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Beginnings of Indian Participation in Colonial Urban
Administration in the Age of the Great Reform Act (1832)

Asuka NAGAO

The Indian Justice of the Peace and Juries Act (1832) permitted colonial governments for the first
time to appoint Indian residents of presidency towns as justices of the peace, to whom statutes had
assigned various tasks of urban administration. Though this legislation marked an initial step towards
what was later officially proclaimed as the colonial project for the gradual introduction of ‘free’ govern-
mental institutions to India, its background has not been very clear. This paper points out that most of
the British MPs who had been instrumental in this enactment were connected to judges of the Bombay
Supreme Court in 1828, when two of the judges had suddenly died and the local governor had been deeply
suspected of involvement in their demises. By analysing the political activities of such MPs (‘Friends of
Bombay Judges [FBJs]’), we argue that this incident might have worked favourably for FBJs -most of
whom were Whigs and Canningites and supporters of Catholic Emancipation and Parliamentary Reform-
because of the fact that the Bombay governor had been a known protégé of the contemporary prime
minister. Having received news of the incident by January 1829, FBJs were active not only in realising
some of the wishes of the late judges and in adopting certain measures associated with the incident but
also in submitting to the House of Commons petitions of Indian residents of Bombay, who had contri-
buted to make the incident an issue in Britain, and those of their counterparts in Calcutta, who had been
interested in the way the British were to treat the incident. One of the FBJs, Henry Brougham, appears
to have alluded to the incident in one of his anonymous pamphlets in order to shake the government.
Bombay shetias, who had spontaneously carried on various political movements to express their protest
against the incident, forged ties with FBJs. Partly as a result of such a connection, Bombay shetias were

appointed as the first Indian justices of the peace in 1834.

Keywords : Local Self-government in India, Bombay Municipal Corporation, Shetias, Parliamentary
Reform (1832), Henry Brougham
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