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Rudolf Gaudio’s ethnography of Hausa ’yan daudu has a longitudinal perspective
(1993-2006) that was not originally planned. Gaudio began his fieldwork in Kano,
the largest city in northern, Muslim Nigeria with malami, ultra-respectable Islamic
scholars/teachers. He soon became fascinated by stigmatized males who engaged in
“women’s work,” primarily preparing and selling cooked food in stalls and restau-
rants. *Yan daudu fit uneasily into the etic (or is it northern Europe/North
American?) categories “transgender” or “homosexual” or even “men who have
sex with men.”

’Yan daudu are biological males who have sex with males (mostly convention-
ally masculine ones) but mostly also marry and sire children (which culturally
makes them “men” as well as male). In private they don an item marked as
women’s (either a headscarf or a wrapper around their waist). In private they
play with female pronouns, but in public almost always use male pronouns in
address and reference for self and other ‘yan daudu.

They also engage fairly relentlessly and with considerable verbal skill in gossip,
innuendoes, and what I’d call “catty” remarks, all of which are marked as unmascu-
line. With increasing age — and wives and children — their unmasculine verbal
exuberance is muted, though they may still frequent gatherings of ’yan daudu
and sponsor younger, flamboyant one (being “mothers” of sex-gender “outlaws”
as well as being social as well as biological fathers).

Both ’yan daudu and their ethnographer were circumspect in talking about
sexual conduct — at least the text of the book is.

Women supporting themselves without husbands in Hausaland are called
karuwai, which has the connotation of prostitution and stigmatizes financially inde-
pendent women. “Prostitution” is another dubiously etic category that comes into
play. Payment for sex blurs with gifts to sexual partners and patron-client relation-
ships with sexual “favors” being granted by the social inferiors. It seems that ’yan
daudu have functioned more as liaisons (kawwala: pimps) between females and
male customers than as prostitutes.

Islamic Shari’a law was officially imposed in 2000 in eleven northern Nigerian
states. Kano is close to being in the center (east-west) of this group. The newly
rigorous local governments (imposition of Shari’a not coincidentally following
the national government being headed by a Yoruba Christianist) clamped down
on karuwai much more than on ’yan daudu. Indeed, ’yan daudu profited from
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businesswomen being forced out of business, buying at bargain prices some restau-
rants and food stalls that had been female-owned.

Greater discretion in public and even in private became necessary. Some same-
sex “wedding” parties became public scandals, and some much-publicized senten-
cings of women to death by stoning have not been carried out. Women drivers,
however, have had stones thrown at their cars with shouts of “Prostitute!”

Historically, ’yan daudu have socialized with independent women and served
food around Bori (spirit-possession) events. Whether being possessed by spirits
is a pre-Islamic residue is a controversial subject in Hausaland and in anthropolo-
gical literature, as Gaudio sensibly discusses. Muslim rigorists have long regarded
spirit possession as “infidel” and even “diabolical,” and most certainly lacking in
the dignity befitting a proper Muslim man.

Being able to recite apt Koranic passages is the kind of male speech that is highly
valued. Skill at flinging apt proverbs or other cutting and innuendo-laden remarks is
not. As in other West African societies, there were professional praise-singers
(called maroka in Hausa), but this was a lower-class/commoner occupational niche.

Verbal artistry and the speech events in which it is displayed are not exactly
immoral, but dubious. Play (wasa) is treated by proper Hausa men “as frivolous,
vulgar, or morally suspect, the cultural practices of marginalized social groups:
children, women, the poor and uneducated, rural folks, social deviants and
infidels..... Respectable Muslim men in particular are expected to focus their atten-
tions on serious matters and to have no time for ‘play’” (p. 96).

Gaudio contends that ’yan daudu’s cultivated proficiency in the use of stigma-
tized ways of speaking “reflects a defiant response to their own marginalization
and stigmatization” (p. 99). Anthropologists’ tend to see much as “resistance”
and Gaudio goes even farther in interpreting the fatalistic “Allah made me this
way” as a bid for cultural citizenship (a concept developed by Kaplan 1997). It
seems to me that the Hausa ’yan daudu do not fully accept the negative social judg-
ments about what they do (verbally, occupationally, sexually) but do not reject them
fully even in the company of fellow sex-gender “deviants.”

The ’yan daudu sociolect draws heavily on deploying proverbs that are not
unique to ’yan daudu. Gaudio does not suggest phonological or syntactic differ-
ences (unless playing with the gender of pronouns is considered ‘“‘syntactic”).
Differences are pragmatic (what is done with language, playful use in particular)
and lexical (an in-group code).

I found particularly interesting that some conventionally masculine males doing
appropriately masculine work who “do the deed” (have sex with other males) have
enough sense of identity as “homos” (a term in Hausa discourse along with masu
harka—"“men who do the deed”) to socialize together. This contravenes my expec-
tations based on my own experiences and that of other researchers in Latin America
and material about earlier epochs in North America that “queens” hang out to-
gether, and their “boyfriends” (sexual partners) are skittish about being associated
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with homosexuality and/or obviously unmasculine males and far more difficult to
interview than the blatantly unmasculine are (see Leznoff 1956, Kulick 1997).

Gaudio did not immediately find circles of “homos,” but eventually did. I was
disappointed that he did not examine how their interactions with each other (in
what they call majalisai—“parliaments”) differed (or not) from ’yan daudu
socializing together.

He found it difficult to get even his ’yan daudu friends to permit taping their
naturally occurring interactions. The “homos” in the know (able to see) were
even more concerned with discretion about their secret deviances/involvement in
stigmatized behavior (sexual and in some instances gender-variant). Even if they
were unwilling to be recorded, I wish that Gaudio had written more of his
impressions of how they use language. At the least, I’d like to know if their in-
group speaking has any notable differences (particular in the use of proverbs and
innuendo) from ’yan daudu speech playing.

Trying to elicit views about of ’yan daudu from the wives and children of "yan
daudu is literally unthinkable. They do not want to think about the compromised
masculinity of their husband/father, having what I call a “will not to know,” not
to cognize deviance(s) of family members—Ilet alone to talk about these with an
alien researcher. As in other Muslim societies, introspection and any identity poli-
tics other than as Muslims are discouraged, and as long as duty (siring children) is
done, a large zone of what is “nobody’s business” (but an adult male’s) exists.

Gaudio’s very engagingly written, reflexive ethnography of disvalued verbal
dexterity among "yan daudu is nonetheless a work filled with insights into the com-
plexities of gendered language use and how sex-gender nonconformists fare in a
Muslim city notorious among Nigerian Christians of the south for sodomy
before and after the imposition of Shari’a (with concomitant repression not only
of Bori “cults” but of Sufi orders). A chapter on “playing with their faith” (that
is, Islam to which ’yan daudu adhere, in some cases even in its Wahabbist rigorism)
is particularly insightful. Some ’yan daudu make multiple pilgrimages to Mecca
and stay in Saudi Arabia for long durations, increasing their fluency in Arabic
and their familiarity with hypocricies in the homeland of Islam.

The attribution of agency for most everything to Allah provides scope for self-
defense by ’yan daudu. If everything that is, everything that happens, is dependent
on Allah’s will, so must being a ’yan daudu— and even the hypocrisy of those who
proclaim their piety, slander "yan daudu, but also seek sex with them in the large
zone of non-public homosociality in a Muslim society must also be.

The book has a very good index, a glossary of "yan daudu terms, some maps, and
photos in which ’yan daudu faces are (discreetly) blurred.
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It is an unfortunate fact, but comparatively little sociolinguistic and linguistic
anthropological research has been done on Asian Pacific American (APA)
communities.

As the editors of Beyond Yellow English, Adrienne Lo and Angela Reyes, note in
their introduction, even “[i]n descriptions of ethnic and regional dialects across the
United States... Asian Pacific Americans are notably absent (Metcalf 2000;
Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 2006; Wolfram and Ward 2006)” (p. 3). Explanations
for this significant gap in scholarship read more like excuses that rely on old stereo-
types of the inscrutable Asian and closed off Asian society, citing “[t]he difficulties
of an outsider doing fieldwork within, for example, the ‘Chinatown’ areas found in
many large urban centers [which] may have contributed to the lack of research on
these communities” (Fought 2002:465).

Fortunately, with efforts from researchers who are both insiders and outsiders, this
gap is beginning to close, both in the quantitative sociolinguistic tradition (e.g., Hall-
Lew 2009; Wong 2007) and more qualitative, interaction-focused studies (e.g., Chen
2008; Williams 2008; Reyes 2007; Shin and Milroy 2000; Lo 1999), along with heri-
tage and second language learning studies (e.g., He and Xiao 2008) and studies about
language attitudes towards APAs (e.g., Lindemann 2003). Beyond Yellow English,
the blurb of which bills it as “the first edited volume to examine issues of language,
identity, and culture among the rapidly growing Asian Pacific American population,”
is the latest contribution to these growing efforts.

Developed originally from two sessions at the American Anthropological
Association’s annual meetings, along with a special issue of Pragmatics, Beyond
Yellow English is a collection of reprints, revisions of previously published articles,
and newly published work. The volume’s focus is locally emergent APA identities
in interaction, concentrating on how “the situated unfoldings of identity” reveal
“how interactants position themselves relative to others and to the discourses that
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