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“Building an ethical vision of a South African economy: 

perspectives from Catholic Social Teaching” 

Good afternoon, everyone. Dumelang batho ba me ba ba rategang. I greet everyone who is 

participating in this webinar, including Radio Veritas listeners.  and I thank the Justice and 

Peace Commission for organising it. 

I have been asked to address the theme of “Building an ethical vision of a South African 

economy: perspectives from Catholic Social Teaching”. Other speakers today have dealt 

with particular themes relating to the economy, and I express my appreciation to them for 

what they shared. I hope that what I will try to present will build on their contributions. 

Building an ethical vision suggests a work in progress, a work which might still take years to 

develop adequately. From my point of view as a person in a faith community, the Catholic 

Church, ethical and justice perspectives define the way I approach the analysis of critical 

issues which affect the quality of life of everyone, but especially the poorest and most 

vulnerable members of our society, as well as the crucial issue of the existential threat to the 

environment and planet.  

The 3 issues we hear of so often in South Africa are poverty, inequality and unemployment, 

and I am very aware that there are multiple examples across the society of people who are 

vulnerable and suffer in so many ways. 

If anything, our experience of the Covid-19 pandemic posits the need not to think of returning 

to what was regarded as the normal in the past, and especially to the model out which the 

South African economy seemed to operate  We need to envision a different economic order 

based on ethical principles which will better ensure that the quality of life of all people, 

especially the most vulnerable, as well as the environment, will be both protected and 

enhanced through innovative policies and thinking out of the box. We need to create 

something different from what has been the norm especially as far as the economy is 

concerned. 

To the ordinary person in South Africa like me, the economy seems to be a very complex 

issue – one for the experts and professional economists. It is almost as if the economy in the 

country is controlled, as it were, by several forces which are invisible to us ordinary citizens, 

and which we cannot influence. We just have to do our best with what we have and what we 

can do in life.  

Every year, the Auditor General publishes a report which often details the billions which are 

lost due to unauthorised spending, corruption and maladministration in Municipalities and 

other entities. This is a matter of ethics and good governance, and requires accountability 

across the board if we want to build a more ethical vision for our economy. The ordinary 

citizen like me so often thinks: what could have been done with all that money lost for so 

many years now? What could have been done if this money had been utilised to provide 

hope and a life of decency for all the citizens of the country, but especially those who have 

little chance of improving their quality of life – the poor, and those on the margins? And what 

could have been done to mitigate the effects of climate change here on the agricultural 

sector and on those, for example, rural African women farmers, involved in organic and 

subsistence farming? 

US President Bill Clinton ran for President on a platform of “putting people first.” But it seems 
so difficult to do that, to put people first, even in a democracy! Corporate and other special 
interests, it seems, seek to ensure that their interests come first.  
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If we in South Africa want to put people first, especially those marginalised in the society, we 
have to know what matters to them, what they think will improve their sense of well-being, 
and analyse how that well-being could be enhanced through more ethical and caring 
economic policies and accountable implementation. It is the “how” which is the challenge – 
how do we build a more ethically informed and just economy, and how do we build this as a 
country together – Government, corporations, trade unions, NGOs and CBOs, and the faith-
inspired groups, and the individual citizen? This is occupying my attention in this reflection - 
the “how”. 
 
As we all know, during the year, there are many World Days commemorating various groups 

and issues and needs. On 14 November, five days ago, we had the World Day of the Poor. 

On 20 June, there is always the World Day for Refugees, and on 1 December we will have 

again World Aids Day. All 3 “Days” provide a good starting point for my reflections this 

afternoon, precisely because they focus on the vulnerable in our society. 

In preparation for the World Day of the Poor this year Pope Francis went to Assisi and was 

joined by many groups of poor, suffering and disadvantaged people from different countries. 

As usual, his reflections were very personal and challenging: 

“It is time for the poor to be given back their voice,” he said. “It is time for eyes to be opened 
to see the state of inequality in which many families live. It is time for sleeves to be rolled up 
so dignity can be restored by creating jobs. It is time that violence against women cease and 
that they be respected and not treated like bargaining chips. It is time for the circle of 
indifference to be broken so as to discover once again the beauty of encounter and 
dialogue”. 

Every year on 20 June, World Refugee Day is commemorated in various ways around the 

world. The migrant and refugee crisis has only got more challenging for countries in the past 

years. 

Spiritual leaders like Pope Francis respond out of values like compassion and solidarity with 
the marginalised in the world, including migrants and refugees. “We have a duty toward our 
brothers and sisters who, for various reasons, have been forced to leave their homeland: a 
duty of justice, of civility and of solidarity”, Pope Francis said in February 2018 at the 6th 
International Forum on Migration and Peace. Migrants and Refugees are therefore a factor 
to be considered in our South Africa economy, and policies concerning them need to be 
based on ethical and justice values. 
 
Then, World Aids Day. The suffering of those afflicted with HIV and Aids is something very 

personal for me, and has been part of my life and ministry as a bishop since the early 1990s. 

At the beginning, together with a religious sister, a highly qualified nurse, and a team of 

trained community health-care workers, I tried to develop a holistic programme which we 

named “Tapologo” to respond to what was/is a real crisis in this area, especially in the 

massive shack settlements and communities around the platinum mines, where every year 

(from 1997 onwards) around 52% of pregnant mothers tested positive at the first clinic we 

ran in a shack settlement. 

Whenever I could, I visited those shacks with our community health care workers from the 

shack settlement.  This was years before the advent of ARV drugs, and it was so painful to 

see mothers dying in a shack while they looked at their dying baby, and wondered who 

would die first. It was the care team that enabled those vulnerable women – as well as men - 

to die in dignity in the shacks. Later I was able to build a hospice and I sat with dying adults 

and prayed with them. I also watched 19 children die in the hospice - it broke my heart. For 

me, HIV/Aids makes a preferential option for the poorest in society, and this for several 

http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2017/02/21/170221a.html
http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2017/02/21/170221a.html
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reasons, including economic, and issues like stigma and discrimination especially in earlier 

years only alienated these poor people even more from others.  

For me, what is common to all the people commemorated in those 3 World Days is the issue 

of the inherent dignity of every human being – which, in my view, has to be at the basis of all 

reflections on issues like the economy, poverty, inequality, unemployment and other forms of 

human degradation, like the so-called gender-based violence.  

For example, in South Africa as we know so well, the oppressed Black people had their 

dignity as a human being profoundly crushed by the apartheid system, which still requires 

healing and transformation.  

Our Constitutional Court, in one of its many judgements years ago, stated: 

“…[w]e are emerging from a period in our history during which the humanity of 
the majority of our inhabitants of this country was denied. They were treated as 
not having inherent worth; as objects whose identities could be arbitrarily defined 
by those in power rather than as persons of infinite worth. In short, they were 
denied recognition of their inherent dignity.” 

 

It was the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1946 at the United Nations which 

recognised human dignity as something inherent in us, as something essential to us as a 

human being, which therefore has to be protected. In addition, that human dignity has no 

nationality.  

The goal of achieving equal or at least adequate human dignity for people will only happen if 
adequate living conditions are provided, namely the provision of socio-economic rights as far 
as this can be done with the resources that are available in a country – which is, of course, a 
major challenge for developing nations in particular, like ours. Justice Chaskalson of the 
South African Constitutional Court many years ago explained that socio-economic rights are 

“rooted in respect for human dignity, for how can there be dignity in a life lived without 
access to housing, health care, food, water or, in the case of people unable to look 
after themselves, without appropriate assistance?” – a succinct description of what so 
many suffering people in South Africa experience, which deprives them of the 
minimum conditions of life so that they can live in dignity and develop their human 
potential in a context where climate change is also a growing threat to their future.  

Our advocacy for change and respect for socio-economic rights especially for the poor can 

and should be predicated, therefore, on the fundamental ethical and theological principle of 

the inviolable dignity of the human being in their total context, their total situation in life, and 

on the protection of that dignity – as one facet in building an ethical vision for our economy. 

Economy policies at any given time, and what they can promote, are central to that objective. 

We can only transform poverty though what we possess and use collectively, and what we 

can all do together to diminish poverty through innovative policies and implementation, 

including developing the “green” economy. 

There are also huge structural issues behind the reality of inequality, which is why it is so 
difficult to diminish, much less transform. 
 
The issue of poverty and inequality requires an ongoing analysis not only of the symptoms, 

but of the causes of the misery experienced by millions in impoverished regions in Africa and 

South Africa. This also requires an honest analysis by those of us who come from Africa and 

South Africa as to why and how our political leadership, in particular, may be contributing to 
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the economic and social problems. This requires ongoing advocacy for accountability from 

Government at all levels and corporations in particular, as well as the need to discover what 

potential there is for change on the ground, i.e., in the affected communities themselves by 

developing civil society empowerment and partnerships. 

But civil society is sometimes, perhaps often, marginalised by those in power, and lacks 
sufficient skills and financial resources because the people and communities perceive 
themselves to be so poor and lacking in skills and resources. This situation calls for innovative 
partnerships for development linking the State, business, corporations, the NGOs and all 
community and poor people’s organisations, including the faith-based or faith-inspired sector.  

For example, the Rustenburg Health Forum. We in the Tapologo Aids programme were 

instrumental in developing a Forum of collaboration between the Government Health 

Department, private hospitals, mine hospitals, NGO hospices like Tapologo, clinics, and 

affected communities. The objective?  - to provide better quality health care especially for 

the marginalised and poor, those with HIV and Aids, and to work together to cope with the 

needs during Covid, by using the available personnel and economic resources optimally and 

with accountability. This Forum still works together – an example of one way to build an 

ethical vision for the economy. 

But, all of these structures must collaborate together in partnerships together with the 
impoverished people and communities to realise the objectives of diminishing poverty and 
inequality in view of the promoting the ethical value and CST principle of the “common good” 
as the basis for building a more “caring economy”. The common good should be envisaged 
together with two other CST principles which are central to our approach to these issues as 
the Catholic Church, viz. the preferential option for the poor and solidarity/hospitality with and 
for the vulnerable and poor. Hopefully, through advocacy our Government will increasingly 
value, promote and support such partnerships, as called for in the old SA National 
Development Plan with its focus on developing and sustaining a “social compact”. – which is 
still valid today! 

Concerned human beings and communities, and all community and poor people’s 

organisations, need to collaborate constructively, therefore, and we as Church especially need 

to bring our particular ethical and theological perspectives, with insights from the principles of 

our Catholic Social Thought to such potential collaboration.  

As faith-based groups, therefore, we begin our reflection always from a shared experience 

with the poor and vulnerable, listening to them in respectful encounter and dialogue, listening 

to their analysis of their overall situation and needs, and above all their ideas about what will 

possibly work in their situation so that there can be gradual transformation of their reality. As 

a certain Dr. J.P. Muliyil said in relation to the poorest in society who are so often most 

vulnerable in terms of HIV infection and Aids, “How can I understand a figure or a statistic 

unless I have held the hand that it represents!” 

So, regarding poverty and inequality. The challenge here is a holistic concept or ethical vision 

of development and how to bring about a real conversion, I repeat a conversion in attitudes 

and decision-making in those who hold the keys to the hope of transforming poverty and 

inequality, and the injustices in the economy which feed into poverty, through a programme of 

development which is values-based.  

The theological insight and understanding of “conversion” is important here. One reason for 
the persistence of poverty and inequality in any society, is often the greed and self-interest of 
those who have far more than is necessary for a decent standard of living, and who refuse to 
share and to sacrifice for the good of others, i.e., for the common good. This requires a real 
commitment to protect the human dignity of those who live in economic and social misery of 
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all kinds, as well as the environment and its possibility to provide for food requirements, always 
threatened by climate change. It not only concerns the very rich, but also the growing middle 
class whose standard of living is also above that of the millions of poor in our country, such as 
in the infamous informal settlements I have already referred to.   
 
Poverty and inequality demand change, systemic change…..but such change demands real 
conversion at the individual and corporate level – a constant call of Archbishop Oscar Romero 
of El Salvador. “As long as one does not live a conversion in one’s heart, a teaching 
enlightened by faith to organise life according to the heart of God, all will be feeble, 
revolutionary, passing, violent.” (Romero, Homilies, 14 March, 1977; “Romero, The Violence 
of Love”, pg. 1. The Plough Publishing House, Farmington PA.) Again, a recurring theme in 
Romero – structural economic injustice as the seedbed of wars and all forms of violence - 
which we would do well to reflect on in the current context in South Africa. 
 
That is why I believe that even diminishing or transforming inequality in all its forms will always 
come up against this brick wall of selfishness, greed and self-interest which manifests itself in 
all sorts of ways. We can analyse and develop strategies through which to advocate for the 
changes necessary to overcome inequality in whatever sector we focus upon – all very 
important. But how do we motivate and sustain the effort to change hearts and mindsets in a 
whole society including Government and business, so that a social compact involving all can 
work together for the common good and integral human development as the means to 
minimising/overcoming inequality, poverty and the resulting unemployment? 
 

This cannot be equated simply with striving for economic growth based primarily on increasing 

the GDP, and especially the theory that incremental growth in the free-market economy will 

have a trickledown effect, create more jobs, and therefore minimise poverty. It won’t! We need 

to develop an economy of “well-being”. 

Our approach in South Africa needs to be people-centered. People need to be placed at the 

centre of development and the ways it can be implemented in different contexts through 

constructive engagement with affected communities. The focus here is on the Social Teaching 

principle of people-centeredness in policy-making and implementation.  

I emphasise also the environmental dimension of the “green” economy here, i.e., to protect, 

sustain, and develop our shared common home, this planet on the foundation of ethical 

principles and values. Without this, little mid-term and long-term economic development of 

people and societies will be possible because it will be constantly threatened by the ravages 

of climate change, drought, decreasing crop yields, and so on, which will compromise food 

security here. 

In this regard, a more participative model of development could and should be conceptualized 
and implemented, i.e., not a top-down approach by those in power, but holistic development 
from the bottom up, i.e, capacitating individuals and communities so that everyone and all 
structures can together incrementally develop their innate potential, talents, and giftedness as 
agents of transformation.  

Here we focus on another ethical principle of Catholic Social Thought, viz. subsidiarity. This 
principle is important for promoting more participation in developing our economy. It 
underscores the importance of enabling and ensuring that what can be done effectively at the 
“lower level” should not be interfered with or blocked by the “higher level”, including 
Government, still less imposed upon by the higher level. It is tempting for a Government and 
politicians to always want to be “seen” to be the ones who are “doing things” for the poor, 
especially during periods before elections, where for example in the huge shack settlements 
around the platinum mines in my area, invariably the only time these poor people see their 
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councillor is during the couple of weeks before local Government and national elections, when 
the councillor arrives with a gift and then requests the people to vote for his or her party.  

In addition, the role of the so-called informal economy, what is happening in that sector, and 
its relation to the promotion of entrepreneurship All this needs much more analysis and 
understanding, and how it can be further capacitated, because this sector could be opened 
up to many more poor people through capacitating and supporting small business 
opportunities, entrepreneurship, and artisanship in townships and rural villages, and 
settlements. That could become an economic resource for the poor. It needs imagination! 

The Social Teaching principle of subsidiarity, therefore, is an important ethical and theological 
insight towards promoting integral human development for those who are so marginalised in 
society….and this through collaboration, solidarity, and the promotion of agency among the 
poor and disadvantaged. 

The 2009 Encyclical Caritas in Veritate (2009) by Pope Benedict XVI was promulgated 
explicitly in our social encyclical tradition and understanding of “integral human development”.  

What is of great significance in the encyclical is the way it brings into relief the relationship and 

interplay between “agency” i.e., the person as an agent of change and transformation, and 

“development”. The Pope puts great emphasis on the fact that people are not simply material 

beings, but are spiritual as well, and this is just as relevant when considering the materially 

poor.  

Secondly, this key spiritual dimension, amongst others, is what people can bring to their 

“agency”, i.e., into personal and community action for transformation no matter how deprived 

their situation might be, through the “assets” of the people themselves. In this way, they can 

find the inner spiritual strength needed to respond, and to persevere in their efforts in spite of 

the odds against them.  

This wisdom is based on the understanding that you cannot build or develop a community or 

a society on what people do not have, but that the starting point is that development begins 

with what people have.  

This does not mean that Government, especially at local level, and others step aside and 

leave poor people and communities to their own devices; or that these communities do not 

need additional resources to complement and supplement what they have. Our position as 

Church through Catholic Social Teaching (CST), especially in terms of the CST principle of 

subsidiarity, holds that outside resources will be more effective if local people are motivated 

and supported to mobilise their own resources, and are able to contribute to setting the agenda 

for outside support on the basis of their strengths rather than their weaknesses.  

People in communities need to map out their own vision of sustainable development in their 

context by being helped through workshops etc. to make an inventory of their personal and 

community resources and skills, and by strengthening the relationship between all members 

of the community. Thus, today it is common to speak of human capital, social capital and 

natural capital as important linkages, as signs of trust and as building blocks for creating 

solidarity and social cohesion without which - as the Pope Benedict reminds us - democracy 

is imperilled and our life together jeopardised. (CV 32). 

The capacities, skills and assets of poor people and their communities/neighbourhoods, 

therefore, need to be taken into account in Government planning, and by Government 

intentionally working with all role players in the community through a social compact where all 

the available resources and assets are fed into the planning and implementation of projects 

and programmes.  
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As Pope Francis remarked at Assisi recently: “Every one of us needs the other, and even 
weakness, if experienced together, can become a strength that will make the world better.”  

What is being called for here is to live in the spirit and ethic of solidarity, which means 
reciprocal sharing of our giftedness and resources with others. An ethic of solidarity is also 
needed in the relationship between humankind and the environment in which we live. 
Respecting the planet and taking good care of it is but one application of the ethic of solidarity; 
for abuse of the planet and uncontrolled consumerism eventually brings about harm to people 
in their millions. Environmental degradation is leading now to an exodus of refugees from 
lands which cannot sustain the population, and is precisely creating the conditions for conflict 
between peoples and nations, and further erodes the security and integrity of whole areas of 
the world.  

It requires that people, communities and whole nations live in a sustainable manner, and 
acquire the skills and capabilities to do so. So, people – especially those with financial 
resources - must adapt to the ethic of sustainable living, the ethical vision of trying to live with 
“just enough” and “to share one’s resources”.  And national and global institutions must adapt 
to the same ethic. Otherwise, the vicious cycle of extravagant consumerism and resource 
exploitation will lead to an increasingly unsustainable future for our civilization and our 
individual nations precisely because it will irrevocably damage the environment and what it 
can produce for sustaining life. This is a call to advocacy towards integral community and 
environmental development as well as integral human development. 

This interplay between individuals and institutions, freedom and constraint, as well as the 

relationship between the material and the spiritual, has provided an opportunity for significant 

thinking by Christians from a variety of theological, ethical and ecclesial traditions. 

But we also need to be sensitive to its growing importance in the secular domain as well. Other 
role players in civil society and nations, not only those in the faith-based sector, are also 
focusing on the need for Integral Human Development. We need to work always 
“collaboratively”. 

But, what about the need for sustainability? How can we ensure that integral human 
development is sustained for people and whole communities/nations in the long-term, which 
includes the protection of the planet, so that the economy as such can be a source of “well-
being” for the people and the environment?  

Sustainable Human Development  

Eva Jespersen, in a presentation on the 2011 Human Development report, gave the following 
definition of sustainable human development: "The preservation – and whenever possible 
expansion – of the substantive freedoms and capabilities of people today while undertaking 
reasonable efforts to avoid risks that would seriously compromise the capability of future 
generations to have similar – or greater – freedoms."  

This definition implies a focus on distributive justice, which flows out of the CST principle of 
the universal destiny of the goods of creation, i.e., that all the goods of creation are to be 
shared in an equitable manner by everyone. This highlights the need to ensure, as much as 
possible, the freedoms required for the further development of human capabilities across the 
board. It also requires careful analysis of the risks and uncertainties associated especially with 
all the current technological developments and their potentially negative impact on the poor 
and their job opportunities, and national policies and plans concerning how substitutes for 
diminishing resources in our country can be identified and acquired.  

http://www.social-europe.eu/2010/09/solidarity-in-a-pluralist-age/
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People need food, obviously, but they also have many other crucial needs like respect for their 
personhood, the need to discover, or even re-discover self-esteem and the freedom to develop 
their capabilities and gifts – but, with a sense of responsibility for others also. What enables 
them to grow to their full potential is the ability to live in solidarity with other people, especially 
the less fortunate, for, after all, people become more fully human when they are able to live 
out of a relationship of self-giving with others. As Plato remarked so long ago: “The part cannot 
be well until the whole is well” (428 – 348 BCE). And as we say here: “I am because you are”. 

Some social scientists are recognizing that some of the key assets in any community are its 

local religious institutions. Religious Institutions can precisely motivate the spiritual, ethical 

and theological value base necessary for transforming inequality through community building 

initiatives and, importantly, sustaining these initiatives in view of developing an economy of 

“well-being”. 

The challenge is how to bring this about in economic decision-making within the present global 
economic system of neo-liberal capitalism and the global power structures. Global institutions 
must also be invited and challenged to conform to and act out the same ethic – no easy task. 
Clearly it becomes hard for ordinary people to change as long as institutions don't change, 
and institutions don't change because people heading those institutions don't change. This is 
the vicious cycle that somehow has to be broken. It requires conversion of spirit and 
conscious, ethical decision-making to change unjust structures and policies. 

Efforts have been made on the global level to address the issue of poverty and inequality. The 

United Nations came together around a commitment to the Millennium Development Goals as 

one means towards achieving a more equitable world. Mr. Kofi Annan, a past UN Secretary 

General, also directly addressed the role played by multi-national corporations in reducing 

inequality and challenged them to ethical decision-making through participation in what 

became known as the Global Compact for the Common Good, to which they committed 

themselves as corporations, and their performance was evaluated every year, and feedback 

given to them.  

The challenge, as always, is how to get many more of these global and local corporations on 

board and, above all, committed to these ethical principles in the long term, and to develop an 

ethical vision of the economy of “well-being”. 

In conclusion. In South Africa, Government, big business and corporations need to come 

around to that ethic of a Global Compact for the Common Good of all in South Africa.  

For me an insight in the encyclical Caritas in Veritate with regard to development is that it 

spells out a shared vision, namely, the affirmation of the humanity and vocation of the poor, 

their role in the struggle for humanisation, and the gifts they could bring to this struggle. 

Ultimately it is an affirmation also of the fact that those who are not poor and marginalised, 

are invited to come alongside the poor in affirming the humanity, role and gifts of the poor; and 

affirming as well as their own humanity and gifts as well-resourced people. We need to work 

in solidarity in the quest for the common good and in a shared quest to minimise and overcome 

poverty and inequality which compounds the unemployment challenge.  

To think that building and implementing a more ethical vision for the economy will be an easy 

task, or something to be accomplished in the short-term, would be mistaken. It requires a 

commitment to walk a long journey with each other, and to climb the many hills ahead of us 

and Nelson Mandela wrote, but without losing our courage or sense of purpose. 

As Archbishop Oscar Romero stated so prophetically just a few weeks before his 

assassination:  
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“The church’s good name is not a matter of being on good terms with the powerful. The 

church’s good name is a matter of knowing that the poor regard the church as their own, of 

knowing that the church’s life on earth is to call on all, on the rich as well, to be converted and 

to be saved alongside the poor, for they are the only ones called blessed”. (Romero, Homilies, 

17 February, 1980; “Romero, The Violence of Love”, pg. 190-191. The Plough Publishing 

House, Farmington PA.) 

Thank you! 

Kevin Dowling C.Ss.R. 

 

 

 


