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One can truly say of Mzwandile Roddy Nunes that he was larger than life. His physical presence was imposing; but it was his spiritual passion and personal charisma that stood out above all.

Not always an easy character, he bowed and scraped to no one; always deeply respectful of persons in general, he was nevertheless quick if he thought it necessary to point out, with no diplomatic niceties, the contradictions in people’s positions and claims. Infused with an unshakeable commitment to workers, their families and communities, in part because of his own life experience, he maintained an unswerving conviction that the gospel of “Jesus of Nazareth called Christ” spoke directly to and for them.
He understood how alienation in the workplace functioned, both psychologically and structurally; and he knew what costs this carried for workers and those who depended upon them. He was thus an uncompromising champion for justice and for the dignity and well-being of all. His mere presence, I can testify, gave anyone who knew him pause, to question one’s comfortableness, to think again about one’s own lack of faithfulness or courage in acting justly. His life was a parable.
It is thus a special privilege to be asked to speak in his memory, representing many others could be asked to offer this lecture in his honour. I wish to acknowledge all those others whom Roddy influenced, or who stood by him.

One name in particular is important in this context, that of Archbishop Dennis Hurley. It was he, pre-eminently, who provided space in the Church to unsettling people like Mzwandile; it was he who gave the decisive support for establishing what was the House of Studies for Worker Ministry,
 now part of the Ujamaa Centre; and it was he who saw in Roddy the intelligence, the integrity and the commitment necessary to make it work. Imagining them sharing some spectral encounter, it is easy to picture the Archbishop and Mzwandile looking on us quizzically, smiling warmly to encourage us, but wondering how we are taking up the work they represented.
How then do we meet the challenge of justice and dignity in relation to the lives of workers and their families and communities? What has changed for the witness of the Church in this respect, if anything?
I doubt that the message of the gospel has changed. But surely the times have changed, and with them arises a need to re-establish that gospel, to re-communicate it again, differently perhaps. I would like to look at some ways in which the times might indeed have changed, and to draw some inferences from that. Ironically, this will mean going backwards in time to discern what is not so new about our condition.
My analysis is not a wholly happy one, and Mzwandile, because he had no hesitation about the rightness of the cause for which he lived, would surely confront me on the doubt that affects my commentary. Nevertheless, I will argue that old certainties cannot be depended upon, and that new certainties, for old reasons, are dangerous and should be avoided. I can no longer have this debate with Roddy, so let me try to have that debate with you.
Globalization and Its Discontents

If there is one word that has been widely used to describe the era we live in, it is “globalization”. There are almost as many definitions of globalization as there are serious analysts of it. There are also clear ideological differences in how globalization is understood, its beneficiaries largely celebrating the dominant political economy, and the rest, fearing that they will be discarded, seeing both its allure and its threat.
 Whatever one’s view – and I take a critical view – a common thread among many of the most influential understandings of globalization, is that we live in a qualitatively different time from any before,
 and that this has altered the way the world works in terms of communication, economy and polity. What might this mean, we may ask?
Think of the shift from industrial society to an information and service-based industry;
 of the rise of financial capital and its almost complete disconnection from physical place or material production; of the speculative games that result where billions of non-material dollars can be shifted across the world in seconds and people lose their livelihoods as a consequence;
 of the ease with which productive capital can move its factories around the world, setting down somewhere and picking up and leaving again, seemingly without constraint,
 of the inexorably growing inequalities between and within societies,
 perhaps also of the nefarious spread of the arms and drug trades and the pointers they offer to the way in which legal and illegal economies increasingly intertwine.

Think of what this does to undermine communities, human relations, and a stable, trustworthy social life; of the growing millions of people constantly on the move through economic or forced migration; of how this undercuts old and valued cultural and religious traditions; of how it works against the enduring norms and values that used to pass from generation to generation, thus engendering a profound generational dislocation.

Think of how much has become virtual reality, so that we are no longer sure what has taken place and what not,
 what is materially real and what merely spectral.
 Think of how little is sacred, set apart, holy anymore; of how much of what was, at least in some measure, not to be invaded is now trivialized in tabloids or sold as superficial entertainment in reality shows, exposing the most intimate or valued aspects of life to all for consumption.

Perhaps we might recognize our situation in the following description:
Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish [this] epoch from all others. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned ....

This might well have come from ex-World Bank chief economist Joseph Stiglitz’s book in which he critical reviews the policies he helped manage, called Globalization and Its Discontents.
 It is not however from Stiglitz. It is in fact a hundred and fifty years old, and it was written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the Communist Manifesto. An astonishingly accurate description of our time, it requires little reinterpretation to make sense of it.
Yet in our time Marx has largely been “written off as the weaver of an impossibly huge masternarrative of history and an advocate of some totally impossible historical transformation”. His theories have supposedly been consigned to the dust bin of history following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989/90. But reading this document, and others such as Marx’s Capital, one is left one asking with David Harvey: Why, when these texts teem “with ideas as to how to explain our current state”, are we no longer paying attention?
 A good question.
Slavoj Žižek, in his writing on The Fragile Absolute, takes up the same theme, noting that the Manifesto speaks of the way in which everything, even religion, has been drowned in the “icy water of egotistical calculation”, of how this development has “resolved personal worth into exchange value”, and of how, above all other freedoms, has been set “that single unconscionable freedom – Free Trade.”
 All the speculative hopes with which the capitalist enterprise are adorned, with which its agents try to persuade us and themselves of its essential naturalness, its historical inevitability and its liberating power are in fact spectres, ghosts in a machine “which pursues its goal of profitability with a blessed indifference to the way its movement will affect social reality.” It is this indifference that is its violence. But it is a violence, Žižek warns, not simply “attributable to concrete individuals and their ‘evil’ intentions” for it is far more uncanny than that – “it is”, he says, “purely ‘objective’, systemic, anonymous.”

Pay careful attention to what is being said here. This is not a conspiracy theory. It is not a view that assumes that we are merely dealing with bad people, bad values and bad intentions. That would make it all too easy: Get rid of the bad people, or stop them rising to the top, and all is solved.
Rather, we are dealing with something that has large historical sweep, that draws all of us into its suction pipes, that has a logic of its own into which we too would and do fall if we are in a position to be a beneficiary or an agent of its work.
 Simply consider what you would do if you had the means to start up a small business or enterprise, and you start counting your money and calculating ways to increase its value, deciding who you will employ and under what conditions, thinking about which policies that you want from government to support you and which not. The logic of it would soon take hold, and it would seem eminently sensible.

This is why it is so hard to attack Black Economic Empowerment, or why it seems so contradictory when leaders of trades unions acquire major wealth and power, either directly or by investing union funds, thereby becoming shareholders in industry and business and interested parties in the competitive success of an industry or business. Analogously, this is why church development programmes increasingly reach a stage where sustainability means marketability means quality control means proper financial accountability means a division of labour means the first small inklings of what one is dealing with.
It is at heart an instrumental logic, a logic that Jürgen Habermas, following Max Weber, calls a “purposive rationality”, which means, a kind of reasoning suited to dealing with money and all that it represents in economic life. It is a systemic logic. Whatever the economic system, its subject matter is supply and demand theory, production and distribution, and consumption processes and patterns; its language is mathematics. Its unit of measurement is the atomic, objectified individual, who may be a real person or a fictional person or a corporation, engaged in exchange relations through cost-benefit calculations.
I am rattling off complex ideas that are pursued in complex practical ways, but the point is hopefully apparent: There are no people in any of the terms noted above. There is no subject. There is no human agent other than one fitted to an instrumental logic, who is not really human then. Lifeworlds, including the prized and enduring norms and values of particular communities, are not part of the equation. Even human emotions, preferences and eccentricities are simply another dimension of the mathematics of cost-benefit calculations.

More than this, however, the ‘objective’, systemic, anonymous logic of which Žižek speaks is real. It has real effects, and it carries real people along with it. And it is pervasive, even within centrally planned economies such as that which marked the Soviet Union; for no economy escapes this logic under modern conditions in large scale, relatively anonymous societies, that require large scale goods and services to be available at a reasonable and sustainable cost.
It is not for nothing that economics is generally and uncontroversially defined as the theory of scarcity. Scarcity means not enough, and if scarcity is not shared, if some have more of what one needs for a fully human life, and others have less, then there are victims. When the victims are many, when they are shut out of the processes and central decision making forums that shape their lives, when this is systemic and hence systematic, then we have pain and suffering. We have a problem.
This problem is not easily solved economically, and it is not readily resolved at a political level either. We know historically what happens when, in order to meet the goal of redressing the imbalances of wealth and power that the Capitalist form of economy willy-nilly produces,
 an avant-garde party takes power on behalf of the proletariat, the workers and their families and dependants. The twentieth century has shown us how easily the huge hopes and considerable achievements of the Soviet Union in its first decades later readily degraded into the worst effects of centralized power, of raw oppression, of inefficient industries, of economic collapse. This is what has made it so hard to consider the alternatives now, precisely when it seems an alternative is such an urgent necessity.
Time for a salient story. Soon after the fall of the Soviet Union, as South Africa was moving through the negotiations that would bring into being a fully democratic state, I travelled with Gerald West and a colleague to Brazil, for the first time. This was a particularly important visit for establishing the Institute for the Study of the Bible, now the Ujamaa Centre. But it had another side too.

One of our hosts was a Brazilian who knew South Africa well. He expressed his great expectation that the changes in South Africa would herald new hope for all those who saw no hope in the reigning, dominant, and now triumphant economic order many have come to call neo-liberalism but which I think is better described as market fundamentalism. Many others repeated this refrain. What a burden! What optimism.
Since then, the Brazilian working class hero of that time, Lula, has become President of Brazil. Like our leadership in South Africa, he has found that the relentless logic of the economic system we live within is not countered merely by grand statements, mobilizing slogans, or local, supposedly alternative, sites of socialized economic activity. One may try, for example, to place constraints upon the libertarian and irresponsible behaviour of those whose job is to increase profit margins and satisfy shareholders, to force them to pay some attention to what used to be called the common good. Yet they can easily up and leave, they will, and they do, and people suffer, while others elsewhere gain for a while, until the logic of it all undoes them too if they are not among the rich and the powerful.
Are the rich and the powerful primarily conspirators? No. Though there are unquestionably many in-house decisions made at the highest corporate levels, with government backing, that do affect us all and might be labeled conspiratorial or at least highly manipulative, the rich and the powerful also fall. They are also scared of the god that they, in their own way, serve, the god we call Mammon.
 Read the book of one of the greatest benefactors of this system, George Soros, on The Crisis of Global Capitalism, and you will see the fear, the worry that a monster threatens to consume us all.
 Read the judgements of the panel of scientists who have shown global warming to be a direct result of this system and a threat to life as such, and you will see the same thing.
Perhaps now it is clear why I began by suggesting that Mzwandile Nunes would challenge me severely, if not castigate me, for the centrality of doubt in my analysis. The doubt lies in the scope and scale of the challenge we face, in the lack of strong alternatives currently visible to us, in an unwillingness to accept rousing or pugnacious counter-mantras alone as adequate to the situation, and in a fear of what we are doing to ourselves and to the earth itself at this point in time. It would be tempting to say that I reflect merely the tired, worn-down sentiments of an aging old-timer whose energies are no longer up to the challenge, and perhaps there is some truth to that. It is true that I have higher hopes in the younger generations now rising.
But the doubt also lies in a particular reading of history. This is a reading that sees in all forms of certainty, as they have played themselves out in religion, in polity or in economy, the seeds of tyranny, the source of suffering for those who do not match the demands of those who are certain of their rightness and their cause, and who will brook no dilution of their certainty. We see echoes of this north of our border in Zimbabwe, in Burma, among key members of the Bush Administration of the USA, to name a few. The history of Christianity is also replete with certainties and the suffering they bring.

Doubt is the antidote to certainty, as much in theology as anything else. I would ask you, then, to embrace doubt. We take this further, perhaps surprisingly for some, to link doubt to faith: Certainty revels in knowing what is right, what is true, and what must be done. Yet such knowledge is the exact opposite of faith.
 Faith, to cite the familiar phrase, is faith in things unseen. Often this is taken to refer to some invisible world beyond or behind the one we live in; but this is a fatal misunderstanding, at least if one takes the Incarnation seriously – and how can one not do so and still claim that there is any particular truth in Christianity? On the contrary, to be a person of faith means, concretely and not abstractly, to see lying within actuality, within the way things are, new possibilities that allow for the embodiment of what way things ought to be, new well-springs of life.
 In embracing doubt, we thus necessarily also embrace faith.

To act, as we must, without relying on spurious or final certainties about our knowledge or our insights, accepting that we have no God’s eye view on things, means that the only way to confront the deeply disturbing, all too depressing realities of our political and economic life together on this earth, is with hope. We know enough theologically by now to know that hope is not optimism, but the capacity to stare into the abyss and not be overcome, to face the threat of death and nevertheless announce and celebrate life. We know enough about hope to know too that it is no passive attitude that waits upon the acts of someone else, divine or otherwise, but rather an active anticipation, in word and deed, of that for which we hope.
That, then. is my theological triumvirate: doubt, faith, hope. If not certainty, what then lies in that direction?
First response: I, for one, do not know. I confess that both the complexity of the global political economy and the enormity of the challenges leave me far less sure of the way forward than I felt, for example, in respect of Apartheid, where the issues were, by comparison, pretty clear, and the theological resources for addressing them pretty well established.
Take the issue of work: Both the concept of work and its practical meaning are fraught with ambiguities and contradictions. Distinguishing between manual work, mental work, domestic work, service work, and virtual work , for example, is not straightforward.
 Many of our most common assumptions about gender roles, about material versus mental production, about formal and informal work, about paid and unpaid work, about ideas of space and time,
 about growth and employment – to name a few – no longer fit contemporary realities.
Second response: We nevertheless cannot, because of uncertainty, succumb to what threatens to overwhelm us. Perhaps we are living through a time that portends major changes in the global political economy, because its contradictions are intensifying so rapidly as to disallow for the status quo to continue without fundamental transformation in the longer run. If so, then we are in the midst of changing eras,
 and we should not be surprised that the necessary social inventions are still to become clear to us. In the meantime, in the face of uncertainty, what must guide us are some fundamental convictions about what matters as things change. One thing that matters, is the integrity of human being on this earth, the issue of what it means to be fully human.
Take the issue of work: The dominant instrumental view of the global political economy I have described above regards work as a function of economic exchange in relation to labour value, with labour value determined by market forces of supply and demand. The labourer is a unit in this scheme, a factor to be counted or discounted according to cost-benefit measures. Because workers in reality are not machines, and act and react as persons to their working conditions and the work they do (or seek), ways of taking into account their behaviour and compensating for it are part of the process. But this does not alter the fact that they are first and foremost viewed, both philosophically and in practice, as elements in the process of exchange and not as human beings per se.
Decent Work

In this context the International Labour Organization (ILO) has in recent years begun to rethink its mandate. Established in 1919 at the end of World War I, when the Russian Revolution was brand new and working people everywhere faced another time of uncertainty amidst widespread misery and poverty, the ILO sought “to build a social framework for peace and stability within which economic processes could generate prosperity with social justice in the life of workers and in the world of work.” 
 This included material well-being and spiritual development of all people, and it required above all a commitment to social justice.

Eighty years later, in 1999, the Director of the ILO acknowledged that “Globalization has brought [seismic changes] which are testing the limits of collective social responsibility.” Pointing to widespread calls to give a human face to the global economy,
 he referred to Pope John Paul II’s call for the "need to establish who is responsible for guaranteeing the global common good and the exercise of economic and social rights. The free market by itself cannot do it, because in fact there are many human needs that have no place in the market".

In this light, the ILO had critically evaluated its role and come to the conclusion that its primary goal now “is to promote opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.”
 Among the vast range of issues covered by the full Report, let me mention one here to give a taste of its substance.
I refer to a call to pay attention to the economy of care, to the work that “[m]any millions of people” do in caring for others over long periods of time. The report sees this as “part of the global growth of voluntary and community work, much of it informal”, and it notes, most importantly, that “This is real work, done mostly by women, and it deserves to be treated as work, and compensated as such.” It is work that therefore “has a direct bearing on the position of women in society”. Moreover, it is work that carries a fundamental danger to be overcome, namely, “that women may be pushed into a segmented sphere of low-paid, exploitative services in which moral pressure condemns them to long hours and arduous working conditions.”
 More broadly, the Report suggests that in all regions of the world, “gender will be a cross-cutting issue”; it also refers to the call of the African Platform for Action in Dakar in 1994 for a guarantee of “the right of all women to buy, sell, own, inherit and administer property, and the absolute right to work.”

If this points to what decency means for women, it also leads into understanding the core concept of “decent work” that expresses the ILO’s new stance? First, the notion of decent work takes as fundamental to our present reality the highly unevenly distributed benefits of globalization. Second, it acknowledges that this brings with it “a host of social problems have emerged or intensified, creating increased hardship, insecurity, and anxiety for many across the world, fuelling a strong backlash.” Third, it thus argues that “the present form of globalization is facing a crisis of legitimacy resulting from the erosion of popular support.” 

The task of promoting decent work in the global economy must therefore take as constitutive the two most critical, interlinked issues: poverty and social exclusion. Suffering poverty and experiencing social exclusion makes it impossible for people to live a decent life. By contrast, “The overall goal of the global economy should be to provide opportunities for all men and women to obtain decent and productive work in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.”

The idea of decency as the anchor for the ILO’s mandate is in some ways surprising. From one point of view, the notion of decency seems all too bourgeois. Let me then take my cue from an even more recent development at the World Health Organization where some thinking is now emerging about a paradigm of “decent care” and apply it to decent work.
 The key insight is that decent work “not only meets the individual’s needs and expectations but also respects her or his dignity and self-worth.”
 Alongside dignity, five other core values may be named as central to the notion of what makes for decent work: Agency, interdependence, solidarity, subsidiarity, and sustainability.
Decency is not a shallow word. John Rawls, for example, has philosophically defined it “as the promotion, protection, and respect of basic human rights of individuals in a society.”
 It is related to the desire to act justly and to be treated justly by others, a form of the Golden Rule. Taking this a step further, and placing it outside the limits of Western philosophy, political philosopher Avishai Margalit argues that decency “not only describes and prescribes the values and principles about how to treat others in accordance with their full humanity, it also establishes the imperative to abolish all those conditions that would damage or degrade the dignity inherent in all human beings.”

Dignity is thus the inherent right of all human beings. From a Christian theological point of view, it is rooted in conceptions such as the imago dei and the full humanity we are called to be in Christ. If dignity is the “what”, then decency is the measure of “how” we ensure that dignity is upheld; it is the embodiment of actions that seek, preserve, and enhance dignity. Linked as it is to the mutual imperative to treat others as we would be treated, it is open to substantive interpretation in a wide range of cultural and religious traditions. Considered in relation to justice, it refers to the nature of the political and economic life together that all human beings are owed.
Still, we may ask, why this word decency? Is there not a better one? The question may be turned around to ask what imperative lies behind attaching to the idea of work a concept of decency? Without further trying to defend the use of the term, let me simply say that, attached to the idea of work, decency requires us to regard work not in instrumental terms but in human terms. That is explicitly why the ILO has chosen to use the term. And given the market fundamentalism that rules the global political order, with its truncated and destitute anthropology of the subject as an empty signifier in a chain of instrumental relations of exchange, to use that term is to confront the underlying basis of the supposed supremacy of the current order.
What Does This Mean for Us?

Within the context of this lecture, when I speak of “us” here, though I believe the challenge to be general, I am thinking in the first place of the work of the Ujamaa Centre in the fields of worker ministry and economic justice. I have raised many questions which beg sufficient answers. I am not sure that I am the one to provide any of those answers, however. I am fairly sure, though, that the answers are not lying around waiting to be picked up. That, in fact, is in one sense the point of what I have been saying. If I am to cull from it any particular pointers to the work that needs doing, then let me at least mention the following.
Along the way, by reference to Marx and to the ILO, I have linked the question of work and justice to history. The popular aphorism has it that history repeats itself if we do not learn from it. I myself do not believe this to be true. Certain dynamics that drive the relations of human beings to each other and to the earth upon which we live repeat themselves, I would concede, but always with new permutations, new complexities, and changed pasts. More important to the task ahead of us, I would argue, is to recognize that understanding the history of our condition is crucial to countering the ready acceptance of our condition as inevitable or final. This, in turn, in the face of existing actualities, leads us into reading the new possibilities for justice that may be embodied in word and deed.
Two contributions that can be made from the academy to worker ministry and economic justice can be derived from this: Read the history of our condition again, in order to know what is important in understanding our actual condition; read the signs of the times again, in order to discern what new possibilities are emerging that must be supported and strengthened to embody the justice still to come.
Also part of my discussion has been the notion of decent work. Whatever the substance of that idea, it signals two further contributions that could emerge from the academy: Bind the demand for an ethical life into any conception of the instrumental, systemic imperatives that we cannot avoid, in order that the priority of the human being in responsible relationship to other humans, creatures and the earth is established over any instrumental demand; invent the language that is necessary to guide and give expression to this.
Mzwandile, and no doubt others in the Ujamaa Centre, would want to add that none of these kinds of contributions make any sense unless they include those whose lives are most directly and negatively affected by the forces I have enumerated. Indeed, the definition of decency I have described requires just that, another challenge to the academy. But this is, in many respects, the modus operandi of the Ujamaa Centre, so rather than belabour the point, let me honour it here instead.
In Memoriam Eternitae
Were Mzwandile here to hear some of what I have said, perhaps more than a little provocative, I suspect he would probably grab me by the collar and box my ears. Given my doubts, he would rightly wonder whether I, and many others like me in the academy and other privileged sectors of society, was not demonstrating the limits of my experience of a workers life, the restrictive marks of my social position, the hesitancies of my class location. Perhaps so.
Nevertheless, let me end by stating what I take to be central to everything I have tried to say. Like Terry Veling, who speaks of the theological importance of “living in the margins”, I would say that “While we need to acknowledge the call of the Other – the call of justice that irrupts into our lives – we also need discourses of memory to remind us of that call.”
 Like John Berger, in his essay “Against the Great Defeat of the World”, 
 a commentary on a famous letter published across the world by Subcommandante Marcos of the Mexican Zapitista movement, I would say that we need again to understand the shape of a pocket, by which he means all the various pockets of resistance that are developing across the globe, heterogeneous at one level but sharing a common “defence of the redundant, of the next-to-be-eliminated.”

Roddy’s radical faith, and his critical assessment of all that fell short of that faith, would perhaps test most of us. For he did not simply speak of it, he walked it, and he did so with scant consideration for the securities and fears that constrain and limit most of us. Berger ends with a poem from Juan Gelman,
 very appropriate to the way Roddy/Mzwandile thought and lived, and with which I end, leaving open all answers to the conundrums I have posed barring this one which, because justice is still to come, sets before us an eternal task:

death itself has come with its documentation/
we’re going to take up again
the struggle/again we’re going to begin
again we’re going to begin all of us

against the great defeat of the world/
little compañeros who never end/or
who burn like fire in the memory
again/and again/and again.
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