REFLECTING ON OUR SOCIETY

1. Ethics is essential for building society.

We cannot live in our human society without a moral vision.  All people even those who do not believe in God need a moral vision and a moral agreement to guide society, otherwise society loses the way and becomes a battle ground where the fittest and the strongest survive and the others go under.  Such a society no longer shows the condition and characteristics of a human society.

For us who believe in God, we believe and proclaim that God created the world, as an ongoing process and in which He gave human beings a special place and  responsibility.

God created human beings in his image, endowed them with intelligence, human will and a human heart, in order to actively participate in this creative process and make of our world a human world, where everyone has a place, with rights and duties.

The basic foundation, therefore, for all social life and for all social policy making must be the dignity of every human person and the human quality of society as a whole.  Every person has been given the quality of a human nature, and the capacity to understand what it is to be human.  The natural law guides the conscience of every person and of society.

This capacity must be actively built up and continuously evaluated both in the individual and in the society.  Part of our human existence and the result of having a capacity to chose and make decisions, is that we can chose for good or for evil.  There is a wound in human nature, or a capacity to do wrong.

There are personal wrongdoings of individuals, but there are also social sins, wrongdoings we commit as society, or as groups within society, and of which individuals and group can be victims.

That is why we must learn to behave and to agree to live together following a set of rights and duties, based upon the human dignity of every person. These are of universal human value and cannot be taken away.

A society can only be human if it respects the human dignity of every one, caring for the good of the whole society allowing each one to find a  place and construct in solidarity the quality of the life in common.  A society to be human must remember to live in:



-  truth – freedom  -  justice  -  love. 

2. Social policies must be the expression of this moral vision.

All social activity and material progress must be placed at the service of the human person and of society.

Economic production, wealth, material goods, distribution of benefits, imposition of contributions and burdens must aim at benefiting the human person and all human beings in society – be it local or in the global international context.

From that flows that labour (the human person) is more important than capital - a thing, that profit making is legitimate but not at the expense of denying or hurting others’ rights, that doing business or running financial institutions cannot be purely economic but must have social values built into their policies that are respectful of people’s dignity (e.g. paying living wages, charging reasonable interests, fixing justified prices for products).

We can agree that the free market system has many good qualities and can be an effective instrument for attaining justice.  But that freedom must be regulated, controlled and assure the balance of interests, guarantee the dignity of the lower income groups and the poor and vulnerable.

The State has therefore a role of intervention in the areas where abuse of economic power victimizes easily the consumers. We see examples to-day in the financial sector, the energy sector, the mining sector, international finance.

3. Some specific applications for Tanzania today.

There are a number of issues we need to reflect upon urgently from this ethical point of view.

a) We have lost the balance between capital and labour.

In our situation capital and money and profit and economic growth have become the priority today at the expense of social and basic needs of the majority of Tanzanians.

We should stop talking about this and do something about it.  Questions like the living wage, social provisions in hospitals and quality of educational material, and schoolfees in private institutions, transport costs, tertiary education contributions, clean water – these questions require far more attention than they are given in the political process.  

We must stop saying there is no money – it is a question of political will and moral prioritization.

A feeling of restlessness and as a result anger is growing.  Let us take our responsibility.

b) The bahasha culture

We need not go into definitions and descriptions.

We all know what we talk about.

They are forms of payment that are not part of the regular and legal system of labour and costs.

It has become a parallel system of income.

The trouble is that it is only available to those who have access to the system.

These bahashas are tacit, not transparent, not subject to public control, not taxable, with no legal basis.

It has become an unethical or wrong practice.  Of course we know that there are bonuses, incentives for improved or additional performance, rewards for excellency of work which are legitimate.

We do not speak about those, they are ethically good.

But to pay someone a bahasha for attending a meeting which is part of the normal work is wrong, to give a bahasha to someone to push a request or contract or project higher up is wrong. This is going on in very many areas. 

No need to go on.

The danger of this culture is that it creates a privileged class, leaving behind the majority.

But more important is that it undermines the work ethos, the moral attitude to work and to responsibility.

In a proper work ethos it is the quality of work that counts, the objective value of a project, the responsibility one takes, the value of a person’s contribution, these are important to create the good moral attitude to work.

But the bahasha culture gives people the message that it is not work that rewards, but to be clever and learn to network.  It leads to a major decrease in the moral appreciation of human work and the joy which work gives to a person in terms of human dignity.

Merit, dignity, responsibility, duty, service to others fade away and are lost and greed, materialism, consumerism take over.

c) Takrima

For a number of years religious leaders have been saying that Takrima is wrong as applied to the election process.

But  both candidates and the population at large have continued to enjoy the practice.

It is time we take this issue more seriously if we are to reach a truly democratic culture and offer the country the benefit of multiparty politics.

What happens at election time has nothing to do with takrima.  The candidates go out to entice the voters to give them the vote, and the voters are happy to get some money or small gifts in exchange.  

This  is simply biashara.  However an election in a democratic society is a serious matter, as it concerns the way a nation is going to be led, by what ideas and priorities and policies and by what kind of personalities.

It is high time we look into the whole question of party financing, electoral financing, how much money the parties receive and who gives to the parties, how it is used, how state institutions and services are involved.  It is time we request transparency.  These things should not be kept secret, because it concerns the very life of our society.

d) Corruption

This is foremost an ethical issue.  To think that the police, the Court, PCB are the sure means to combat this cancer is simply sociological simplicity.

If there is a lot of corruption, it is because many people like it and practice it.

We must start from there and start a campaign of moral revival.  Religious leaders should spearhead this effort.

But there are also changes needed at institutional level:  the whole question of information giving and the secrecy law in civil service, preparation and concluding of large contracts almost in secrecy or only by a selected few, these must be looked into. There is also the dangerous custom of linking commercial interests and political leadership, the lack of checks and balances and the unbalanced distribution of power among the three arms of government.

These are not just political or legal issues.  These are first of all  ethical issues.  We must start from the vision we have about our society and how our society is going to be organized.  That vision is determined by the moral foundation of the nation as we described above and by natural law.

The constitution is only the outcome of that vision.  It is written down in a form of social contract.  The government of the day is not the master of this social contract, but it’s servant.

Conclusion:

· To stand in the truth, to let the truth be known and said will help weakening telling lies, weaken rumour mongering and increase credibility in society.

· To be too proud to recognize mistakes breaks down social cohesion and builds distrust.

· To live in denial, not wanting to see and recognize the truth of our personal or communal behaviour, saps the moral strength of a society and prevents it from building up the remedies we need to cure our shortcomings.

Let us not be afraid of educating people to be positively critical and encourage their participation in decision making.

· Holy Anger is a divine virtue.  So often in the Bible we see God speaking in anger and great disappointment when the poor and vulnerable are victimized and abused.

We need that fire in our hearts to stand up for the poor and those who have no chance, to refuse to accept corruption and neglect that causes pain and death of people.  A holy indignation when we see how human beings do not care about each other.

Let us take up this challenge as a call and commit ourselves to this task.  May God bless our effort.
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