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2 ABULO S. NDEBELE’S “THE PROPHETESS”:
JABULO S.
1\11\ \RRATIVES OF SOUTH AFRICAN CULTURE AND
| IDENTITY

Dr G. Priva
—-

Ask me no more
To know me

For I'm nothing but a shell of flesh
Where Africa’s revolt congealed

It's cry pregnant with hope.

— (Sousa, “If You Want to Know Me”, 137)

Njabulo Simakahle Ndebele is a poet, novelist and essayist
whose works include Fools and Other Stories, The Cry of Winnie

Mandela, Bonolo and the Peach Tree, and South African Literature
and Culture: Rediscovery of the Ordinary. His latest book is Fine
Lines from the Box: Further Thought

s about our Country. Njabulo
S. Ndebele addresses the themes of superstition, childhood and
identity in his short story “The Prophetess”. He Captures South
Africa under the lens of its diverse cultures that tends to embryo
the identity of an individual-a little boyin “The Prophetess.” The two
Prime characters Juxtaposed against each other are the boy and
the Prophetess. Home to g tapestry of myths, traditional beliefs,
:)hrzl llt:aratures and richness of fauna and flora, stories dissecting
Wrmceun“é'é" batterns and colonial impact on the natives have been
dout, 0¥ f:]frlt:_an writers, “The Prophetess” in fact delineates the
nation | ae IIlttle t?oy INvariably set against the backdrop of his
Opineé; N Interview with Tara Turkington Njabulo S, Ndebele
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10 a language you're entering info 5
If youa::g:ﬁ;m(;y of vi%wing the world. That canno?‘l’)‘l':ler cul.
tur::»"an Open_minded individual, open to new OXPerion o, fkg
{p:)reatened by uncertainty because uncerlainty self o hot
sents an opportunity for growth. Trl:e. SIOL:)lh Alrican of the [0'
ture will live somfortably with uncertainty because uncgy, U
ty, but you have to be robust aboul jt Nly

yises opportun |
P ve to be thoughtiul about it you have 1o contemplayg
get the full richness of it, and I think thal is the Challenge y

being South African: to run away from uni-dimension

definitive characterisations of ourselves.

Njabulo S. Ndebele_begin; the story vylth. the eXposition
the problem manifested in the little boy. He is timid, innocent ang
silenced as he IS engulfed by the fear of strange dogs. “He Was
not sure now which he fegred more: was it The Prophetegg or
the dog?" (7)- Entrusted with the dgty of pa‘ramount SigniﬁcancG
of saving his sick mother, the boy is left vynth the option tg wait
patiently t0 receive the holy water for his mother, Spiriluality
becomes the recurring theme with different patterns of connectiong
between time and religion. A sense of displacement accentuates
the little boy, who fears that the prophetess might curse him
Hermen Kroesbergen says that “African cosmology believes in
a spirit world which is well-populated by evil and good spirits,
They do not see any solid line of demarcation between the sacred
and the secular because the spiritual interpenetrates their daily
world. Witchcraft and evil spirits are viewed as causative for the
occurrence of some cases of death, barrenness, bad luck and.
misfortunes” (12). The little boy in the story believes firmly that the
prophetess heals every one of their sickness or misfortunes. Itis
not just an individual belief but the community belief that Ndebele
imprints through the incidents of the story.

There was something strangely intriguing about The Proph-
etess and holy water. All that one was to do, the boy had so
many times heard in the streets of the township, was fill a bot-
tle with water and take it to The Prophetess. She would then
lay her hands on the bottle and pray. And the water would
have curing powers. That's what his mother had said too. (7)

The strangeness of the prophetess is juxtaposed with the
stories shared by the people in Charterston township-stories both
secretive and fugitive to arouse the feelings of fear and obedience
The boy's mother believes firmly in the prophetess’ power, while 8
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+d to challenge her healirlg ability and her medicinal skills,
few 1€ Kroesbergen remarks, “If you want the circumstances of
nprove—materially, physically or otherwise—then you
4 deliverance, healing and prophegy, and that is what you may
nee \ from many of those who describe themselves as prophets
exggz hern Africa today” (18). The whole community suspects that
in< spectful and mischievous children will be severely punished
dIS[se prophetess and stories of men tied to the vineyard grips the
:i)me boy with frightening alacrity.
The conversation of the passengers in the bus evokes the
customs and beliefs of South Afr{can people, \{vho exist in a world
f superstitions and cultural practices that entail the whole nation’s
zjentity embroiled in their day-'to-day 'existencg. The young
man’s retroactive statements testimony his education and logical
reasoning, “The truth is you have no proof. None of you. Have
ou ever seen anybody caught by this Prophetess? Never. It's all
superstition” (8). The little boy equates the prophetess' embrace
to the personal warmth and love of his mother. He almost seems
to enjoy the smell of camphor, the green dress of the prophetess
and the crocheted lace clustered with a cross. Ndebele opens up
worlds that can be incoherently magical both to the little boy and
the readers. As Friedrich de Wet notes with Brueggemann that
“There are two types of prophetic speech: critical language of
grief and lament, and positive language of hope and amazement”
(156). There is growth in the development of his character-his
encounters with the prophetess takes him to a world of wisdom,
whereas that with the bunch of boys at the street corner gives
him the revelation of blatant truths. “And the teachers were right,
thought the boy. Silliness was all those boys knew. And then they
could go to school and fail test after test” (15).

The little boy feels superior after his meeting with the
prophetess. It urges him to manifest faithful devotion to an
unacknowledged ultimate reality, the clash and conflict between
illusion and reality is beautifully presented when he senses the
power of the prophetess upon him. The child’s innocence blooms
to match the worldly wisdom of his township. Though he brushes
away his desired impulse to converse with the boys, he is propelled
by this love for his mother. While Freud believed that religious
belief was a form of pathological wish fulfilment, other researchers
have proposed that how the human brain works often predisposes
People to believe. The human mind looks for patterns, purpose,
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and meaning, which may influence why pegple turn

quide their belief systems. The litlle boy is atiracie léot t:engiun i
inside the prophetess’ home-candle, mask, picture oeo oot

bamboo cross, white crosses on her cape and the whie - s
her head erased the countless fascinating stories 5 \:edoc
around her. His identity sprouted profusely from the limidre Spun
that he was stumping upon in stifling silence. The pmphf;atlure
revelations, and morals that had spiritual meaning to memzles'
of the township and the street experiences had a positive jmp:?t
on the little boy. “And he was going to pass on that power |,
his mother, thus healing her. Those boys were not healing thejy
mothers. They just left their mothers alone at home” (18),

The prophetess is shown as a savior of people's hope
throughout the story and in the end no matter the rumors ang
debates of the people exist, the little boy’s fear transfigures into
inspiration, the effect of cohesive impressions the prophetess
engraves in his mind. In the beginning, the little boy is filled with
anxiety, apprehension and distrust and dreadfulness chokes his
entry to the prophetess’ house. “The boy quickly turned the knob
and pushed. The door did not yield. And the dog growled. The boy
turned the knob again and pushed. This time the dog made a sharp
bark and the boy knocked frantically” (7). The prayer sermons,
rituals, meditation, holy symbols trance the little boy, and of course
the familiarity she expressed mesmerizes him. “They were warm
and the warmth seemed to go through his hair, penetrating deep
through his scalp into the very centre of his head. Perhaps, he
thought that was the soul of the Prophetess going into him" (14).

“The Prophetess” gives insights into the social and
psychological complexities faced by the child in a society that longs
to find its autonomy. The childhood innocence is set free and With
the conviction that he has the prophetess’ power in him reveals thé
psychological make-up of the child in relation to his socio-cultural
milieu. It is a relationship that explains the nature of childhood @S
a period of a myriad of experiences. Ndebele examines childhood
It;\it:a rb|a°ktt_°W”,Sh'9 as an intriguing and captivating period with
o tiwee Implications. However, the basic revelation lies in the

ct that the little boy does not Succumb to the forces to becomé

wih in hin “ o tell a white | '
defines identity as, “An identity is a deﬁnitio'r':a.a':()ixtear?)l:gzt'isc:ﬁr

<,
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people who have problems with identity are generally
of the ge!f. ith the difficult aspects of defining the self, such as
Slfuggllng-w,:ing of long-term goals, major affiliations, and basic
the estf’bxg) Piaget's cognitive theory advocates, “Individuals
values” fo'rmalional processing orientation deliberately seek
with an 'r;s and evaluate identity-relevant information. They are
out, p.rofiielf'_exmorers who are open to new ideas and alternatives
skeptica willing to suspend judgment in order to examine and
and afte their self-constructions” (98). The identity formation of
evaluauig boy transforms from within exploring and resisting the
Lr;euzgaries set by his African culture.

The non-linear narrative patte(n of the story t_ends to develop
the plot and dénouement of the climax. It helps in portraying the
nexplicable and mysteriogs wprld of the boy where beauty and
truth lie within reach but invisible that could not be broken into
inconsiderable fragments. The whereabouts of the little boy's
father or the father's character does not figure in “The Prophetess.”
The reference to a visitor called Ma Shange towards the end is an
indication that the little boy takes up responsibilities obligingly with
positivity and confidence. When the bottle gets broken, the little
boy is worried only the holy water. The uncouth words do not have
any impact, “Blasted child!” he shouted, “Shouldn’t | look you?
Just running on the street as if you owned it. Shit of a child, you

don't ever pay tax. Fuck off home before | do more damage on
you!" (22).

Exhausted by the journey to the prophetess’ house, the little
boy is shocked and shattered. Unable to view the future as he had

desired it to be, he becomes depressed and forlorn. “But it was
not long, before he felt a jab of pain at the centre of his chest and
felt his heart beating fast. And he became aware of the stabbing
sensation of terror as he thought of the broken bottle and the spilt
holy water and his mother waiting for him and the water that would
help to care her” (22). To prove his love for his mother and stamp
his identity as a liberated and powerful individual from childhood
lo @ matured young chap, he decides to fetch the tap water again
in one of the bottles in Rex’s kennel. The little boy experiences a
tremendous urge to exercise the power he never had—the power
0{ decision making, the power of judgment, act and bestow as he
Wishes, He swings into action when he senses that his growth
a_nd identity is thwarted by the untoward incidents that deprive
him of the blessed holy water received from the prophetess. “He
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ame dancing before him and fey;
watche? S]ee \i\lal?;';:; 'lll:e Prophetess seen in him? Hetc,iwa"“‘h
([))'igfhi(;lill'fee| him? Did she knowhwha:‘ the:hhad just done?"?;ead'
A plethora of questions‘and scary tdot;jghis datunt lhe t?o , ’Tlinq)'
but the internal conflict 1S conqueffe '|[yths e.emeauo,, to 53,
his mother. He 1akes the burden of guilt, the weight of WrOﬂgdoinge

and the burden of mistrust. | ,

Ndebele portrays a little boy longing for the Persony,
touch, wherein he is pushed to grow ashanliadult to shoy dor
his family. His sick mother waits for the healing touch ang the
boy's emancipation from his mist of pain gnd ghaos S silhouet, d
against the cultural beliefs. Home, family, identity and cultyrg holg
the little boy together establishing secure bonds of Connectjyiy,
between him and his mother. The power of thg Prophetess tq hea|
and to foretell the future by invoking the spirits of the ancestorg
instill fear and respect in the boy when he fetches the tap wae,
for his mother. The prophetess represents the authority of tradition
and culture. Her description of the boy's mother as having '3
heart of gold' helps the boy to come out of the muteness he ysg
dwelling for long. She plays the role of a mot.her when she speaks
to the boy about the need for him to love his mother. The words
unconsciously contribute to the shaping of the boy's view aboyt
the women in his life, not just his mother. For instance, when the
prophetess stresses the importance of obedience to his mother,
she leaves an indelible mark of utmost significance as a mentor
and a mother.

“You are very fortunate indeed to have such a parent. Re-
member, when she says, “my boy, take this message to that
house”, go, when she says: “my boy, let me send you to the
shop’, go and when she says, “my boy, pick up a book and
read”, pick up the book and read. In all this, she is actually

saying to you, learn and serve. These two things little man,
are the greatest inheritance.” (19)

The boy learns what is expected of him is acceptance and
compassion not just his mother but also toward the women in
society. The embrace of the prophetess soothes his troubled
heart, cleanses his feelings of guilt and empowers him to a state
of courage and convictions. Having felt the tender care of the
prophetess and the loving tone in her voice, the boy appreciates
her by respecting her—the fear changes into adoration. When he
realizes that he heals his mother with ordinary tap water, the oY
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annot be contained. “He had carried his burden.

(flls his hearl |ccd thinking it had worked” (23). The boundary
mn’ the bO smile I' nd supernatural is permeable when the little
o by naturf:ajm of his mother and he believes that she is
boy €5 ore&‘; mr:covery' Religion and prophecy becomes a source
on nerroad Od uidance to the boy. The human need to belong,
ek ?he desire for social connection, also contributes
combined with s desire to be part of someone larger than the
the litle tb 0);5 of identities emerge in diverse variants in the
self. Three zgnal identity that stems from his attributes such as
little boy-perl es” and “self-knowledge;” social identity constructed
i iuon" and “impressions made on others” and collective

" t . - n “ H ”
,f;°':m'ye§§:,1|oped from elements such as “religion” and “family.
|ae
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