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          Mahasweta Devi has made contributions of paramount importance to literary and cultural 

studies in India. She dissects the societal structure and lays bare the politics of oppression, 

gender, class, caste bias and her works are an illustration of socially committed literature. Her 

emphatic conviction, “Language is a weapon, it’s not for shaving your armpits”1 bears a 

testimony for it. She tirelessly fought for the rights of the oppressed, whom the Post-Colonial 

literature has identified as the ‘Subalterns’. “In critical theory and postcolonialism, subaltern 

refers to the populations that are socially, politically and geographically outside the hegemonic 

power structure of the colony and of the colonial homeland.”2 

          Through her novella, Titu Mir, she blows life into the dead bones of history and brings 

back the historical personage of Syed Mir Nisar Ali, popularly known as Titu Mir into all his 

heroic grandeur and embeds him in the larger socio-economic, political situations of his times. 

Titu Mir was a peasant leader who led a revolt against the East India Company in 1830-31. He 

formed a ‘Mujahid’ (crusader) force and trained the peasants and workers to wage an armed 

struggle against the exigencies of the Company’s Permanent Land Settlement Act which extorted 

the already famine stricken peasants and rendered them impoverished. He built a fort of bamboo 

at Narkelbaria and waged a war against the company in which he was eventually killed. 
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          This paper makes an attempt to study the portrayal of Titu Mir as a Wahabi, vanguarding 

the Subaltern and a staunch advocate of Pluralism. Wahabism was an Islamic movement started 

in the 18th Century in Middle East as a revivalist movement founded by Abd al-Wahhab for 

socio-moral reconstruction of society. It believed in the Unity of God and Unity of Mankind.  

“… an important part of being a progressive Muslim is the determination to hold Muslim 

societies accountable for justice and pluralism. It means openly and purposefully resisting, 

challenging, and overthrowing structures of tyranny and injustice in these societies…”3 

          This paper critically analyses Titu Mir’s attempts to protect the ‘Subaltern’ with his 

Wahabi Movement within the boundaries of the pluralistic structure of the society. ‘Pluralism’ as 

a doctrine has become increasingly relevant in the present scenario in India where ‘intolerance’ 

is said to be growing. “Pluralism is not diversity alone, but the energetic engagement with 

diversity…Mere diversity without real encounter and relationship will yield increasing tensions 

in our societies.”4 In the light of the study undertaken, this research paper tries to dispel the 

erroneous notion in the societies that Islam is a staunch, orthodox, imposing religion that is a 

menace to ‘Pluralism’. 

          Titu Mir was the son of a farmer of Hyderpur in Bengal. He was distinct and apart right 

from his childhood. When the children of his age played with toys, Titu, along with his friends 

wanted to catch a leopard and tame it. Even the people who called him a mischief maker with a 

band of young wastrels, sought his help in dire need. He always sided with the oppressed and  

was a savior from his younger days whether it be coming to the rescue of weaver’s houses when 

caught on fire or saving the eighteen months old daughter of Tajuddin from drowning or 

responding to the plight of the vendors by protecting them when the zamindar’s men and the 

police subjected them to extortion by coercively looting their commodities or demanding money 

in market. 

          It was for this reason that his father Nisar was skeptical when his wife Roquiya construed 

that her son Titu will get settled after his marriage to Maimuna. Nisar, comparing his another son 

Nolu with Titu said, “Nolu’s a householder, like me. But Titu is like some uncrowned emperor, 

born into our house by mistake. Ever since he was a boy, he has been unable to tolerate injustice. 
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He’d give his shirt to the needy, he’d pour out grain for visiting fakirs.”(45) Titu and his friends 

come across a fakir Mishkin Shah who had participated in the Sanyasi Revolt against the 

Zamindars, the Company and the Government. The fakir had said that there was a glorious 

display of unity between both the Hindu and Muslim communities in it. When the Muslim fakirs 

cried, “Din!Din! while the Sanyasis had cried, ‘Har! Har! as they fought against the soldiers of 

the company.” (17) This sowed the seeds of importance of pluralism and stamped an ineffable 

memory on young Titu. 

          Tajuddin, the uncle of Titu was the chief lathial (stavesman) of the zamindar Bhudeb Pal 

Choudhary of Barogacchia. Bhudeb wants to take Titu in his service and lauds him, “A man who 

stands up against extortions in the marketplace is a man with guts.” (20) The Permanent Land 

Settlement Act introduced by Lord Cornwallis in 1793 encouraged absentee landlordism. The 

zamindars left their lands in the hands of the estate managers who were knave, manipulative and 

oppressive. It was said about Ramchand, the estate manager of zamindar Bhudeb, “I’m sure that 

Ramchand is depositing the Barogacchia tax anonymously or may be even in his own name and 

dreaming of becoming the next zamindar of that place.” (22) Concerned zamindars like Bhudeb 

were not in the good books of the Company.  

          Titu goes to Calcutta to be a wrestler but feels suffocated in the city with so much 

disparity. His comment vividly reflects the exploitative marketing strategies and also is a critique 

of the regional imbalances that had begun to sprout and whose growth has assumed a gigantic 

measure in our contemporary times, “What a place! People paid good money to buy thor and 

mocha, kochu and kolapata, that you could pick up anywhere in the villages. It would be best for 

the world if such a city did not grow any further; the more it grew, the more its markets would 

suck the substance out of the rest of the country. And how could everything go and sit in 

Calcutta? The goods on display in every market amazed him.” (28-29) 

          The Company’s Permanent Land Settlement Act was so draconian that it gave no scope for 

mercy. “So the Company ruled that if land revenue did not reach its offices in good time, the 

landlord in question forfeited his right to the land, which would be auctioned.” (34) and again it 

was restructuring the agricultural society, much to the dismay of the traditional zamindars who 
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had some concern towards the poor farmers and labourers. The new system gave birth to a new 

breed of leeches who were squeezing the blood of the downtrodden. These leeches had many 

forms, may be traders, brokers, businessmen, agents, contractors or even estate managers. 

“…And of course, some managers of the old zamindars were deliberately defaulting on their 

masters’ payments, only to buy the estates themselves and become landlords.” (34) It is 

noteworthy to mention the observation that rendered the farmers hapless, “Yes, and now 

wherever there are plantations, the managers lend out grain in autumn to the farmers and slowly 

enmesh them in debt. Then thy stake out the land and plant indigo on it.” (56)  

          The farmers felt it hard to pay both the zamindar and the plantation men. There was a clash 

between plantation lathials and the zamindar’s lathials. Titu spearheaded the clash and he was 

sentenced to three years in jail. When Bhudeb summoned Ramchand and asked him to take some 

days off, Ramchand loudly said, “Our master is blinded by the love of these muslims and 

infidels. As a true Brahman, one day I will see with my own eyes how he suffers for it.” (42) 

This is an evidence of the kind of anti-pluralism present in the society. Ramchand was so 

narrow-minded that he relegated the issue of injustice that he was doing. 

          Bhudeb engaged a Muslim by name Abu Muhammad of Ghotkomolapur as his new 

manager. This shows that there were some zamindars who were pluralistic and had followed the 

‘inclusive policies.’ The serious crisis in the lives of the subaltern can be noticed when it is said, 

“People in Titu’s part of the country had no inkling of this. The land and its crops, ploughing and 

caring for draft beasts, the daily routine of hens and geese occupied their days. Their backs were 

largely strangers to new clothes, their roofs to fresh straw, their stomachs to good rice. They 

were fearful people, and they had much to be afraid of – estate managers, revenue collectors, 

market bailiffs, plantation agents, mollahs and maulvis, ghosts and ghouls and djinns and fairies, 

sages and wandering mendicants. Their fears made sure their situation remained unchanged.” 

(47)   

          Titu comes back from prison. He comes to know about Syed Ahmad, a Wahabi and begins 

to hold a strong fascination for him. When Titu meets Syed Ahmad at Mecca, he comes to know 

about what is Wahabism. The Oxford Dictionary of Islam defines Wahabi movement as an 
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“eighteenth-century reformist/revivalist movement for sociomoral reconstruction of society”, 

“founded by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab”5 Syed Ahmad says, “We must cleanse Muslim 

society of superstition and false belief. We must take more Muslim youths and turn them into 

mujahid fighters. I’ll set up my headquarters in north-western Punjab and chase the English out 

of the country.” (60) As such, we can find that Wahabi movement was not against Hinduism or 

any other religion as was and is basically being construed.  It was started to reform the Islam 

religion from within and fight against oppression. There are/were attempts that are made/being 

made to tarnish the image of Islam and Wahabi movement. David Commins, paraphrasing 

opponents’ definition, derogatorily remarked that it was, “a misguided creed that fosters 

intolerance, promotes simplistic theology, and restricts Islam’s capacity for adaption to diverse 

and shifting circumstances.”6   

          There are two very important quotes in the text which will counter these remarks. Syed 

Ahmad exhorting Titu to fight against oppression says, “It is too much to expect the rich 

landlords, the mollahs and maulvis, or the saints and pirs to heed your call. But I believe 

unshakeably that the poor weavers, both Hindu and Muslim, the farmers, cotton ginners, fabric 

dyers, all these folk will definitely respond to your call. It is always they who come forward. Our 

fight is against injustice of all kinds, against all torture and oppression. And who but they suffer 

all of society’s injustice, and endure its harshest oppression? So they will come.” (63) This 

exhortation makes it quite explicit that Wahabism stood for Pluralism and it never wanted to 

demolish the culture of others; on the other hand it wanted to include everyone into its fold. It 

was so accommodative. Another perspective that is put forward here is its support to the 

subaltern. It talked about forging together all those sections of the society irrespective of their 

caste, profession and community to get united and fight against the forces that were keeping 

them away from the power structures. 

          In addition to this, there is another misconception that is to be dispelled. Wahabism was 

not a creed of religious fanaticism and religious excesses or puritanical in outlook. If it was 

really a creed that wanted to superimpose itself on other cultures or doctrines, then why did the 

mollahs and maulvis, or the saints and pirs who were all Muslims turn against Wahabism! Even 

Sherpur’s rich Muslim Yar Mohammad sided with the Company and the zamindars against 
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Wahabism. This was because it was actually aimed at cleasing the very many ills that had crept 

into Islam. It was against lending money on interest. This enraged the rich Muslims and rich 

hindu Mahajans who lent money at exorbitant rates of interest.  It opposed superstitious beliefs 

and exploiting the people in the name of religion. Titu said, “Don’t heed fakirs and saints! Don’t 

wear amulets in your times of sickness and trouble!” (68) This created tremors in the Muslim 

moulvis, pirs and Hindu sadhus alike as enlightenment among the people would deprive them of 

their undue special status and privileges that they were enjoying till then. It was also said that if 

the poor cannot pay back loans of grain, pardon them off. It is a sin to forcibly acquire their lands 

and homes. This enraged the zamindars. These doctrines naturally irked even the Muslims who 

were having vested interests by falsely declaring themselves as the vanguards of Islam. So, 

Wahabism was not against Hinduism. It was quite broad in its outlook and was pluralistic in 

nature. 

          ‘Jihad’ is a word that has been thoroughly misinterpreted and is usually considered as the 

stumbling block in the path towards achieving a pluralistic society. It is appropriate to present the 

views of Syed Ahmad again in this regard, “Islam is verily a religion of peace. If the people of 

the faith quarrel with infidels and unbelievers simply because they do not believe, it is cause for 

anger both for Allah and his Prophet has said to us, if you see a strong infidel oppressing or 

harming a weaker one, you must, of course, help the weaker.” (61) Thus, Jihad’s real meaning 

is to fight against oppression even when the oppressor is a Muslim. Jihad is not against 

someone, merely on the grounds that one is a non-believer. The best testimony for this is found 

in the dialogue between the zamindar of Poonra, Krishnadeb Ray and his messenger. Ray comes 

to know that the weavers on his estate have become Wahabis and opines that they are against 

Hindus. His messenger, however, says, “If it was just a question of inciting riots, I’d be the first 

man to complain at Baduria Thana. The inspector is our man, after all. No, these weavers are 

saying that they see no quarrel between Hindu and Muslim. Instead, if a rich Hindu oppresses a 

poor one, they’ll side with the poor Hindu.” (66) This makes it quite explicit that ‘Jihad’ is not 

against any religion or community but it is just against oppression.    

        The Hindus too soon understood the creed of Wahabis and realized that it was not bent upon 

slaining Hindus or decimating Hinduism. “The potters of Chandrapur came with pots and pans 
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for the fakir. They were Hindus. They told Titu, The estate staff told us your people want to stir 

up hatred and kill us Hindus. But we’re selling a great many pots to your followers. All the 

people who come here need pots and pans.” (72) When Titu asks them whether they are being 

paid for this, they say, “Yes, of course. No one takes a thing without giving us some cowries. 

That’s what convinced us the clerks were lying. You haven’t come here to quarrel with us.” (72) 

Wahabism was pro-subaltern and pluralistic. The clerk of Krishnadeb Ray said, “It is not merely 

the Mussalmans, Huzoor, the potters and blacksmiths-cobblers and the like-are all in a mood to 

defy us.” (73)  

          On the other hand, the zamindar was intolerant towards the other culture. There are ample 

illustrations in the text of this. He got it declared, “Now, beat your drums in the marketplace to 

announce that all my subjects who have become Wahabis and have grown beards, are to pay two 

and half rupees per head as tax.” (74) Even one of his staff Muchiram with an armed guard went 

to Titu and his men when they were praying in the mosque and yelled, “Yes, you’re to come at 

once. The zamindar has called you; is your namaaz more important?” (76) Krishnadeb was so 

narrow-minded that he considered the whole affair as mere religious fanaticism. “Muslims in his 

eyes, were both contemptible and hateful. He was a zamindar, and a Hindu. His pride as lord of 

the land had been wounded by this humble farmer’s son’s insult to his men…His Hindu blood 

boiled at the thought of Muslims defying him. Muslims!”(76) In retaliation, the zamindar Ray 

adamantly responded and acted against the spirit of pluralism, “With a force of three or four 

hundred men he attacked Shorporajpur. They looted and destroyed the people’s houses, and 

burned the mosque down.” (78) 

          Titu wanted a boy who could run fast to Bhudeb to carry a message in the time of battle. 

Masum, Titu’s nephew brought forth a boy named Kanai, the son of Charan Bagdi who had the 

exceptional skill of repeating anything that was said in toto like a mynah (parrot). Another 

example of intolerance and enviousness can be seen in this case, “The youth beamed with 

eagerness. Yes, he did have such a skill. That was why the priests in the temple said, the times 

were really bad: God had seen fit to give such a gift not to the son of a Brahman or a kayastha, 

but to a Bagdi’s boy.” (105) The priests do not have a noble heart to appreciate the rare skill of a 

boy just because he hails from the community of the ‘other’. Titu’s remarks at this juncture are 
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quite noteworthy. They speak about the kind of rift and prejudice nurtured in the Indian society, 

“They have everything – wealth, land, all they could want. Yet if Bagdis and Chandals get just a 

bit of intelligence to see their way by, they’re consumed with jealousy.” (105) 

          Titu and his followers had built a bamboo fort. Titu brought forth yet another kind of 

solidarity between Hindus and Muslims when he got the following proclamation drummed in the 

market-place: “Whether Hindu or Muslim, don’t pay your tax to the zamindar!” (89) We also can 

find Titu lamenting in the end, “however much they say we hate the Hindus,…it is not true. We 

hate no religion. If we did, the rich Muslims would not be enemies in our eyes. Our faith is the 

faith of freedom. Titu was acknowledged as Emperor by poor Hindus and Muslims over a vast 

area all around.” (101) 

          After facing reverses three times in the battle against Titu, the Governor General Lord 

William Bentinck took the issue seriously and made the cogs of administration click into action. 

Barasat’s Joint Magistrate Alexander, Captain Sutherland, Lieutenant McDonald along with 

Krishnadeb Ray’s men attacked the mujahid forces of Titu. Titu and his men fought valiantly. 

McDonald, going against the rules of the battle, turned the cannon towards Titu and fired it. Titu 

was severely wounded. The army of the Company brutally killed the men of Titu. Alexander 

ordered his soldiers to burn the dead body of Titu along with his bodies of men by piling them up 

in the bamboo fort and setting it ablaze. Alexander felt so insecure even after the martyrdom of 

Titu. He opined, “Even his corpse is dangerous. Burn the fort.” (111) 

           A scathing criticism is also lodged against the role of newspapers that present a distorted 

profile of a martyr who fought for the subaltern. The entire case will be concocted and 

manipulated. It is written that the mujahids knew before hand that “History will be rewritten 

from today. Some months later the English and Bengali newspapers will get wind of the story 

and vilify Titu Mir; they will bay for what little remains of the Wahabis’ blood. And hired 

historians will swear that Titu was a thorough communal fanatic.” (106-107) 

          However, in reality, Titu Mir, through his firm conviction and real understanding of Islam 

had long back disproved the view that Islam and Wahabism were against a pluralistic society. 

Infact, Islam envisions, ennobles and endeavours people towards ‘Pluralism’ 
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