
Why Did Bombayâ??s Early Associations Form?

Description

The nineteenth century witnessed a profound transformation in the Indian subcontinent under British
colonial rule. While the initial resistance to foreign domination often manifested in localized rebellions or
socio-religious reform movements, a new form of political engagement began to emerge, particularly in
urban centres like Bombay. The introduction of Western education, the growth of a nascent
intelligentsia, and the increasingly alienating policies of the British administration created an
environment ripe for organized political activity. Indians, previously without a unified voice or platform to
articulate their grievances, started to recognize the need for collective action to influence government
decisions and protect their interests. This necessity for structured representation against an all-powerful
colonial state laid the fundamental groundwork for the formation of early political associations in
Bombay.

These associations were not merely clubs for intellectual discourse; they were deliberate attempts to
channel public dissatisfaction and articulate demands to the British government. They served as critical
intermediaries, translating the murmurs of discontent into coherent petitions and memoranda.
Understanding their origins thus requires appreciating the socio-economic and political pressures of the
time, which compelled educated Indians to move beyond individual representations and embrace the
power of organized collective advocacy.

The Emergence of Political Awareness in 19th Century Bombay

The mid-19th century in Bombay Presidency was a period of significant churning, marked by both the
expanding reach of British administration and the gradual awakening of an Indian public consciousness.
The British East India Companyâ??s rule, followed by direct Crown rule after 1858, brought about
administrative unification, but also introduced policies that often ran counter to Indian interests and
sentiments. Economic exploitation, heavy taxation, discriminatory laws, and a complete lack of Indian
representation in the legislative and administrative councils fueled a growing sense of alienation.

Simultaneously, the spread of English education, particularly through institutions established by the
British and Indian reformers, created a class of educated Indians. These individuals were exposed to
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Western liberal ideas of self-governance, rights, and representative institutions. They began to critically
examine the colonial system, comparing British promises of good governance with the ground realities
of oppression and discrimination. Newspapers and periodicals, though nascent, played a crucial role in
disseminating information, fostering public debate, and connecting disparate regional grievances into a
more unified Indian perspective.

Bombay, as a major port city and a hub of trade and education, became a crucible for this political
awakening. Its cosmopolitan character, with a vibrant merchant class and an emerging professional
class of lawyers, doctors, and journalists, provided the intellectual and financial resources necessary for
sustained political activity. The Deccan famine of 1876-78 and the subsequent government apathy
further exacerbated public resentment, making it clear that local issues needed a broader, organized
platform for effective redressal. The collective realization among educated elites that individual petitions
were insufficient and that a sustained, organized effort was required to influence colonial policy was the
driving force behind these initial associations. They formed because there was no other legitimate
avenue for expressing collective political will.

The Bombay Association: First Organized Efforts (1852)

The Bombay Association holds the distinction of being the first organized political body in the Bombay
Presidency. It was established in 1852, a time when the British East India Company was still the
primary administrative authority and just before the renewal of its Charter Act. The primary impetus for
its formation stemmed from the desire to influence the upcoming Charter Act renewal. Educated Indians
in Bombay saw an opportunity to present their concerns and demands directly to the British Parliament,
believing that such a direct appeal might bring about much-needed reforms.

The objective of the Bombay Association was clearly articulated: to memorialize the government for the
removal of existing evils, to prevent the introduction of harmful measures, and to advocate for the
implementation of beneficial laws. This was a polite, constitutional approach, reflecting the faith that
early Indian leaders placed in British justice and parliamentary processes. The association was
modelled on the British India Association of Calcutta, indicating a nascent sense of pan-Indian political
aspirations and a shared understanding of how to engage with the colonial power. Its founders included
prominent individuals such as Jagannath Shankarseth, a leading philanthropist and merchant, and
Naoroji Fardoonji, a pioneering journalist. Their vision was to provide a formal channel through which
Indian perspectives could be communicated to the ruling power, filling a critical void in representation.
This point needs attention: the association formed not to challenge British rule outright, but to seek
reforms within its framework, believing that a well-articulated case would receive a fair hearing. The
absence of Indian voices in governance made such a body essential.

Poona Sarvajanik Sabha: A Bridge Between People and Power
(1870s)

The Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, founded in the 1870s, emerged from a slightly different, though related,
socio-political context than the Bombay Association. While the Bombay Association primarily
represented the concerns of the urban elite, the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha aimed for a broader base,
explicitly seeking to connect the government with the common people. The term â??Sarvajanikâ?•
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itself, meaning â??for all people,â?• encapsulated its inclusive vision.

This Sabha was founded by influential leaders like Mahadev Govind Ranade, Ganesh Vasudev Joshi
(popularly known as Sarvajanik Kaka), S.H. Chiplunkar, and others. Ranade, a judge and social
reformer, was a key guiding spirit, advocating for constitutional methods and rational reforms. The
formation of the Sabha was partly a response to the increasing need for an organized platform to
address agrarian issues, land revenue policies, and the general economic distress prevalent in the
Deccan region. At this stage, one issue becomes clear: the need for political associations was
multifaceted, reflecting both urban elite concerns and rural agrarian distress.

The primary objective of the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha was to act as a mediating body, a â??bridgeâ?•
between the government and the people. It aimed to articulate the grievances of the populace,
particularly the peasantry, and present them to the authorities in a coherent manner. Conversely, it also
sought to educate the public about government policies and their implications. The Sabha conducted
surveys, collected data, and prepared reasoned memoranda on various public matters, sending them to
the government. Its activities involved organizing public meetings, publishing journals, and actively
involving different sections of society. The Sabhaâ??s collaboration with the Bombay Presidency
Association on certain issues further illustrates the growing network of regional political activism. Its
formation was driven by the recognition that an organized body could effectively represent the diverse
interests of society to an often distant and unresponsive colonial administration.

The Bombay Presidency Association: Reaction to Government
Policies (1885)

The Bombay Presidency Association, established in 1885, was a direct outcome of increasingly
repressive British policies and controversies that stirred Indian public opinion. Its formation coincided
with the eve of the Indian National Congressâ??s founding, signifying a critical juncture in Indiaâ??s
political awakening. The primary triggers for its establishment were the policies enacted by Lord
Lyttonâ??s administration (1876-1880) and the ensuing uproar over the Ilbert Bill.

Lord Lyttonâ??s tenure was marked by several unpopular measures. The Vernacular Press Act (1878)
curtailed the freedom of the Indian press, allowing the government to confiscate property of
newspapers publishing â??seditiousâ?• material. The Arms Act (1878) made it a criminal offence for
Indians to carry arms without a license, while Europeans were exempted. The lowering of the age limit
for the Indian Civil Service examination from 21 to 19 years effectively made it harder for Indian
aspirants to compete. These policies were widely perceived as discriminatory and designed to suppress
Indian aspirations and voices.

The Ilbert Bill controversy of 1883 proved to be a major catalyst. The Bill sought to allow Indian judges
to try European subjects in criminal cases in the mofussil (upcountry areas). This seemingly minor legal
reform ignited a ferocious backlash from the European community in India, who vehemently opposed
being tried by Indian magistrates. The British government, bowing to European pressure, substantially
watered down the Bill. This episode exposed the deep racial prejudices of the colonial administration
and its readiness to sacrifice justice for European privilege. Indian leaders realized that appealing to
British goodwill was often futile in the face of entrenched racism and self-interest.
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It was in this charged atmosphere that the Bombay Presidency Association was formed. Its founders
were a trio of influential liberal leaders: Pherozeshah Mehta, K.T. Telang, and Badruddin Tyabji. These
individuals, often referred to as the â??Triumvirateâ?• of Bombay politics, sought to create a powerful
voice for Indian political aspirations in the Bombay Presidency. The association aimed to articulate
demands for greater Indian representation, press for reforms, and protest against discriminatory
policies. The Ilbert Bill episode, in particular, demonstrated the urgent need for a unified and assertive
Indian political body to counter British racial arrogance and policy reversals. Thus, the association
formed as a direct and strong reaction to specific, detrimental government actions, indicating a shift
towards more direct and unified opposition.

Evaluating the Contribution of Bombayâ??s Early Political
Bodies

The early political associations of Bombay, despite their initial limitations and constitutional methods,
made significant and lasting contributions to the development of Indian nationalism and political
consciousness. Their formation marked a crucial transition from sporadic, individualized protests to
organized, collective advocacy, setting a precedent for future political movements.

Firstly, these associations provided much-needed platforms for articulating Indian grievances and
aspirations. They effectively translated diffuse public discontent into concrete demands, systematically
presented to the British government through memorials, petitions, and public meetings. The Bombay
Association, the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, and the Bombay Presidency Association served as vital
channels for political communication at a time when formal representation for Indians was almost non-
existent.

Secondly, they played a crucial role in fostering public opinion and political education among Indians.
Through their publications, speeches, and debates, they raised awareness about issues like economic
exploitation, administrative injustice, and the lack of civil liberties. This educational function was critical
in mobilizing broader support and creating a common political consciousness across different sections
of society. The Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, with its focus on connecting with the common people, was
particularly effective in this regard.

Thirdly, these regional associations served as training grounds for a generation of nationalist leaders.
Figures like M.G. Ranade, Pherozeshah Mehta, K.T. Telang, and Badruddin Tyabji gained invaluable
experience in political organization, public speaking, and constitutional agitation through their
involvement with these bodies. This experience was instrumental when many of them went on to play
leading roles in the Indian National Congress, which emerged as a pan-Indian political organization
later in 1885. Their work in Bombay prepared the ground for a broader national movement.

Finally, the formation and sustained activity of these associations demonstrated the viability and
necessity of organized political action. They proved that Indians could come together, articulate their
demands rationally, and exert pressure on the colonial government, even if the immediate results were
not always favourable. Their efforts laid the foundational infrastructure for Indian nationalism, paving the
way for the eventual formation of a national-level political body that could represent the entire country.

UPSC Perspective
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For aspiring civil servants, understanding the genesis and evolution of Bombayâ??s early political
associations is essential from both Prelims and Mains examination standpoints.

Prelims focus:

Key associations: Bombay Association, Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, Bombay Presidency
Association.
Founding dates: 1852 (Bombay Association), 1870s (Poona Sarvajanik Sabha), 1885
(Bombay Presidency Association).
Objectives:

Bombay Association: Memorializing government for removing evils, preventing harmful
measures, introducing beneficial laws.
Poona Sarvajanik Sabha: Bridge between government and people, addressing public
grievances.
Bombay Presidency Association: Protesting against discriminatory policies like
Lyttonâ??s measures and the Ilbert Bill, advocating for Indian rights.

Prominent founders: Jagannath Shankarseth, Naoroji Fardoonji (Bombay Association); M.G.
Ranade, G.V. Joshi (Poona Sarvajanik Sabha); Pherozeshah Mehta, K.T. Telang,
Badruddin Tyabji (Bombay Presidency Association).
The context of Lyttonâ??s policies (Vernacular Press Act, Arms Act, ICS age reduction) and
the Ilbert Bill controversy are crucial factual details to remember.

Mains focus:

Nature and evolution of early nationalist demands: These associations exemplify the
constitutional and reformist phase of early nationalism. Their demands were initially
moderate, focusing on administrative reforms, greater Indian representation, and protection
of civil liberties, rather than complete independence. Their evolution shows a gradual
hardening of stance, particularly evident with the Bombay Presidency Associationâ??s
reaction to Lyttonâ??s policies.
Role of regional associations in shaping public opinion: Discuss how these bodies
acted as crucial instruments for political education, raising awareness about colonial
exploitation and injustice among diverse segments of society. They fostered a sense of
collective identity and shared grievances.
Contribution to later national movements: Analyze how these early associations laid the
organizational and ideological groundwork for the Indian National Congress. They provided
trained leaders, established methods of constitutional agitation, and articulated the core
demands that would be taken up by the broader national movement. Their work created the
necessary infrastructure for a pan-Indian political awakening.

Common Student Confusion

Students often encounter specific points of confusion when studying these early political associations,
which can lead to errors in examinations.
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Confusing the specific founding year or primary objective of each association.

Correction: It is important to differentiate: the Bombay Association (1852) focused on
influencing the Charter Act and general reforms; the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha (1870s)
aimed to be a people-government bridge, particularly for agrarian issues; and the Bombay
Presidency Association (1885) was a direct reaction to Lyttonâ??s repressive policies and
the Ilbert Bill. While all sought reform, their immediate triggers and emphasis varied.

Overlapping the roles of the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha and the Bombay Presidency
Association, despite their close collaboration.

Correction: While they collaborated and had similar broader goals of Indian welfare, their
primary emphasis differed. The Poona Sarvajanik Sabha had a strong rural and agrarian
focus, aiming to represent the common people and their grievances to the government,
often originating from the Deccan region. The Bombay Presidency Association, though
broader, had a stronger focus on urban intellectual and commercial interests, reacting
sharply to specific discriminatory policies and advocating for political rights at a higher level,
drawing leaders from Bombayâ??s elite. Their collaboration stemmed from shared
nationalist objectives rather than identical mandates.

Misunderstanding the localized initial focus of these bodies before the rise of a pan-Indian
organization.

Correction: These associations, despite their regional names, often articulated broader
Indian concerns, but their scope of operation and immediate membership were largely
concentrated within the Bombay Presidency. They were precursors to a pan-Indian
movement, not pan-Indian organizations themselves. Their initial focus was on addressing
issues pertinent to their region, while simultaneously contributing to the wider nationalist
discourse. The very need for a pan-Indian body like the Indian National Congress arose
because these regional associations, while effective locally, recognized the need for a
unified voice across the country.

Short Revision Points

Bombay Association (1852): Objective was memorializing government for removing evils,
preventing harmful measures, introducing beneficial laws. Modeled on British India Association.
Poona Sarvajanik Sabha (1870s): Founded by M.G. Ranade and others. Objective: bridge
between government and people, often focusing on agrarian issues. Collaborated with Bombay
Presidency Association.
Bombay Presidency Association (1885): Formed due to Lyttonâ??s policies and Ilbert Bill
controversy. Founders: Mehta, Telang, Tyabji.

FAQs
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1. What was the primary objective of the Bombay Association?
The primary objective was to memorialize the government for the removal of existing evils, to
prevent the introduction of harmful measures, and to advocate for beneficial laws, particularly in
the context of the renewal of the East India Companyâ??s Charter Act.

2. Who were the key figures involved in forming the Bombay Presidency Association?
The key figures were Pherozeshah Mehta, K.T. Telang, and Badruddin Tyabji.

3. What was the stated purpose of the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha?
Its stated purpose was to act as a mediating body, a â??bridgeâ?• between the government and
the people, articulating public grievances and educating the populace about government policies.

The formation of early political associations in Bombay was not an arbitrary development but a logical
and necessary response to the evolving political landscape of 19th-century India. They emerged from a
confluence of factors: the increasing awareness among educated Indians, the oppressive policies of the
British government, and the crucial absence of formal avenues for Indian representation. From the
constitutional appeals of the Bombay Association to the broad-based advocacy of the Poona Sarvajanik
Sabha, and finally, the assertive reaction of the Bombay Presidency Association to specific injustices,
each body played a distinct yet interconnected role in laying the groundwork for Indiaâ??s nationalist
movement. These associations were formed to articulate a collective Indian voice, bridge the gap
between people and power, and react to discriminatory policies, thereby becoming indispensable
stepping stones in the journey towards self-rule. For those preparing for the rigorous UPSC
examinations, a deep understanding of these foundational elements is critical, much like the
comprehensive guidance provided at institutions like SHRI RAM IAS, which is regarded as the best ias
coaching in delhi.
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