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Abstract: The intricate relationship between the British colonial powers and the Nizam of Hyderabad represents a significant 

narrative in the history of the Indian subcontinent. This study examines the evolution of British - Nizam relations from the late 18th 

century to India's independence in 1947, highlighting the dynamics of cooperation and conflict that characterized this interaction. 

Following the establishment of the Nizam dynasty in 1724, a series of treaties, such as the Treaty of Hyderabad (1798) and the 1818 

treaty with Lord Hastings, delineated the political framework within which the Nizam operated as both a sovereign ruler and a subject 

of British influence. The analysis also explores the cultural exchanges that emerged from this relationship, showcasing Hyderabad as a 

melting pot of artistic, architectural, and educational developments influenced by both British and Indian traditions. Ultimately, this 

account underscores the complexity of colonial interactions, revealing how the Nizam's contributions to culture and governance 

persisted amid significant political constraints.  
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1. Research Question 
 

What were the key factors influencing the political and 

economic dynamics between the British colonial powers and 

the Nizam of Hyderabad, and how did these interactions 

shape the nationalist movements in the region during the late 

19th and early 20th centuries? 

 

2. Significance of the study 
 

The significance of this study lies in its exploration of the 

complex relationship between the British colonial powers 

and the Nizam of Hyderabad, which offers critical insights 

into how colonial politics and economics shaped local 

governance and societal structures. By examining these 

interactions, the study highlights key factors such as 

economic exploitation, administrative control, and the 

response of local elites, which collectively influenced the 

socio - political landscape of the region. Moreover, 

understanding this relationship is vital for comprehending 

the emergence of nationalist movements in Hyderabad and 

the broader Indian context. These movements were informed 

by the growing discontent with colonial rule and the desire 

for self - governance among various social groups. The 

study also sheds light on the interplay of local and national 

politics, illustrating how regional dynamics fed into the 

larger struggle for independence.  

 

3. Introduction 
 

The relationship between the British colonial powers in 

India and the Nizam of Hyderabad is a prominent narrative 

within the broader history of the Indian subcontinent. This 

complex relationship, characterized by both cooperation and 

conflict, highlights the interplay of power dynamics, cultural 

exchanges, and political maneuvering during the colonial 

era. The Nizam's state, one of the wealthiest and most 

significant princely states in India, served both as an ally and 

a challenge to British ambitions. This article seeks to explore 

the various dimensions of British - Nizam relations, tracing 

its evolution from the late 18th century through the 

tumultuous years leading to India’s independence in 1947.  

 

4. Review of Literature on British - Nizam 

Relations 
 

The relationship between the British colonial powers and the 

Nizam of Hyderabad is a significant area of study in the 

broader context of Indian history. This review examines key 

scholarly contributions that explore this complex 

relationship, its implications for regional politics, and its 

impact on the broader narrative of India's struggle for 

independence.  

• Colonial Strategies and Political Maneuvering - The 

literature highlights the various strategies employed by 

the British to assert control over the princely states, 

including Hyderabad. Morris (2004) explores the 

administrative mechanisms and policies that were put in 

place to facilitate British dominance while allowing the 

Nizam a semblance of autonomy. Sikandar (1998) 

provides a detailed analysis of the political negotiations 

between the British and the Nizam, illustrating how 

diplomacy shaped their interactions and the resulting 

power dynamics.  

• Economic Exploitation and Financial Arrangements 

- Several authors have focused on the financial 

dimensions of British - Nizam relations. Khan (2010) 

analyzes the economic policies imposed by the British 

and their effects on the Hyderabad state’s finances, 

emphasizing the exploitation of local resources. This 

financial dependency is further discussed by Bhaduri 

(2000), who examines the colonial fiscal policies and 

their implications for the Nizam's treasury and military 

capabilities.  

• Cultural and Social Aspects - The cultural relations 

between British officials and the Nizam’s court have 

received attention, revealing insights into the socio - 

political landscape of the time. Ghosh (1999) discusses 

the cultural exchanges and the British fascination with 

the Nizam’s opulent court as a reflection of broader 
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colonial attitudes. Naidu’s advocacy for cultural identity 

as a means of resisting colonial hegemony is echoed in 

the works of Singh (2021), who emphasizes the 

Nizam’s role in regional identity formation.  

• Nationalism and Resistance - The emergence of 

nationalist sentiments in Hyderabad is another focal 

point in the literature. Bose (2003) examines how 

British policies influenced local nationalist movements 

and how figures like Sarojini Naidu sought to unify 

various factions against colonial rule. This is 

complemented by Theibault (2014), who argues that the 

interactions between the Nizam and the British not only 

facilitated colonial control but also inadvertently 

contributed to the rise of a nationalist consciousness in 

the region.  

 

5. Historical Background  
 

The establishment of British power in India began in earnest 

after the Battle of Plassey in 1757, leading to the gradual 

expansion of British control over the subcontinent. 

Hyderabad emerged as a significant princely state during 

this period, with the Nizam serving as its hereditary ruler. 

The British sought to consolidate their influence across 

India, and the Nizam's kingdom became a pivotal area of 

interest due to its strategic location and resources. The 

foundation of the Nizam's power can be traced back to the 

Mughal Empire, from which he derived his authority. With 

the decline of Mughal power, various regional powers, 

including the Nizam, began asserting their independence. In 

1765, the Nizam was recognized as an independent ruler by 

the British, marking the beginning of a complex relationship 

that oscillated between collaboration and conflict1.  

 

The Rise of the Nizam 

The reign of Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah in the late 16th 

and early 17th centuries marked the zenith of the Golconda 

Sultanate, laying the foundational elements for the rise of 

Hyderabad.2 After the decline of the Mughal Empire, Asaf 

Jah I (Nizam ul - Mulk) established the Nizam dynasty in 

1724, declaring independence from the Mughal rulers.3 The 

Nizam’s rule was significant, as it became a cradle of 

Deccan culture, fostering the arts, architecture, and 

administration — attributes that would define Hyderabad for 

generations. Hyderabad's strategic location made it a coveted 

territory. The Nizam cultivated relationships with 

neighboring powers, including the Marathas and the British. 

The late 18th century heralded the beginning of British 

expansionism across India. It was during this period that the 

dynamics between the British East India Company and the 

Nizam started to unfold.4 

 

The Nizam's Position and Influence 

The Nizam of Hyderabad enjoyed a unique status as both a 

sovereign ruler and a subordinate ally of the British. The 

Nizam’s authority was symbolized by his wealth and 

military resources. The state of Hyderabad was one of the 

richest princely states in India, with extensive agriculture, 

trade, and mineral wealth, which attracted British interests. 

Moreover, the Nizam played a significant role in the 

regional politics of South India, negotiating with other 

princely states and the Marathas. Despite the British 

presence, the Nizam maintained a certain degree of 

autonomy, which allowed him to position Hyderabad as a 

center of cultural and political activity. The Nizams were 

known for their patronage of arts and architecture, 

contributing to the city’s rich cultural heritage.5 

 

Emergence of British Power 

The East India Company established its foothold in India 

post the Battle of Plassey in 1757, gaining power and 

territory through a combination of military prowess, 

diplomatic alliances, and economic manipulation. By the 

end of the 18th century, the Company had emerged as a 

dominant force in India, wielding significant political and 

military influence. The British deployed a strategy known as 

the "subsidiary alliance, " which became a crucial 

mechanism for exerting control over Indian princely states, 

including Hyderabad.6 The aim was to ensure peace and 

security with minimal direct British military intervention. 

This involved the placement of a British contingent in 

Hyderabad and the requirement of the Nizam to pay for their 

services, effectively yielding his autonomy.7 

 

British Influence and Control 

While the Nizam maintained formal authority, the British 

gradually influenced his rule through diplomacy and military 

might. The subsidiary alliance system, introduced by Lord 

Wellesley in the late 18th century, transformed the relations 

between the British East India Company and various 

princely states, including Hyderabad.8 Under this system, the 

Nizam had to maintain a British contingent within his 

territory for protection, essentially placing his military under 

British control. This arrangement created underlying 

tensions. The Nizam's sovereignty was compromised, 

causing unrest among his subjects and generating opposition 

among Indian nationalists. The British exploited these 

divisions, offering their support to various factions within 

the Nizam’s court, further destabilizing the Nizam’s rule.9 

 

Treaties and Agreements 

Several treaties marked the British - Nizam relations, 

shaping the political landscape of Hyderabad. The Treaty of 

Hyderabad in 1798 established a formal subsidiary alliance 

between the British and the Nizam. The British promised 

protection against internal and external threats but insisted 

on maintaining their military presence in Hyderabad. A 

significant turning point in the relationship came during the 

Anglo - Mysore Wars and the subsequent Anglo - Maratha 

Wars.10 The Nizam often found himself embroiled in 

conflicts that aligned him with the British against other 

regional powers, effectively solidifying British dominance in 

southern India.  

 

The Nizam also entered into several financial agreements 

with the British, which further entangled him with colonial 

interests. The British frequently intervened in the Nizam’s 

finances, increasing their influence over administrative 

matters. Mismanagement of revenues and debts often led to 

British control over Hyderabad’s administrative affairs, 

undermining the Nizam’s authority.11 Some of their 

diplomatic negotiations are given below;  

 

The Treaty of Hyderabad (1798)  

The Treaty of Hyderabad, signed in 1798, was a landmark 

agreement formalizing the Nizam's relationship with the 
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British. Under this treaty, the Nizam was obliged to maintain 

British troops in his territories, and in return, the British 

promised to protect him from internal and external threats. 

This arrangement exemplified the duality in Nizam's status 

— as a ruler in name but one whose power was beginning to 

be eroded by colonial encroachment.12 The treaty also gave 

the British political leverage over Hyderabad’s 

administrative affairs. It marked the beginning of a pattern 

where Nizam's autonomy was continually compromised in 

favor of British interests, setting a precedent for subsequent 

treaties and agreements that would further intertwine the 

Nizam's fate with British rule.  

 

The 1818 Treaty with Lord Hastings 

By 1818, the British were increasingly concerned about the 

rise of regional powers and the potential threat they posed to 

their interests. Through strategic military campaigns and 

negotiations, Governor - General Lord Hastings further 

cemented British influence over Hyderabad.13 The 1818 

treaty reaffirmed the alliance and expanded British control 

over the Nizam's military, making it evident that Hyderabad 

was becoming increasingly dependent on British authority.  

 

Cultural Exchanges and Social Dynamics 

Despite the political intrigues, the British - Nizam relations 

also fostered cultural exchanges. The Nizam’s court became 

an amalgamation of Indian and British cultural elements, 

showcasing a unique blend of traditions. The British 

presence in Hyderabad led to the introduction of Western 

education, legal systems, and infrastructural developments. 

The establishment of railways, telegraphs, and modern 

administrative practices can be attributed to this interaction. 

Moreover, the Nizam retained the traditional Islamic and 

Deccan culture, which contributed to the unique identity of 

Hyderabad.14 The Nizam's court was known for its 

patronage of Urdu literature and Deccan cuisine, which 

thrived in this environment of cultural exchange. Prominent 

poets and scholars flourished under the Nizam, creating a 

rich literary heritage that reflected both Indian and British 

influences. The introduction of European architectural styles 

blended with Islamic aesthetics, leading to iconic structures 

like the Osmania University and the Salar Jung Museum.  

 

Education and Reforms 

The Nizam established several educational institutions 

during their reign. While the British introduced Western 

education, the Nizam pursued a dual approach, promoting 

both secular and religious education. This contributed to the 

intellectual awakening in Hyderabad and a complex 

structure of knowledge that included traditional Islamic 

teachings alongside Western scientific and literary 

disciplines.15 

 

Political Dynamics and Nationalism 

As the 19th century progressed, the currents of Indian 

nationalism began to assert themselves more vocally. The 

discontent with colonial rule became palpable across the 

subcontinent, including Hyderabad. The nexus of British 

control and Nizam's attempts to navigate a course of 

autonomy contributed to rising tensions.  

 

 

 

The Revolt of 1857 

The Revolt of 1857, also known as the First War of 

Independence, marked a significant turning point in British - 

Nizam relations. Although the Nizam did not join the 

uprising, the event exposed the fragility of British power and 

shook the foundations of the existing order in India.16 The 

British ruthlessly repressed the rebellion, reinforcing control 

over the Nizam and curtailing any aspirations he might have 

had for greater autonomy. Post - 1857, British control over 

India intensified, leading to the reorganization of 

administrative structures. The Nizam's power was curtailed 

further, as British policies focused on consolidating their 

grip on Indian territories. The Nizam’s reliance on British 

military support compounded his difficulties in maintaining 

authority.  

 

Political Turmoil in Early 20th Century 

The early 20th century is characterized by political 

turbulence. Indian nationalists increasingly focused on 

uniting various social and political groups against the 

colonial rule. The Indian National Congress and the All - 

India Muslim League emerged as pivotal political entities, 

articulating the aspirations of the Indian populace.17 The 

Nizam's strategies during this period were cautious as he 

sought to balance between maintaining his position and 

addressing growing discontent. His gradual alignment with 

nationalist sentiments reflected a shift in perception among 

Indian rulers. The increasing demand for self - rule put 

immense pressure on the Nizam and his government, as they 

struggled to maintain relevance amid the shifting political 

landscape.  

 

The Onset of World War II 

The onset of World War II in 1939 had profound 

implications for British - Nizam relations as British 

resources were diverted to global conflicts. The economic 

strain and political pressure from both Indian nationalists 

and international developments compelled the British to 

reconsider their administrative strategies throughout India.  

 

Caste, Religion, and Politics 

The demographic diverse of Hyderabad introduced 

complexities that the Nizam had to manage. Hyderabad was 

home to several religious communities, including Hindus, 

Muslims, and others, with the Nizam himself being a 

Muslim ruler amidst a substantial Hindu population. This 

diversity often translated into political challenges, as the 

British sought to exploit communal tensions to maintain 

their control. The question of representation became 

significant — various social and political groups began to 

demand greater participation in governance, which strained 

relations between the Nizam and the British as they 

navigated demands for rights and autonomy.  

 

The Road to Independence 

As World War II continued, the British weakened 

significantly in India, and various movements for 

independence gained momentum. The Quit India Movement 

of 1942 led to massive uprisings against British colonial 

rule, putting additional pressure on Indian princely states.  
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The 1947 Crisis 

The events leading to India’s independence in 1947 created 

a precarious situation for the Nizam. The British proposed 

partitioning the country, and princely states were given the 

option to join either India or Pakistan. The Nizam, feeling 

empowered by the potential for independence, sought to 

keep Hyderabad sovereign, which ignited the fears of Indian 

nationalists regarding regional isolation.  

 

Operation Polo: The Annexation of Hyderabad 

The resistance of the Nizam to join India culminated in the 

Indian government launching "Operation Polo" in 

September 1948. This military action swiftly defeated the 

Nizam’s forces, leading to Hyderabad’s annexation into the 

Indian Union. The Nizam's dream of maintaining 

sovereignty dissolved, raising questions about his legacy and 

the future of Hyderabad as a cultural and political entity. 

The annexation was marked by violence and upheaval. The 

political vacuum created by the collapse of the Nizam’s 

regime raised communal tensions, leading to significant 

conflicts in Hyderabad. The aftermath of this operation 

reflected not only colonial legacies but also the challenges of 

democratic governance in a newly independent nation.  

 

6. Conclusion 
 

The history of British - Nizam relations provides a lens to 

understand the complexities of colonial rule in India. It 

highlights the interplay between local autonomy and the 

overarching dominance of British colonial power. The 

Nizam’s role within this framework, fluctuating between an 

ally and a vassal of the British, reflects the broader struggles 

within India during this tumultuous period. Ultimately, the 

legacy of these relations is woven into the fabric of 

Hyderabad’s identity today. The confluence of British 

influences and traditional Indian culture continues to shape 

the region, as it stands as a testimony to a unique historical 

narrative that intertwines colonial legacy with indigenous 

heritage. This historical experience remains a critical 

reference point as contemporary India grapples with its 

colonial past while forging a path toward a unified future.  
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