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I Am Because We Are: How Ubuntu Has Forever Changed Me 

When I first decided to apply for a study abroad program to South Africa, many of my 

family and friends questioned my choice, especially when more traditional destinations like 

Hawaii, Italy, and Australia existed. However, I did not let their doubts dissuade me because I 

knew I wasn’t looking for a traditional experience. As a senior nursing student, I was eager for 

one last opportunity to step outside of my typical coursework and immerse myself in a culture 

vastly different from my own, challenging both my perspective and my understanding of the 

world around me. South Africa proved to do exactly that. 

At the beginning of our trip, one of our professors, Steve Goodwin, shared that he didn’t 

want us to leave as different people, but as better ones. At the time, I did not fully grasp what 

exactly that meant. How could one study abroad trip fundamentally change the person I was? I’d 

like to share with you how his statement came to be true. 

As our bus pulled up to Nomzamo Park informal settlement, one of many informal 

settlements in South Africa, I knew then that this day would be life-changing. As we began filing 

off the bus, children from every direction ran up to us, beaming with excitement and ready to 

greet each and every one of us with a hug. One of Nomzamo’s residents graciously invited us 

into their community to provide us with a tour and share their way of life. Inside the settlement, 

the narrow dirt paths are filled with dirty water and trash. Homes—10-by-10 to 20-foot 

structures made of corrugated iron or similar materials—are densely packed and lack running 

water and electricity. Hundreds of households share less than 10 working chemical toilets and 

only a few functional communal faucets. As a result, even the most basic daily tasks, such as 

using the bathroom or doing laundry, become burdensome. Our guide relayed that the people 
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here feel abandoned by the South African government, telling us how officials only visit during 

election time and make empty promises. 

One of Nomzamo’s residents even invited us into his home. As we packed into the tight 

space, we immediately noticed the dimly lit lightbulb dangling overhead. He had electricity! We 

learned that he was one of the few men in the settlement brave enough to scale the nearby 

electric pole to cut into the city’s energy supply—a dangerous task that has killed many—and run 

a wire down to the settlement to better provide for his family and support the community. He 

continued on, explaining how he wakes up every morning before sunrise, along with others from 

the settlement, to make it to the nearby factories in time for them to select one person to work for 

the day. I was, and still am, in awe of his unbelievable bravery and undeniable work ethic. 

Standing there in that house, I was overcome with emotions as I realized the extent of my 

ignorance and ingratitude. How many times have I complained about having to go to work while 

these individuals view work as a privilege? How many times have I become frustrated by a slow 

internet connection while having a singular lightbulb is seen as a luxury for this family? How 

many times have I taken a long, hot shower without a second thought while bathing in this 

community is a tedious task? I realized that we get so caught up in the hustle and bustle of daily 

life that we forget to look around—and I mean truly look around—at everything we have. I felt 

as though I had been living in a “bubble,” blissfully ignorant to the everyday struggles faced by 

many. 

Despite the hardships faced by the people of Nomzamo Park, everyone was exceedingly 

kind to us and to one another, often looking after each other’s children while parents went to 

work. Our guide informed us that this is part of a South African practice known as ubuntu. 

Ubuntu is a Zulu word meaning “I am because we are” and refers to our shared humanity, 
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emphasizing the importance of community and collective wellbeing. I was captivated by this 

idea because I was raised in American society where it is very individualistic and competitive, 

emphasizing the importance of personal gain. These people care deeply for those around them, 

sharing what little they have, regardless of how big or small. Sharing the ubuntu philosophy with 

others has been the best souvenir I brought back from South Africa. 

Our day in the Nomzamo settlement created two notable themes for the rest of the trip: 

“getting comfortable being uncomfortable” and “popping the bubble.” Stepping off that bus and 

entering the informal settlement had been extremely uncomfortable for me, unaware of what to 

expect. Yet, in doing so, I learned many incredible lessons that allowed me to pop my “bubble” 

of ignorance. For the rest of the trip, as we visited orphanages, watched the film “Beyond the 

River,” bought groceries for families in need in other informal settlements, and interacted with 

community members, keeping these themes in mind allowed me to become a more 

compassionate, understanding, and empathetic person. 

By sharing stories, such as the one I have shared with you today, and keeping an open 

mind, there are endless opportunities to learn if we simply choose to look. I encourage you to 

“pop the bubble,” like I did on this study abroad trip, by getting comfortable being 

uncomfortable. Only by stepping out of our comfort zone do we have the chance to learn and 

grow. By carrying principles like ubuntu into our daily lives and recognizing that we all share 

one planet, each of us have the power to become not just different people, but better ones. 


