predominantly remains ‘excluded from’
and ‘exiled within’ the canon of European and world architecture and urbanism.

In addition to this exclusion, the ‘Western’ scholar interested in colonial and post-colonial architecture
and urbanism is also the other ‘other’ in the country that is the very topic of his/her research. For even
though the ‘Western’ scholar’s research contributes to the knowledge and the canon of this other
country, he/she is largely excluded from this country’s academic circles, debates and funding
opportunities. Erasing this hurdle by moving to this country does not solve this problem as by moving
to one country, one inevitably distances oneself from the other country.

The consequence of (largely) working outside the scope of the local, the Western and the world
canon, is a seemingly vicious circle. It creates a chicken and egg situation: because scholars who
study colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism are less established in academia and the
relevance of their research topic is (consequently) less acknowledged, funding and publishing
opportunities for their research are more restricted than if they would research more common aspects
of architecture and urbanism. The other ‘other’, in other words, is in many ways as much ‘excluded
from’ and ‘exiled within’ as Pandey’s ‘other’. The only difference between the two ‘others’ is that where



Pandey’s ‘other’ refers to those obviously ignored in archives and consequently in research, the other
‘other’ appears to be included, but ultimately is equally excluded.

Building on an earlier essay | maintain that to include the other ‘other’ a more inclusive and less biased
assessment of colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism is needed.?* If colonial and post-
colonial architecture and urbanism are to be included in and hence considered a relevant aspect of
world and national architecture and urbanism, understanding and appreciating its qualities and
significance in relation to other world and national architecture and urbanism is paramount. To achieve
this | suggest that, rather than revising the methodology of architectural history, the criteria by which
colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism are assessed, need to be discussed and
reconsidered: not only to expose the dominance and Western orientation of assessment criteria, but
also to identify and validate the qualities and consequent significance of colonial and post-colonial
architecture and urbanism.?

As scholarship on colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism are on the rise, the
polarised/biased attitude towards colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism needs to be
eradicated. To arrive at an inclusive approach, it is necessary to determine the intrinsic meaning,
importance and value of colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism within the framework of
world and national architecture and urbanism based on a revised or new set of uniform/globally
applied/applicable criteria.

Conclusion

In my paper | argue that, in addition to ‘the other’ as perceived by Pandey, there is yet another ‘other’:
the (‘Western’) scholar who studies (European) colonial and post-colonial architecture and urbanism. It
is the researcher who from a European/Western perspective studies an unfamiliar topic and
consequently remains (somewhat) outside European/Western architecture history. It is equally also
the researcher whose research does not organically belong to the architecture history of the former
colony. It is the research who, in other words, is simultaneously the ‘other’ and the other ‘other’. In
order to eradicate this present restriction, | argue that rather than discussing the architecture historical
research methodology to include the ‘other’, we need to discuss how research and research findings
are generated, framed, steered, dispersed and valued.
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