
PREFACE 

In writing this book in English I am conscious of the problems of cultural 
translation that beset my every move. One person's mental map of another 
culture is necessarily idiosyncratic and, since many readers of this book will 
not be familiar with the Hausa language, to a great extent I am clearly asking 
them to take my word for it. Nevertheless, while the emphases and preoccu­
pations may be mine, I hope it will become clear, through extensive citation 
of the wide-ranging and substantial work by my Hausa-speaking colleagues, 
that the picture, even if not the shading, is one shared, to a greater or lesser 
extent, by a considerable body of scholars in Nigeria and abroad. 

So why am I writing this book? Apart from the exigencies of my position 
on the treadmill of late twentieth-century industrial academe, I have three 
prime motivations. The first is to bring together disparate pieces of teaching, 
writing and understanding that I have deployed over some years in teaching 
Hausa literature. During that time I have tried to bring out the features of 
the various literary genres ofHausa and to describe and analyse the relation­
ships between oral and written forms, the effects of the colonial and post­
colonial experience, continuities and disjunctures as lit~rary genres have 
developed over time, and the relationships between literary forms and the 
intellectual and political texture of Hausa society. 

My second motivation arises from a sense that a debate is taking place 
about post-colonial literature and society in Africa in which writing in 
English about writing in English or French is pursued without any acknowl­
edgement that a whole other world of debate has been going on vigorously 
and at length in African languages. Since it is not in English it cannot be 
listened to by critics, writers and commentators who do not themselves 
know those languages. Yet writing in African languages is a potent political 
totem in that first debate, whether it is Ngugi promoting writing in Gikuyu 
(Ngugi wa Thiongo 1986), or Chinweizu and Madubuike (1985) attacking 
what they see as obscurantism in Nigerian writers writing in English. In their 
seminal book The Empire Writes Back (1989), Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 
propose the term 'post-colonial literatures' because 'it points the way 
towards a possible study of the effects of colonialism in and between writing 
in English and writing in indigenous languages' (Ashcroft, Griffiths and 
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Tiffin 1989: 24) . Yet, when they consider such indigenous languages, it is in 
terms of arguments about such matters as whether it is better or worse to 
gloss non-English terms when writers are seeking to appropriate metropoli­
tan English to their own purposes (1989: Ch. 2). It is as if all post-colonial 
discourse is focused in one way or another on what to do about English. 
There is a complete absence of any recognition that there is a long-standing 
debate to which English as a language and English as a variety of cultural 
traditions is pretty nearly irrelevant. Turning to African languages is seen as 
representing a false attempt to rediscover an unattainable pre-colonial 
purity that ignores the reality of the colonial experience (Ashcroft et al. 
1989: 195) . Yet, in fact, the idea of an 'authentic' indigenous tradition and 
the nature of the colonial experience are small parts of a debate about society 
that has long been going on in a language such as Hausa, not as a peripheral 
satellite world struggling to find itself in relationship to English and Euro­
pean culture, but as a vigorous arena in its own right relating to its own 
cosmopolitan traditions of cultural thought. The adaptive, changing nature 
of culture in which orthodox and heterodox tendencies tend to stake out 
their claims to space does not necessarily mean, as is claimed by Ashcroft et 
al., that the focus is for or against metropolitan culture: 

Post-colonial culture is inevitably a hybridized phenomenon involving 
a dialectical relationship between the 'grafted' European cultural systems 
and an indigenous ontology, with its impulse to create or recreate an 
independent local identity. Such construction or reconstruction only 
occurs as a dynamic interaction between European hegemonic systems and 
'peripheral' subversions of them. It is not possible to return to or to redis­
cover an absolute pre-colonial cultural purity, nor is it possible to 
create national or regional formations entirely independent of their 
historical implication in the European colonial enterprise. (1989: 195-6; 
emphasis added) 

Aspects of recent post -colonial theory have been trenchantly and percep­
tively discussed in a recent article by Karin Barber (1995) to which the 
reader should refer. My intention here, then, is to provide the English­
language reader with some idea of the debates and representations of society 
to be found in Hausa literature, some sense of the forms and traditions 
which people deploy, some feel for the cultural architecture, the 'dynamic 
interactions' and the 'hegemonic systems and "peripheral" subversions' that 
operate within the Hausa cultural world. The problems of cultural transla­
tion to which I referred at the beginning start with this intention. The most 
immediate and practical problem is rendering 'texts' in English. To what 
extent will you, the reader, expect or want explanation and background? 
How free or close should the translation be in relation to the original? Is it 
doing a disservice to the original only to provide extracts or summaries? 
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These are constant questions with no lasting right answers. In order to cover 
a wide range of material and issues and yet produce a manageable text, I 
have opted for a minimum of textual annotation, and a translation style which 
I hope will be readable- avoiding quaintness or stiltedness- while adhering 
reasonably closely to the original. I have used both extracts and complete 
texts depending upon whether the accent is primarily upon content or upon 
overall style in addition to content. I have been faced with a particularly 
knotty problem in relation to prose texts. It is not feasible to present whole 
translations and yet, in view of the fact that many of the stories are com­
pletely unknown to people who do not know Hausa, it has seemed to me to 
be important to provide the reader with some sense of what these stories are 
about. I have therefore provided summaries of some novels and novellas and 
illustrative extracts. Constraints upon space have precluded the addition of 
an appendix containing summaries of a broader range of prose texts. 

An even more serious problem of cultural translation relates to the 
insertion of this material into the world of English-language cultural pre­
suppositions. Time and again in teaching I have encountered, for example, 
expectations of what the terms 'poetry', 'song' and 'novel' should mean but 
which, even after redefinition on the basis ofHausa understandings of what 
the terms signify, provoke a bewilderment when faced with an event, a text, 
with which students are not familiar. The most recurrent of such impasses 
occurs when a student is faced with the didacticism so integral to modem 
poetry. Likes and dislikes are built upon a notion of poetry as directed 
towards aesthetic pleasure conveying 'heightened forms of perception, 
experience, meaning, or consciousness in heightened language' (Preminger 
and Brogan 1993: 938); didacticism (a much older end within the European 
tradition) is reacted to with discomfort. Poetry-writing in Hausa is going in 
many different directions currently and Hausa reactions differ according to 
the cultural conventions that are seen to be adhered to or contravened. I 
have tried in this book to explain how such cultural forms are grounded in a 
matrix of expectations in the hope that the reader will be able to understand 
something of the cultural context and thereby have something with which to 
fend off his or her own prejudiced reactions. Having made a plea for under­
standing these forms on their own terms, it is, however, clear that this book 
cannot but be a bundle of my own presuppositions, constructs and partial 
understandings. I can only hope that they will be reasonably obvious for the 
reader to unpick. 

My third motivation is a more personal one. In Ziguinchor, in the Casa­
mance region of Senegal, in late 1967, Xavier Badji and Justin Boissy first 
introduced me to the pleasure of Diola song, round the fire, with roasted 
oysters, under the stars. Three years later in Kano, Nigeria, Omar Hassan, 
Dije his wife, their friends and children showed me the hospitality that had 
me hooked on Hausa. Tilling the soil that year as the rains began, a group of 
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friends were chanting under their breath as they worked. I asked what it was 
they were 'singing'. It was my first introduction to the poetry of Sa'adu 
Zungur, and the beginnings of the interest that has finally seen interim frui­
tion in this volume. To them I offer back this book as my song. 

Many individuals have been more than generous with their help, encour­
agement and support in the preparation of this book. For their criticism of 
draft chapters, I am grateful to Neil Skinner, Stanislaw Pilaszewicz, Sa'idu 
Ahmad, Jean Boyd, Umaru Balarabe Ahmed, Ziky Kofoworola, Murray 
Last, Abdulkadir Dangambo and Russell Schuh. I am also indebted to 
Karin Barber and Tony Kirk-Greene. For their guidance and help in Nigeria 
in 1993, I owe an immense debt to Ibrahim Yaro Yahaya, Abba Rufa'i, 
Dalhatu Muhammad, Abdulkadir Dangambo, Garba Magashi, Gidado 
Bello, Ziky Kofoworola, Kabir Galadanci, Bello Sa'id, Sambo Junaidu, 
Abdullahi Bayero Yahya, Omar Bello, Sa'adiya Omar, Haruna Bimiwa, and 
many other ex-colleagues and students. In preparing the manuscript in Lon­
don I have benefited from the suggestions of a number of colleagues and 
friends: Philip Jaggar, Malami Buba, Murray Last, Liz Gunner, Richard 
Fardon, Sulaiman Ibrahim Katsina, Edward Powe, Joe Mcintyre. Claire 
Ivison was kind enough to prepare the maps. The long-standing friendship 
of the late John Lavers and his wife, Baba, was a source of encouragement 
throughout. Allah ya jikansa, amin. 

I received the warmest academic hospitality from the Department of Ni­
gerian Languages and the Centre for the Study of Nigerian Languages, both 
at Bayero University, Kano; from the Department of Nigerian and African 
Languages and the Centre for Nigerian Cultural Studies at Ahmadu Bello 
University, Zaria; from the Department of Nigerian Languages at the Uni­
versity ofSokoto, and from the Department of Languages and Linguistics at 
the University of Maiduguri. I am grateful to these institutions and their 
universities for their kind support. 

For financial support in undertaking this project I also wish to thank the 
British Academy and the Research Committee of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies. 

I am grateful to the following for citation permission: Tijjani Tukur, 
AKilu Aliyu, Na'ibi Sulaiman Wali, Mudi Sipikin, Alhajiya 'Yar Shehu, 
Ibrahim Yaro Muhammed, Sa'idu 'Babura Ahmad. For permission to repro­
duce extracts from my previously published papers, I am grateful to the 
editors of Oral Tradition, Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of 
Manchester, African Languages and Cultures and Harsunan Nijeriya. 


