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African dilemma tales (Bascom, 1975) are short prose narratives that pose a choice for the listener.  The listener is then asked to make a choice and to share the choice convincingly with other listeners.  To decide between the two (or sometimes three) horns of a dilemma takes skill in reasoning; to convince other people takes skill in debate.  Listeners indicate, for example, which character deserved the reward or did the most good or evil.   Seldom is there a determined “right” answer.  Rather, it is the skill of thinking and communicating, which is valued and determines the best answer.


An example of an African dilemma tale adapted from William Bascom’s African Dilemma Tales follows.


A fisherman, a cobbler and a hunter went by boat to rescue the king’s small daughter who had been captured by an eagle.  The king promised great riches to the person who could save his daughter.  The hunter shot the eagle with an arrow.  The eagle and the daughter fell through the sky toward the water.  The fisherman quickly placed his boat under them to save the child from drowning.  The boat sprung a leak.  The cobbler in a nearby boat fixed the leak and they all safely rowed to shore.    The king promised riches to THE person who saved the daughter.  Only one will receive the reward; who deserves it?
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