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As a cultural anthropologist, I immediately found the title of this text (Allah Made Us:
Sexual Outlaws in an Islamic African City) interesting in the way it teases the brain and how
the author intends to be understood. Is it that Allah made us? Or is it that Allah made us
sexual outlaws? In the former, we are tempted to begin reading with a sense that Allah, the
creator of all that is good, made these people, and so, whatever else, they are good for that
reason if no other. The latter meaning suggests quite the opposite in that Allah made these
people into outlaws presumably because of their sexual appetites/habits that go against
Islamic religious practice and legal codes.

The quizzical nature of the title is further substantiated when Gaudio himself proposes
in his acknowledgments, “Because of the stigma and ambiguity attached to gender-
nonconformity, homosexuality and prostitution (not to mention laws against such practices),
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making these acknowledgments raises some of the same rhetorical problems discussed
elsewhere in this book” (p. ix). It is interesting that these are not perhaps viewed in the same
domain.

From this beginning, the reader is reminded at almost every turn of a new page of the
nearly sacred anthropologists’ primary ethic that their first responsibility is to those whose
lives and cultures they study, comparable to the physicians’ Hippocratic Oath. Like the first
generation of anthropologists who focused on the study of traditional societies where natives
were often marginalized peoples who inhabited a non-Western world, Gaudio successfully
navigates his research among marginalized men and women who straddle a parallel world of
tradition and modernity in an Islamic, structured urban setting.

Herein lies the real challenge for Gaudio. He must tell this story, and intriguingly
enough his own story as we soon learn, while applying his formal sociolinguistic training
without compromising the lives of his informant–subjects, knowing full well that upon his
departure the yan daudu, the men who act like and talk like women, will remain part of and
apart from the dominant cultural structures in a northern Nigerian metropolitan city.

Very early in the text, Gaudio challenges the reader to rethink ideas “about gender and
sexuality, language and culture” (p. 13), indicating that he is presenting much more than an
effort to work through rhetorical problems as is suggested in the acknowledgments. Not only
are we given an opportunity to rethink these seemingly nonnegotiable areas of interaction in
a highly structured and male-dominated society, but we are also told to consider these in
differing domains for the sake of understanding and analysis.

There is a gallant effort to enable us to appreciate language as both a medium of social
participation and an object of criticism and control, as well as a reflective mirror of power,
aesthetics, emotions, and beliefs. Finally, the all-important purpose of the book is, according
to Gaudio, an examination of how yan daudu use language, their bodies, and other media to
“play” (p. 7) as they put it, with the boundaries of what it means to be male and female. An
equally significant issue that evolves as the research progresses is a path for outsiders to
grasp in regionally specific terms what it means to be a good Muslim woman or man and
how speech (oppositional), dress, and behavior constitute central elements of these norms
and social ideologies condemning yan daudu as “bad” Muslims and “worthless people.”

A central value for the informed and less-informed reading public is Gaudio’s skillful
way of addressing the behaviors and language patterns that are simultaneously reinforced
and denigrated, depending upon the audience. Once we move to domain analysis, there is a
certain symmetry that entices the reader to engage and appreciate the complexities of
language as a performance medium to bring to life that which is understood and thus rarely
spoken to outsiders or with outsiders. Equally important, folkways in the classical sense are
shown in vivid juxtaposition to a stigmatized though normalized way of interacting in
specifically designated male spaces.

Perhaps even more important in our understanding of yan daudu cultural expressions
are the challenges of translation of speech, deeds, and “doing the deed.” Language as



dynamic and thus predicated upon a number of variables is visibly problematic for Gaudio
(and sometimes for the reader who might try to follow along with some of the excerpted
conversations). Yet, notwithstanding these surmountable difficulties, the author constantly
demonstrates the power of language competency, coupled with socioeconomic class and
patriarchal capitalism layered with code switching. Indeed, it is the very layering of external
measurements that leads to a behavior being negatively labeled.

The power of language competency to control interactions and responses to the
interactions is seen again and again throughout the narrative. Whatever the explanations
provided, and many are explained in wonderfully descriptive ways, culturally congruent
standards always seem to be in play when it comes to the rank ordering of indigenous
identity markers such as age that signify elder status, while being male, being Hausa, and
being Muslim are never really in doubt or questioned. These dominant Hausa cultural values
provide the sustaining foundation for gender segregation and the distribution of power and
prestige.

According to Gaudio, by flaunting openly feminine behaviors and speech patterns in
playful antics considered unseemly for respectful Muslim men, yan daudu explicitly align
themselves with other low-class and low-status groups, including women (especially
independent women). In each of the subordinate classes, there is an ever-present relationship
between power and control over people and resources. The dichotomy of women as good or
bad does not hold for yan daudu, who are all bad (p. 99), and the cultivated proficiency in
the use of stigmatized linguistic further solidifies their marginalization and stigmatization. It
is at this point that one really begins to wonder if there is something inherently pathological
about this group of mostly young men. In a somewhat voyeuristic fashion, we read more,
and Gaudio sets the record straight by informing us that the Hausa see both marriage and
children as a moral and social obligation:

All the yan daudu, even those who were consistently referred to by feminine names, saw

themselves as real men and enjoyed the privileges that came from that identity, even while

they were stigmatized for being feminine. Maleness is a God-given honor and privilege,

the rejection of which is both sinful and absurd. (p. 51)

Here we have culturally congruent logic at its best, or what Gaudio refers to as
cultural citizenship, which emphasizes the hierarchical nature of social constructions of
identity and the negotiations and conflicts that inevitably take place over who can do what,
where, when, with whom, and with what resources. From a classical anthropological
perspective, yan daudu break the rules, but perhaps they also serve as a buffer for the
tensions and tenacious normative relationships that exist between men and women, men and
their elders, young men and elder women, and all the combinations of human interaction that
enable them to hold their place in the Hausa-speaking region of northern Nigeria where,
according to Gaudio, “prevailing interpretations of Shari’a, Islamic law, mandate a strict
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separation of the sexes and different rules of behavior for women and men in virtually every
facet of life” (p. 3).

As I read Gaudio’s work, I was reminded of other situations in which men, who are
always male first and something more when in secreted spaces, are able to construct altered
self-definitions in a subcultural setting. Most immediately, perhaps due to media attention, is
the African American male who denies being homosexual but has sex with men “on the
down low.” This is another classic example of a subcultural coded language that enables
“shirted men” to engage in behaviors that are stigmatized in their own cultural enclaves. So
we move 6,000 miles and find additional support, according to Gaudio, for the argument

that gender, sexuality, and other identities should be seen as practices rather than essences,

as things people do (doing the deed) rather than things people are. The idea that identity is

practiced or performed encourages us to think about identities as fluid and variable, neither

static nor fixed. (p. 65)

In the ongoing discussion that will no doubt take place and most definitely should take
place upon wider reading of this text, we will also need to explore the many earlier efforts to
speak to the larger issues of heterosexual privileges that most take for granted. In this way,
we will also be persuaded, if not forced, to examine the whole heteropatriarchal cultural
script that dictates the normative boundaries of both masculinity and femininity.

For those now engaged in social science research and clinical practice, this text
provides some challenging insights into the whole arena of identity construction at
individual and group levels. Most significantly, the yan daudu are perhaps iconic of how
cultural adaptation works in embracing a reality with both positive and negative sanctions
that is contextually determined. Culture is, after all, learned and cumulative.
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