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The promise of Shahid Amin’s long-anticipated new book, about an 11th 
century Muslim warrior memorialised ever since by both Hindus and 
Muslims, was to have been the start of a fresh conversation about religion 
and violence, folklore and history, and memory and ritual practice. From a 
master historian, I anticipated new ways to think about scholarly method 
and about the historiographical corners into which so many ‘secular’ 
scholars have painted themselves. While the book is full of fascinating, 
painstakingly collected detail, it turned out to be confusing in organisation 
and frustratingly terse in analysis. Ultimately, I recognised myself in the 

material about Ghazi Miyan’, he reports.
Memorialisation of Salar Mas’ud—or Ghazi Miyan—is particularly 

popular in the Gangetic plains, although he is recognised in Punjab and 

Muslim conqueror, Mahmud of Ghazni, Mas’ud embodies traits that 
appear contradictory from a present-day perspective: he is a violent and 
iconoclastic invader who is also a protector of cows. Killed while saving 
cows on his wedding day, Mas’ud developed a devout following among 
a number of peasant, artisanal and pastoralist groups— both Muslim 

satellite sites across the region even now. On the face of it, Ghazi Miyan’s 
story would seem a great way to enter the old debate on Muslim conquest 
and violence in India. But in his preface, Amin forswears any attempt to 
answer why, for example, Hindu groups revere an iconoclastic invader like 
Mas’ud, or why Ghazi Miyan saves cows; he wishes instead to ‘narrate’ 
the ‘ways in which popular assent is generated across religious divides’ 
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of India’s composite culture and he wishes to restore ‘encounter, clash 
and conquest’ in retelling its history, calling for ‘non-sectarian histories 

‘conundrums’ they pose, choosing merely to narrate them.
The book is packed densely with detail culled from three major sets 

of texts about Ghazi Miyan: a 17th century Persian hagiography and a 
number of its English and Urdu transcreations, colonial-era ethnographies 
and personally collected recordings from ‘balladeers’ who sing of Ghazi 
Miyan at the annual commemorative fair in Bahraich. The book, written 
in 21 short chapters, is organised roughly on the lines of these sources. For 

key texts from the poetic tradition devoted to Ghazi Miyan: an oral 
ballad recorded by the author (in Devanagari transcription and English 

the Ghazi Miyan fair of Bahraich in about 1800, by one Cazim Ali Jawan. 
Readers will be grateful for the brief narrative summary and dramatis 
personae at the start of the book as the author often presumes a prior 

between the 17th, 19th and 20th century tales of Mas’ud.
The narration of Ghazi Miyan’s tales may be his stated goal but Amin 

does not make it easy for his reader to experience the fabric of his texts. 
Part One is based primarily on the Persian hagiography Mir’at-i Mas’udi 

th

which went on to become a key reference point for subsequent renditions 
of stories of Mas’ud, lifting the tales out of folklore and securing Mas’ud’s 
history of association with Mahmud of Ghazni. In addition to a manuscript 
version in the British Library, the author has used two English and three 
Urdu versions of this key text and cites them seemingly indiscriminately, 
so that between Elliot and Chapman’s Victorian prose and the author’s 
rather free renderings of Urdu, it is hard to gauge the tone of the original 
Mir’at or to assess the weight the author places upon it as the cornerstone 
of the subsequent Ghazi legend.
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Part Two, titled ‘Lore’, takes us to the subsequent versions of the 
Ghazi story, largely from ballads recorded in the late 19th century and 
by the author himself in the 1990s. Here again, I struggled to assess the 
tone and texture of the texts cited. Loose and incomplete translations 
compound the problem. Although Amin wishes to embrace the messiness 
of the narratives and refrain from ‘disentangl[ing] the threads that hold 

the closest, most attuned ear to language. In one of many examples, the 

don’t beat me; forsaking my idolatrous self, I shall become a follower 

up the path of ; now I will walk with you, speaking the kalima, taking 
the name of Khuda.’ Shobhnath, the idol who has been kicked and faces 
dismemberment, promises to change his practices, not his doctrine. In 
reading a change in ritual practice as evidence of conversion and inserting 
the loaded term ‘idolatrous’ where there is no such term in the original, 
Amin turns his translation into a deliberate act of reinterpretation. I wonder 
why an author who offers an exquisite gloss on the word ‘miyan’ (p. 

communalism would choose to translate subtle and critical avowals of 
practice as terms of doctrine.

Apart from brief mentions of Pabuji, Amin is reluctant to place the Ghazi 
Miyan tradition within the broader frame of north Indian oral epics, despite 
the fact that the Ghazi, like many of the epic heroes, was a protector of cows. 
He chooses not to draw out motifs in the Ghazi tales that might resonate 
with themes from the Mahabharata or Krishna mythology, on the grounds 
that recourse to transregional themes risks losing regional particularity. The 
lack of interest in Krishna themes is curious because Avadh was replete 
with prior Muslim renderings of Krishna stories (such as Jayasi’s 

 and ‘Abd al-Wahid’s 
original hagiographer, ‘Abd al-Rahman Chishti, had written a commentary 
on the Bhagavad Gita (
analysis, structuralist or otherwise, perhaps he would have been interested 
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between epic themes and local narratives (and, in fact, discusses Ghazi 

of , youthful chivalry drawing on the example of the Prophet’s 
son-in-law ‘Ali, goes unmarked in the references.

in Bahraich, is more convincing although Amin fails to explore the 
engagement of Hindus with the Ghazi legend apart from the anti-Ghazi 
polemics of Arya Samajis in the early 20th century. On ethnographic 

I. In terms of historiographic interventions, Amin plays it safe. A largely 

he argues. In keeping with received wisdom, and contra some of his own 
evidence, he attributes the ‘sectarian’ language of the 19th and 20th century 
balladeers to colonial-era hardening of identities. While he wishes us to 
pay greater attention to popular histories and genres, he backs off from 
trying out ways of unpacking or contextualising them. For all the wealth 
of narrative and nuance the author has assembled, it is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that the book is a missed opportunity.

Finally, a tighter editorial hand would have helped. In at least two 
cases, entire sentences are repeated (on p. 96 the same—or very similar—

north Indian pronunciation even in transliteration from pre-modern texts. 
While I have no quarrel with the lack of diacritics and can live with ‘ee’ 
for long vowels, I found the dismissal of the ‘ain surprising, especially 
when it is indicated even in the Devanagari transcription of Mas’ud 
(
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