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Democracy Works Academy is a 
youth leadership, civic education and 

dialogue programme established to 
inspire, empower, and connect young 

people in Southern Africa.  

The Academy builds the capacities and 

networks of individuals committed to an 

accountable, responsive and values-based 

region.

The Academy ran its first inception phase in 

South Africa from 2018  as a partnership initiave 

with KPMG,  In Transformation Initiative (ITI) 

and the University of Pretoria. 

The following “Hero Stories” showcase how 

seven Democracy Works Alumni overcame 

the obstacles they faced and took the lead 

in positioning themselves and empowering 

others to be the change-makers our country so 

desperately needs. 

Please follow the links on the page to access 

the full-length stories on the Democracy Works 

Foundation website. 

With regards,

The DWF team
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David  
Kabelo.
THE HERO WHO STEPPED  
OUT INTO THE SUN

THE CALL TO ADVENTURE

I’m David Kabelo; I was born in Pretoria and currently 
staying in Kimberley, Northern Cape. I am a writer, a poet 
and a social activist. Before joining DWA, I was part of 
organisations in the province working together in sexual 
reproductive health rights and addressing issues affecting 
the LGBQTI community in the Northern Cape Province. I 
wanted to be in the space of change-makers, contributing 
to policymaking in our country, and driving social equity. I 
also wanted to do programmes working on mental health 
and learn the dynamics of good leadership. That is my 
dream.

I needed to go out of my comfort zone, find out what other 
people are doing and develop myself to fulfil my dream. 
How do I take what I have? One of my dreams was to have 
an organisation, but where do I start? I had to ask myself: 
“What does a good leader have to do?”. In civil society, 
you can be there as a member or as part of it, or you can 
actually be an initiator of something.  

The Academy had a partnership with our provincial 
legislature, which was advertised through social media. I 
felt that I needed to align with what I was trying to do. I was 
interested in what the previous fellows were involved in.

SUPREME ORDEAL AND INITIATION

My fear was that I hadn’t achieved much in the short time 
I’d been an activist. It involved many small things, but I was 
more focused on my writing. I was unsure if that would be 
reasonable judging from the Fellows there and what they 
were doing.  

Fortunately, in the small space that I was in, I was 
surrounded by people who have been in the activism 
space for a long time, and they had achieved a lot from my 
perspective.  DAVID

Let’s hold each other’s 
hands.   Let’s work together.   

Let’s all move forward.
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Once I got accepted, I was still plagued with doubt if I had 
what it took. I was scared but excited at the same time. I was 
excited to go into it and learn, but then I was afraid I would 
actually make it. I was also very sceptical of sharing my 
writing and poetry work with the other Fellows. 

UNIFICATION/ TRANSFORMATION

When we finally met at our last residential, I found one 
Fellow whom I sent my work. After she read it, she said: 
“You’re actually a good writer.” After that that I eased up a 
little.  

She brought it up when we were all sitting together in a 
group and asked me to share some things with everyone. 
I felt intimidated, but everyone was supportive and shared 
their own works. After that, I felt more comfortable. 

When we first met, we added focus to the fellowship. We 
were also here to build relationships. We felt like every 
one of us had something that led towards what the other 
person does. Some of us were in business, others in law 
and policymaking, and others in research. We were all very 
different, and that brought us together. 

It would have been difficult to introduce myself as a gay 
man in my previous life, but it was easier when I heard a 
heterosexual activist saying: “I am fighting for the rights 
of the LGBTQI people”. I thought, ok, then let’s hold each 
other’s hands. Let’s work together. Let’s all move forward. 

Before the Academy, I felt that I couldn’t do mental and 
sexual reproductive health and social equity at the same 
time. I thought these were different “caps” that I had to 
wear. The Academy taught me that I can wear a single cap in 
different colours.  

One of my darkest moments was when I failed an 
assignment. I felt like giving up but learnt that I was not 
the only one struggling. What shifted inside me was the 
realisation that I had to move my mind out of my comfort 
zones to grow and develop. 

I felt more equipped now. During the Academy, I felt like I 
was collecting a survival kit of some sort. I felt more at ease 
with doing what’s not comfortable, and I thought that it’s 
actually in doing those things that you can achieve what you 
want to. 

THE HERO’S RETURN 

After the Academy, I knew that I needed to take a step 
and that I needed to network: to go out, talk to people and 
submit things. One of the things I learned from the Academy 

was that you don’t close yourself in a shell. You break your 
shell, and then you go out there and grapple with whatever 
you can and move on. I took from the Academy a feeling that 
I was equipped to now begin embarking on this journey.

So, I registered an organisation that does research, 
education, and support in mental health, GBV, sexual 
reproductive health, and skills development. I spoke to 
companies, departments, and to people so that I could work 
with them. The Academy programme also helped me from a 
project management perspective. 

Currently, the organisation has secured me shelter for a 
safe house. We are taking in victims of GBV for overnight 
and short stay periods. We are drafting programmes for 
economic development for women, working together 
with the Department of Enterprise Development. I’ve 
also gone out of Kimberley, working up and making 
partnerships in places like Durban, where I currently work 
with an organisation with a safe house for sex workers. 
We also work together on a mental health programme 
for sex workers, giving them counselling and economic 
development.  

The Academy is also helping as the Alumni. In 2020 the 
alumni network came together where we discussed how 
the Academy can work with other cohorts, and organising 
programmes post the fellowship.  

The programme did not only help me develop as an activist, 
but it helped me develop as an individual. You can never get 
sun-kissed inside your house. To experience the sun, you 
have to go out.  
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Faniswa Baleti. 
THE HERO WHO FOUND HER VOICE

I used to be very antisocial 
while I was studying for my 
psychology degree. I had 
self-confidence issues, was 
narrow-minded and did not 
want to try new things. I 
was always scared of being 
mocked or teased, therefore 
I mainly kept to myself. I 
did not care about politics, 
democracy, or current affairs.  
Being part of DWA taught me 
that being narrow-minded is 
dangerous in this world. DWA 
helped me become a new 
person, to un-learn and, break 
old habits.

CALL TO ADVENTURE

I never really wanted to do 
psychology, I wanted to do media 
studies which has been my 
passion since I was a kid but my 
parents did not see a future in 
media. I graduated in 2018, in 
April and a few months later, I 
got hired for this amazing job at a 
media company in my hometown 
where I started as a journalist 
and then got promoted to editor. 
It’s a media company owned by 
black women. They informed us 
about DWA and encouraged us to 
apply. 

I got accepted and travelled to 
Cape Town for this cohort. It was 
very cold. We were all nervous. 
We got to meet the team, 
introduced ourselves, what we 
did, and what we were hoping to 
get out of DWA.  
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SUPREME ORDEAL/INITIATION

One of the lecturers that really left me with an impression 
was Dr Makhosi Khoza. She is a professor in politics. She 
came to teach us about politics and democracy and the 
role that we play as black people in that sphere today. We 
discussed what we can do to change things from how they 
were to what we, as young people, want them to be.  She 
also spoke about our school system and what we can do 
as young people to change that.

My mentor was coach Thembi, an amazing black woman 
and a qualified life coach. She really gave me a platform 
to talk about the Academy and about life: my plans, goals 
and fears and how to overcome them.  She was there to 
guide us. That was important for someone like me who 
is shy and does not feel easily comfortable in a group. 
She really helped me find my own voice. She allowed me 
to reflect where my fears came from and how I can best 
combat them. She was a support system.

One of the most challenging moments was when we 
visited the Apartheid Museum. It was a very emotional 
day because we learnt what black people had to endure 
in our history. During apartheid times, people suffered in 
jail; they were killed, starved, and tortured. The point was 
for us to learn where we come from. On the same night 
we had sessions with our coaches to debrief and reflect. 
I was mad, I was angry, I felt very resentful. All these 
negative emotions! My mentor helped me in allowing all 
those feelings to come out. It was a safe space for me. 
The experience taught me how to control my emotions 
and to deal with them in a productive and positive way. 
I realised that what happened back then is out of my 
control. Today I have a choice do things differently. I feel 
like we have been given a chance to rewrite history. 

UNIFICATION TRANSFORMATION

We have not dealt with our collective trauma as South 
Africans. We have been suppressing the pain and the 
feelings, rather than addressing them. This is one of the 
reasons why we are still plagued by racism.

We do not really know what peace is and what democracy 
looks like for us. Despite the progress we have made, we 
still have a long way to go before we can call ourselves 
a unified country. We need to un-learn and re-learn 
the correct way of doing things and handling problems. 
The first step that we can take as a country is to go to 
schools and teach kids different things to what we learnt 
at school. Knowing what I know now I want to address 
the biases and narrow-minded concepts of the older 
generations. We need to provide an alternative way of 
looking at things, solving problems, and working with 
people from different races.

ROAD BACK/ THE HERO’S RETURN 

I now realise that my role is to inform, educate, teach, 
uplift people, and break barriers between black and white 
people. What I want to do is to work towards a country 
where we can co-exist as human beings, in peace. 

 I am thankful for my psychology degree, but I still want 
to pursue my media goals and dreams of becoming a 
journalist. I am going to pursue a journalism degree. 
There are a lot of things I would like to do in the media 
sphere. Men primarily run the media, I feel like we must 
break those gender stereotypes and barriers as well. 
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Keletso Kgalema.
THE HEROINE OF MANY WORLDS

I am from a big mining community 
in Steelpoort. After passing my 
matric, I took a gap year as I 
didn’t know what I wanted to 
do. I thought of studying law 
but didn’t know why this was an 
appropriate field of study. My 
peers and I realised there are a 
lot of issues in the rural areas 
and the community, and we asked 
ourselves, “how about we do 
something to change that?”  I am 
from a privileged background and 
went to good schools. My peers 
asked me, “what is it that you can 
bring?”

THE CALL TO ADVENTURE

 I have seen a different world and 
knew that there is something 
that we could do. That is when we 
started an NPO called Stafford 
Academic Network. This was one of 
the things that made me apply for 
DWA, for democracy, for our nation.  
Throughout the journey of being part 
of an NPO, I had the opportunity to 
work with the rural schools across 
rural communities. I noticed most of 
the students in the rural communities 
had no access to the resources I had.

INITIATION/ ORDEAL 

It was about discovering who I was in 
facing many different worlds in terms 
of the realities at home, school and 
my community. I had to find myself 
between all of that, keep a positive 
mind and be resilient. I told myself 
that it would not end here, and I was 
going to be the change that I wanted 
to see. The leader I am now has 
learned to discover who she is and 
accept situations without feeling like I 
am stuck in them forever.  

I had to be part 
of the Democracy 

Works Academy in 
order to realise that 

working with other 
people or networking 

is really important 
and that together we 

have influence.

KELETSO
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THE HERO’S RETURN/ THE ROAD BACK

The trickiest thing was when reality hit me that I left my full-
time job to join the Academy, but now I did not have a job, 
and I was unsure about what to do next. Instead of searching 
for work in the corporate sector, I partnered with someone I 
had met before, who provided digital literacy classes in rural 
communities. That is where I started creating libraries in 
public schools because they are lacking. 

I had to be part of the Democracy Work Academy to realise 
that working with other people or networking is essential 
and that together we have influence. Our efforts will not go in 
vain if we work with and unite with other people.  You cannot 
do it alone.  We now know that we are a network, and with a 
substantial network, nothing is impossible.  

After the DWA in 2019, I completed another course by 
Activate Change Drivers, where I reviewed the National Youth 
Policy. I was working with the IEC (Independent Electoral 
Commissions), educating young people on the importance 
of voting. In 2020 I became the World Literacy Foundation 
Ambassador.  In 2021 I became Sunday World Heroes; I also 
have been part of the Safe Spaces speakers. I am also still 
part of the Standford Academy Network, working with the 
schools where I encourage learners and teachers to study 
further – even educators often lack the necessary information.  
I am also part of the “She Leads” Heroine, where we work on 
helping women with reproductive health issues, which is a 
challenge facing young people. I also went back to study for 
my LLB because I want that law degree. I was inspired by the 
Academy and the engagements with other young people; I 
realised that to get in-depth with all the issues we are facing 
as a country, I need to know and understand the laws of this 
country to solve our political problems.

I am someone who always thought that everything relates to politics.  When I applied for DWA, I worked as a sales executive in 
Polokwane. I knew the corporate world was not for me as I have this burning desire of making a change in my community. On the 
30th of May 2019, I got a call to make it through the application.  I was already on duty, but I gave it my best shot. I was unsure how 
to tell my parents that I considered joining DWA because I had to quit my job, which is problematic with the high unemployment rate.

UNIFICATION/ TRANSFORMATION   

When I joined DWA, there was excitement and a rush 
of adrenaline.  There were three other candidates from 
Limpopo, and we travelled together. When I finally 
met other young people doing extraordinary things, 
I realised that I did not make a mistake. We needed 
the Academy - South Africa has excellent minds, but 
we need organisations to build and grow leaders. 
We all have resilience; we believe that we are not yet 
“Uhuru”. With all the “togetherness” that we have, the 
unity that speaks to all of us: we are what this country 
needs.  

The mentors in the Academy had a huge impact 
on me. I wouldn’t have known that I struggled with 
emotional and mental health issues had it not been 
for their support.  I learnt that as a leader, you must 
allow yourself to heal to assist others.  You cannot help 
people when you are broken, yourself.  My mentor was 
called Shezi. Initially, I was very resistant - I stormed 
out of the room. When I was alone in bed at night, I 
thought to myself: “Am I helping anyone by not letting 
go of things that I am going through? Am I going to be 
that leader that always has to use the pain through 
other people while she is supposed to be healthy?”

I went through a lot, and being a young black South 
African woman; we must deal with many issues. Being 
part of the Academy made me accept that I am not as 
strong as I thought. I am a great leader, and through 
letting go of all the challenges that I have and making 
sure that I deal with them rather than sweeping them 
under the carpet, I can be the perfect and strong 
person that I am and define myself as. 

 I called my parents, and they said, “you are still young, so take a risk and go,”  
even though I knew they were worried, they had to let me do what makes me happy.
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Kelly Baloyi.
I am 26 years old, live in Kraaifontein, Cape Town, and am a community activist with a passion for grassroots 
politics and mobilisation.  I joined the Academy in 2020.  I am currently working as the Events and Social Media 
Coordinator at the Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office. They keep Parliament accountable for their actions and 
what they do for communities.  I am also the founder of Girls Leading Change.  We encourage young girls between 
the ages of 13 to 18 to take leadership positions.

THE CALL TO ADVENTURE 

Before I joined Democracy Works Academy, I was in an exceedingly challenging time in my life. I worked for 
a minor political party in parliament in “the corridors of power.” Working in parliament has been a dream of 
mine ever since I could remember. I always knew I wanted to be in politics, helping communities, and making a 
difference in people’s lives. With every step and breath that I take, I want to see some change happening in our 
communities. When I got the opportunity to work in a political party, I was so excited. For me, parliament is holy 
ground - this is where I wanted to be, this is what I wanted to do.

I had this childhood fairy-tale dream about parliament because I was not exposed to what happens within 
those corridors. When I learnt what happened, it was pretty sickening and sad. I realised it was not a healthy 
environment for me as a young woman. I was torn; I was not learning much; I was trying to survive, trying to 
breathe.

NEXT GENERATION  
POLITICAL ACTIVIST
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SUPREME ORDEAL/ 
INITIATION 

My friends tagged me on a 
Democracy Works Academy post 
and said: 

“I think you should apply; 
this is what you’re all 
about.”  

I felt this needed to restore my 
passion for social justice. I am 
exposed to many traumatic 
things like gangsterism and drug 
abuse in my community and 
always look to parliament for 
answers. I wanted to mobilise 
and speak to politicians to help 
my community. Therefore, I 
applied to Democracy Works 
Academy as a programme 
that will help me navigate 
my way through what I have 
experienced. I hoped to get 
another perspective on issues 
affecting our country and develop 
fresh, innovative ideas to improve 
parliament’s relationship with 
our communities. 

It was all about 
networking, sharing our 
stories, and seeing that our 
stories are similar in our 
journey to break into and 
reconstruct the system. 

I was excited, but I had to leave 
my job, and that is not an ideal 
situation, but I had to consider 
my mental health. 

UNIFICATION/TRANSFORMATION

The virtual setting was challenging because we were unable to meet 
physically. Many of us wanted to meet each other. I will never forget Jay 
Naidoo’s talk - his presentation was the turning point for me. He said he 
was off social media because we are all pushing our ideas, and we forget 
about really coming together and producing practical solutions. What he 
said touched me so much because we consume things all the time, and 
we are not vetting what we are consuming. He brought in mental health 
and the need to look after your mental health as your moral compass as 
a leader. We could see our lives in what he was saying, and that was so 
amazing to watch.

DWA was an excellent space to learn and practice my debating skills 
- we could tug at each other’s ideas and interrogate them. That was 
particularly important for my leadership skills, to be able to engage with 
other young leaders and change my thinking. One group activity stood 
out where we had to produce a policy on an issue affecting us at the 
time. We did not choose one approach or one topic, but we combined our 
ideas into one.  I spoke about Community Policy Forums, somebody else 
about GBV, and another talked about the Duduzela centres. That was 
when I realised that we have all the resources and brainpower to bring 
meaningful change. That was a turning point: from being unsupported 
to being fully supported and around people who want to bring change 
and make a difference with the facilitators’ and speakers’ assistance. 
Democracy Works reminded me that there is unity within diversity, and 
together we can do more.

We were so excited to meet each other at the last seminar, but 
at the same time, we remained focused on the goal to reflect on: 
how democracy works or why it is not working, how can we make a 
difference. We are doing this because it is essential for the democracy of 
our country; we are necessary for the democracy of our country and the 
upkeep of our democracy.  

...we are necessary for the democracy of our 
country and the upkeep of our democracy.  
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THE ROAD BACK/ THE HERO’S RETURN

My perspective on politics and the change I can 
influence has shifted.  I also feel like the wounds in my 
political soul have healed. I am back to the drawing 
board about how to equip myself further, adopt a more 
positive mentality, and revive the passion that I once 
had. 

We graduated in November, and that was an excellent 
opportunity to be with my DWA family, where we shared 
stories of where we came from and what we, our 
forefathers and mothers, have achieved. Coming from 
Democracy Works, I now go back to the family to work 
on my identity as a leader, seeking to answer who I am, 
why I am doing what I am doing, and whom I represent. 

Girls Leading Change was registered in 2019, in 
September.  We have been working directly with our 
communities in the heart of dangerous areas. I am 
waiting for my results to get accepted for my Master’s 
programme.  I’ve secured a job shared on our DWA 
group for the Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Officer. 
Even though the job is in social media, I used it because 
it would allow me to be in that space, be exposed 
to and engage with policy.  It is amazing how many 
papers I must read and make sure the right people and 
parliamentarians get them and attend these events.  

I hope that many of the other 
Fellows also take advantage of 
the shared job and fellowship 
opportunities. I am, without a 
doubt, a proud and direct product 
of Democracy Works Academy. 

I explained to our Fellows, many of whom are 
grassroots, what happens with the party-list system. 
We say that the people elect leaders in parliament and 
council. But if you think about it, they are decided by the 
political party. The people decide which political party 
represents them, but not the individual; a big problem 
comes in. That is why I was part of the New Nation 
Movement; we need to have a direct election process as 
we see with Action SA.

It was with Democracy Works Foundation at that 
moment in time, hearing that an individual may run 
for a seat in parliament without going through a party 
system.  It was a big win for us, knowing that my 
community can put me there and keep me directly 
accountable for my decisions and actions.  

One of the Fellows said that you could not do it on your 
own: you cannot pick up your torch and try to shine your 
light on your own: you must have many like-minded 
others with you. We then made a pact to work together 
wherever we find ourselves. Whatever we are doing, to 
continue towards building a better democratic country.  

Once we had graduated and said our goodbyes, I felt 
ready to take on any tasks. Fasiha Hassan, a young 
activist and member of the Gauteng Legislature, noted 
that they also grappled with taking the seat under the 
political party and had to make a conscious decision 
about being in spaces of power and taking up the 
middle that has presented itself.  Even though it is 
challenging to sit with people twice our age who tend 
not to take us seriously, she said we still needed to 
spread our wings. 

Fasiha changed my perspective. She made me reflect 
on where I came from and leaving my job in parliament. 
I am now willing to go back. Since the Academy, I’ve 
applied for my Masters in Public Administration, which I 
am currently busy with.
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THE CALL TO ADVENTURE

I was drawn to DWA because it would allow me to have difficult 
conversations about my community, especially at the Pop-up Libraries. 

I saw the ad on social media at the premier’s offices where they had 
posted it. Shortly after that, the premier’s office shared the poster 
calling for applications from the Northern Cape. What mostly got me 
into the programme was the work I was already doing with our pop-
up library. We noticed that South Africans struggled to access books 
and libraries in their communities.  We came up with the idea of a 
pop-up library that takes the books to people. We decided to do away 
with library cards and the need for addresses. We wanted to have a 
library that is ours, and we enjoyed the responsibility to take care of 
the books we shared.  The library is communal and is owned by the 
community, as the name “ Eyethu” says, meaning “Ours”. It is for us 

to hold this collection of books and share it amongst the community.  
We also realised that Kimberley did not have spaces to discuss critical 

and complex issues. We wanted to have a space to discuss racism, 
homophobia, and anything that the community struggles with or faces. 

So, we combined those two initiatives. 

We got most of our books from the community – and we now have more 
than 300 books, some of which are in rotation. That speaks to the 

community’s belief and trust in us as young people taking the 
initiative and owning it. The whole industry is community funded 

by people making donations. We also bring cohesion to the 
community by bringing people together, initially around 

literature. But once people are there, they discuss 
issues and topics that they feel need to be addressed, 

especially post-apartheid. We try to make sure that 
the space is always welcoming, that everyone feels 

safe and can give their own opinions.

Research has shown that having as little as 20 
books in a home can significantly improve a 
child’s life, so we want people to read because 

Thabo Batshe. 
THE HERO OF SOCIAL + PERSONAL COHESION

I come from Kimberly, and I am doing my internship with 
WesBank. I graduated in 2019, just before the COVID 19 
pandemic, and I had a lot of time on my hands. I was on the 
verge of really giving up on looking for a job during the start of 
the pandemic. Then I saw this opportunity. 
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of the benefits it brings: a better chance of succeeding 
in school, at university and getting a job. Reading also 
teaches you compassion, especially with the diversity we 
find in our country. People need to be more sympathetic 
to the struggles of others bearing in mind race, sexuality 
and class differences. Literacy also allows people to be 
a part of an economy: it helps produce ideas and form 
businesses. Reading also gives you an escape, and it will 
enable you to travel the world from the comfort of your 
room. It is quite a marvellous thing to learn about other 
cultures and read about what snow feels like on your feet 
even though you have never seen it. We wanted people to 
have different experiences. 

Literacy can change your mental conditions, especially 
for people from rural communities. It empowers them 
and allows them to make the right decisions about their 
lives and the political issues affecting them and their 
community. 

SUPREME ORDEAL/ INITIATION

I had doubts before going into this space and even while 
there. It felt as if I had bitten off more than I could chew. 
I always feel like we are not doing enough, and so when 
I got the call to come for an interview, and I had to be 
interviewed, I was taken a bit back and asked myself, 
“Do I deserve to be here?” Once I made it into the space, 
I felt like I did not belong because I met people doing 
extraordinary things. 

As time went on, I got more of a sense of belonging. I was 
there to learn and acquire skills that will allow me to have 
a broader impact as a young leader.

Most of our residential seminars were held online 
because of lockdown restrictions. I often felt like I had 
two personalities: Thabo, the leader and the reader, and 
Thabo that is funny, humorous, very social, and outgoing. 
These were vastly different people. At the last residential 
seminar, I realised I could bring these two personalities 
together and be appreciated as one individual. 

At the Residential Seminar, I never felt like I had to 
put this mask on. I realised that I could just be me – a 
person who deals even with profoundly serious stuff in a 
humorous way. It meant a lot to me, and ever since then, I 
have been trying to be just more of myself, whoever I am 
with. 

Once I joined the Academy, I also got some work with 
Amazon, working from home. Before I joined, I had 
applied for many things, not expecting much back. 
Suddenly I was drowning in work as I never had to 
balance so many things. I struggled to balance the 
programme, schoolwork and job duties. I was working 
from 6:00 until midnight. I am glad that I reached out, 
telling people in the Academy that I thought I was going to 
drop out because this was just too much for me. 

A conversation with my mentor changed my thinking. 
With her help, I started prioritising and using a planner. 
Once I got the hang of it, I felt I could breathe easier, get 
back on track and ease my fears. 

We were asked what we expected from the mentorship 
programme. As someone who is still new to social media 
marketing, I was hoping for someone from that space to 
guide me on making a career for myself. My mentor was 
from the law field, and I appreciated that they did not 
come from marketing. 
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Zineer is an extraordinary woman, and she gave me 
a safe space to speak about my fears, my career, the 
workplace, and the work I was doing. As a lawyer, she 
was reasoning with me differently. 

The experience of visiting Liliesleaf farm and 
Constitutional Hill was essential for me too as a Born 
Free, born two years after 1994, to get an opportunity 
to understand that we have to define democracy for 
ourselves. I got to see what was at stake and learned 
about people’s sacrifices to get here. 

Before Democracy Works 
Foundation Academy, I used to 
think about groups of people: black 
people, members of the LGBT 
community, people living with 
disabilities etc. DWA gave me a new 
sense of what democracy means to 
each one of us as an individual. 
Before 1994 people were forced to 
think about freedoms for groups of 
people. 

We are thinking about individuals because even within 
our groups, we have differences. We are still individuals 
even if we are part of a group, and it is okay. There are 
expectations of us to do things because we are a certain 
way, and so after the Academy, I realised that instead of 
expecting people to do something because that is what 
the group does. Democracy also means that I exist as an 
individual, and I do not necessarily have to listen to the 
dictates of the group. 

As a writer and someone involved in literacy, I feel that I 
am empowering people to make decisions for themselves 
by allowing people to be literate, read, and access 
information.  It is always okay to fight for a group, but we 
need to understand that a group consists of individuals, 
and it is okay to make their own.  That is how I am 
contributing to the notion of democracy 

Dr Sithembile is a fantastic speaker and facilitator.  She 
understood that it was a dialogue. She ensured that the 
speakers spoke but then asked us to share our feelings 
and thoughts on what was said. 

THE JOURNEY HOME.

We were already doing the pop-up libraries when the 
programme gave me additional tools. The Project 
Management course changed how we worked from when 
everything was just spontaneous and haphazard. I feel 
like now there is a sense of stability. We are also thinking 
about how we could do things differently. How could 
we use the few resources we have for a wider reach? 
Since the programme, we have been able to “pop up” 
at various locations by using our resources wisely and 
where they matter. We have registered the name Eyethu 
Pop-Up Library and are in the process of writing as a 
non-profit organisation. I realise now that even though 
we did so much without funding, imagine what we could 
do if budgeted. We now have a profile, and we document 
everything and collect data. 

As a writer and someone 
involved in literacy, I feel 

that I am empowering 
people to make decisions for 

themselves by allowing people 
to be literate, read, and access 

information.  It is always okay to 
fight for a group, but we need to 

understand that a group consists 
of individuals, and it is okay to 
make their own.  That is how I 

am contributing to the notion of 
democracy.

THABO

“

“
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Zinhle Abigail Maeko.
THE HERO WHO ROSE TO HER CALLING

When I graduated in 2018, I was unemployed just looking for whatever I could do 
to get some direction. I loved and excelled in History in high school, so I became 
interested in studying international relations. I came across the ad for DWA and 
applied very last minute. 

CALL TO ADVENTURE

Once I got accepted, I travelled to Cape Town and didn’t know what to expect. I was worried 
that we would be competing with each other for the position of “the best leader.” That 
would not have worked for me. The Academy was set out as a collaborative platform where 
we worked together, from breakfast to the courses, the actual projects, and the ideas and 
concepts we developed during the residential seminars. 
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INITIATION/ SUPREME ORDEAL 

When I joined the Academy, I was quite an anxious 
person. Coach Sidi helped me through the anxiety, 
dealing with it, and just some coping mechanisms. I 
even had anxiety just speaking in front of people.

At the end of the Academy, one of the biggest moments 
was when the Fellows asked me to speak on their 
behalf at our graduation ceremony. I had to overcome 
the fear and whatever was holding me back. 

I decided to face it because I thought, “I’m speaking 
on behalf of people that I know, and they have trusted 
me with this, so they know that there is something 
within me that can make speaking at the graduation 
possible.”

TRANSFORMATION/ UNIFICATION

I was able to get rid of my irrational fear. I don’t have to 
be scared of anyone or anything or think that when I’m 
speaking, I’m wrong. My words are valuable, and they 
come from somewhere, from my brain, and I don’t have 
to be scared.

Dr Makhosi was phenomenal. She had such fire and 
energy.  She inspired us with the power of youth and 
that our time is now. Dr Sithembile also has this vigour 
and never-ending passion. She was made us realise 
that we are only at the beginning now.  It’s a journey 
that will continue for the rest of our lives, so we have to 
find ways to improve yourselves and our country.

I realised that whatever I need or whatever endeavours 
I come across, I will need support, especially in this 
digital age.  I find support the most in people liking, 
sharing, and re-tweeting whatever work I’m part of 
and just spreading it in their networks - that’s big for 
me.  That’s what I needed, and I’m grateful for it. The 
network is also helpful when you need some work done 
because we have many self-published authors. We 
continue to work together. 

THE HERO’S RETURN

After the Academy in October 2019, I was so excited 
about digital media; I thought to pursue opportunities 
in this area. During the programme, we had podcasting, 
blogging, digital. I just put that on my resume, applied 
for different jobs, and started my career. I had some 
internships and freelancing gigs in 2020. I interned for 
an NGO in Randburg, and I believe that that certification 
from DWA helped me get that job and my freelancing 
gig, being a freelance social media manager at that 
time in 2020. 

I wanted to work in health and media. Through the 
Academy, I learnt how to merge those two. I got to 
freelance at Medical and Health Humanities Africa, so I 
got to do that. 

I now work as a Social Media Manager on brands 
like Jameson, RedBull and Windhoek. Working with 
global brands is impressive at such a young age; with 
no qualifications in social media outside of what I got 
from DWA, I feel like it’s a huge blessing for me and 

something I’m proud of.

At the end of the Academy, one of the biggest moments was when the Fellows asked me to speak on their behalf at our 

graduation ceremony. I had to overcome the fear and whatever was holding me back. I decided to face it because I thought, 

I’m speaking on behalf of people that I know, and they have trusted me with this, so they know that there is something 

within me that can make speaking at the graduation possible.

ZINHLE

Being a Fellow in DWA gave me the 
confidence to go out into the world and 
say throw whatever you have at me; I 

can do it. I will do my best.
ZINHLE
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