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Abstract 

Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Booker Prize-winning novel Heat and Dust (1975) 

masterfully intertwines two narratives set in colonial and post-colonial India, with the 

1920s storyline centering on the enigmatic Nawab of Khatm, a Muslim princely ruler 

navigating the constraints of British indirect rule. This paper investigates the Nawab’s 

sophisticated leadership and management skills in handling British officials, expatriates, 

and visitors, revealing how he employs charisma, diplomatic hypocrisy, economic 

resourcefulness, and assertive personal dominance to preserve autonomy and subtly 

subvert colonial authority. The Nawab’s magnetic charisma captivates British characters 

such as Olivia Rivers and Harry, drawing them into his orbit and transforming potential 

adversaries into dependents or unwitting instruments of his will. His diplomatic 

maneuvering—marked by public deference and private sarcasm—allows him to 

maintain cordial relations while quietly undermining British superiority. Facing financial 

impoverishment and diminished sovereignty, he demonstrates remarkable 

resourcefulness through extralegal alliances and lavish hospitality that project power 

despite bankruptcy. Finally, his personal dominance manifests in manipulative intimacy 

and vengeful anticipation, turning interpersonal relationships into arenas for reclaiming 

agency against colonial humiliation. Drawing on ten key indented quotations from the 

novel (referenced from the Counterpoint edition), supplemented by scholarly analyses, 

book reviews, and postcolonial critiques, this study illustrates how the Nawab’s 

multifaceted strategies reflect broader tensions of hybridity, resistance, and power 

imbalance in colonial India. Ultimately, Jhabvala portrays the Nawab not merely as a 

decadent prince but as a resilient leader who exploits interpersonal and cultural 

vulnerabilities to assert control in an era of eroding princely privilege, offering a nuanced 

critique of both colonial arrogance and indigenous adaptation. 

Keywords: Leadership, Management, Diplomatic Hypocrisy, Economic 

Resourcefulness, Cultural Vulnerabilities. 
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Introduction 

 Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Heat and Dust (1975), which won the Booker Prize, is 

a richly layered novel that juxtaposes two temporal frames: the 1920s experiences of 

Olivia Rivers, a young British woman married to a colonial officer, and the 1970s 

journey of her unnamed step-granddaughter, who seeks to understand the past 

through letters and local memory. At the heart of the earlier narrative stands the 

Nawab of Khatm, a minor Muslim prince whose small state exists under the shadow of 

British paramountcy. While the British Raj technically allows the princely states 

internal autonomy, the reality is one of constant surveillance, financial control, and 

cultural condescension. 

 The Nawab, despite his limited resources and constrained sovereignty, 

emerges as a figure of considerable political and personal acumen. He must manage 

not only the internal affairs of his state but also the delicate and often fraught 

relationships with British residents, officials, and visitors. His leadership is not 

exercised through military might or administrative reform—both of which are curtailed 

by colonial oversight—but through interpersonal mastery, psychological insight, and 

strategic manipulation. He turns the very tools of colonial power—hospitality, charm, 

and diplomacy—against their wielders, creating a complex web of influence that 

allows him to maintain a degree of agency in an era when princely rulers were 

increasingly reduced to ceremonial figureheads. 

 Judie Newman aptly describes the novel’s central tension: “At its heart lies the 

unresolved conflict between the imperial power and the former colony, which the 

mystery at the center of its plot both figures and conceals” (Newman). Similarly, 

D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke observes that the Nawab’s indulgence in pleasures and 

alliances reflects adaptive strategies typical of princely rulers under British 

paramountcy. This paper argues that the Nawab’s leadership is characterized by a 

unique blend of charisma, strategic deception, economic resourcefulness, and 

personal dominance. Far from being a mere playboy or decadent ruler, he emerges 

as a skilled manager of human relationships who treats British individuals not as 

superiors but as tools for personal and political gain, thereby exposing the fragility and 

hypocrisy of colonial authority. 

Charisma and Personal Influence 

 The Nawab’s most potent leadership asset is his extraordinary charisma, a 

force that transcends cultural boundaries and exerts a gravitational pull on those 

around him. Olivia, the young British wife who becomes his lover, is immediately 

struck by his physical and personal magnetism. She describes him in her letters as, 

“He is a fascinating man…And terrifically handsome” (HD p. 47). This initial 

impression is not fleeting; it deepens into an intense emotional and sexual bond that 

defies the rigid social codes of the British community. The Nawab’s charm operates 
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on multiple levels: it is both sensual and intellectual, both playful and commanding. He 

uses it deliberately to disarm, seduce, and ultimately control. Harry, the young 

Englishman who becomes a semi-permanent guest at the palace, provides another 

striking example. Despite his homesickness and declining health, Harry cannot leave 

the Nawab’s orbit. He confesses to Olivia as he says, “You don't say no to a person 

like him” (HD p. 62). This simple statement reveals the depth of the Nawab’s 

psychological hold. He does not need to issue orders or threaten; his presence alone 

creates an atmosphere of dependency and fascination. Eugene S. Larson observes 

that the Nawab’s “aggressive courtship” over several months leads Olivia to become 

romantically involved with “the local native Indian ruler” (Larson). Goonetilleke also 

describes the Nawab as a Byronic figure whose mystery and magnetism allow him to 

dominate without overt coercion. 

 The Nawab’s seduction of Olivia is not merely personal indulgence; it is a 

calculated act of resistance. By drawing her away from her husband Douglas and the 

British community, he symbolically humiliates the colonial establishment. When Olivia 

becomes pregnant, he manipulates her decision to keep the child with a blend of 

flattery and emotional pressure. He suggests her, “Really you will do this for me? You 

are not afraid? Oh how brave you are!” (HD p. 135). This moment illustrates his skill in 

blending apparent affection with strategic control. Isla McKetta appreciates Olivia as 

she chooses Nawab, “As much as I sometimes questioned her judgment—running off 

to spend all day nearly every day with a married Indian Nawab (I think this is a prince) 

without (and without telling) her husband—I admired her spirit—refusing to summer in 

Shimla just because that’s what the British ladies were expected to do” (McKetta). 

Diplomatic Maneuvering and Hypocrisy 

 While charisma operates on the personal level, the Nawab’s diplomatic skills 

are deployed in his dealings with the wider British establishment. Living under the 

constant scrutiny of British political agents, he must appear cooperative while 

protecting his own interests. He masters the art of diplomatic hypocrisy—publicly 

praising colonial policies while privately mocking them. One of the most revealing 

examples occurs during a conversation with Olivia and Harry, where he ironically 

adopts the British stereotype of the emotional, irrational Oriental as he deplores, “How 

different from these terrible orientals. Olivia, do you also hate and despise orientals? 

Of course you do. And you are right I think. Because we are very stupid people with 

feelings that we let others trample on and hurt to their hearts content. English people 

are so lucky they have no feelings at all” (HD p. 89). This sarcastic performance is 

masterful: it flatters the British by confirming their self-image of emotional restraint 

while simultaneously exposing their coldness and arrogance. The Nawab positions 

himself as both the compliant native and the insightful critic, thereby maintaining 

cordial relations without surrendering his dignity. 
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 British reactions to him are sharply divided. Major Minnies sees potential 

greatness in him, describing him as he appreciates him, “He is a fine man with fine 

qualities needing action—a large arena” (HD p. 74). Douglas, however, views him with 

contempt and fear as clearing his voice, “A menace to himself, to us, and to the 

wretched inhabitants of his wretched little state. The worst type of ruler—the worst 

type of Indian—you can have” (HD p. 112). This polarization is itself a sign of the 

Nawab’s success: he refuses to be easily categorized or controlled. By cultivating 

both admiration and suspicion, he keeps the British off balance and prevents any 

unified policy against him. 

 Vish Mangalapalli notes that the Nawab’s financial difficulties force him into 

alliances with dacoits, yet he still manages to maintain an appearance of princely 

dignity in front of British visitors. He finds, “To defray for his expenses the Nawab is in 

cahoots with a gang of dacoits who plunder the residents of Khatm” (Mangalapalli). 

His diplomacy, therefore, is not merely verbal but performative: every gesture, every 

banquet, every polite conversation serves to project an image of stability and 

hospitality while concealing the underlying resistance. 

Economic Management and Extralegal Activities 

 The Nawab’s state is impoverished, and British oversight prevents him from 

raising taxes or undertaking large-scale reforms. Yet he maintains a lavish court life 

and entertains British guests with extravagant hospitality. This apparent paradox is 

resolved through his resourcefulness and willingness to operate outside official 

channels. He forms alliances with local dacoits (bandits) who provide him with illicit 

funds in exchange for protection. This extralegal network allows him to sustain the 

appearance of wealth and power. Nareshkumar J. Parmar observes that the Nawab’s 

bankruptcy and criminal alliances are adaptive responses to colonial economic 

constraints. Rather than accepting his diminished status, he finds creative ways to 

finance his lifestyle and maintain influence. 

 The Nawab also draws psychological strength from his ancestral legacy. He 

recounts a gruesome tale of his ancestor Amanullah Khan, who avenged an insult 

through a cunning massacre. In recounting a bloody tale to Olivia, he reveals a 

sadistic heritage adapted to modern constraints as he asserts,  

 Once it happened that a Marwar prince did something to displace him. I think 

he did not offer opium out of the correct silver chalice – it was only a very small thing, 

but Amanullah khan was not the man to sit quiet when insulted…He invited this 

Marwar prince and all his retainers to a feast. A ceremonial tent was put up, all 

preparations made, and the guests came ready to eat and drink. Amanullah khan 

greeted his enemy at the door of the tent and folded him to his heart. However, when 

they were all inside, he gave a secret sign and his men cut the ropes of the tent and 

the Marwar prince and all his party were entangled within canvas. When they were 
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trapped there like animals, Anamullah khan, and his men took their draggers, and 

stabbed them through the canvas repeatedly until there was not one enemy left alive. 

We still have that tent and blood is so fresh and new, Olivia, it is as if it had happened 

yesterday. (HD pp. 136-137) 

 This story is not mere boasting; it is a reminder—to himself and to Olivia—that 

his lineage includes rulers who exercised absolute power. The Nawab adapts this 

heritage to modern circumstances, replacing open violence with subtle manipulation 

and covert alliances. This outburst reveals the depth of his resentment and his refusal 

to accept colonial micromanagement. His economic management, therefore, is 

inseparable from his political defiance: by maintaining a grand lifestyle, he 

symbolically refuses to be reduced to a British puppet. 

Asserting Power in Personal Interactions 

 The Nawab’s leadership extends into the intimate sphere, where he asserts 

dominance through personal humiliations and strategic relationships. He retains Harry 

in the palace long after the young man’s health deteriorates, describing him as: “A 

manly and strong person” (HD p. 68). The possessive tone reveals that Harry is not 

merely a guest but a prized possession, a living symbol of the Nawab’s ability to 

control British individuals. His affair with Olivia reaches its climax in a moment of 

vengeful anticipation as he speaks, “Wait till my son is born, he said; then they'll laugh 

from the other side of their mouths” (HD p. 142). Here, the personal becomes political: 

the child is not merely the product of love but a weapon against British racial and 

social superiority. Eugene S. Larson describes the affair as a calculated act of 

humiliation, while also noting that the Nawab provides for Olivia after the scandal, 

ensuring her safety in the Himalayas. This dual role—lover and protector—further 

demonstrates his ability to manage complex emotional and political relationships. 

Conclusion 

 In Heat and Dust, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala presents the Nawab of Khatm as a 

figure of remarkable resilience and cunning. His leadership is not exercised through 

conventional power but through a sophisticated combination of charisma, diplomatic 

hypocrisy, economic resourcefulness, and personal dominance. These qualities 

enable him to navigate the oppressive structures of British colonial rule while 

preserving a degree of autonomy and dignity. The Nawab’s methods are often morally 

ambiguous—his alliances with dacoits, his manipulation of Olivia and Harry, his 

calculated seductions—but they reflect the harsh realities of a colonized prince who 

must survive in a system designed to diminish him. Jhabvala’s portrayal ultimately 

critiques both colonial arrogance and the compromises forced upon indigenous rulers. 

The Nawab emerges not as a villain or a victim but as a complex leader who exploits 

the interpersonal and cultural fault lines of empire to reclaim agency. Future 

scholarship might profitably compare the Nawab to historical figures such as the 
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Nizam of Hyderabad or the Maharaja of Baroda, who similarly negotiated the tensions 

of indirect rule. For now, however, Heat and Dust stands as a profound meditation on 

power, resistance, and the enduring human capacity to adapt and endure under even 

the most constraining circumstances. 
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