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Reassessing Indirect Rule in Hyderabad: Rule,
Ruler, or Sons-in-Law of the State?

KAREN LEONARD

University of California, Irvine

Introduction

Those of us who work on the Indian princely states sometimes seem
to share a certain marginalization, a certain distance from the
debates shaping the writing of South Asian history today.1 We also
share, more positively, views of that history that do not focus on
British colonial rule and are not based on colonial sources, views that
arguably offer more continuity with pre-British history and alternat-
ive visions of the South Asian past, present, and future.
In the late 1970s, A. G. Hopkins published the following

comment:2

Now, in the mid-1970s, internally-oriented approaches to the history of
former colonies are in principle well established, even though most of the
detailed work has still to be undertaken. Historians have become committed
to aspects of the social and economic history of the Third World which
either preceded or remained independent of colonialism, while colonial rule
itself is now seen, at least in analyses which command the respect of area
specialists, to have been varied in motives, means, and results.

But this does not seem to have happened.3 The exercise of the histor-
ical imagination to reach beyond or beneath the British, the recovery
of issues rooted in indigenous sources and agents, has been

1 Robin Jeffrey commented on this in his edited volume, People, Princes and Para-
mount Power: Society and Politics in the Indian Princely States (Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1978).

2 Clive Dewey and A. G. Hopkins, The Imperial Impact: Studies in the Economic History
of Africa and India (London: The Athlone Press, 1978), 2.

3 Admittedly I have been active in Asian American Studies instead for a number
of years and am only now catching up: see my booksMaking Ethnic Choices: California’s
Punjabi Mexican Americans (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992) and The
South Asian Americans (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997).
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attempted by a valiant few but remains to be consolidated.4 Histor-
ians of South Asia seem still obsessed with the British, with colonial-
ism and postcolonialism,5 overlooking ways of interpreting the past
and present that do not make colonial rule responsible for all that
has happened. Indirect rule and the so-called princely or native
states of India provide opportunities for comparative investigation of
modern South Asian cultural configurations.6

Certainly Hyderabad State, the most important of all the
princely states, provided a counter-narrative to Indian nationalism
and another model for a modern pluralist state, however dis-
counted the idea of an historical ‘Deccani synthesis’ might be
now.7 I have myself shown that this cultural synthesis, involving a
predominantly Muslim ruling class and a Hindu peasantry, was a
sociocultural construct of more or less reality depending on one’s
position in the old Hyderabad State and one’s closeness to the
Nizam’s government and the Mughal court culture of the eight-
eenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries.8 Yet an argument
can be made that Deccani nationalism had several sources, several
lives, and even some chance at success. And if one does not grant
it that positive potential, it certainly had a negative one, in effect
blinding the Nizam and many around him to political develop-
ments in twentieth-century British India.
Hyderabad State was technically under British indirect rule, but

this status was one of the least significant things about it, I
contend here. By refusing to imagine that the term ‘colonial’

4 For the valiant few, I have in mind not only some members of the Subaltern
School, but some working on the Dalits and those authors in Indu Banga’s edited
volume, The City in Indian History: Urban Demography, Society, and Politics (New Delhi:
Manohar, 1991).

5 Even many of the Subaltern Studies scholars are being swept up in the seductive
turn to postmodern and postcolonial thought and analysis: Richard M. Eaton,
‘(Re)imag(in)ing Otherness: A Postmortem for the Postmodern in India,’ Journal of
World History 11:1 (2000), 57–77.

6 I would like to thank Manu Bhagavan and Michael Mahoney for putting
together a conference at Yale University, March 30–31, 2001, Indirect Rule in
Africa and India: Colonial ‘Traditionalism’ and its Legacy in the (post)Modern
World, that stimulated my thinking about indirect rule and its possible role in shap-
ing, as they put it in a pre-conference think-piece, ‘current tensions between cul-
tural nationalisms and a homogenizing globalization.’

7 ‘Kashmiriyat,’ the possible analogue to the Hyderabadi synthesis, is weaker but
simiar, I am told by historians of Kashmir.

8 Karen Leonard, ‘The Deccani Synthesis in Old Hyderabad: An Historiographic
Essay,’ Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society (Oct. 1973), 205–18.
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indicates a transparent or predictable politics, or that the term
‘indirect rule’ similarly indicates a transparent or predictable polit-
ics,9 I follow Nicholas Thomas’s emphasis on ‘colonialisms rather
than colonialism,’ his use of Bourdieu to situate ‘colonial repres-
entations and narratives in terms of agents, locations, and
periods.’10

And who are the agents, what are the locations and periods, in
the case of Hyderabad over the centuries? Long-established cat-
egories of agents, sets of indigenous people and immigrants, or
natives and newcomers, can be discerned in India’s Deccan plateau
and compared over time (and with similar sets of actors in other
places). Of course, the definitions and occupants of these categor-
ies in this location changed over historical periods: the Hindu
Kakatiya rulers were followed by Irani Shia Bahmani rulers in the
fourteenth century, then by Shia Qutb Shahi rulers in the six-
teenth century, then by the Mughal conquest of 1687 and the
gradual establishment of the Mughal governors, the first Nizam
and his successors, as independent rulers of Hyderabad state from
the eighteenth century. Persian and Urdu, the languages of
power,11 were the single most important continuing elements in
the medieval and modern reconfigurations. In the Deccan, the
terms used in medieval times were Dakhni (Deccani) and afaqi
(stranger), and, more recently, mulkis (countrymen) and non-mulkis
(non-countrymen, non-natives).12

9 Margrit Pernau, speaking of Hyderabad state, says that ‘this lack of clarity of
the system, however, which on the one hand set the framework for arguments and
on the other left the task of working them out to the actors, constituted the essence
of indirect rule.’ Margrit Pernau, The Passing of Patrimonialism: Politics and Political
Culture in Hyderabad 1911–1948 (Delhi: Manohar, 2000), 41–2.

10 Nicholas Thomas, Colonialism’s Culture: Anthropology, Travel and Government
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 8–9.

11 By ‘languages of power,’ I mean languages whose reach and ‘structures of fee-
ling’ went beyond political boundaries, not quite the same as the earlier ‘sacred
languages and civilizations’ concept, or Benedict Anderson’s language-of-state, Ima-
gined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Verso,
1983), 67 et passim, or Bernard S. Cohn’s language of command, Colonialism and its
Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1996), 16 et passim.

12 Mulki was used elsewhere too: see C. A. Bayly, ‘Indian Merchants in a ‘‘Tradi-
tional’’ Setting: Benares, 1780–1830,’ p. 173, in Dewey and Hopkins, The Imperial
Impact, and similar concepts applied in Travancore, etc. In Pakistan, we now have
the analogous territorially-based linguistic groups (sons of the soil) and the muhajirs
(refugees), the latter group including many Hyderabadi Muslims after India’s take-
over of the state in 1948.
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Hyderabad’s indirect rule status allowed it to pursue its own
dynamic well into the twentieth century, but I would also argue
that Hyderabad was modernizing and that many of the same
forces seen in British India, such as the development of western
education, biomedicine, and urban services and public spaces, were
proceeding in Hyderabad. The question I have raised in the title
is, actually, under whose auspices were these forces proceeding:
who were the agents, the British (indirectly), or the Nizam, or
the sons-in-law of the state, the mulki or native Hyderabadis of
both rural and urban, Hindu and Muslim etc., backgrounds? And
in Hyderabad, I see the place of the British in colonial India filled
by the non-mulki administrative elite. This further distances the
British themselves from developments in Hyderabad but makes
western-educated Indians from colonial India major agents of
change, men who may have seen themselves as analogues of the
British, rivals to some extent, in their positions in the princely
states. That fact does, I think, have some consequences for current
cultural nationalisms and globalization, as I will suggest at the
very end of this essay.
The essay has three parts. First, I discuss interactions between

British indirect rule and Hyderabad’s rulers, the Nizams. Second,
I discuss the sons-in-law of the state, by which I mean chiefly the
indigenous graduates of Osmania University, members of a group
expanding from the 1920s and seeking administrative and political
empowerment in the state. Third, I look at the unsettling ruptures
caused by Hyderabad’s forced integration into India in 1948 and
its dismemberment into its three linguistic regions in 1956 with
the ‘linguistic states’ inauguration; I also try to trace some possible
consequences of indirect rule for Hyderabadi emigration patterns
and transnational identities outside India. The final section is brief
and suggestive rather than definitive.

Indirect Rule and the Nizams

Historians of the princely or native states have not been able to
treat Hyderabad State, the second largest and most populous such
state, as ‘just one of the boys (princes).’ Again and again they
recognize its nonconformity, the ways in which it resisted inclusion
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in the colonial ‘indirect rule’ category. Many scholars, most notably
Michael Fisher,13 Barbara Ramusack,14 and Ian Copland,15 give us
the outlines of this story, and speaking to ex-Hyderabadis around
the world has helped confirm it.16 In 1991 in Britain, one of them
held up my book on the Kayasths of Hyderabad and berated me
for not having put Berar on the map of the Nizam’s Dominions.
Berar? The province ceded in 1853 to the East India Company
for support of the Hyderabad Contingent Troops? Surely an issue
long dead? Not so, however,17 and his rebuke reminded me of the
ways in which Hyderabad and Hyderabadis resist being shoved
into other people’s maps, memories, and histories. I have found
this resistance everywhere in the diaspora, among Anglo-Indians,
Hindus, and Parsis as well as Muslims. It is not an undifferenti-
ated resistance, being strongly shaped by family background,18

class, and occupation, but it is still discernible among ex-
Hyderabadis in Pakistan, the UK, Australia, Canada, the US, and
the Middle Eastern Gulf states.
Historians of various periods of Hyderabadi–British relations can

be divided into two schools of interpretation (insider/outsider
interpretations?). Those relying primarily on British sources judge
certain figures in Hyderabadi history harshy (like William Palmer of
the influential early nineteenth-century banking firm, Chandu Lal,
Peshkar in the same period, and Salar Jung, Diwan from 1853–83),

13 Michael Fisher, Indirect Rule in India: Residents and the Residency System 1764–
1858 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991).

14 Barbara N. Ramusack, The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: Dissolution of
a Patron–Client System, 1914–1939 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1978).

15 Ian Copland, The Princes of India in the Endgame of Empire, 1917–1947
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

16 I am completing a manuscript comparing Hyderabadi immigrants in various
sites abroad.

17 Aziz Razvi, a Hyderabadi now a citizen of Pakistan, has just published Betrayal:
A Political Study of British Relations with the Nizams of Hyderabad (Karachi: South Asia
Publications, c.2000). In Hyderabad’s meeting with the 1946 Cabinet Mission, and
in May and August of 1947, the Nizam’s principal anxiety as the British prepared
to leave India seemed to be about his sovereignty over Berar (p. 96, and the
annexures, pp. 165 and 158, a letter to Jinnah and the report of a meeting with
Jinnah). See also below, and, for historical background, V. K. Bawa, The Nizam
Between Mughals and British: Hyderabad Under Salar Jang I (New Delhi: S. Cyhand &
Company Ltd, 1986), 138–74.

18 The man questioning me about Berar, for example, was a descendant of the
eldest son of the eldest son of the first Nizam (a line set aside centuries ago); but
his concern was echoed by others not from the royal lineage.
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seeing them as either enemies or stooges of the British.19 Yet those
who rely more on indigenous sources and oral history see these fig-
ures as patriotic Hyderabadis, aiding the Nizam in fending off British
attempts at greater intervention and control.20 This dichotomy is too
simple, but it is worth thinking about and brings to mind Fisher’s
caution about ‘the variety of indirect rule in Asia and Africa and the
frequent conflicts and incongruities between local practice and offi-
cial policy.’21

Interpretive difficulties specific to Hyderabad continue in the
twentieth century. The seventh Nizam, Osman Ali Khan, often did
not fulfill British wishes or did so for what can easily be seen as his
own reasons. For example, responding to the British designation of
him as leader of Indian Muslims and speaking out on the Khilafat
issue, the Nizam initially declared, in 1914, that Indian Muslims
could fight on the British side in the first World War since it was a
political war, not a jihad. But later, the Nizam gave unwanted advice,
asked for protection from press attacks on himself, and, in 1920,
declined to influence Aligarh trustees with respect to Gandhi’s
request that they refuse government grants and affiliations.22 In

19 Fisher, Indirect Rule; Zubaida Yazdani, Hyderbad During the Residency of Henry
Russell, 1811–1820: A Case Study in the Subsidiary Alliance System (Oxford: the author,
1976); Sarojini Regani, Nizam–British Relations, 1724–1857 (Hyderabad: Booklovers
Private Ltd, 1963); Peter Wood, ‘Vassal State in the Shadow of Empire: Palmer’s
Hyderabad, 1799–1867’, Ph.D. dissertation, History, University of Wisconsin, 1981;
Rajendra Prasad, The Asif Jahs of Hyderabad: Their Rise and Decline (Delhi: Vikas Pub-
lishing House, 1984) takes the British side on Chandu Lal and the Palmers but the
Hyderabadi side on Salar Jung I. Wood, whose coverage of Palmer and Chandu Lal
is most detailed, acknowledges the possibility of other interpretations but basically
adopts the British view.

20 Ghulam Samdani Khan, Tuzukh-i-Mahbubiyah (Hyderabad, 2 vols: 1902); Manik
Rao Vithal Rao, Bustan-i-Asafiyah (Hyderabad, 7 vols, 1909–1932); Server-el-Mulk,
My Life (London: 1932); K. Krishnaswamy Mudiraj, Pictorial Hyderabad (Hyderabad,
2 vols: 1929–1934); K. Chandraiah, Hyderabad 400 Glorious Years (Hyderabad:
Information and Public Relations, Government of Andhra Pradesh, 1996); Raza
Alikhkan, Hyderabad 400 Years (Hyderabad: Zenith Services, 1991); Harriet Ronken
Lynton, My Dear Nawab Saheb (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1991); Narendra
Luther, Hyderabad: Memoirs of a City (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1995). My own
work falls here, in Social History of an Indian Caste: The Kayasths of Hyderabad (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1978), and ‘Bankers in Nineteenth Century Hydera-
bad State Politics,’ Modern Asian Studies 15:2 (1981), 177–201. Bharati Ray, Hydera-
bad and British Paramountcy, 1858–1883 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1988), while
using British and other English-language sources, views Salar Jung as an innovator
and astute politician, going to Europe and England to press the Berar issue.

21 Fisher, Indirect Rule, 7.
22 Barbara N. Ramusack, The Princes of India, 53–4, 104–8. In 1930, the Nizam

did issue a statement urging Muslims not to support the civil disobedience move-
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1917–18, the Nizam refused to be associated with those other rulers
working toward constitutional arrangements and a Chamber of
Princes.23

From 1921 on, the Nizam again raised the question of the Berars,
questioning Curzon’s 1902 ‘settlement’ of the issue and eventually
prompting Reading’s 1926 declaration that ‘no Ruler of an Indian
State can justifiably claim to negotiate with the British Government
on an equal footing’.24 In 1930, the Nizam did lobby for separate and
adequate representation at the first Round Table Conference and
got it. However, upon the delegation’s return, Sir Akbar Hydari, Hyd-
erabad’s Prime Minister, questioned the federal arrangement pro-
posed and subordinated that goal to the Nizam’s desire to have his
sovereignty over Berar again acknowledged by Berar’s designation as
distinct from any Central Provinces in any federation.25

Another Government of India ‘settlement’ of the Berar issue fol-
lowed in 1933: Osman Ali Khan was given the right to be consulted
about the appointment of the governor of the Central Provinces,
the right to fly his flag on public buildings and, with the Viceroy’s
permission, to hold durbars in Berar, the guarantee of an annual
payment of 25 lakhs from the Berar revenues, the guarantee of
‘undiminished’ British military support, and the title of ‘Prince of
Berar’ for his eldest son.26 Even in the 1940s, when the British were

ment and he also threatened to withdraw his annual grant from Deoband, when
asked by the British to pressure the school’s head, who was supporting the civil
disobedience movement (163). These actions were allegedly taken to bolster his
position as ‘faithful ally’ of the British but ones to his own advantage as well.
Uncharacteristically, in the same year this ‘miserly’ prince volunteered 20 lakhs
rupees to the Government of India to counteract the civil disobedience movement,
but the offer was declined (167). At this time the All-India Hindu Mahasabha was
agitating for Hindu rights and positions in Bhopal, Kashmir, Hyderabad, and Alwar
(174–80).

23 Ramusack, Princes, 77–8, 84, 89; Ramusack sees this as ‘princely willingness to
sacrifice unity to personal ambition and pride’ (84) and mentions Mysore, Indore,
and Baroda as other important states which did not join the Chamber (90–1). In
1930 the Nizam did give some money to the Chamber but his support was shortlived
(193).

24 Ramusack, Princes, 105, 108, 131–2. Ray, Hyderabad, 107–31, covers Berar well.
25 Ramusack, Princes, 198–9, 209; McLeod, Sovereignty, shows that the pursuit of

sovereignty as ‘the overriding interest’ of the princely rulers throughout the last
decades of British rule (30), but the Nizam failed to appreciate that it was not
Berar but all of Hyderabad State that was threatened.

26 Copland, The Princes of India, 131–2; 25 lakhs had been paid annually since
1860, yet the revenues returned annually to the Central Province far outstripped
that (54). Pernau, The Passing of Patrimonialism, discusses Berar succinctly, 218–20,
saying that the British conceded symbols in 1932, regarding them as substitutes for
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clearly going, the Nizam tried to bargain for a seaport by renouncing
his rights to Berar.27 Obviously the issue of ‘the return of Berar’
again and again deflected the Nizam’s attention from what was going
on in the rest of India; this actually strengthens the arguments made
by some that there was a possible ‘nationalist’ movement within
Hyderabad.28

Sons-in-law of the State

In fact, political developments in twentieth-century Hyderabad were
being initiated not by the British or the Nizam but at levels below
them, by the modernizing non-mulkis and the mulki or indigenous,
educated class growing in Hyderabad. An indigenous, educated elite
was developing in Hyderabad, and the state was slowly beginning to
devolve administrative, but not political, power.29 The ‘traditional’
nobles and Mughal officials had been shunted aside by non-mulki offi-
cials during and after Salar Jung I’s diwanship in the nineteenth cen-
tury, but in the early twentieth century bright young mulkis were
being taken as sons-in-law to both non-Mulki administrators and old
Hyderabadi nobles. Their upwardly-mobile position is captured by
the kinship term sons-in-law, meaning those close to power but not
in the direct line of inheritance.30 This group included both city and
district young men who were acquiring western educations in local
languages and Urdu. These young men still lagged behind those
attending the English-medium intermediate schools and colleges in
Hyderabad but they felt newly-empowered by the establishment of
Osmania University in 1917.

real power, while Hyderabad remained ‘tragically unaware’ of this change (220).
Later, in 1945, the new Labor government, considering repudiation of the princely
alliances, faced the possibility of retrocession of territories like Berar, which would
have left the Central Provinces crippled, or paying high cash compensation; by
October of 1945, it was conveniently decided that the treaties had been ‘rendered
nugatory by the passage of time’ (Copland, Princes, 218, 221).

27 Pernau, Passing, 301–2, brings out the Nizam’s conviction that ‘this Hindu-
majority province, where the Congress Party had created a powerful position,’ was
still his to deploy.

28 Karen Leonard, ‘Hyderabad: The Mulki–Non-Mulki Conflict,’ in Jeffrey (ed.),
People, Princes, 65–106; Eric Beverly, ‘Writing Hindu–Muslim Hybridity: Nationalist
Histories in Late Princely Hyderabad,’ South Asia conference, University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, Feb. 16, 2001.

29 Leonard, ‘Mulki–Non-Mulki Conflict.’
30 Such intermarriages across class and origin lines emphasized differential

access to administrative positions, I argue: ibid., 81.
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The importance of Osmania University has not been adequately
recognized. Osmania was established as a modernizing project by
the non-mulki administrators, really ‘symbolic of the age-long reaction
against the continuance of English as the medium of University edu-
cation in the country’ and against ‘the subservience . . . to Madras
University,’ as H. K. Sherwani wrote in 1966.31 The British learned
of it only after the vernacular press in North India announced its
sanction by the Nizam.32 Osmania appeared to offer mulkis a route
to government service, but it also increased Mulki–Non-Mulki con-
flict. First, it set North Indian Urdu as the standard, as pushed by
the non-Mulki heads of the Translation Bureau and Persian depart-
ment but opposed by the Mulki heads of the Urdu and Arabic depart-
ment. This fed into developing, and competing, ideas of Deccani
nationalism.33 Second, the best jobs still went to Nizam College
graduates and non-mulkis.34 The Mulki movement, pulling together
London graduates and their Society of Union and Progress and the
local Osmania Graduates’ Association, was formalized in 1935 as
the Nizam’s Subjects’ League or the Mulki League and did have
some genuinely nationalist potential. As I was told in Karachi in
1993 by an Osmania graduate who migrated to Pakistan after 1948:
‘If not for the fall of Hyderabad, no one would have thought of going
out, Osmania had produced a revolution, a multiclass society was
developing and changing the state.’35

Communalism in present-day India, Dick Kooiman and others sug-
gest, may be credited not so much to colonial ‘divide and rule’ pol-
icies, conscious or not, but to the inauguration of constitutional
reforms and consequent political mobilizations. Thus the political

31 ‘The Osmania University, First Phase: The Urdu Medium (1917–1948),’ in
H. K. Sherwani (ed.), Dr Ghulam Yazdani: Commemoration Volume (Hyderabad: Maul-
ana Abul Kalam Azad Oriental Research Institute, 1966), 237.

32 Harlan N. Henson, ‘Elites, Language Policy and Political Integration in Hyder-
abad,’ Ph.D. in Ed., Univ. of Illinois, 1974, 61–2.

33 Dr Zore and the Aiwan-i-Urdu idea of a Deccani cultural synthesis come into
play here, but Zore himself was not an historian. As Bawa points out, ‘the literary
works’ of Dr Zore and his followers are ‘primary sources’: V. K. Bawa, The Last
Nizam: The Life and Times of Mir Osman Ali Khan (New Delhi: Penguin Books, 1993),
351.

34 Pernau, Passing, calls the Osmania graduates ‘a discontented army of ‘‘learned
beggars,’’ ’ quoting Tej Bahadur Sapru in H. E. H. The Nizam’s Government, Hydera-
bad, Committee for the Reorganization of Education in Hyderabad State (Hyderabad: 1936),
26, and saying that they became the ‘most enthusiastic recruits’ to various move-
ments of religious and cultural nationalism in Hyderabad: 113.

35 M. Farooq Ali Osmani, interview, Aug. 30, 1993, Karachi.
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backwardness of the states under indirect rule, their failures to pro-
vide for electoral arrangements, merely delayed political processes
of group mobilization,36 processes that built on groups not necessarily
religious but ones historically meaningful in their various regions.37

Hyderabad had no income tax, but this touted advantage over British
India was offset by the late development and low level of municipal
politics.38 The 1934 introduction of limited municipal elections came
far too late to have the effect of Ripon’s 1884 municipal reforms in
Bombay, where Jim Masselos argues that they stimulated interre-
gional unity and promoted local and regional public activity, setting
the political preoccupations for ensuing decades and producing
experienced local, regional, and national politicians.39

Above the municipal level in Hyderabad, political devolution was
severely limited. I have argued that politics in Hyderabad really
moved beyond the court and the city only in the late 1930s, and even
in 1947 and 1948 it was very weakly linked to nationalist politics in

36 Dick Kooiman, Communities and Electorates: a Comparative Discussion of Communal-
ism in Colonial India (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995), 62, 64–5.

37 Too many simply assume that in India it is the religious identity that inevitably
became politicized: Sandria Freitag, Collective Action and Community: Public Arenas and
the Emergence of Communalism in North India (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1989), and her edited volume Culture and Power in Banaras: Community, Performance,
and Environment, 1800–1980 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), par-
ticularly her article in it, ‘State and Community: Symbolic Popular Protest in Banar-
as’s Public Arenas.’ Sudipta Kaviraj, ‘Modernity and Politics in India,’ Daedalus
129:1 (2000), 137–62, comes at this somewhat differently but seems to agree that
there were ‘no other recognizable principles of collective identity’ than as Hindus
or Muslims: 151.

38 It did introduce, in 1869, British Indian urban administrative policies, but then
it did nothing until 1934, when it finally adopted a new Municipal Act modelled on
Bombay’s 1884 one. In 1869 the city and suburbs were divided into 9 areas; in 1881
the suburban area was made separate and termed the Chadarghat or Residency
municipality. A 1935 overview of municipal developments in Hyderabad began with
a long quote about municipal government from Abu Fazl’s Ain-i-Akbari, then men-
tioned the 1869 policies, and finally presented the 1934 Act. See M. Fathulla Khan,
A History of Administrative Reforms in Hyderabad State (Hyderabad: New Hyderabad
Press, 1935), 126–8 for Abu Fazl, and 129–33 for the other details. In the 1934
reforms, of the 36 Municipal Councillors, 13 were elected from wards, while others
represented religious and caste communities and leading nobles, along with 1
graduate and 1 merchant.

39 Jim Masselos, Towards Nationalism: Group Affiiations and the Politics of Public Associ-
ations in Nineteenth Century Western India (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1974), 223.
This kind of local, then regional, agenda-setting did occur in coastal Andhra, later
to be united with Hyderabad city, but the two regions, Telingana and coastal
Andhra, were quite differently oriented then: John G. Leonard, ‘Urban Government
Under the Raj: A Case Study of Municipal Administration in Nineteenth-century
South India,’ Modern Asian Studies 7:2 (1973), 227–51.



REASSESS ING IND IRECT RULE IN HYDERABAD 373

British India.40 Two ‘insider’ accounts of the decades just before the
1940s show the shifting balances of power then. Ali Yavar Jung
remarked on the humiliation he and other mulki students experi-
enced when the Paramount Power intervened in 1926, ‘only to sub-
stitute the autocracy of the Political Department of the Government
of India for the autocracy of the Nizam. . . . there was no intention
to democratise the state.’41 Nizamat Jung, writing about that same
period, lamented the decay of ‘the mulki heart,’ as contests over
mulki status and government jobs escalated.42 The Nizam’s 1937
appointment of the Aiyengar Committee to recommend constitu-
tional changes spurred political mobilizations43 which effectively
derailed any meaningful consideration of reforms, much less enact-
ment of them, by the Nizam. ‘Police Action’ followed in 1948; that
is the commonly-used euphemism for the Indian Army takeover of
the state after negotiations with newly-independent India broke

40 A Hyderabad Legislative Council was instituted in 1892 and an Executive
Council in 1919, both with extremely limited powers and consisting largely of offi-
cials. See ‘Mulki–non-Mulki Conflict,’ 78–9, and Karen Leonard, ‘Aspects of the
Nationalist Movement in the Princely States of India,’ Quarterly Review of Historical
Studies XXI: 2 and 3 (1981–82), 3–9.

41 Four senior British officials took control of key departments and one was seated
on the Executive Council; the Nizam had to secure British approval of ministers;
the Nizam could not set aside unanimous Council recommendations: Ali Yavar Jung,
‘Hyderabad in Retrospect,’ 143, in Abul Kalam Azad Oriental Research Institute,
Hyderabad, Ali Yavar Jung: Commemoration Volume (Bombay: Popular Prakashan,
1983). This led to the founding of the Society of Union and Progress, according to
the author.

42 Zahir Ahmed, Life’s Yesterdays: Glimpses of Sir Nizamat Jung and His Times
(Bombay: Thacker and Col, Ltd, 1945), 258–9. He defined Mulki thus, 256–7: ‘Lit-
erally, it means one belonging to the country, but technically, it means a person who
alleges that he belongs to the country in order to acquire the rights and privileges of
citizenship. His chief desire is to be considered eligible for government service. The
person who puts forward such a claim with great volubility is generally an alien by
birth, whom a patronising rule of domicile has furnished with a 12 years’ Free Pass!
This benevolent rule enacts that a man who has lived in the Hyderabad State for
12 years, or who has served the government for 12 years (however long ago) shall
be a Mulki in perpetuity!’

43 Ian Copland, ‘‘Communalism’’ in Princely India: The Case of Hyderabad,
1930–1940,’ Modern Asian Studies 22:4 (1988), 802–10; and see Lucien Benichou,
From Autocracy to Integration: Political Developments in Hyderabad State (1938–1948)
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2000), whose coverage of Bahadur Yar Jung’s Itte-
had ul-Muslimeen movement is outstanding for its detail and empathy: 88–127. See
also V. K. Bawa, The Last Nizam, and Ashutosh Varshney, who completely misses
key mulki–non-mulki distinctions in his discussion of the Arya Samaj activities in
Hyderabad before 1948 and in his generalizations about politics and the Ittehad
ul-Muslimeen after 1948: ‘Postmodernism, Civic Engagement, and Ethnic Conflict:
A Passage to India,’ Comparative Politics, Oct. 1997, 1–20.
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down. In his incisive account of the last years before Police Action,
Ali Yavar Jung tellingly likens members of the Ittehad ul-Muslimeen
given jobs in the Nizam’s government to ‘some grown-up daughters
whom it had to get married in order to keep them above mischief,’44

an image very different from that of sons-in-law chosen for their
promise.45

Ruptures, Emigration, and Transnational Identities

The political interventions of both 1948 and 1956 disrupted the nar-
rative of the ‘Deccani synthesis’ and the Mulki movement. Yet I
think that Hyderabad’s former ‘indirect rule’ status is less salient to
the difficulties Hyderabadis experienced after integration into India
than other factors. Hyderabad had in fact undergone many of the
same ‘modernizing’ processes associated with British colonial rule.
Western education had come to Hyderabad, through many channels
including Osmania, and it produced in Hyderabad the same kinds of
voluntary associations, caste and linguistic mobilizations, Masonic
orders, and sporting clubs as in British India. The Hyderabad govern-
ment undertook significant modernizing projects, many of them initi-
ated in the nineteenth century like the postal, railway, telegraph,
public works, medical, and education departments.46 There was a
modern medical establishment in Hyderabad by the end of the nine-
teenth century.47 Hyderabad’s abolition of capital punishment in

44 Ali Yavar Jung, ‘Hyderabad in Retrospect,’ 177; he also comments negatively
on the untouchable leader working with the Ittehad, a leader now lauded by people
taking a ‘Hyderabadi Muslim nationalist’ tack who argue that Muslims and lower
castes should be seen in opposition to Brahmanical Hindu society.

45 The same spirit of grudging concessions marks the Nizam’s letter to Jinnah in
1946, where he links political representation to the payment of income taxes and
says the government ‘is preparing to give all these [reforms, responsible government
and adequate representation] to them [the people of Hyderabad] very shortly.’
Razvi, Betrayal, 169, letter dated July 14, 1946, in which the Nizam misquotes the
slogan of the American War of Independence as ‘no representation, no taxation.’

46 Pernau’s analysis, Passing, 173–4, confirms that the expansion of education and
its movement from traditional patronage to a state system was due not to colonial
influence but to non-mulki administrators.

47 The Ronald Ross Institute is now being preserved as part of Hyderabad’s herit-
age, but one must recognize that Ronald Ross’s discovery of the anophelines mos-
quito as the carrier of malaria owed much to Ross’s membership in the (British)
Indian Medical Service and little to the Nizam’s government, although the state
Medical School showed interest in the problem. Edwin R. Nye and Mary E. Gibson,
Ronald Ross: Malariologist and Polymath a Biography (New York: St Martin’s Press,
1997), 67.
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1911 and its separation, in 1921, of the executive and judicial
spheres put it ahead of British India.
Christian missionaries were active in Hyderabad, and St Georges

Grammar School and other educational institutions were well-
accepted and used by leading families. Many Anglo-Indians served
the state, building churches and schools in the districts and in Hyder-
abad city, and their marriage networks linked them to kinsmen in
Poona, Madras, Lahore, and elsewhere in British India. The kind of
defenses of Hinduism (so evident in Madras Presidency next door) or
of Islam did not arise and contribute to communalism in Hyderabad,
arguably, until interjected from British India.
The arts and architecture were not neglected. The famous Diwan

Salar Jung’s ‘capture of the west’ for Hyderabad through his Euro-
pean travels and acquisitions for his Museum can be seen as a late
nineteenth-century modernizing project, and the last Nizam initi-
ated a fine Department of Archaeology and numerous other ende-
avors. The buildings erected for these projects reflect state ambition
not just for its own continuity but for the development of ‘public
spaces’ and perhaps an emergent civil society (although there is no
space to make the case here).
Thus it was not Hyderabad’s former ‘indirect rule’ status that pro-

duced ruptures after its integration into India, but the changing con-
figurations of non-mulki and mulki.48 The coastal Andhras formerly
under British rule became political masters of a reconstituted
Telugu-speaking Andhra Pradesh, with Hyderabad city as its capital.
Both Police Action in 1948 and the linguistic states reorganization of
1956 reallocating the old Hyderabad State districts to three different
states certainly produced redefined and expanded mulki–non-mulki
tensions. The change of language policies immediately redirected
students and officials alike, from Urdu and English to Hindi and
English and then (after 1956) Telugu, diminishing the achievement
of Osmania University and signalling new languages of power.
By the start of the twenty-first century, Hyderabad city and the

constituent regions of the old state are integral parts of India, but
the changes have still not been consolidated. There are now three
groups, the old Hyderabadis based in the city, the Telugu-speakers
from the Nizam’s old Telingana districts, and the Telugu-speakers

48 Support for this comes from the material in Omar Khalidi and Mu’inuddin
Aqeel (eds), Madh va Qadh-e Dakan (Watertown, MA: Hyderabad Historical Society,
1993), but see C. M. Naim’s review of the book in The Annual of Urdu Studies 9
(1994), 242–4.
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from coastal Andhra, from formerly British India. Among many ‘old
Hyderabadis’ who know Urdu, and even among their children, there
is a lingering sense of loyalty to a state that they viewed as equal to
British India and which they remember as free or relatively free from
communal tensions and violence. Many in Telingana also subscribe
to this view, and, in addition, defend their use of the Telugu lan-
guage against standards brought by the Andhras. Among the domin-
ant Andhras, the ‘cultural synthesis’ created under the Qutb Shahis,
with its strong Telugu components, is valued, while that created
under the Nizams is not.49

The rifts between these three groups are clear not only in muni-
cipal and state politics50 but in urban and regional geography and
the city’s built environment. The defining features of the present
city evoke competing versions of the past. The natives and the new-
comers have very different senses of architecture, decoration and
color, and the renaming of streets and localities emphasizes the dis-
junctions. The buildings from the Nizam’s period, especially those so
proudly constructed in the twentieth century just before Police
Action, still are much in evidence, but the harmonious design they
imposed on the city has been broken by new buildings clearly con-
testing their right to represent it. Thus the meaning of the city to
its inhabitants depends very much upon which inhabitants one is
talking about: there is as yet no shared vision, no real urban com-
munity comparable to earlier ones.51 As the urban historian, Howard

49 These are two different cultural syntheses, and both confined largely to the
capital city, but both should be celebrated! See Leonard, ‘Deccani Synthesis,’ and a
longer discussion of the ‘non-consolidation’ in my forthcoming ‘Hyderabad, Deccan:
Past and Present Trajectories,’ in Anand Yang and Peter Sluglett (eds), Urban His-
tory in the Middle East and South Asia.

50 Hyderabad’s urban impact on its hinterland had exceeded, surprisingly, that of
cities like Poona and Ahmedabad, centers of more ‘developed’ regions, in tests using
1961 census data (Sharma 229–30 in David E. Sopher (ed.), An Exploration of India:
Geographical Perspectives on Society and Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1980).
The location and connections, the lines of trade and communication, were more
important than size of the city or the level of development—Hyderabad’s very back-
wardness apparently made its impact stronger on the hinterland. Obviously, I am
taking the 1961 census data to measure, still, the infrastructure of the old state
(dismembered in 1956).

51 Of course this is debatable, and clearly a book like Harriet Lynton and Mohini
Rajan’s Days of the Beloved (Berkeley: University of California Press, 19 ) overstates
the earlier case. But today there is little shared knowledge. The Andhras commem-
orate Pandit Viresalingam, social reformer, leader of the widow marriage movement
and innovator in Telugu language and journalism. ‘Old Hyderabadis’ still think of
Ram Mohan Roy when they think of social reform, or perhaps of Ranade when
widow marriage is mentioned, while the man who embodied both movements and
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Spodek, comments, ‘the cognitive geographies of different groups
[do] not coincide.’52 So within Andhra Pradesh and Hyderabad city,
ideas of citizenship and public space draw on different visions and
are debated and embodied differently.
With their old ‘center’ ‘disappeared,’ some Hyderabadis moved

into all-India positions, yet they can be said to have a markedly dif-
ferent relationship to independent India than do people from other
parts of India today. These cosmopolitans have tended to uphold
Hyderabad’s ‘composite culture’ or ‘cultural synthesis’ as a model for
all of India, along with the pioneering role of Osmania University in
the development of vernacular education for the masses. Indirect
rule, perhaps, had made these leaders (especially the non-mulki or
recently-mulki) administrators, feel equal to the British and gave
them confidence to do this, but both inside and outside of Hyderabad
this asserted legacy aroused ambivalence and controversy. These
ideas about a Deccani synthesis and Hyderabadi culture were quali-
fied in their time, and they are harder to maintain now in the face
of rising Hindu communalism and prejudice against Urdu-speakers.
I would also argue that Hyderabadis may have a different relation-

ship not only to India but that they may fit diaspora characteristics
better than other Indians in some respects.53 Perhaps they have less
reluctance than other Indians to leave India, to settle permanently
outside. And they have a special relationship to the UK, Australia,

comes immediately to the mind of the Andhras is Pandit Viresalingam, from Rajah-
mundry. The Andhras know nothing of major Urdu poets and Osmania University
figures who shaped the intellectual landscape for those growing up under the Nizam
in earlier decades.

52 Howard Spodek and Doris Meth Srinivasan (eds), Urban Form and Meaning in
South Asia: The Shaping of Cities from Prehistoric to Precolonial Times (Washington:
National Gallery of Art; Hanover, NH: Distributed by the University Press of New
England, 1993), 263.

53 The characteristics of a diaspora community, as set out by William Safran, are:
first, that members or their ancestors should have been dispersed from a center to
two or more other regions; second, that members retain a collective memory of the
original homeland; third, that they believe that they are not and perhaps cannot be
fully accepted by the host society; fourth, that they regard the homeland as the true
home to which they or their descendants should eventually return; fifth, that they
are committed to the maintenance or restoration of the homeland; and sixth, that
they continue to relate to that homeland and to define their collective consciousness
importantly by that relationship. William Safran, ‘Diasporas in Modern Societies:
Myths of Homeland and Return,’ Diaspora 1:1 (spring 1991), 83–99, especially the
definition pp. 83–4 and 88–9. He does not think that Indians fit this definition well.
Syed Ali, whom I thank for general comments on this article, noted, and I agree,
that the second generation Hyderabadis abroad do not fulfill these characteristics:
personal communication, March 16, 2001.
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and Canada because of the state’s indirect rule status, as my inter-
views in those countries show that they perceive themselves migrat-
ing not as dependants or ex-colonials but as citizens of a former
ally. The Hyderabadi Anglo-Indians going to the UK and Australia
reinforce rather than undercut this view, since they take pains to say
that they worked for the Nizam, not for the British in India.54

Another group that saw itself differently in the diaspora because of
Osmania University and Urdu-medium education (developments I
attribute to indirect rule) was that of young Muslims who migrated
to Pakistan and the UK soon after Police Action; they consisted larg-
ely of aspiring young writers from the Orient Hotel coffee house
group of the eary 1950s in Hyderabad. In Pakistan, they thought,
their Urdu would position them well since that was the new state’s
official language; however, some became disillusioned for various
reasons and moved to join classmates in the UK, where Hyderabadis
have joined with others to build important Urdu-medium institutions
and voluntary associations. Thus their commitments to Osmania and
Urdu both pushed and pulled these young men away from India;
rather than a Hyderabad association, in Pakistan, an Osmania old
boys association is a vehicle for Hyderabadi collective life.55

The disproportionately Muslim participation in emigration from
Hyderabad right after 1948 is arguably still characteristic; while not
the result of forcible expulsion, it did and does stem to some extent
from a loss of power and status. Hyderabadi Muslims might feel less
stake in the homeland than some other Indians, a feeling probaby
increased by the 1992 Babri Masjid crisis. Further, it is likely that
those Hyderabadi Muslims who migrated to Pakistan and envisioned
it as a homeland now feel less stake in Pakistan, because their status
as muhajirs persists and they do not like being non-mulkis.56 And in the
US, Muslim ex-Hyderabadis might feel freer to enter into American

54 ‘The safety of Hyderabad was not because of the Resident but because of the
Nizam, whose rule catered for every community without favoritism,’ said one in
Australia; in the UK, Jimmy Adams’ father named his house in Middlesex ‘Osman
Sicca’ (the name of the state’s currency, actually Osmania sicca) because the money
for it came from ‘the good old Nizam.’

55 A Hyderabad association, commonly found elsewhere in the diaspora, would
threaten national unity by emphasizing muhajir status in Pakistan; there, the earliest
institution built by Hyderabadis was the Bahadur Yar Jung Academy in Karachi,
which invokes links to Jinnah, the founding of Pakistan, and the loss of Hyderabad.

56 Karen Leonard, ‘Hyderabadis in Pakistan: Changing Nations,’ in Crispin Bates
(ed.), Migration and Communalism (London: Macmillan 2000), 224–44.
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Muslim politics, where they have become conspicuous leaders, less
bound by constraints of either Indian or Pakistani politics.57

Most first generation Hyderabadi immigrants abroad do retain a
collective memory or myth of old Hyderabad, a vision which is an
important part of their consciousness and often of their collective
life abroad. Surely this collective consciousness is stronger for ex-
citizens of a very important former native state than for others from
India and stronger for those of its ex-citizens who were part of or
close to its former ruling class. The membership of Hyderabad asso-
ciations worldwide confirms this, since most members are Muslims
with memories of close connections to the court or the state adminis-
tration. Yet this ruling class ideology was and remains one of cultural
synthesis.
The idea of a cultural synthesis is one that well suits immigrants

settling in multicultural or pluralist nations like Canada, the US,
and Australia. And, as a postscript here, my major finding about
Hyderabadis in the diaspora, that the strongest networks maintained
among first generation immigrants are those of classmates, actually
supports this nostalgic notion since these networks cross the lines of
religion and community. The networks do reflect class and residen-
tial divisions based on the schools attended back in Hyderabad, but
the ‘old boys’ and ‘old girls’ who cross national boundaries today to
attend the weddings of each others’ children strikingly validate their
assertions of a former cultural synthesis in Hyderabad. The children
of these immigrants, however, are forming quite different networks,
ones formed along the lines of community, class, language, religion,
and ethnicity in the new settings. Although their parents may
anxiously inform me of the mulki or non-mulki status, in their opinion,
of others whom I am interviewing, the younger generations abroad
cannot fully learn or appreciate the meanings of such distinctions,
grounded as they are in old Hyderabad’s political culture. While
some elements of Hyderabadi identity useful to the young people in
their new contexts can be affirmed and used, their friends and
classmates more strongly reflect the new contexts, new languages,
and new understandings of natives and newcomers.

57 Karen Leonard, ‘South Asian Leadership of American Muslims,’ in Yvonne
Haddad (ed.), Muslims in the West: From Sojourners to Citizens (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2001), 233–49.




