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Proverbs are among the most treasured forms of African oral literature. They are the distilled wisdom of generations, carrying within them the values, experiences, beliefs, and observations of a people. In Northern Ndebele culture, proverbs serve as guides for living, teaching lessons about character, responsibility, relationships, leadership, honesty, perseverance, and community. Through a few carefully chosen words, they communicate truths that remain relevant across time and place.

The Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling series was developed to preserve and promote this rich cultural heritage while making it accessible and meaningful to young readers. Children often learn best through stories, and storytelling has always been a central part of African education. By transforming traditional proverbs into engaging narratives, this book bridges ancestral wisdom and contemporary learning, allowing children to encounter cultural values in ways that are both enjoyable and memorable.

Part XLVI continues this journey by exploring a diverse collection of Northern Ndebele proverbs. Each proverb is carefully explained, revealing its literal meaning, cultural significance, and universal relevance. Connections are drawn to similar sayings from other cultures, demonstrating that while languages and traditions may differ, many human experiences and lessons are shared across the world. Each explanation is followed by a children's story that brings the proverb to life through relatable characters, situations, and moral choices.

The stories in this volume address important themes such as personal accountability, honesty, leadership, responsibility, self-reflection, kindness, focus, integrity, and the consequences of our actions. Through characters like Sibusiso, Nomalanga, Sipho, Thabo, and many others, young readers are encouraged to think critically about their own behaviour and to develop values that contribute positively to their families and communities.

This book is intended not only for children but also for parents, teachers, caregivers, and anyone interested in preserving and celebrating Northern Ndebele cultural heritage. It can be used as a resource for language learning, character development, cultural education, and family storytelling.

As you turn these pages, may you discover the beauty, wisdom, and enduring relevance of Northern Ndebele proverbs. May these stories inspire meaningful conversations, nurture good character, and encourage a deeper appreciation of the cultural treasures passed down by our ancestors. Most importantly, may they remind us that wisdom grows when it is shared, lived, and passed on to future generations.

Asinathe emthonjeni wezaga zesiNdebele ngengxoxo—let us drink from the calabash of Northern Ndebele proverbs through storytelling.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akucala laswela izaba" literally translates to, "No fault or crime ever lacked an excuse." This pragmatic observation highlights a universal aspect of human psychology: the instinctive drive to rationalize one's mistakes or transgressions. It suggests that no matter how blatant a wrongdoing or how clear-cut a "case" (icala) might be, the offender will inevitably manufacture a "why" (izaba) to soften the blow, deflect blame, or make their actions appear logical and justified. 



The proverb points to the endless creativity of the human mind when it comes to self-preservation and the avoidance of moral responsibility. Similar concepts are found in various global traditions. The English often say, "He who is good at making excuses is seldom good at anything else," or more simply, "A bad workman always blames his tools." In Latin, the legal and moral principle, "Excusatio non petita, accusatio manifesta" suggests that an unprompted excuse is a manifest confession, while a common French sentiment, "Qui s'excuse, s'accuse," posits that he who excuses himself actually accuses himself by highlighting the guilt he is trying to hide. A Russian equivalent, "A bad dancer is hindered even by his own pants," humorously mocks the tendency to find external reasons for internal failures. 



The lessons derived from this proverb centre on the importance of radical accountability and the danger of intellectual dishonesty. It teaches that "izaba" (excuses) are often mere veils for character flaws and that true maturity is found in the ability to say, "I was wrong" without adding a "but." By recognizing that everyone has an excuse ready, the proverb encourages a community to look past the "why" and focus on the "what," urging individuals to take full ownership of their actions rather than hiding behind the convenient shield of justification.



The Danger of Excuses and the Power of Taking Responsibility
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In a small village surrounded by tall trees and winding paths, there lived a young boy named Sibusiso. He was clever, quick on his feet, and always ready with a smile—but he also had a habit that everyone in the village had begun to notice. Whenever something went wrong, Sibusiso always had an excuse.

One bright morning, Sibusiso’s mother asked him to fetch water from the river. He took the clay pot and set off, but along the way he met his friends playing a game. He joined them, laughing and running, until the sun climbed high in the sky. When he finally remembered the water, he rushed to the river, but in his hurry, he slipped, and the pot cracked.

When he returned home empty-handed, his mother looked at him quietly. “The pot?” she asked. Sibusiso sighed dramatically. “The path was too slippery,” he said. “The river was too far. And the sun was too hot.” His mother said nothing, but her eyes lingered on him.

The next day, Sibusiso was asked to help his uncle herd goats. Instead of watching them carefully, he lay under a tree and fell asleep. When he woke up, two goats were missing. “What happened?” his uncle asked. Sibusiso quickly replied, “The goats are stubborn. They never listen. And the wind was too loud—I couldn’t hear them wander off.” Again, there was silence.

Days passed, and Sibusiso’s excuses grew more creative. When he broke a bowl, it was because the table was uneven. When he arrived late, it was because the road was longer than usual. When he forgot his chores, it was because he had too many things on his mind.

One afternoon, the village elder called Sibusiso to sit beside him under a large tree. The old man handed him a small drum. “Play,” he said. Sibusiso began to beat the drum, but it made a dull, uneven sound. “The drum is bad,” Sibusiso said quickly. “That is why it sounds like this.” The elder nodded and took the drum. He played it, and a rich, steady rhythm filled the air. Sibusiso’s eyes widened. 

The elder smiled gently. “My child,” he said, “the drum did not change. Only the hands did.” Sibusiso lowered his head. The elder continued, “You remind me of a proverb: ”Akucala laswela izaba. ” No wrongdoing ever lacks an excuse. You have many reasons for everything—but none of them change what has happened.” For the first time, Sibusiso said nothing. He thought about the broken pot, the lost goats, and all the words he had used to avoid saying something simple.

The next morning, his mother asked him again to fetch water. He went straight to the river, careful with each step, and returned with a full pot. When she looked at him, he said quietly, “Yesterday, I was careless. Today, I tried to do better.” His mother smiled. From that day on, Sibusiso still made mistakes, as all children do. But when he did, he no longer searched for excuses. Instead, he learned to say, “I was wrong,” and then he worked to make things right. Slowly, the village began to see not just a clever boy with many words, but a growing young person with honesty in his heart—someone who understood that while excuses are easy to find, truth is what helps us grow.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Idada lidada kwesalo isiziba”, literally translates to, “A duck is proud where there is a pool.” In another expressive rendering, it can be understood as “A duck is a duck in its own pool.” The proverb means you are a king in your own territory, capturing the idea that confidence, ability, and identity are most fully revealed within familiar surroundings.


In its narrative sense, the proverb paints the image of a duck gliding effortlessly across water, completely at ease in the environment that defines its nature. In that space, it does not struggle, compete, or pretend—it simply exists in its fullness. Yet, when removed from the pool, the same duck loses that grace and certainty. Through this imagery, the proverb speaks to the human condition, reminding us that people, too, shine brightest in spaces that affirm their skills, experiences, and sense of belonging. It is not that their worth changes, but that context either reveals or conceals what they carry within.


This wisdom echoes across cultures in strikingly similar ways. In English, the saying, “Every dog is a lion at home” reflects the same idea of confidence rooted in familiarity. The Latin expression Rex in regno suo— “a king in his own kingdom”—conveys localized authority, while in French,” Chacun est roi chez soi” affirms that each person rules within their own space. These parallels suggest a shared human understanding that power and identity are often tied to place, and that what we perceive as strength is deeply influenced by environment.


As the proverb unfolds like a quiet story, it offers layered lessons about humility, self-awareness, and respect for others. It reminds us to seek spaces where we can be fully ourselves, where our abilities are not suppressed but allowed to flourish naturally. At the same time, it cautions against mistaking situational confidence for universal superiority, for outside one’s “pool,” the same certainty may fade. Ultimately, it teaches that wisdom lies in recognizing both where we belong and how context shapes the way we—and others—are seen.



Finding Confidence in Your Own Space
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In a quiet valley surrounded by tall grass and whispering trees, there was a small, shining pool of water. This pool was home to a duck named Dumi. Dumi loved his pool. Every morning, he would glide across the water, his feathers smooth and bright, his movements graceful and calm. The other animals often stopped to watch him. “Look at Dumi!” said the frog. “He swims like a king!” “Yes,” said the tortoise slowly, “in that water, he is truly something special.” Dumi heard their praise and began to feel very proud. He stretched his neck higher and paddled with extra flair. Soon, he believed he was the most talented animal in the entire valley.

One day, Dumi wandered away from his pool. As he walked through the dry grass, he met a group of animals playing a running game. “Come join us!” said the hare. Dumi puffed up his chest. “Of course,” he said confidently. “I am the best at everything.” The race began. The hare dashed forward, the antelope leapt across the ground, and even the tortoise moved with steady determination. Dumi tried to run, but his feet stumbled awkwardly. His body wobbled, and he fell behind almost immediately.

The animals stopped and looked at him kindly. “Are you alright?” asked the hare. Dumi felt embarrassed. For the first time, he had no proud words to say. He quietly walked away, his head lowered. As the sun began to set, Dumi returned to his pool. He slipped into the water, and at once, everything felt different. His body moved smoothly again. He glided across the surface, calm and steady 

The old tortoise watched him and smiled. “Dumi,” he said gently, “you see now?” Dumi nodded slowly. “In the water,” the tortoise continued, “you are at your best. That is your place. But on land, others shine in their own way. Each of us has a space where we are strong.” Dumi looked around. The frog leapt easily from lily pad to lily pad. The birds soared high above. The hare ran like the wind. For the first time, Dumi understood.

The next day, when the animals gathered, Dumi swam happily in his pool—but without boasting. When the hare ran, he clapped his wings in admiration. When the birds flew, he watched in wonder. When others came to the water, unsure and clumsy, Dumi did not laugh. Instead
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