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MAKING YOUR LIFE AN ACTIVIST PROJECT

“Activists are making choices every day about well-
being. Their own… and everyone else’s. With so much to 
be done, and so many wrongs in the world to right, they 
almost always choose to serve others first. Because they 
don’t feel that they have a right to rest.”  
(Jones as cited by Cox (2011).

Social change is a mammoth undertaking. It requires both personal 
and systemic changes; it is multi-dimensional and long-term; and 
it involves small wins, many setbacks, and few groundbreaking 
shifts; more precisely, it is a risky venture. Nonetheless, activists 
have the innate belief that their endeavours can transform the 
very systems that do not currently serve the whole. 

Yet, there is often a disconnect between working on justice for others and 

working on healing and wellbeing for oneself. For some reason, there is little 

to no acknowledgement of the interconnected relationship between the 

change we seek in the world, and the changes we desire for our own healing 

and wellbeing. In other words, that wellbeing of all is tied to our individual 

wellbeing, and that our wellbeing is tied to the wellbeing of all. 

As a result of this disconnect, an increasing number of cases of activist burnout, 

depression, and illness are surfacing. Indeed, it is somewhat surprising that 

so many activists still manage to sustain their activism over long periods, 

sometimes, even their lifetimes. 
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Hence, this booklet looks at how to extend our ability to sustainably practice 

activism over the course of our lives. This means pragmatically addressing the 

context of our own lives and how it intersects with wellbeing and the context 

of our activism projects, as well as the values we bring to our activism and 

how these values also inform own wellbeing. Furthermore, we look at both 

the capabilities and skills needed to integrate the personal and the political, 

and the strategies needed to do so (individual and collective) to deepen our 

activism and enhance our wellbeing.
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WHY IS SELF-CARE AND WELLBEING 
A KEY TO SUSTAINABLE ACTIVISM? 

“When we care for ourselves deeply and deliberately, 
we naturally begin to care for others – our families, 
our friends, and in the world – in a healthier and more 
effective way.” Cheryl Richardson

Weaving self-care into a life, framed as an activist project, helps 
us to find ways to sustain our activism and this benefits not only 
individual activists, but also the endurance of social movements 
and, ultimately, the success of social change.

To illustrate, for most activists, norms such as ‘giving all of you’ to the activist 

cause, makes it difficult to establish a boundary between the ‘self’ and activism. 

While there is increasing recognition that the ‘personal’ is also ‘political’, this 

slogan has remained at the level of rhetoric precisely because many activists 

struggle to establish healthy boundaries and practice self-care. In turn, this 

behaviour contributes to a rigidity of practice and/or activist burnout, which 

then negatively affects both the personal and the political. 

The answer to this dilemma might lay not only in acknowledging a need for 

prioritizing personal wellbeing and care, but also in creating communities of 

practice that actively grapples with and models ways of integrating personal 

wellbeing and activism. 

Failing to do so results in an increasing number of activists “involuntarily 

leaving activism, or reducing one’s level of activism”, which then impacts the 

individual’s sense of self. Some examples are listed below:
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	} A creeping feeling that activism is taking over your life.

	} Difficulty in making decisions.

	} An inability to stay focused.

	} Insomnia, difficulty in sleeping, or not getting enough sleep.

	} A growing tendency towards negative thinking.

	} Pervasive feelings of hopelessness.

	} A loss of sense of purpose and energy.

	} Stress, feeling physically tense, headache, backache, and exhaustion.

	} A loss of pleasure in food, friends, or other activities that were once 

exciting and interesting.

	} A general sense of running on empty. 

	} Many people tend to turn to “vices” to fill in the gaps that aren’t being 

filled with in quality ways. Stress eating and other kinds of emotional 

eating, smoking, drinking too much, wasting time surfing the internet - 

these are a few things that tend to show up, increasingly waste your time 

and energy, distract you, and contribute to a vicious cycle of decreased 

happiness and a loss of effectiveness.

	} It’s common to feel deprived, irritable, more easily frustrated, or impatient.

	} Creativity suffers and life usually includes less play and fun.

	} Health is negatively affected.

On another level, when as activists, we leave or reduce our levels of activism 

we also deprive our organisations and movements of the valuable experience 

and wisdom we hold.
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Failure to balance our energetic focus to include our personal wellbeing 

also means that we risk losing our idealism, passion, and enthusiasm, all of 

which initially fueled our commitment to activism. The truth is, when our 

wellbeing isn’t a priority, just about everything goes downhill. Shamillah’s 

story illustrates what happens when we don’t devote time and energy to our 

needs and health:

SHAMILLAH’S STORY

Following on my exploration of “The Rescuer” archetype, I started 
becoming more deeply aware of my behavior towards myself. 
For instance, in my exploration, I became acutely aware of the 
fact that I was low down on my own priority list. This manifested 
through a continued failure to honour agreements with myself. 
Whilst I went to great pains to ensure that everyone, I come into 
contact with honour agreements with me, in relation to myself I 
had an appalling record of keeping my promises. Looking into the 
mirror and telling myself the truth about how I was treating me 
was not an easy thing to do. 

The pattern I uncovered was clearly indicative of my inability to make myself a 

priority in my life. The kind of promises I tended to make then break included: 

	} “I will make time for eating healthier next time”

	} “After I finish this task, I will try to make more time to spend with loved ones.”

	} “I will make time to rest”

So repeatedly, I kept on putting me on the back-burner, all so that I could 

do more work, and give more to my activism. Even though I knew this was 

not sustainable, I kept on doing this. Despite me not tolerating this type of 

behaviour from anyone in my life (friends, partner, family), I allowed myself 
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to do even worse damage to my psyche. It was really hard to acknowledge 

that I treated myself worse than I treat others. I kept on sending messages to 

my subconscious that ‘I am not important’ and that my needs had to wait – 

indefinitely it seemed. 

By continuing to put me on the back-burner, I was creating a ripple effect to 

the extent that I had broken my trust and belief in myself and, secondly, where 

I stopped believing in my own ability to take care of me. The cycle continued 

because I continued to fulfill these beliefs and live up to the negative standards 

that I had set for myself. This further resulted in an ultimate disconnection to 

myself leading to feelings of fear, guilt and shame. Yet, I kept on being too 

busy, or finding reasons (always plausible) to not be a priority in my own life, 

thus feeding these negative emotions and continuing the cycle of disconnect.  

The belief that “I am not important”, together with my personal disconnection, 

affected my health and fitness goals. It also affected my eating habits. I found 

myself eating emotionally because I was not getting the care that I needed 

in other areas of my life.  Putting myself at the bottom of my priority list also 

affected how I showed in my relationships. I struggled with the (incorrect) 

belief that making myself a priority is “selfish,” not realising that when I 

prioritise my wellbeing, I set a powerful example to others as to how they 

treat me. As I was disconnected from myself, it was, therefore, no surprise 

that I struggled to build deep and lasting connections with others. 
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I knew that I had my work cut out for me to break through this pattern – so 

that I could, firstly, build a more loving connection and relationship to myself. 

This was my first port of call, even before I could consider connections to a 

partner, my family, my colleagues and my friends. I realized that when I am 

not my first priority, my ability to function and contribute to the world is 

compromised. The most important thing to attend to was, therefore, to break 

the pattern.

BREAKING THE PATTERN

I had to start with the decision that taking care of ME is not a luxury. 
It is as important as regular oil changes for my car. Prioritising my 
self-care is what allows me to run smoothly and to bring out the 
best in me for my other priorities and challenges.

The first step in breaking my pattern was that I needed to be 100% responsible 

for the role I have played in my own lack of self-care and nurturing. Taking 

responsibility is not about blaming or shaming myself (although, I’ll admit I 

did a lot of that). Taking responsibility simply meant recognising the role I 

played in what happened, owning it, and then doing what I could to restore 

my integrity. As is the case with the breaking of any agreement, the first step 

is to own up to one’s role in the broken agreement.   

Taking responsibility, however, seemed to be the easy part. The harder part 

was making a new commitment to myself. In this process, ritual helped. For 

example, one of my clients shared that she held a ‘commitment’ ceremony with 

herself and used a ring as a symbol of that commitment. Looking at that ring 
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each day was for her a reminder of her commitment to herself. So, even before I 

got to making a commitment, I needed to figure out what I really, really wanted 

in relation to this issue. I realised that I wanted my commitment to be: “I choose 

to be a priority in my own life”. This means that I treat myself with respect and 

kindness at all times and honour the agreements I make with myself.”

I suppose the greatest lesson in all of this is an increased awareness of how I 

treat myself. This awareness means that in those instances where I do break 

an agreement with myself, I take responsibility for it. This is different from 

the past where I would simply just continue as if nothing happened. In these 

instances, the sense of disrespect towards myself went unacknowledged, 

hence my levels of self-love and respect was always quite low. My new 

approach shifted my relationship with myself. It also shifted my relation 

to others as I felt more authentic when demanding integrity from others, 

because I could do so knowing that I was asking for the same integrity from 

myself at a very personal level.

At this moment, I can confirm that, due to how I deal with, and also view 

agreements with myself, I have managed to change many things in my life. My 

level of presence and connection to myself has improved dramatically with the 

inclusion of practices that allow me to be more joyful, playful, and nurturing.  

For instance, I am eating more consciously (I allow myself treats on the odd 

occasion), exercising more regularly and meditating daily. These things always 

get sacrificed when I get really busy. Nevertheless, because my intention on 

prioritising myself was to be healthy, present, and also tuned in to myself, I 

was able to persevere.  
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As a result, much has changed in my life. For example, intentional eating has 

changed my relationship to food. In the past, I would eat without thinking, and 

when I got busy, I would grab anything. Moreover, when I was stressed, I would 

eat things that tended to make things worse rather than better. In becoming 

more conscious about what I eat, and more educated, I have connected with 

the fact that the food is intended to nourish and feed my body. With increased 

awareness, I started noticing when I am eating for reasons other than being 

hungry. I also developed the ability to sense when my eating patterns were 

triggered by emotions. In particular, I realised that when I was stressed out 

or emotionally low, I craved dessert or cake. Now, however, I had to figure 

out how to give my body what it needed emotionally, as feeding the craving 

would be a temporary solution. Don’t get me wrong – my mind is still quite 

strong and obviously has the gift of the gab, as it assures me it will “just be 

this once” – but, with increased presence, I let my mind and body have the 

debate and, thus, became an observer and enjoyed the show. In this process, 

I have lost over 26 pounds (12 kgs) in body weight. I feel comfortable in my 

skin and happier than I had ever been with my body.

I have by no means figured it all out – but I guess for me – the journey threw up 

some valuable insights. Simply through understanding the broader impact of 

breaking agreements with myself, I was able to shift things in my life that I had 

been struggling with for a very long time. That is, by making myself a priority 

in my own life I have created a foundation for me to be healthy and happy, and 

ultimately able to take responsibility for my success in other areas of my life.
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HOW TO MAKE YOUR LIFE AN ACTIVIST PROJECT

To nurture and grow, both the personal and the political activists 
need the energy, health, and passion to keep going and to inspire, 
motivate, and educate. However, to build such resilience, activists 
need to make their own wellbeing an activist project, based on 
their own context analysis, values, and capabilities - and they need 
to build individual practices and communities that support and 
nurture them on a day-to-day basis. 
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#1 ASSESS YOUR LIFE CONTEXT:
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Like any new project, we start our ‘life as an activist’ project with 
a context analysis in order to explore our current reality. What 
is going on, both within us and around us? This analysis should 
be appreciated as an opportunity to explore our reality in a non-
judgmental and compassionate manner. As we do this, things, as 
yet unsaid, may come into focus, insights may be gained, awareness 
arises, and the issue is seen with greater clarity. In this way, we 
pinpoint what is happening in our inner and outer world as well 
as recognize where change is most needed, where we feel most 
empowered to change, and what changes will have the greatest 
effect on our greater context.

A life context analysis often helps you to admit, “well, this is what is currently 

happening in my life, I am exhausted, I am tired, I feel disconnected, and I 

don’t know where things are heading with my life”. At the same time, you 

also recognize what is needed to shift things, and the resources you already 

possess to do so. 

EXERCISE

Questions to help develop a personal context analysis. 

	} What is currently going on in your life? The good, the bad, the not 

so pretty. (if it helps break it up into different areas – such as health, 

relationships, work, activism etc.)

	} What are some environmental factors (context) that impact on your lived reality?

	} What impact does a difficult or existing situation have on you and others?

	} What are you putting up with in your life right now?

	} What are your major sources of concern or worry?

	} What has previously stopped you from doing things differently?

	} What do you need to do differently in order to achieve sustainable activism?
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	} What steps have you already taken to achieve boundaries for yourself?

	} What has contributed towards you moving closer to [or further away 

from] your wellbeing and/or healthy boundaries?

	} What skills/resources/knowledge do you have that can contribute 

towards you achieving your personal wellbeing goals?

Once we better understand our context, we begin to see re-occurring themes 

and it is often these themes that we need to address by bringing our mission 

and values to our strategies, which, in turn, is divided into short-term action 

plans, to achieve within predetermined time frames. 

What the life activist project does is to help you see your reality with clarity, 

in a new way, and from a different perspective. This opening allows your 

perspective to stretch, so that when you enter the strategies phase, different 

ways of seeing have already emerged. 
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#2 DEVELOP A NEW NARRATIVE FOR A LIFE 
WHERE YOU ARE A PRIORITY: 

The next question asks, what must change? Now that you know 
what is happening in your life, you can zoom in to an area you 
would like to change. What is your life activist project vision? What 
will look different in a future where your work fills you with a sense 
of wellbeing? 

Before we get to the details, it is important to dream a little and envision 

what your life could look like if YOU were a priority.
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EXERCISE 

Vision-board exercise

Find at least 2 hours for this process:

Materials needed: 

	} Gather together an A2 sheet - (cardboard preferably)

	} Some magazines

	} Pritt (or paper glue)

	} Scissors

	} Music (relaxing) - with no vocals preferably

	} A glass of wine (optional)

Light a candle and set your intention as you tap into a deeper wisdom so as 

to find your direction for the next part of your journey.

Switch on the music and close your eyes. Just relax your body, your mind, 

and assure yourself that everything that has happened in your life, until now, 

has been as it should - because it prepared you for the next part of your 

journey. Just relax and start imagining yourself happy, excited, and inspired. 

Just stay with that feeling for a few minutes.  

Open your eyes. Now for the fun part. Without thinking too much – start 

opening up the magazines and randomly choose pictures, or words, that 

grab your attention. Do not analyse your choices – just follow your intuition. 

Do this for about 20 minutes and then paste them on the A2 sheet, relating 

them to one another in a way that feels good to you.
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Once you have completed this process, you would have created a visual 

representation of what it is you are called to create in your life.  

When looking at your vision-board, identify the key words that define the 

essence of what you want for your life. For example: freedom, connectedness, 

and health.

Your vision-board presents you with a narrative of what you really and truly 

want to create for yourself. It puts the power of choice back in your hands. 

Connect to the dream, and what it could possibly feel like living in this reality.

NOTE

For now, we are not concerned with the blockages that could prevent you 

from achieving your goals. If you are aware of some already, note them down, 

then put them away to refer to a later. For example: emotions linked to a lack 

of resources or to negative assumptions and beliefs, such as fear, anxiety, 

procrastination, over-reacting, dramatizing, complaining, using excuses, 

avoiding responsibility, or being overly independent. Identifying the hurdles is 

helpful in acknowledging that going for what you want is not always smooth 

sailing, yet they sometimes prevent us from allowing us to touch our deepest 

desires in their fullest potential.

Once you understand your context and your vision, you are ready to identify 

the more specific goals needed to create a life where you are a priority. 

For example, you may focus on your health, on your financial wellbeing, or on 

your relationships. In this way you start to narrow down your vision into the 

piece you want to focus on. 
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#3 UNDERSTANDING YOUR WHY:

Most of us have a ‘why’ driving our activism. Very often, during 
the course of our life, we encounter a situation either directed at 
ourselves or at someone we know where we have experienced 
or observed an injustice. This experience awoke in us a desire 
to focus our efforts on seeking justice and, hence, started our 
involvement in activism. Our ‘why’ continues to be the fire that 
fuels our activism, even when things get tough our outrage at 
injustice keeps us going.

This story illustrates how the ‘why’ behind our activism can also fuel our ‘life 

as an activism project’.

SHAMILLAH’S STORY

In a conversation with my own coach, I was once asked to 
articulate the ‘why’ of my activism. I was quite excited to share 
what I thought was a very well-articulated and thought through 
response. My response of “I want to grow and nurture individuals 
to be their greatest potential”, however, sounded so flat, that my 
coach invited me to reframe it by asking me what the wound was 
that I am healing through what I am doing.

So, I paused, and I acknowledged to him that he was asking me to go VERY 

deep. He was asking me what I had never really said out loud to anyone. Not 

even to myself. Partly because I held a belief that people did not want to hear 

my ‘sorry’ story and, also, I suppose I never wanted to leverage off my past 

and my circumstances. I was ok with others doing it – but never, ever, did I 

give myself permission to do so myself.

So – as I struggled to find the words, – I blurted out a truth, about me, about 

why I do what I do, and about what I stand for. When I was born, I had this 
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big blue birthmark that covered half my face. Most people who know me, 

have seen a red (and not as big as it used to be) birthmark on my right cheek. 

Being born with this birthmark – I think without ever acknowledging to myself 

– I always, subconsciously, felt (and perhaps because this was reinforced 

somehow by my external environment) that I was not beautiful – that I did 

not fit in. So, from a young age, growing up with my uncles calling me ‘blue 

eye’ (I don’t think it was meant to be derogatory),  I always felt different – 

unpretty and somewhat an outcast in my own environment. 

As a child, we figure out very quickly what to do to get the attention we need 

for our very survival. In my young mind, I decided that in order to survive I 

needed to be exceptional. At the time, I believed that it was only by excelling 

academically and mastering everything I put my mind to, that I would 

get some attention. This proved true when I did receive attention for my 

academic achievements. I did receive brief and momentary affirmations for 

being ‘good’, ‘useful’, etc. These little validations spurred me on to continue 

doing more, to achieve more, and to be ‘good’, and, therefore, to get the love 

and acceptance that I needed. 

 

At that time, I did not have enough emotional intelligence to realise that 

the love and acceptance that I needed would, ultimately, have to come from 

myself. My childlike reasoning did little to heal the rejection I felt deep within 

myself. In addition, when I was a teenager, I discovered that I was blind in my 

one eye.  This only re-enforced my belief that I needed to excel at everything. 

Strangely enough, instead of limiting me, my blindness (even though in the 

one eye) actually led to me being able to see more. I was able to see the many 

potentialities around me that I could use to transcend my circumstances.
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As I stepped into adulthood, found that there were many like me, and that 

there were many wounds that needed healing, I extended the focus from 

myself to others. I got involved in initiatives that was around supporting 

others’ voices, visibility, and their sense of dignity and worth in the world. 

What I was doing subconsciously, without realising it, was healing aspects of 

myself through igniting power and voice in others.

Acknowledging the truth behind what I do is not easy. It is literally exposing the 

parts of me that I had not even exposed to myself. But in that, there was a power. 

The gift of opening up to myself is that I learnt to create greater balance. 

Indeed, the work I do is rewarding and inspiring, however, if it is done at the 

expense of my own wellbeing and healing, then there is a need to reconsider 

this relationship.

In turning the pattern, of giving everything to our activism, on its head, it is 

important to engage in a process of curiosity, radical compassion, and truth 

telling - so that we can surface what is fueling our need to continuously give 

away so much of ourselves that we have very little left for ourselves.

Connecting to your ‘why’, in turn, allows you to connect more deeply to 

your own life activism. 
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EXERCISE: 

Below are some questions that can guide the exploration:

	} Who am I and how do I want to be in the world?

	} What moves me?

	} What is the wound from my past that I heal through my purpose?

	} What would make me excited to get up in the morning?

	} What do I think are my gifts that I have to offer?

	} My calling is….

	} How do I grow whole, not old?

	} How can I frame the why of my activism to form the ‘why’ for turning my 

life into my activist project? (For example: Creating time and space for 

my wellbeing is important to the activism work I do. It heals me, which in 

turn means I can give me because my ‘cup’ is full.)
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#4 CONNECT TO THE VALUES THAT WILL 
UNDERPIN YOUR LIFE ACTIVISM PROJECT

As activists, our values express our politics, and what we believe in. 
For example, an activist group may say they value collaboration, 
inclusion, and accountability. Such a group would, therefore, need 
to reflect on the ways in which their own behaviours and processes 
model those values.

Similarly, our individual values are the most powerful way to “come home” 

to ourselves. It allows us to effortlessly connect to what matters to us most 

when engaging with our activist project. Our values are deeply held desires 

that guide us to create a fulfilling life. When we honor our values, our hearts 
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sing. However, when our values are confused with value judgments (including 

ethical or moral judgments and thought of right/wrong or good/bad) we 

lose our ability to connect with our shared humanity. In turn, this reduces 

our capacity to contribute to making the world a better place as we are 

coming from a divisive, rather than inclusive space. Moreover, because values 

are deeply personal, clarity about values can reveal a lot about our deeper 

motivations and, therefore, help us make decisions and take action easier.

When someone is uncomfortable, it is often because either their current needs 

or their long-term values are not honored. Here it is important to note that 

although needs and values are intricately linked, needs are more immediate 

whereas values guide us in the long term. When needs are urgent, it is often 

to be clear about our feelings and beliefs so we can meet them in a way 

that is more congruent with our values. In addition, when our priorities and 

life goals are not our own and our behaviour is not aligned with our stated 

values and beliefs, we are not able to stand up for ourselves and our causes 

and we are often not fully present to those we relate with. On the other hand, 

knowing and articulating our values give us the opportunity to know what we 

stand for and to speak up for our needs and the needs of others. Therefore, 

finding a compelling language that describes the key driving forces in our 

lives is important as it gives us clarity about our deepest needs and longings. 

When values are fully honored, we come into alignment, feel energized, and 

can build relationships that sustain us and our activist projects.

For example, if our vision is to feel more joy, the first step would be prioritizing 

ourselves - and the values of caring, kindness, and respect could help us do 

so.  Caring for ourselves mean making sure whatever choices we make about 

our activism work are not only about caring for others but also for ourselves. 

As a result, when we commit to be a priority in our own lives it means that we 

always treat ourselves with respect and kindness, while engaging with and 

honouring the agreements and activist goals we make with ourselves. We 

also respect our own boundaries and expect others to do the same. 
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Although our values don’t change much over time, our awareness of our 

values often shifts, it also distinguishes between things that need to happen 

right now and values that can be built towards more slowly. For example, 

when, over time, a goal isn’t met, it’s often because the goal is not linked 

to a core value.   However, when we are aligned with our values; our vision, 

mission, and purpose become clearer and easier to define, and in this way, we 

are able to persevere with our goals because they are driven from a deeper 

place of meaning.

EXERCISE

VALUES CLARIFICATION

Clarifying values is one of the primary ways to awaken the inherent 

resourcefulness and wisdom needed to activate deep levels of creativity. 

When we pay attention to the still small voice within, to the experiences that 

have shaped us, and to what we love, our values come alive. 

Asking clarifying questions

	} Look at snapshots of times when your life was really sweet – times when you 

were fully honouring what is most important to you. What made it sweet?

	} Recall the challenging times in your life. What were the lessons learned?

	} Look at times when you were particularly upset or angry. What was 

missing for you? 

	} When was your life or work particularly meaningful or fulfilling?

	} What was a time when you felt fully energized about your life?

	} From answering the above, see if you can identify your 5 core values.

	} Now see if you can list the things you would have to do that makes those 

core values a lived reality.
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NOTE:

The difference between lived values and espoused values.

Often people have a gap between espoused values and lived values. For 

instance, you may value relationships but have little to no time to nurture 

those relationships. Having this gap does not mean you (or someone else) 

are hypocrites – it just means there’s a gap between how you live now and 

how you want to live. Making the gap conscious is an important step towards 

crossing the gap and once our values are aligned and alive, it reinforces our 

trust that we can live well and be true to ourselves.

A common set of values may translate into different behaviors for different 

people. How would you know if someone valued creativity? What range of 

behaviors would you expect? Answering these questions is important for 

each of us to clarify our unique translation between our values and behaviors, 

so that we can hold ourselves accountable for making the changes that are 

important to us.

To explore values, and the degree to which we are living them, the activity 

below can help:

EXERCISE

Write a tribute to your own life, or, if you dare, a hypothetical obituary. It 

could be either for your current life or for a moment in the future, when you 

have achieved some of your current goals.
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#5 IDENTIFY STRATEGIES WITH WHICH 
TO ACHIEVE YOUR VISION:

To achieve any vision, whether we are activists or not, we require 
appropriate strategies. Making your life an activist project requires 
more than a single decision or goal, it is a life-long commitment 
and, therefore, requires strategies at multiple levels.

So far, you’ve identified your vision, your why and the values that relate 

to, and resource you for, your activist project. Now, notice if there is still a 

tendency to want to go to the HOW. For example, “How am I going to make 

this happen?” and “How can I possibly do this?”
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What do you notice when you go to the HOW? Does the goal or dream begin 

to feel impossible? To work with the HOW in an empowering way, we need 

to more clearly articulate not only what we want to achieve but also the 

strategies we need in order to do so.

Below is an example of how you could unpack your goals and link them with 

your why and your strategies. 

AREA GOAL WHY STRATEGIES

HEALTH To lower my 

cholesterol levels 

in 6 months 

To be healthy 

so I can enjoy 

my life more

Healthy eating during the 

week (cut out sugar and 

starch and red meat)

Walk 3 times a week

RELATIONSHIPS To deepen my 

connection 

with my family 

members

To enjoy 

connection 

in my life

Create regular dates 

with different family 

members

Monthly check-in  

or dinners

FINANCIAL To reduce my 

debt by 40% 

within 60 months

To create greater 

freedom for 

myself and my 

family

Develop a debt 

repayment plan

Identify other sources 

of saving or income and 

implement them

Join a stokvel or  

savings group

PERSONAL 

DEVELOPMENT

To explore and 

work on some 

of the emotional 

wounds of my 

past (6 months 

to 1 year)

To gain deeper 

insight into 

myself and 

connect more 

to myself

Join a support group

See a therapist/coach

Reading, self-reflection, 

and journaling



29Shamillah Wilson · www.shamillahwilson.com

YOUR LIFE AS AN ACTIVIST

Setting goals based on these areas creates a boundary and a holding space 

for our inner activist project. It brings our vision into sharper focus and allows 

clearer thinking to arise.

EXERCISE

Unpack your goals as per the table below.

AREA GOAL WHY STRATEGIES

HEALTH 

RELATIONSHIPS

FINANCIAL

PERSONAL 

DEVELOPMENT
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#6 INDIVIDUAL GROUNDING PRACTICES

Learning to prioritize yourself might always remain a challenge. 
It’s all-too easy for healthy eating, exercise, and self-care activities 
to slide off our daily to-do list. You have probably been there—you 
get worn out and lose your motivation, or you just can’t figure 
out how to fit it all in an already busy schedule. When life gets 
busy, personal priorities, self-care, or “me-time” may start to feel 
expendable and, therefore, to gradually drift off your radar. Many 
smart, busy people get stuck in a trap of believing that self-care 
is selfish or a luxury—or something you can get to later. Not true.

Obstacles will always show up, and it is up to you to develop the ability to 

stay grounded, irrespective of these obstacles and whether they show up as 

limiting beliefs, environmental factors, or anything else that may get in the 

way of us staying committing.
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Grounding practices, helps us to do just that. Grounding practices mean that even 

when things are shaky, there is always something that keeps you moving in the 

direction you wish to go. Grounding practices should ideally fall into emotional, 

spiritual, physical, and mental categories. Change happens in increments and, 

therefore, over and above our goals, we need individual practices that carry us 

through the ups and downs of implementing our life strategies.

EMOTIONAL STRATEGIES

In a well-functioning activist environment, we have access to the tools we 

need to deal with our emotions. And through the development of emotional 

intelligence, activists are able to form stronger bonds with others. For instance, 

when we get into a disagreement, we need the ability to read our emotions in 

order to recognize if it is safe for us to engage (fear), to recognize where our 

boundaries are not serving us (anger), to recognize our commitment to what 

we are standing up for (sadness), and to remember what we value about the 

relationship we are experiencing conflict in (joy). Once we recognize where 

we stand within a disagreement it is also important to know how to talk 

about our feelings, in order to resolve the issue appropriately. In addition, we 

should learn how to recognize the emotions others are experiencing through 

observing their body language and facial expressions. 

Moreover, we need emotional intelligence skills to, not only assist our cause, 

but also to live healthier, happier, and more fulfilling lives and to form strong 

supportive relationships both inside and outside our professional capacity.  
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MENTAL

An important aspect of cognitive wellbeing is the ability to, firstly, recognize 

faulty, habitual thought patterns & behaviours and, secondly, replace these 

with improved ways of dealing with potentially difficult situations. Activists 

also need to recognize mental triggers, and find ways to move beyond these, 

both within professional and personal relationships. Lastly, activists need to 

use their minds to plan a future that is grounded within reality, well researched, 

and planned incrementally, yet, can also be adapted according to changes 

outside their immediate control.

PHYSICAL

There are many aspects to physical wellbeing that activists can explore 

such as exercise, time in nature, a healthy work-life balance, good eating 

habits and getting enough rest. Physical wellbeing strategies further assist 

with stress management, as it shifts the focus away from compulsive over-

thinking and towards maintaining the body and finding many different ways 

to encourage physical movement, which, in turn, breaks down cortisol and 

other stress related hormones. It is, therefore, important to explore how we 

can incorporate physical wellbeing into our activism and family activities, for 

example, spending more time in nature with our colleagues or families. 

SPIRITUAL

Spiritual development is often a very personal journey and, therefore, it 

means different things to different people. Personal practices can range from 

prayers to meditation, from going for a walk to looking at a flower, from 

dancing and singing together to sitting silently under a star-filled sky.
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Spiritual practice, however, often slows us down and invites us to be 

more mindful. Our level of presence and connection to ourselves improve 

dramatically with the inclusion of practices that allow us to be more joyful, 

playful, and nurturing. This, in turn, allows us to shift gears in how we deal 

with and also view agreements with ourselves and others and, as a result, we 

more effortlessly change many things in our lives. 

EXERCISE

Identify ways that you will prioritise your own needs even when you feel your 

life will be too busy. 

AREA OF PERSONAL PRACTICE MY STRATEGY

TIME FOR YOU

Example: I will make 10-15 minutes for myself. 

It won’t take away from your productivity, it will 

increase it. Really. Use this time to connect with 

yourself and to pay attention to how you feel 

and what you need. 

MINDSET

Example: Adopt the following mantras: “I’m 

doing my best,” and “I can’t do it all.” These 

mantras are true. Put them where you can  

see them so as to remind yourself of  

them frequently.
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MENTAL 

Example: Each evening, identify your top three 

personal action items for the next day, decide 

when you will accomplish them, and take time 

to appreciate what you have accomplished 

during the day based on the previous evening’s 

planning. Make time to read, stay away from 

news. Read something that expands your 

thinking or brings you joy.

SPIRITUAL 

Example: Create effectiveness in do-able steps. 

It is possible to gain as much from a 10-minute 

meditation as from setting aside an hour. The 

secret is to do what is right for you and your 

life. Alternatively, create a gratitude journal 

that you write in each morning and each night. 

Again, it is not important if you list three things 

or fifty, what is important is that is feels both 

manageable and expansive. Each of us can find 

at least one thing we are grateful for.

PHYSICAL 

Exercise: Again, a fifteen-minute walk, which you 

actually take, is better than the 45 minute one 

you are never able to fit into your day. If possible, 

attend to your personal fitness priorities early 

in the day - to energise you, or after work and 

before dinner - to unwind.
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PHYSICAL 

Eating: Plan for food that fuels you in healthy 

ways—especially when your time-lines are tight. 

Don’t skip breakfast, have a plan for lunch, and 

don’t starve yourself before dinner. Make sure 

you have the groceries that you need to create 

well-balanced and tasty meals. Choose foods 

that are appealing and rather than attempt 

starvation diets, choose foods that are light and 

easy to digest.

EMOTIONAL 

Journal how you feel at least 2 times a week and 

track how your feelings shift. Spend time with 

people who love and appreciate you and who 

are able to allow you to express your emotions 

in healthy, respectful ways. Support groups can 

often help when your family and friends are not 

equipped to help you process your emotions.

Especially in the beginning, practices should be simple and quick, allowing us 

to see benefits before committing more fully to bigger life changes. Having 

access to a simple toolbox of practices helps us access what each of us most 

need on any given day.
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#7 COMMUNITY

Activism is not the result of a single, individual action or endeavour, 
but rather constitutes a long-term commitment, which is difficult to 
sustain without external support. In achieving the activist goals of 
our movements, our support and solidarity should come both from 
within our movements and from outside our movements through, 
for example, our networks, organizations, and communities.

What is different from goals which anyone would make and goals that an 

activist would make to support themselves as activists, is the inclusion of 

community and support.
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In other words, support for our goals can come not only from within our 

activist circles, but also from social networks and/or family and friends. 

As a result of an increased awareness around the need for collective action, 

greater attention is also given to the notion of collective care, support, and 

wellbeing, acknowledging the role we play in taking care of each other as part 

of the political work we do, as part of our activism. For us to be successful in 

our own ‘life as an activist project’, we therefore need to create space for a 

community that hold us, cheer us on, and challenges us - so that we remain 

accountable to our vision of a more just and equal world. 

Thus, we need to ask ourselves, “What kind of community do we want to 

create around ourselves?” and, “What are the kinds of people we need to 

cultivate relationships with?”. Our community can range from those in our 

more intimate spaces – friends and family – to those in our professional 

capacities and learning environments – coaches, mentors, and peer groups. 

SHAMILLAH’S STORY

On this journey called life, each of us needs a Thelma or a Louise. 
Many of you may not be familiar with the classic movie of two 
women who go on a life changing road-trip that really brings them 
face to face with themselves, teaches them about friendship, and, 
of course, provides them with the adventure of a lifetime.

In my own life, I have been fortunate to have a small circle of very supportive, 

loving, and challenging individuals (across the globe) who each bring 

something beautiful, unique, and much needed into my life. However, in this 

share, I want to focus on only one of those connections. I suppose part of 

why I prefer to focus on this particular connection is about acknowledging 

my roots – where I come from and how that has shaped me. At this moment, it 
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feels important to do so because much of my current life is so VERY different 

from my beginnings, and I don’t think I create enough space for consciously 

bringing those earlier parts of my personality into my current space. Hence, I 

refer to this connection as the Thelma to my Louise. This is a friendship (and 

connection) that brings that extra zing into my life as she is someone who 

has known me since I was an awkward teenager – and, thus, understands my 

roots, context, and, of course, the flavour of my personality. She understands 

the language influences (slang) and references to community, which are, in 

many ways, ingrained in memory. We also shared a house for a while and 

supported each other through a coming of age that is unique as it is based 

on our cultural, religious (spiritual), and, dare I say, race identity. All this to 

say – she gets me in ways that provides a balm to my spirit on days when I 

feel bruised by the experience of life.

Over the years we have not only invented our own language – but she also 

allows me to go to the extremes of my personality and articulate a non-

politically correct version of responses  which I often imagine in certain 

situations (picture the movie my ‘super-ex-girlfriend’) – but, obviously, never 

act out nor articulate. 

She is someone to whom I can say, “this person really pissed me off = can I 

come get you and we can go and beat the crap out of them?” – and then we 

can have a whole conversation about this parallel reality, which we create in 

our imaginations, and in the world called our friendship. This acting out always 

ends up with us rolling on the floor laughing. Often, when I am most angry 

about a situation, instead of imploding, I will call her and request permission 

to explode – saying something like, ‘can I use profanity?’ – and she would 

say ‘profane away’. She is someone I can insult to my heart’s content with 

genuine love (knowing that she gives as good as she gets), especially when 

she does not say what I want to hear – in fact she refuses to tiptoe around my 

sensitivities (which can be very grating in a moment when I just want to be 

right). In fact, recently, when I berated her for allowing me, 10 years ago, to 
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obsess and chase after some inconsequential boy – with the accusation that 

“friends don’t let friends make complete fools of themselves in front of frogs” 

– her response was: “Girl, if you make up your mind about something, you are 

steadfast and there is nothing me or a 15-pound hammer can do about it.”.

“A friend is a gift you give yourself.”  
Robert Louis Stevenson

Anyway – the Thelma to my Louise is one of the great gifts in my life. She 

is a gift from the past and the present because she completely gets and 

understands where I come from (as complex as I am) and where I am right 

now. She is someone that  even now after all these years and despite how 

seldom we see each other – I know I have a direct line of communication 

with. For example, I know that at any time I can call her and say, “I need 15 

minutes” (our code for I need to offload without any interruption). I also 

know that after a conversation with her, she would have moved me from the 

emotions of anger, anxiety, and sometimes just confusion towards a genuine 

laugh-out-loud release that gives me the energy and sometimes clarity to go 

onwards and forwards on this journey. She is someone that I would definitely 

take on a road-trip, with the knowledge that we can, in a matter of minutes, 

comfortably move from deep conversations to the inane – with each of us 

feeling completely comfortable to be ourselves. Coming back to the movie 

Thelma and Louise, should either of us ever find ourselves in precarious 

situation (which we occasionally have), I know that we will have the time of 

our life coming up with ingenuous ways to support one another, to survive, 

and ultimately to conquer all our fears. We would most likely end up writing 

a best seller about it called: “Adventures of Two Mad Coloured Girls from the 

Cape Flats”. So, watch this space. Lol.
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Making your life an activist project means having a renewed appreciation for 

the existence of support in your life. There are times you won’t need support, 

but there are times when it makes a big difference just hearing someone 

else telling you how far you have come and what you have achieved already. 

Old patterns and habits continue to lurk in the background, hoping for some 

airtime in order to take over again. Therefore, we need a ‘supporting cast’ to 

hold up the banner of self-love with us.

This may not always be easy because we live in a world that seems to valorize 

individuality and, also, isolation. However, we also know that activism (for the 

world and for ourselves) is not an endeavor that can be achieved by a single 

person. We, therefore, need to bring closer to us, the people that love us and 

who remind us how awesome we are. Those who would cheer us on when 

we feel low and remind us that we are immensely loving and lovable beings. 

We call this group of people our community, our tribe, or our supporting cast. 

They are the folks that remind us to connect to our heart and they remind 

us of our inner warrior – that spark of determination within us that is more 

powerful than any obstacle. Our supporting cast keeps us sane and, on those 

days when we are experiencing a dip, allow us to wallow just a little bit, only 

to remind us, when the time is right, to get up again. 

So, as you consider who to put in your supporting cast, choose those people 

that believe in the impossible. In other words, they are not likely to say, “I knew 

it was too big a goal for you!”. Choose people who are cheerleaders and desire 

the change you desire for yourself. Choose people who raise your energy when 

you interact with them (I am sure you know the difference between someone 

who sucks your life force out of you and someone who gives you energy). 

There will be people in your life who love you, but they may not always be the 

right ones to support you. Your supporting cast, on the other hand, is ultimately 

that group of people (friends and family) who truly support your journey. 
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Surrounding yourself with a positive support group increases your odds for 

success. Not only that, it also brings a sense of fun and celebration to  

your transformation.

EXERCISE

PUTTING TOGETHER YOUR SUPPORTING CAST

	} Identify the people in your life who you feel would be 100% in support of 

what you want for your life.

	} Identify what it is you want from each person:

	} Practical support – advice, tools, resources

	} Accountability Partner – someone you can tell what you are going to 

do and who would be the person you connect to in terms of whether 

you have done that or not.

	} Contact each person and ask them whether they would be willing to play 

the role you envision for them. Establish the mechanisms for making it work.

	} Emotional support – this might mean praising you when you’re doing 

well or encouraging you to keep going when things are tough. For 

example, sometimes you might need a sympathetic ear and sometimes a 

pat on the back.

	} Mentoring or professional support/coach – identify if you need someone 

whose wisdom you value and, then, investigate if they can hold space for 

you in a more structured way.
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No matter who you choose to support you, there are a few basic things you 

can do to help them help you. 

	} Rally your support team by telling them about your goals and how you 

plan to achieve them. 

	} Get them involved in identifying some steps you can take.

	} Encourage them to join you in some of your new habits. 

	} Invite them to celebrate your success as you reach different milestones. 

Let them know that you may not be perfect in this process and you will, 

therefore, appreciate the opportunity to open up to them when you 

struggle. And, when you do, it is important that they are just there to 

listen, not to cast judgment. Allow them to help you through setbacks 

and disappointments.



43Shamillah Wilson · www.shamillahwilson.com

YOUR LIFE AS AN ACTIVIST

MAKING YOUR LIFE AN ACTIVIST  
PROJECT OVERVIEW 

CONTEXT ANALYSIS

	} What are the things that are happening?

	} What are the things you would want to change?

YOUR VISION

YOUR WHY?   
WHAT IS DRIVING YOU TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE?

WHAT ARE THE CORE VALUES THAT UNDERPIN YOUR LIFE?

YOUR OVERALL GOAL: 

To become an authority in legal procedures and systems that impact 

women in Zimbabwe.

The following section allows you to breakdown this goal into more 

manageable and tangible elements that would be achievable in the 100 

days. 

GOAL # 1

(achievable, measurable)

To have a first draft book on 

litigating women’s rights in 

Zimbabwe by 30th July 2019. 

GOAL # 2

(achievable, measurable)

To have a first draft book on 

wellbeing titled inside out – 

African experiences on wellbeing.
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GOAL # 3

(achievable, measurable)

To have finalised my 10-year personal 

strategic plan and monitoring and 

evaluation framework

YOUR PERSONAL PRACTICES:

Mental

Emotional

Physical

Spiritual

YOUR COMMUNITY:

Ally

Mentor/Coach

Cheerleader

Emotional support

Challenger


