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What is an African Riddle?

“Riddles are mystifying, 
misleading, or puzzling 
statements or questions 
expressed as a problem to 
be solved or guessed.”

Merriam-Webster Definition

- Riddle. Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/riddle. Accessed 30 Sep. 2020

- Finnegan, Ruth. Oral literature in Africa. Open Book Publishers, (2012): 413 – 429

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393

Lyndon Harries

Ruth Finnegan



Structure and Form of Types of African Riddles



Structure and Form
The Opening Formula

• The opening formula is a “verbal 
expression of the intention to pose a 
riddle” to which a standard response is 
often given.

• Establishes the contextual situation for 
the riddle exchange.

• Opening formulae are different from 
the introductory frame of the riddle. 

• Can be omitted without affecting the 
riddle itself.

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393



• Opening Formulae are almost 
universally found in riddles across the 
African continent and so are considered 
a defining feature of riddles from the 
continent.

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393

Structure and Form
The Opening Formula



People Country
Opening 

Formula
Meaning Response Meaning

Makua
Mozambique, 

Tanzania
Cirandani Refers to a trap Civire Let it pass

Mwera Tanzania Nda 
Short for  Ndawi which 

means “Riddle!”
Ndakacile

A contracted 

form of Ndawi 

Ikaicile which 

means “Let the 

riddle reach!”

Nandi Congo
Tutsuke 

Esyondekerano
Let us pose riddles Inga Very well

Nyika Kenya Chondoni NA Dekeha NA

Mbeere Kenya Gwata ndai Catch this riddle Nagwata I have caught it

Igbo Nigeria
Gwam Gwam

Gwam!

Tell me! Tell me! Tell 

me!

Koazian na nti

ghere oghe

Say it! We are 

listening!

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393

Structure and Form
The Opening Formula



Structure and Form
The Opening Formula

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393

People Country
Opening 

Formula
Meaning Response Meaning

Lamba Zambia Tyo Guess the Riddle
Ke kesa  or Ka mu 

leta 

Let it come or 

Bring it

Yoruba Nigeria
Aloooo (in a high 

key)

“Riddle!” Yoruba 

riddles are called Alo

Aloooo (in a low 

key)
“Riddle!”

Anang Nigeria Ekan nke! Listen to us! Ekan nke Abassi

“Listen to us who 

have gone to war 

at God's 

Command!”

Mano Liberia Bakiline NA Laile NA

Gio Liberia Kpwole NA Le NA

Kxatla South Africa

Mpollele dilo, 

ompolelle 

gore…keeng?

“Tell me something, 

tell me what it is?”

Lozi South Africa Ako NA Keye NA



Precedent (P)

A question or statement

Sequent (S)

A response to P which can be an 
object, a phenomenon, a 
statement e.g. proverb etc

- Harries, Lyndon. "The riddle in Africa." The Journal of American Folklore 84.334 (1971): 377-393

- Petsch, Robert. New contributions to the knowledge of the people's riddle . Mayer & Müller, 1899

Structure and Form
Binary Construction



• Binary construction can take on elaborate 
sub forms such as the system of symbols 
devised by William Bassomb for Yoruba 
Riddles in which:

• X is the unknown to be guessed.

• Y and Z are other subjects.

• a, b, c, and d are the predicates of sentences 

or clauses.

Structure and Form
Binary Construction

- Bascom, William R. "Literary style in Yoruba riddles." The Journal of American Folklore 62.243 (1949): 1-16.



• Riddle structure: “Who is X that a?”

P: Who is it that drinks maize beer with the 
king?”

S: A fly

• Riddle structure: “X that Ya, Za, Xb”

P: Road that the people of the earth do not walk 
along, that the people of the sky do not walk 
along; smoothly is it shining." 

S: The mid rib of a palm frond

Structure and Form
Binary Construction

- Bascom, William R. "Literary style in Yoruba riddles." The Journal of American Folklore 62.243 (1949): 1-16.



Structure and Form
Binary Construction

• Riddle Structure: X, X, YaX Xb, ZaX Xb

• P: Ancient well of my father, ancient 
well of my father; if a child gets into it, 
it reaches his neck; if an elder gets into 
it, it reaches his neck. 

• S: A Gown

- Bascom, William R. "Literary style in Yoruba riddles." The Journal of American Folklore 62.243 (1949): 1-16.



Structure and Form
Binary Construction

• Riddle Structure: They tell X to a, Xa; they tell 
X to b, Xb; they tell X to c, Xd.

P:They tell him to sit by the fire, he sits by the 
fire; they tell him to sit in the sun, he sits in the 
sun; they tell him to bathe, he says, “Death 
comes”.

S:Salt

- Bascom, William R. "Literary style in Yoruba riddles." The Journal of American Folklore 62.243 (1949): 1-16.



Structure and Form 
Semantic Fit Between P and S

• Semantic Fit refers to the logical or 
language framework in which the 
Precedent relates to Sequent.

• In the riddling tradition of many African 
peoples, semantic fit depends not only 
on analogies of meaning or imagery but 
also of rhythm, sound, or tone.



Structure and Form 
Semantic Fit Between P and S - Rhythm

• A rhythm-based Thonga (Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, Swaziland) riddle goes:

P: Over there smoke goes up, over there 
smoke goes up.

S: Over there they mourn over a chief, 
over there they mourn over a poor man.



Structure and Form 
Semantic Fit Between P and S - Sound

• Sound-based riddles rely on acoustic 
images like onomatopoeia and 
ideophones. For e.g. a Kamba (Kenya) 
riddle simply states: 

P: Aaa!

S: An old man drinking milk in the dry 
season.



Structure and Form 
Semantic Fit Between P and S - Tone

• Tone-based riddles are common among people 
in whose language tonality is a significant 
feature. In such cases, the question and 
answer are marked by identical or similar 
tonal pattern.

• The Efik (Nigeria), call their tone riddles 
Ukabadeke which means “speech/word 
change”.

- Simmons, Donald C. "Cultural functions of the Efik tone riddle." The Journal of American Folklore 71.280 (1958): 123-

138.



Structure and Form 
Semantic Fit Between P and S - Tone

- Simmons, Donald C. "Cultural functions of the Efik tone riddle." The Journal of American Folklore 71.280 (1958): 123-

138.



Structure and Form
Exchange Formula

• Response given if the answer (Sequent) provided 
is wrong or not known.

• Among the Mbeere (Kenya), the Exchange 
Formula, if the response is wrong, is: Rete 
mburi (also Inde mburi, Ikia mburi) which means 
“Bring Goats”.

• The riddling partner responds: Cukia Mburi
which means “Take Goats”.

• The riddler accepts and blesses the goats before 
sharing the answer.

- Glazier, Jack, and Phyllis Gorfain Glazier. "Ambiguity and exchange: The double dimension of Mbeere riddles." The 

Journal of American Folklore 89.352 (1976): 189-238.



Structure and Form
Exchange Formula

- Glazier, Jack, and Phyllis Gorfain Glazier. "Ambiguity and exchange: The double dimension of Mbeere riddles." The 

Journal of American Folklore 89.352 (1976): 189-238.



Structure and Form
Exchange Formula

- Glazier, Jack, and Phyllis Gorfain Glazier. "Ambiguity and exchange: The double dimension of Mbeere riddles." The 

Journal of American Folklore 89.352 (1976): 189-238.



Types of African Riddles

• There is no one agreed upon way to classify 
African riddles.

• Categories based on the information contained in 
either the Precedent or the Sequent are used to 
classify riddles e.g., comparisons and references 
to animals, plant, household items, body parts, 
natural phenomena, indigenous culture, etc.



Types of African Riddles

• This can pose a challenge to African 
riddles since the Precedent and 
Sequent are not always classifiable 
objects or phenomena.

• Often, they are statements which could 
be related or mutually contradictory, 
incongruous or impossible e.g. Efik tone 
riddles.



Them’s Fightin’ Words 
Prof. Finnegan!

- Finnegan, Ruth. Oral literature in Africa. Open Book Publishers, (2012): 413 – 429

…minor and childish 

interest…?



Uses of African Riddles – Didactic Tool



Didactic Tool

“[Riddles equip] children with the cognitive processes 

needed to make sense of their immediate environment.”

- Stanley Madonsela

“Riddles are teaching tools which facilitate children's 

education and participation in the social, cultural, political, 

and economic life of their communities.” 
- Johnson M. Ishengoma

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153. 

- Madonsela, Stanley. "Riddles, meanings and cognitive development of the African child in the siSwati tradition." African Journal of 

Rhetoric 12.1 (2020): 44-64.



O-Kukoikya

• Among the Haya of 
Tanzania riddles are 
called “E-kikoikyo" and 
riddling activity is 
referred to as “O-
kukoikya". 

• O-kukoikya was 
mediated mainly by 
women and so this was 
a way by which women 
contributed to 
community knowledge 
and growth.

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.



Didactic Tool
O-Kukoikya

Riddles are used to:

• Promote appropriate social 

communication skills 

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.

- Riddlers start by saying Koi to 

which the participants respond 

Lyaa. 

- The riddler cannot start without 

this response which establishes 

mutually respectful 

communication. 

Nyamutaigutwa (That which 

people are never contented with)

- Malwa (Beer)

- Maela (Money)

- Itunga (Wealth)

• Teach cultural norms and 

acceptable social behavior



Didactic Tool
O-Kukoikya

Riddles are used to:

• Promote conceptualization 

and critical reasoning

• Teach comparison and 

contrast 

• Distinguish between objects 

and phenomena

• Nurture mastery of Ki-haya

(the Haya language).

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.

Obutabarwa (That which cannot be 

counted)

- Nyanyinyi (Stars)

- Maizi (Water)

- Binyomo (Black Ants)

- Bunyasi (Grass)



Didactic Tool
O-Kukoikya

Riddles are used to:

• Teach about work ethic, agriculture and animal husbandry.

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.

Akashaija butege kashanga nindima

tikangiza mahyo (A small bow-legged 

man found me working on my farm 

but passed without saying Mayho)

- A black ant.

Zatula zasiga omubisha ahanamire

(The cows have gone to the pastures 

leaving behind their enemy hiding in 

the ceiling) 

- A Kilasho 



Didactic Tool
O-Kukoikya

Riddles are used to:

• Educate about modern cultural and scientific developments.

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.



Didactic Tool
O-Kukoikya

• Riddling sessions are age-appropriate venues for peer-led sex 

education.

- Ishengoma, Johnson M. "African oral traditions: Riddles among the Haya of Northwestern Tanzania." International Review of 

Education 51.2 (2005): 139-153.



Uses of African Riddles – Entertainment



Entertainment 
The Gbaya Sumgba

• Among the Gbaya (Cameroon, CAR), riddling sessions are 

called Sumgba and are a nonphysical way to “battle”.  

- Noss, Philip A. "Gbaya riddles in changing times." Research in African literatures (2006): 34-42.



Entertainment 
The Gbaya Sumgba

- Noss, Philip A. "Gbaya riddles in changing times." Research in African literatures (2006): 34-42.

Something of mine, they travel 

together from morning to 

evening, they never brush against 

each other.

I went to visit my in-laws, only 

the dead greeted me.

The Cameroon lion cub died on 

the battlefield.

Cows Horns

Dead Dry Leaves

Marc Vivien Foe



Entertainment 
The Kikuyu Art of Gicandi

• A Gicandi is a competitive yet 
collaborative riddlelike 
dialogue poetic exchange.

• The term “Gicandi” refers 
both to the dialogue poetry 
and to the musical instrument 
that accompanies the 
performer.

• Different from the Ndai which 
is a Kikuyu riddle in the 
conventional sense.

A Gicandi  (Photo Credit: Njenga Wa 

Muthaka)

- Njogu, Kĩmani. “Gĩcandĩ and the Reemergence of Suppressed Words.” TDR (1988-), vol. 43, no. 2, 1999, pp. 54–

71. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1146753. Accessed 26 June 2021.



The Kikuyu Art of Gicandi

The late Gicandi poet Joseph 

Kang'ethe. (Photo Credit: Kimnani 

Njogu)

- Njogu, Kĩmani. “Gĩcandĩ and the Reemergence of Suppressed Words.” TDR (1988-), vol. 43, no. 2, 1999, pp. 54–

71. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1146753. Accessed 26 June 2021.



Uses of African Riddles – Indigenous Cryptography 



Indigenous Cryptography 
Nyamiyonga’s Riddles from the Bunyoro-Kitara (Uganda)

Nyamiyonga’s Riddles:

1. That which proclaims the dawn.

2. The rope that binds water.

3. That which makes Isaza to turn to look behind.

4. One who knows no duty or responsibility.

5. The one who is devoid of understanding.

6. The door that shuts out poverty. 

The narrator says Koikoi and the listener 

responds Rukwebe.

- Dunbar, Archibald Ranulph. A history of Bunyoro-Kitara. Oxford University Press, 1965, pp14



Indigenous Cryptography 
Nyamiyonga’s Riddles from the Bunyoro-Kitara (Uganda)

Kazana’s Answers:

1. A crowing cock.

2. Dough made of millet flour mixed in boiling water.

3. A calf which utters a cry and thus caused the king to 

turn to look behind. 

4. A dog which is was given a smoking pipe but just 

stared at it disinterestedly.

5. A baby placed on the Kings lap, where upon it 

scratched his face and wetted his clothes.

6. A request by Nyamiyonga for a blood pact. 

- Dunbar, Archibald Ranulph. A history of Bunyoro-Kitara. Oxford University Press, 1965, pp14



Indigenous Cryptography 
Initiatory Language – Ikano of the Makua (Mozambique, Tanzania)

- Finnegan, Ruth. Oral literature in Africa. Open Book Publishers, (2012): 413 – 429



Indigenous Cryptography 
Initiatory Language – Ikano of the Makua (Mozambique, Tanzania)

- Harries, Lyndon. "Makua song‐riddles from the initiation rites." African Studies 1.1 (1942): 32.



Indigenous Cryptography 
Initiatory Language – Milayo of the Venda (South Africa, Zimbabwe)

Venda Boys and Girls Undergoing Initiation (Image Credit: Dr Peter Magubane from southafrica.co.za/venda-initiation.html)



Indigenous Cryptography 
Initiatory Language

- McClymond, Michael J., and Michael James McClymond, eds. Embodying the Spirit: New Perspectives on North 

American Revivalism. JHU Press, 2004.



Riddles and Social Media 
(The Fine Art of Subtweeting)



Riddles and Social Media
Tell me without telling me…

• Opening Formula
“Tell me you are X without telling me you are X. 
I’ll go first…”

• Binary Construction

Precedent → Sequent

• Semantic Fit 
Logical, Language, Visual (pictures, gifs, memes)



Thank You!

Join the Mythological Africans Community:

• Subscribe to the YouTube Channel!

• Follow @AfroMythHub on Twitter!

• Sign up for the newsletter on Substack!
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Questions? Comments?


