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An Afro-European Communitarian Ethic as a Model for a Private 
Sector Response to HIV/AIDS, 

with special reference to the King I I Report on Corporate 
Governance for South Africa 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis formulates and argues for a composite conceptual 
framework of ethics for strategic and sustainable corporate 
benevolence as a means of addressing HIV/AIDS in South Africa. 
The template consists of the following theoretical elements: modern 
virtue ethics, contemporary Western communitarian ethics, the 
African philosophy of Ubuntu and a feminist ethic of care. 

This template is applied to relevant pragmatic ends through the 
proposition that the King I I Report - as it explicitly advocates a 
universally communitarian and essentially African code of ethics for 
a business response to HIV/AIDS - offers a viable and valuable 
model to both understand and transcend the tensions between 
profits and caring in the post-apartheid era of the South African 
experience of the pandemic. 

Specific features of the thesis include contextual perspectives on the 
ethical variances of HIV/AIDS stigma and behaviour change, cached 
as the thought-form of " I and We" as opposed to "Us and Them", 
and the psycho-social linguistics of re-interpreting "the wounded 
other" as "the wounded us". This is drawn together conceptually in 
discussion around the individual in and of, rather than as opposed 
to, the community, stressing how the impact of the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic is compelling our society to integrate this reverence into 
our disposition and conduct. 

In the spirit of this Afro-European communitarian ethic, and to 
apply this postulated theory for a concrete social morality in the 
wake of HIV/AIDS, the thesis argues that there is an ethical role for 
businesses in restoring the balance between nurturing and self-
interest - an equilibrium that is essential for both human expression 
and human survival. This involves underscoring the elderly and 
young women, as well as children, who head households and care 
for orphans of AIDS in circumstances of great vulnerability, 
(particularly the nation-wide body of informally organised volunteer 
home-based caregivers), as target beneficiaries for a gravely urgent 
and massive empowerment effort by the business sector. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Under our country's nascent rights-based political and social dispensation, 

the study of business ethics for governance and transformation has 

become a prominent field of academic pursuit and public debate. While 

ethical theorists undertake ongoing philosophical explorations that seek to 

understand how emerging models of moral decision-making might be 

applied in and to this sector, social scientists in other specialist subjects 

are focusing increasingly on the role of a cohesive civil society in advocacy 

and activism to address the HIV/AIDS epidemic in South Africa. 

The foundation for this thesis is an enquiry into how these pursuits might 

be coalesced in the construction of a prototypic ethical framework for 

institutional and wider social application. A perspective for this endeavour 

is encapsulated by Crewe (2004:5), who focuses on the private sector as 

a key roleplayer in encouraging South Africans to live wi th, through and 

beyond HIV/AIDS, and in so doing, to advance an ethos of compassion: 

The language of the private sector is all about the negative impact that 

HIV and AIDS will have on production and on the workforce. It is possible 

to seek to explain AIDS in other ways, to lift it out of the personal 

behaviour of employees and on to a more sophisticated debate about new 

forms of production, new ways of generating employment and job 

security, and new ways of understanding corporate responsibility in a 

country with our history, coupled with this epidemic, [my emphasis] 

This study is a response to Crewe's call for a more elevated discussion 

about how business should perceive and respond to the effects and 



implications of HIV and AIDS.VThe vehicle for this response is that of 

applied ethics, examining a seminal document on corporate governance 

(King Report 2002 on Corporate Governance in South Africa - commonly 

referred to as "King II") ,and its implications for social responsibility in 

terms of the pandemic in South Africa, within a particular model of ethical 

theory: communitarian ethics in both Western and African forms. *) 

The title, therefore, envisages the fundamental research question and 

focus as: How, if at all, does King I I advocate a communitarian, and 

essentially African, ethical approach with which business might respond to 

the HIV and AIDS pandemic? My research objective is to contribute to an 

understanding of the King I I guidelines as constituting a viable model for 

an African business ethic in a country facing the most severe crisis of HIV 

and AIDS in the world. In defending this hypothesis (and in so doing, 

Crewe's proposed "new ways of understanding corporate responsibility"), 

this study attempts to answer the following research questions: 

1. How does the Western contemporary model of communitarian 

ethics relate to the beneficent agency of the virtuous individual 

(or, by analogy, the corporate citizen)? 

2. How can this model be aligned with the African sense of 

interdependence inherent in the concept of Ubuntu? 

3. Since notions of "profits" and "caring" have historically been 

viewed as oppositional, how could competition work within the 



theoretical model of an African communitarian ethic as a useful 

foundation for business ethics in South Africa? 

4. Why should the private sector take HIV/AIDS seriously, whether 

as an economic threat or as a matter of good corporate 

citizenship? 

5. Appealing as it does more to goodwill and conscience than 

legislation or entrenched regulation, could "King I I " and its 

implications for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in South 

Africa be powerful enough to induce corporations to become 

more ethically responsible and responsive? Why would it be 

more desirable for such goodwill to emerge organically, rather 

than through litigation? 

In order to describe this model within the context of an African, multi­

cultural society, the philosophy of Ubuntu is introduced as synergistic with 

the communitarian precepts of interconnectedness, relationship and 

stewardship. Both concepts resound with the notion of interdependence, 

whether between individuals, groups, single businesses, large 

corporations, social sectors, provinces, nations, regions or continents, and 

this relates directly to the globalisation of not only the world's economies, 

but also of social, ethical and environmental awareness and experience. 

The latter is evidenced by the recent establishment of several 

international and national indices designed to measure and monitor 



performance with regard to good corporate governance and stewardship. 

One such index is the King I I Report (2002). The sense of humanity and 

responsiveness relayed by the recommendations of King I I appear to 

dovetail with the profound empathy inherent in Ubuntu, the latter being 

traditionally expressed as: "A person is a person through other people". 

One example of how this coalescence of ethical business attitudes is 

already evolving as a communitarian worldview in South Africa, resides in 

conclusions drawn at a seminar on Corporate Social Responsibility hosted 

by the SA Grantmakers' Association (SAGA, 2004): 

There was consensus on the need for all citizens, including corporate 

citizens, to take full individual, personal responsibility for all the problems 

and threats such as HIV/AIDS facing the nation and not allocate these to 

others. It can do this by harnessing the competencies of the company into 

the community within which it operates. This process must however 

involve the communities if it is to lead to sustainable development. 

My contention is that commercial actors can be virtuous agents, and that 

the private sector, as a single community or collective, and businesses, as 

individual corporate citizens making up that community, should see 

themselves as part of a social ecology, an inter- and co-dependent 

system. I also argue that the effects of the HIV/AIDS pandemic are 

important drivers of this process. Viewed in this way, the Western notion 

of an individual virtuous agent seeing itself as connected to, and therefore 

acting in, the best interests of its communal sphere, corresponds with the 



African ideal of creating "the conditions for the fullest possible personal 

growth and community for al l " (Shutte, 2001:179). 

On a broader level, this study it seeks to motivate contemplating this 

model for application as a new concept of business ethics, and the 

creation of a new moral order for the market and the world of work, 

production and distribution, which are central to the welfare of all human 

beings. 

Supporting the impetus for this exercise and the role of business in 

society is an observation by Gold, who describes a growing global ethos of 

solidarity as evidenced by the volume of literature on Corporate Social 

Responsibility having increased during the last decade, as well as practical 

examples of a "new will within the business community to be actively 

engaged in areas which were traditionally the arena of the NGO 

community" (Gold, 2004:634-642). Her study discusses the drawbacks 

and challenges inherent in such partnerships, but affirms that principles of 

sharing inform 

the desire to redistribute profits beyond the business [which] has a 

positive effect on the internal structures and strategies of the business 

itself, thereby initiating a systemic reform of the market structures. 

Research Methodology 

The study involves description and application of contemporary ethics, 

predicated on a descriptive "scaffolding" of sources relating to the 

following primary hypothetical elements: 



* Virtue ethics: Annas (2003 [a] and [b]), Maclntyre (1985), 

Hursthouse (1999) and Dobson (2004) 

* Contemporary Western communitarianism: Etzioni (1996, 2003), 

Sayers (1992 and 1999), and Epstein (2004) 

* The African moral perspective: Shutte (2001); interviews with 

Professors Pitika Ntuli and Dhiru Soni of the University of KwaZulu-

Natal 

* A feminist ethic of care: Kittay (2001) 

* The King Report 2002, commonly referred to as "King I I " 

* General literature in business ethics, economics and social 

psychology as related to HIV/AIDS 

* Mainstream print-media material on CSR and private sector 

responses to HIV/AIDS 

The above are expanded with commentary on how these might be 

conceptualised to interlink and reformulate future social practice and 

policy around HIV/AIDS and the multiple factors driving the pandemic. 

Brief reference is made to the idea of "social capital" in terms of how the 

private sector might be induced by the realities of HIV/AIDS to evolve as 

a co-catalyst for social change. 

Chapter Outline 

Chapter One: Towards socially responsible growth - a model for 

African business ethics 

In arguing for the application of the modern model of virtue as aligned 

with African ethics within a communitarian theoretical framework, the 



conceptual (first) chapter explores each of these theories, and defines 

their important commonalities, such as compassion, integrity and 

interconnectedness. To this end, this chapter contains an explorative 

overview of contemporary communitarian ethics and in particular, a 

modem fusion of the Western tradition of virtue ethics with the ancient 

African spirit and ideals of Ubuntu, routed through an ethic of care. 

Reasons for the preclusion of a rule-based approach are outlined, based 

on the standpoint of virtue ethics and caring as agent-centred volitions, 

that emanate from the natural predisposition of the virtuous individual 

character, and that are developed through lifelong learning through 

application and reflection. This understanding lays the foundation for the 

ground covered in Chapter Two, which addresses the non-contractual 

obligation to care, and Chapter Three, which focuses on voluntary 

caregivers as beneficiaries of a corporate commitment to community 

flourishing. 

The relationship between virtue ethics and caring is forged by the 

prioritisation that virtue ethics makes of the "kind of person one should 

be" as the premise for how to live an ethical life, rather than the rules one 

should follow to do so. This stance eclipses duty and obligation as 

motivating factors for ethical living by introducing a more intuitively 

compassionate impetus to the process, so that the notion of caring and 

sharing harmonises with the African ethic of Ubuntu in the expressive 

sense that " I can only be a person through others". 



To extend support - in terms of African philosophy - for the inadequacy, if 

not implausibility, of legislating compassion, mention is made of the way 

in which African healers inspire individuals to respect themselves through 

others, rather than by manipulation of others, toward health and 

wholeness. This healing approach is based on an understanding that the 

mind, body and spirit are connected, and that the whole, unique individual 

as a social being is acknowledged, appreciated and assisted towards 

flourishing by others. 

This, in turn, leads to the archetype of the "servant leader" summoned in 

the philosophy of Ubuntu - one who directs processes through building 

consensus, working in partnership and collectives, and seeing himself or 

herself as part of a group of autonomous individuals with a common vision 

and goal. This African sense of another or others as being extensions of 

oneself is, in the view of contemporary communitarians such as Etzioni 

(1996, 2003), not something that can be coerced through laws. This 

issue is amplified in Chapter Two in relation to the guidelines of King I I . 

Chapter Two: Holding the balance between goals 

The second chapter is devoted to an understanding of the relevant 

guidelines contained in the King I I Report for good governance and its 

implications for Corporate Social Responsibility in South Africa, beginning 

with a presentation on the origins and purpose of the Report and its Code 

of Conduct as the emergent international standard for reporting on 

corporate governance. 



Using King II's stated motivational principles as a starting point, this 

section develops the argument for solidarity and mutual fortification 

between genders, institutions, social sectors and even academic 

disciplines as being recognised, at ever-deepening levels, in the context of 

the HIV and AIDS pandemic. The HIV/AIDS pandemic itself is highlighting 

entrenched social and economic divisions in order that they might be 

closed and healed, hence the systemic, and as such, massive and complex 

nature of the demands it is placing on our society. Nothing less than a 

unified, inclusive, participative and voluntary response will address these 

demands effectively - and these responses are precisely the tenets 

common to the King I I guidelines, to Western communitarian ethics, and 

to the African tradition of Ubuntu. 

Chapter Two thus describes the mandate of King I I to define and refine 

standards of governance in accordance with and applicable to 

developments in South Africa and to evolving circumstances abroad. 

Primarily targeted at local listed companies, financial services and public 

sector entities, the document serves as an indispensable reference for all 

organisations seeking to understand and comply with these standards of 

governance. King I I was an update of the first Report by the King 

Commission on Corporate Governance for South Africa, published in 1994 

at the initiative of the Institute of Directors in Southern Africa. The 

primary characteristics of good governance practice identified in King I I 

relate both tangentially and specifically to Social Responsibility, so that 

the principles it sets out provide an indispensable guide to the formation 

of an ethical and sustainable business response to crucial development 



challenges such as HIV/AIDS. These principles emphasise an inclusive 

approach in commercial operations. 

Chapter Three : Private Sector Positions and Poses around the 

Pandemic 

In support of the thesis discussion around the need for and urgency of a 

private sector response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, the third chapter 

covers the broad back-story of the impacts of HIV/AIDS on South Africa's 

social sectors, supported and illustrated by statistics and commentary 

from developmental health economists as well as business sector leaders 

and business media analysts. 

Their perspectives address the scenario of the pandemic in the South 

African setting as characterised by a population of impoverished children 

and elderly female citizens bearing the burden of care for terminally ill 

AIDS patients and orphans of AIDS. For this reason, Chapter Three also 

explains how an ethic of care might be grafted upon the communitarian 

vision as an expression of Ubuntu, for particular application by the 

business community. 

The plausibility of a conceptual "triple-overlay" of King I I , Ubuntu and 

HIV/AIDS is presented in the following terms of ideographic 

comprehension: 

* The King I I Report with its communitarian code for business 

governance, 

* Ubuntu with its community fostering as a virtuous character- or 

agent-driven process, and 



* The pandemic as a proliferation of cross-cutting medical, 

psychological, spiritual and economic issues that feeds off and 

simultaneously feeds into what is weak and what is strong in our 

society, 

with the conclusion that the will to Ubuntu and the demands of HIV/AIDS 

combine to evoke an urgent sense of corporate social responsibility. As 

such, King I I envisages the restorative power of union, based on the 

African understanding of human identity and relationship that creates the 

web of all life. 

Chapter Three thus leads the exploration of Western and African 

communitarianism into the deeper terrain of co-creational values as an 

appeal - if not compulsion - to co-operate, that is extended by the effects 

of the pandemic to all social sectors, including that of business. Some 

examples of the inherited negative norms prevailing within modern 

corporate culture and the effects these have on the wellbeing of people 

are given, so as to stress the depth of need and urgency for 

transformation. The ulterior motive behind the altruistic agenda of modern 

corporate culture, and the idea of the flawed institutional character, is 

scrutinised. 

In arguing for such change, this analysis provides some explanation of 

how competition and the means of generating and sustaining profitable 

enterprise would not be obviated by this model. The polarisation of 

"profits" and "caring" can be reconstructed into complementary ideals, 

increasing the baseline belief in proactive communitarian interventions 

both within and beyond the private sector, so that the notion of caring for 



its own sake within the context of social responsibility becomes a moral 

norm. 

Conclusion: 

The thesis closes with a restatement of the intellectual and philosophical 

position that the pandemic continues to spread because parochial ideas 

and methods are no longer appropriate for our society's needs and 

challenges, and that new ethical conventions need to be propagated to 

achieve social concord around caring and health. 

A claim is made for the significant potential inherent in the partnership of 

business and community as a joint agency for social change and 

upliftment. Once in full congress with others to address a shared goal of 

supporting our nation's response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, a discernibly 

positive force for advocacy could be formed by the business sector, which, 

in the main, has customarily refrained from engaging in matters of wider 

social and moral concern. 

This kind of mobilisation, conducted in service to the invigoration of a 

communitarian worldview, would draw on the essential elements of virtue 

ethics and the African moral paradigm. It is an idea that is increasingly 

being strengthened by rigorous research and debate that calls for interest 

groups to move away from social autonomy and political controversy, to 

regard themselves as vital elements in sustaining a balanced societal 

ecosystem, and to unite creatively in coping with the HIV/AIDS pandemic 

in South Africa. 



As such, the fulfilment of the three central concepts of virtue ethics 

(Hursthouse, 2005, and as distilled by Annas, 2003) is demonstrated: 

virtue, practical wisdom (phronesis) and flourishing (eudaemonia). 

Similarly, the nature of the African perspective of collective personhood, 

as it complements that of virtue ethics, is summarised to reinforce the 

vision of a communitarian response as a moral programme for social 

transformation. 

This vision is tethered by a recommendation that entrenching such 

responsibilities within the overall organisational culture of companies 

would promote sustainability and wellbeing, both for and within the 

business sector, permeating into and across the fabric of the society of 

which it is a part. In other words, business as a whole could pioneer new 

economic frontiers by sustaining markets for the moral sake of doing so, 

as well as in fulfilment of a profit motive. 

How this research might contribute to academic study 

I t is important to stake the location of this work in the theoretical domain 

of Applied Ethics, and not pure philosophy or economics. Its objective is 

to explore, as fully as possible within the limitations of its format, the 

nature of an ethical perspective that could cogently and positively conflate 

the mission and activity of business as a moral agency engaged in 

responding to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, in ways that creatively mitigate its 

destructive effects. 



As far as can be ascertained, there is no evidence in existing local 

literature, whether academic or mainstream, of this study's key elements 

having been integrated into a single path of enquiry. Although research 

abounds on the scale and complexity of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in South 

Africa, and commentary and analysis of the King I I Report 

recommendations for "triple-bottom-line" reporting on Corporate Social 

Investment are available, these have not been considered jointly within 

the proposed context of an ethical model that defines and contains these 

to form agency for advocating social cohesion and change. 

Biomedical scientists, (among many others, but notably Professor Jerry 

Coovadia, Victor Daitz Chair of HIV/AIDS Research at the Nelson R. 

Mandela School of Medicine, UKZN, and Professor Gerald Friedland of Yale 

University's School of Medicine) have argued for comprehensive and 

broad-based responses in the form of holistic programmes integrating 

HIV/AIDS treatment, prevention and care, that require a coalescence of 

researchers and practitioners from a multitude of disciplines and sectors in 

order to be effective. Friedland (2001) cites the therapeutic alliances 

necessary for adherence to anti-retroviral therapy as constituting an 

important premise for interfacing clinical and social practice around the 

bio-behavioural aspects of the pandemic. 

The Sinikithemba Centre at McCord Hospital in Durban is one tangible 

example of "best practice" in terms of the integrated HIV/AIDS "step-

down" care facility envisaged by this view. Similarly, the standard 

requirements for compliance with the national Health Ministry's 



accreditation of anti-retroviral roll-out sites are manifest applications of its 

Comprehensive Plan for Management, Care and Treatment of HIV and 

AIDS, which yokes biomedical and psycho-social practice as a holistic 

response to the needs of our growing population of HIV-positive citizens. 

This emphasis on coalescence as a means of managing the pandemic is 

the basis upon which this study foregrounds the link between the message 

of King I I to the tenets of Ubuntu, and the role that socially responsible 

commerce can play in this struggle. The cross-sectoral focus areas 

incorporated in this research protocol should stimulate interest among 

academics from a range of disciplines, media agencies and corporate 

governance specialists. It is feasible that certain research, development 

and resource organisations would find this work useful. Such entities 

would include: 

• Private sector networking fora such as SABCOHA (the South 

African Business Coalition on HIV/AIDS), and the African Institute 

of Corporate Citizenship 

• Publishers with key concerns relating to this subject (including 

Trialogue Publishers, who produce the CSI Handbook and The 

Good Corporate Citizen) 

• Top-end national business newspaper and generalist titles (such as 

the Mail & Guardian, Financial Mail and Business Day} 

• Applied research centres such as WISER (Wits Institute for Social 

and Economic Research), UCT's Centre for Social Science Research 

(CSSR), and UKZN's Centre for Civil Society, Maurice Webb 



Institute for Race Relations (the latter being currently funded to 

map the development of a Moral Charter for South Africa), and 

HEARD (Health Economics AIDS Research Division) 

• South Africa's national Moral Regeneration Movement 

As a whole, this submission on good corporate citizenship aligning with 

the struggle against HIV/AIDS, as perceived within the context of a 

particular ethical model that supports a new social consciousness of a 

shared material environment, offers a case study for writers and theorists 

in the cited disciplines and fields of interest to further analyse and debate 

the component topics, as well as the propositions and conclusions of the 

thesis. Specifically, the discipline of Comparative and Applied Ethics could 

be served by this output in terms of how the promotion of good corporate 

citizenship with regard to HIV/AIDS could inform behaviour change 

towards a normative social disposition of caring. Such behavioural 

concepts would pertain to both the company as a corporate citizen, its 

employees as individuals, its beneficiaries in wider circles and thereby, the 

consciousness of society as a whole. 

Why this topic is important to society 

The shift towards joint ventures and synergistic effort as the means by 

which social challenges - especially those too daunting in scale and shape 

for single agencies to confront - might be addressed, has crystallised 

during the last decade, both globally and nationally. Campbell (2003) has 

evaluated such efforts in practice, along with the concepts informing 



multi-layered, cross-sectoral partnerships. Her research led her to 

develop a distinguished conceptual theory within a framework of social 

psychology around the notion of partnership and what has been described 

as "bridging and bonding social capital". She observed (King, 2004:1) 

that there are two aspects to this process, both involving the development 

of positive social identities based on trust, partnership and participation: 

On one level, this requires the bonding of homogenous groupings such as 

home-based caregivers, sex-workers and youth within communities. On 

another, broader level, it requires the formation of bridging alliances 

between the smaller groups and more powerful authority groups such as 

the private sector and government. 

My vision is of just such a health-enabling ethos - one in which the 

connections forged by willing partners are deepened and fortified, to the 

extent that our national business enterprises would perceive the work of 

consistently reinforcing "the good example" in efforts of this kind as their 

intrinsic role. This could offer at least one route along which benevolent 

collective action and redrafting of social policy could be fully realised. 

As outlined in the King I I Report recommendations, through well-

researched, clear communications of expectations, initiatives, results, 

mistakes and continually renewed intention, specifically relating to the 

private sector's response to HIV/AIDS, one might dare to imagine the 21 s t 

century generating and progressing as an Age of Altruism - a new form of 

enlightenment. 



Sean de Cleene of the African Institute of Corporate Citizenship notes in a 

news article by Webster (2003): 

Critical issues posing severe threats to development, such as HIV/AIDS ... 

highlight the reality that undertaking business in southern Africa demands 

a new approach to social responsibility. The traditional idea that a 

philanthropic business foundation will suffice as a development strategy is 

rapidly being displaced. Corporate citizenship is about the integration of 

strategies into the core business in a way that complements both national 

and civil society development agendas, while adding value simultaneously 

to shareholders and stakeholders. 

Similarly, Kau (2004:12) comments: 

Corporate social spending is increasingly influenced by the need to 

integrate CSI into the mainstream of the business domain. It is an 

additional tool for outreach, reputation management and stakeholder 

engagement... CSI cannot be just about good deeds, removed from 

business behaviour. 

I interpret Kau's call to be for a virtuous response from the private sector 

that integrates the quest for profits and a social conscience into a single 

model of endeavour, and to move closer toward a true sense of 

"citizenship" within a communitarian outlook. 



CHAPTER ONE 

Towards socially responsible growth - a model for African 

business ethics 

In formulating a template of an Afro-European communitarian ethic for 

business, this section will describe salient features of three theoretical 

models. A construct of modern virtue ethics and of contemporary 

Western communitarian (or what is commonly termed "new 

communitarian") theory will be aligned with the principles of Ubuntu, the 

embodiment of the African philosophical ideal for communal well-being, 

based on the cornerstones of interdependency: co-operation, sharing, 

reverence and integrity. 

A particular focus on women, children and the elderly as both caregivers 

and dependents (so outlined by Kittay, 2001) is crucial to an Afro-

European communitarian platform, in that this focus is pivotal to the 

impact of HIV/AIDS on South African society and the role that the private 

sector can play in redressing its effects on these groups through corporate 

social responsibility. For this reason, this chapter will make special 

mention of the ethic of care as a corollary of the concerns and principles it 

shares with communitarian thought. 

While this formulation might seem ambitious, if not unorthodox, in its 

elaborative requirements, the magnitude and complexity of the 

consequences for society of the HIV/AIDS pandemic require that this 

interrelation of concepts and values be observed in a systemic rather than 



an isolated way. I t is for this reason that these four components will not 

be viewed in either a hierarchical or segmented manner, but holistically, 

each having unique and intersecting attributes. 

In motivating for my proposal that these selected theories be studied as a 

single framework, it is important to note that this template is not based 

on epistemological assumptions about the " t rue" approach, but is 

informed by a pragmatic intention to describe a means by which business 

can contribute to a more caring society. The kernel of this new business 

ethic is the idea that " the utility of the economics of scarcity and 

exploitation" has come to an end, and that the need for principles of 

contribution rather than extraction are emerging (Zukav, 1993:248). 

Sayers (1992:126) writes in less absolute terms, and examines the 

potential of the market to both destroy and construct social relations, in 

reforming and refining networks of bonds between people through a 

mutating matrix of their needs and work. He gives a philosophical 

account of free-market and non-market societies that argues for an 

alternative understanding of both as being "neither purely oppressive nor 

purely co-operative and voluntary; neither purely hostile to human 

nature, nor completely in accord with it". 

In the context of a communitarian perspective for the market-driven 

society, Sayers (1995:2) writes that 

since our needs and desires, our ability to reason and choose, our very 

being and identity as moral selves, are formed only in and through our 



social relations and roles, [there is need to] create new forms of common 

life which recognise and accept individual autonomy and differences of 

values and outlooks as real features of the modern world, and which seek 

to find ways to satisfy current aspirations for identity and community on 

that basis. 

Hence the schema of this composition begins with virtue ethics via the 

concept of the individual, opening outward into the life of community, to 

enfold humanity in the African cosmological sense, as an integrated, 

rather than a fragmented, whole. 

In its very complexity, this perspective aligns with the scope and scale of 

the challenges wrought by the multiplicity of social needs and the matrix 

of ethnocentric influences exposed by the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The 

pandemic creates such a profusion of disability on every level that 

business, as a key sector, cannot evade its responsibility to serve society, 

rather than ignore, dictate to or manipulate it. As Capra (1993:232) 

explains, there is a "crisis of perception" among corporate leaders, who 

adhere to the dominant Western ideology of "the human body as a 

machine ... of life in society as a competitive struggle for existence ... and 

the belief in unlimited material progress to be achieved through economic 

and technological growth". 

Relating this perception to that of "shallow ecology", Capra suggests that 

commerce can no longer be sustained within the view that it is above or 

outside of human and natural systems; its very essence has to be re-



conceptualised as a filament in deep relationship with "the web of life", a 

term he uses to describe systems theory and the principles of organisation 

as a discipline (Capra, 1993:233). Commerce - as a transactional activity 

- cannot continue or flourish if our future generations are threatened. 

The development of this theoretical account covers the principles, 

character and conduct proposed within the cited models as being relevant 

to present-day contextual challenges prevailing in our country, specifically 

those rendered by the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and to the changes that are 

underway throughout humanity. Therefore, it commences with virtue 

ethics in order to establish the characteristics of the individual as an 

ethical agent and social citizen, and progresses to how these converge 

with the elements and approach of complementary European and African 

communitarian paradigms. A feminist ethical position regarding issues of 

care, calling for corporate citizens to synergise their endeavours within a 

framework of relationship rather than remoteness, seals the assembly of 

conceptual models. 

The description will include aspects of these theories that demonstrably 

constitute a pragmatically appropriate philosophical foundation for an 

egalitarian and caring social order in the South African context, and will 

also explore penetrating questions about them expressed in relevant 

literature. 

I will argue that such problems can be resolved by extending ethical 

imagination beyond the limitations of the respective traditional concepts 



as they pertained in the past, and viewing their commonalities as 

opportunities for a transcendent understanding that fuses diverse cultural 

ideals as a means of strengthening ethical responses to the impact of 

HIV/AIDS - in other words, paying attention to the realities of our 

present, and the warnings for our future. In this way, I attempt to 

construct a framework that is layered rather than linear, highlighting the 

conjoining and mutually reinforcing features of the listed models towards 

an emergent ethical consciousness relevant to South African business in 

this era of HIV/AIDS. 

The virtuous person, right action and developmental process 

Very broadly speaking, virtue ethics has developed from the writings of 

the ancients (Lao Tsu, Plato and Aristotle) into a modern Western idiom 

(expressed by Maclntyre, Hursthouse, and others). Essentially an agent-

centred theory, it specifies that the individual should be inclined to act 

with benevolent regard and integrity towards others. In this perspective, 

moral practice (as necessitated by, and not divorced from, moral thought) 

is the key to the virtuous process, and it begins with the individual, by 

definition extending to groups, since humans are social beings who are 

interdependent, and will survive and thrive through relationship. 

The historical account of this social role of the individual moral agent, the 

modern version of virtue ethics - as developed by Maclntyre (1981) - is 

deeply concerned with the question "What kind of person should I be?". 

His description of the quintessential virtuous character revives the 



Aristotelian understanding of an agent-focused "state of being" as a 

continuous, life-long practice, rather than as isolated responses to specific 

situations. Aristotle's view of citizenship and moral agency presages the 

notion expressed in the King I I Report of the corporate citizen as a 

communitarian self. 

Dobson (2004) summarises the four essential attributes of virtue ethics 

required to attain human flourishing or "eudaimonia", as Aristotle called it, 

and the attainment of a moral life, thus: the virtuous individual practises 

generally accepted, honed and perfected virtues of character, within a 

community that actively nurtures these virtues; such nurturing and self-

improvement develops through not only reliance on rules or guidelines, 

but in response to particular circumstances on one's own moral discretion, 

as gained through emulation of worthy exemplars. In this article, Dobson 

sets out a structure for moral business practice based on these four 

requirements of virtue ethics - the virtues themselves, the community, 

moral judgement and role-models. 

This focus on the individual as moral agent has attracted criticism on the 

grounds that such a preoccupation evades the requirement for a "meta-

ethic", and could therefore be rejected as too nebulous to be useful. Why, 

after all, should one choose to uphold certain principles? 

Hursthouse (1999) offers a reply to this objection. On her account, it is 

recognised that individual beliefs and attitudes are embedded in group 

cultural origins and communal ideologies, not all of which uphold 



structures that regard all people as equals, and so cannot uniformly assist 

an individual in making genuinely virtuous decisions. Therefore, the notion 

of virtue can be advanced on a personal level through human beings 

enacting relevant character traits that are "natural" to the species, but 

that require independent analysis. According to Hursthouse, a fully 

virtuous agent characteristically acts in a manner that arises from an 

innately moral motivation or good will, seeking to do the right thing not 

only in terms of universal principles of correct conduct that remain 

constant over time, but also in terms of effecting them through practical 

reasoning in specific situations. 

In the Western tradition of virtue ethics - and for that matter, in the 

African worldview of inclusivity, or Ubuntu - virtuous character matures 

through moral education, authentic motivation, meaning through 

relationships, a deep appreciation of happiness and flourishing, and the 

importance of human emotions (Annas, 2003; Shutte, 2001). Personal 

development, commitment to right behaviour and wisdom in the individual 

therefore depend upon and grow through social relations and communal 

initiations, such that the individual comes to evaluate and make 

judgements about his or her own actions as ethically sound or unsound. 

In effect, then, the person's character and conduct are interdependent, 

and these, responding to principles that guide him or her to make 

decisions that (at least) do no harm, constitute the virtuous agent. 

Annas (2003 [a]:7) expands on this idea of moral education and self-

motivation by submitting that the virtuous individual needs to construe 



and apply such principles appropriately and optimally within complex 

situations, if necessary by identifying a suitable role-model for guidance 

and whom one might emulate, until the practice becomes habitual and 

refined over time and the person comes to rely on her own intuitive 

judgement to respond virtuously. This account emphasises the 

importance of peers in strengthening the internalisation of universal 

principles of virtue, and accords the virtuous agent the status of 

"apprentice" embarking on a course of self-education through life: 

Learning to be moral is like acquiring a practical skill ... it is undergirded by 

general understanding of the relevant field and ... there is a process of 

learning, a passage from a state of being a learner to the state of being an 

expert. 

What is important about this explication of virtue ethics is that it 

recognises the dangers of propounding a moral theory that ignores the 

individual's ingenuous susceptibility to the negative influences of social 

conventions that might be based on prejudice. It also contends that 

because theories or sets of rules of "right action" remain fixed, they may 

well not allow for a differential diagnosis of ethical problems when 

considering complex moral dilemmas. This argues for a more 

developmental model, on the view that human beings tend to and can 

evolve as ethical agents through an inborn desire for personal growth, and 

can mature as virtuous people by not only becoming gradually more adept 

at reading social cues and competing interests or values, but also by 

thinking independently and responding from a position of both reason and 

imagination with a commitment to doing good. 



Annas therefore rejects the notion that theories based solely on right 

action - what she terms "decision procedures" - are useful, unless they 

are taken to provide a starting point for learning; instead, she promotes 

the idea of individual human beings aspiring to an ideal of moral 

behaviour and increasing their capacity for discernment as to what is 

worthy and honourable, both in people and in circumstances. 

In summary, Annas's account of virtue ethics is based on the individual 

agent's capacity for wisdom and compassion as a basic human instinct. I t 

submits that the proclivity of human nature for communal engagement 

does not necessarily militate against the individual's unique responses; 

rather, it allows for the rich diversity of the person's moral imagination 

and qualitative growth, to encounter, through relationships, the 

complexities of our collective experience that support the development 

thereof. 

Taking this summation forward, it is important to introduce and examine a 

discourse of the self as it relates to the concept of community, specifically 

through the lens of the communitarian rejection of hyper-individualism. To 

lead the reader into this domain and to highlight the challenges it poses, 

the critique of virtue ethics as a foundation for business ethics by Dobson 

(1997) is an insightful argument for a new socio-economic order before 

such an "other-regarding" - or inter-dependent - communitarian ethos 

can evolve. 



The virtuous corporation - strategic humanism as a counter­

intuitive premise 

In exploring the idea that virtue has a legitimate role in business, Dobson 

concludes that "conventional business ethics is being exposed as ... a 

discipline with no sound conceptual foundation", and describes it as 

"impotent" in its reliance on both moral philosophy and economic theory 

for its epistemological basis. His argument rests on the pervasiveness of 

contemporary discourse around the catch-phrase "ethics is good for 

business", and as he correctly points out, this exposes the concept to 

what I call philanthropy-as-PR, or as Dobson (1997) explains it: "ethics 

becomes just another economic strategy within the competitive milieu, ... 

a means to strategic advantage through co-operation; we have strategic 

ethics rather than real ethics". 

Dobson is referring to a phenomenon in business studies that he calls 

"superficially ethical behaviour", one that attempts to reflect the growing 

call for good corporate governance and compliance with the objectives of 

the social responsibility movement, in ways that effectively dodge the 

fundamental tenets of such regulations, i.e. creating more honest and 

accountable commerce. Two press articles exemplify this stance: the 

first, by Patrick Lawlor ("Compliance is becoming a new growth industry" 

- The Mercury Business Report, 17/3/2003) hails the idea of institutions 

being encouraged to adhere to such regulations by "giving relief in 

return", a kind of kick-back for kindness; the second, headlined "Profits 

before virtue" (by Thebe Mabanga, Mail & Guardian, 28 May to 3 June 



2004) cites one economist as saying that "companies have to be solid and 

profitable before they can do good" (my emphasis). 

The term for this approach, widely used among multi-national companies, 

is "reputation management", and its positioning clearly exposes its 

insincerity, as the example quoted by Dobson (1997) highlights: 

While morality as a resource cannot be considered in the same context as 

tangible assets or goods, it can be considered, however, as a highly 

valuable and volatile asset, one which reflects the perception of the 

community. ... In this sense, it will use outflows of resources to establish 

stocks of morality in order to encourage various publics to hold the firm in 

trust. 

Dobson contends that " i t is the motivation for the action that determines 

whether the act is fundamentally ethical or economic. Business ethicists 

often seem to forget this; they confuse strategic co-operation with moral 

co-operation". Moreover, "...virtues must be exercised for their own sake 

and not in the expectation of material gain". 

This links neatly to a codification by Hursthouse (1999) of "moral 

motivat ion" or "acting because one thinks it is right", and also notes the 

rejection of obligation as a catalyst for authentically ethical responses. 

This is an important factor in relation to the regulatory recommendations 

contained in the King I I Report, which will be amplified in Chapter Two. 

The effect intended by the authors of the Report, and the basis on which 

that effect is envisaged, is that the corporate citizen wil l , in choosing to 

act as a moral agent, advance the ethical practice of the communitarian 



self as a worthy and worthwhile goal in and of itself, rather than as a 

safeguard or an impediment to business. 

Dobson (1997) poses the following penetrating question: "What will these 

agents do when trustworthiness is not in their material self-interest?" His 

belief is that there can be no such thing as a "virtuous corporation" within 

the contemporary paradigm of business enterprise, precisely because it is 

founded on the theory and practice of the competitive market economy, 

which involves control and ownership, rather than contribution and caring. 

He quotes virtue ethicist Alisdair Maclntyre as isolating three "central 

features of the modern economic order that exclude it from the virtues, 

[these being] individualism, acquisitiveness and its elevation of the values 

of the market to a central social place" (Dobson, 1997). 

In Dobson's final analysis, "the virtue concept reveals that it is 

fundamentally antithetical to competitive business enterprise" and that "to 

survive, the discipline of business ethics will have to broaden its 

conceptual stance to critique the very notion of market-driven 

competition." So, while Dobson does not reject virtue ethics as a 

worthwhile theoretical construct, he finds its viability within the 

contemporary paradigm of commercial practice to be problematic. This is 

an important distinction: it is not the concept of virtuous character and 

conduct that he finds wanting, but the voraciously competitive corporate 

milieu that has led to grossly unethical corporate behaviour in recent 

decades, and which in turn has generated the formulation of international 



best-practice policies in an attempt to instill good corporate governance 

and social responsibility. 

To illustrate this, Dobson (2004) discusses ways in which ethics might be 

integrated in business, and supports virtue ethics as a preferred approach 

because of its "focus on the fundamental motivations of the agent". The 

virtue model, he contends, recognises that as an individual, one can instil 

moral excellence within the workplace role through one's own measured 

choices; because such a moral agent: 

does not apply any specific Yules' in making decisions, but rather attempts 

to make decisions that are consistent with the pursuit of a particular kind 

of excellence that, in turn, entails exercising sound moral judgement, 

guided by such Virtues' as courage, wisdom, temperance, fairness, 

integrity and consistency. 

Dobson (2004) claims that the agent-based approach allows ethics to 

become contextual and connected to a given person and situation, rather 

than separate and abstract to person and place. This is clearly a very 

different concept to that of ethics as adherence to a set of abstract rules, 

which is so common in contemporary professional codes of conduct. 

Again, it is this contextual, agent-driven perspective that allows for moral 

excellence to be achieved in non-contractual settings, viz. areas of the 

business focusing on social and environmental responsibility, as referred 

to by the King I I Report. 



Spreading actively inclusive concern - the new communitarian 

model 

Martin Prozesky, in a press article entitled "On being a good person - act 

ethically and we could all benefit" {The Witness, 24 August 2004), turns to 

the self as it relates to community. The article encapsulates the ideas of 

contemporary communitarian ethics as: "a matter of combining due self-

concern with an active concern for the wellbeing of others". Prozesky 

advocates following the good example of exceptionally moral individuals 

by appreciating the way in which their lives inspire our own sense of 

connectedness. His vision is as follows: 

When a big majority of the people in any group from family to nation lives 

this way, the result is a social context where the prospects of human and 

environmental flourishing are greatly enhanced, because we find that 

integrity, trustworthiness and supportiveness, even from total strangers, 

are generally there for us. Fear levels decline, confidence rises, effort and 

energy are released in worthy ways. More and more of us, as we 

experience the benefits and the satisfactions of such contexts, strengthen 

them even further with our loyalty and commitment, so increasing the 

prospect of long-lasting well-being. 

Prozesky's il lustration, and specifically its focus on "the good example", 

points to the need for advocacy towards a cultural evolution, leading to an 

ethos of benevolence which cannot be imposed or enforced by social 

institutions - certainly not through legislative interventions, or even 

recourse to our Constitution and Bill of Rights. However, social 

institutions and civil society movements can activate this process by 



understanding and demonstrating moral citizenship, and conveying this 

knowledge through the media into public consciousness. 

This social philosophy is articulated in the work of Amitai Etzioni, one of 

the foremost proponents of "new communitarianism", in his proposition 

(Etzioni, 2003:1) that we can examine the ways that 

shared conceptions of the good (values) are formed, transmitted, 

justified and enforced. Hence [our] interest in communities (and 

moral dialogues with them), historically transmitted values and 

mores, and the societal units that transmit and enforce values such 

as the family, schools, and voluntary associations ... which are all 

parts of communities. 

Etzioni says that while the term communitarian was coined in the mid-

nineteenth century, ideas that are communitarian in nature appear much 

earlier (which presents a link, in our own African context, to the ancient 

spirit of Ubuntu - traditional African humanism). His preliminary claim is 

that this broad, timeless and evolutionary model stresses the importance 

of moral judgements being best made at the community level rather than 

from higher governing levels, so as to ensure full participation and 

representation, and sensitivity to various culturally defined viewpoints. 

Etzioni (2003:2) also makes special reference to the work of Robert 

Putnam, whose term "social capital" refers to support systems as the 

"element of communities that forms affective bonds among people", 



stressing that bridging these bonds of connectedness across diverse 

groups is vital for social cohesion. 

As for the relationship between the self and the community, Etzioni's 

approach represents an anti-authoritarian position (whether 

contemplating State or community hegemony), expressed thus (Etzioni, 

2003:3) : 

Responsive communitarians stress that individuals who are well-integrated 

into communities are better able to reason and act in responsible ways 

than isolated individuals, but add that if social pressure to conform rises to 

high levels, it will undermine the individual self. 

Etzioni maintains that "community" can be fairly closely defined, firstly 

through reference to a "web of affect-laden relationships among a group 

of individuals ... that often criss-cross and reinforce one another (as 

opposed to one-on-one or chain-like individual relationships)", and 

secondly, through particular cultures, identified by a "measure of 

commitment to a set of shared values, norms and meanings, ... history 

and identity" (Etzioni, 2003:4). In my analysis, he is saying that 

communitarian social frameworks that support both individual and 

collective human rights can evolve, but only within the particular cultural 

context of communities as a natural response to wider social challenges. 

Critics of the broader communitarian approach are primarily concerned 

about domination and subordination of individuals through abuses of 

collective power. One such writer is Phillips (1993:195) who refers to the 



communitarian "ecstasy of belonging" as reflecting an overly romantic 

account of the traditional societies of old and a degree of amnesia about 

violations of individual human rights within these systems. 

Sayers (1999:4) disagrees with Maclntyre's view of the self as a social 

product that is isolated, abandoned and condemned within the modern 

ethos of fragmentation, leaving individuals bereft of the supportive 

contexts ostensibly upheld by traditional value-systems. Sayers claims 

that, while that it is true that modern selves, as moral agents, are 

floundering to the point of centreless psychosis with only the tattered 

remnants of traditional social bonds as lifelines, this view is "one-sided 

and exaggerated". He argues that such a perspective belies the inherent 

potential of the self to regenerate, and within its modern realities, to 

innovate "a community in which it can develop and be realised" (Sayers, 

1999:17). 

For his part, Etzioni (2003:5) counters that the images of closed and 

monopolistic traditional communities "are neither typical of modern 

society nor necessary for, or even compatible with, a communitarian 

society". This argument highlights the fact that modern life (particularly 

in our globalised world, facilitated with information technology and 

characterised by unprecedented social mobility) exposes even rigidly 

conservative social environments to external influences. As such, it affords 

individuals multiple attachments across professional, ethnic, religious and 

other groupings. Therefore, Etzioni's understanding of modern 

communities - while it does not obviate oppression of individuals by 



dominant social forces within those settings - supports Savers' claim for 

the new communitarian vision to percolate core ethical values throughout 

the wider social order through physical and virtual connectedness. 

However, Etzioni's mention of contemporary society's relative ease of 

mobility, enabling people to traverse geographical boundaries in search of 

living and working conditions that meet their needs and preferences, has 

a double-edged significance in the African context and in relation to the 

HIV/AIDS pandemic: while the cross-pollination of people and communal 

groupings is dynamically advantageous in many creative ways, 

international and intra-continental migration is a crucial driver in the 

spread of HIV. Therefore, this evolution of movement and access 

represents both an opportunity and a challenge for the "reinvention" of 

Ubuntu as the African communitarian model. 

Etzioni's key assertion is that moral dialogue and cohesion in a multi­

lateral society can be achieved through commitment to inclusivity and 

"responsiveness to underlying needs", and that non-discriminatory, 

loosely stratified community environments can be formed on the basis of 

"open participation ... [and] ... shared values and institutions", on the 

understanding that society should be viewed as a "pluralism ... within 

unity" (Etzioni, 2003:5). 

One practical illustration of this point would be the example of an 

apartment complex, consisting of 10 units housing inhabitants of different 

races, religions, ages and occupations. Despite their cultural and social 



differences, these residents - as a group or community - would generally 

strive to engender and maintain high standards of cleanliness, safety, 

tranquility and respect for one another's privacy and property. Beliefs and 

practices pursued within the confines of the individuals' apartments, at a 

micro-level of daily life, would not preclude a communal commitment and 

effort towards eudaimonia - flourishing - in such a shared setting. 

Communitarianism as a business ethic: the need for a supportive 

culture 

En route to transposing this analogy to the business environment in 

relation to broader social needs, one might consider first how the practical 

and moral consequences of non-virtuous, selfish living by an individual 

resident or discrete group of occupants could affect the collective 

adversely. The negative results of unhygienic common property, 

inconsiderate noise levels and other disturbances, or laxity in safety 

measures set up to secure the premises as a whole, are obvious. 

Certainly, if a resident neighbour is unemployed and, say, colludes with 

criminals in breaching the property's safety mechanisms in exchange for a 

portion of the spoils of theft, or is incapacitated by illness, or falls prey to 

addictive behaviour that results in poor standards of personal and general 

cleanliness (which would affect his neighbours' wellbeing) it might not 

seem encumbent upon the other unit-holders to rally in providing him with 

the means of a better life in order to improve their communal experience. 

"Am I my brother's keeper?" would be the Biblical reference analogous to 

the moral issue raised in such a scenario, or to put it in more 



contemporary, secular terms, why should " [ the] I " care? Crucially, it is in 

this kind of context that the communitarian quest to equilibrate rights and 

responsibilities comes to the fore. 

I f one then relates these ideas to the realm of business ethics and the role 

of the corporate citizen, the tensions between the individual and the 

common good are dynamic, with both negative and positive effects. I t 

may seem Utopian to claim that a communitarian ethic might be an 

antidote to the radical self-centredness of our profit-fixated economy, and 

that a change in social focus can be effected so as to create a more 

magnanimous market, merely on the grounds of a need for moral 

excellence or a natural inclination to live virtuously. I t might be argued 

that, at least transitionally, only an appeal to the very hyper-individualism 

that pervades our world would shift the status quo. 

In this vein, one such voice (Dunkelman, 2003) speaks for younger 

generations reared during the last two decades, suggesting that: 

... arguments for the communitarian agenda can be made without the 

existing focus on "morality". Because communities offer benefits to 

individuals - because it is in the self-interest of each individual to be a 

member of a group defined by a common interest and shared moral 

framework - an argument for the balance of rights and responsibilities can 

be made in terms of self-interest. 

Dunkelman claims that only when "the failures of unfettered market 

capitalism become apparent to today's young people ... the hollow 

atmosphere of unfettered self-interest will spawn a new pursuit of 

community renewal." 



Hollis (1991:36) uses the term "active citizenship" when offering an 

enhanced vision of contribution by the individual through the 

communitarian lens. He outlines this type of endeavour as involving non­

contractual decisions and actions, typified by supererogation for the good 

of others: in choosing not to exercise certain rights, one does not 

surrender these rights, but rather exercises one's free will to claim them -

or not - in deference to the wellbeing of others. For example, a business 

organisation has a right to bank all of its profits without allocating surplus 

funds towards social responsibility programmes; it can rationalise this by 

relegating obligations to social welfare, and for that matter, the problems 

of HIV/AIDS, to the public or NGO sectors. However, in reasoning that, 

ultimately, social stability and thriving can only enhance the prospects of 

commerce, the business does not forfeit its right to profit by investment in 

such programmes. Hollis describes this as "the noble equation between 

the good of each and the good of all". 

Tomasi (1991:524) endorses this notion that the function of a right-claim, 

when it is voluntarily withheld, can serve social virtue, quoting Joel 

Feinberg's account of this function: 

When a person has a discretionary right and fully understands the power 

that possession gives him, he can - if he chooses - make sacrifices for the 

sake of others, voluntarily give up what is rightfully his own, freely make 

gifts that he is in no way obligated to make. ... Imagine what life would be 

like without these saving graces. 



Active corporate citizenship, then, as contemplated by the 

recommendations of King I I , renders the "triple bottom-line" as a 

mechanism for the cultivation of Ubuntu not through a structure of laws, 

but through a change of heart, since by reportage of both financial and 

non-financial policy, expenditure and commitment, it juxtaposes profit 

with contribution. In so doing, it introduces the idea that the latter is not 

subservient to the former, but that they should exist in equilibrium, being 

extensions of the same commitment, and supporting the realisation of 

shared prosperity as a business ethic. 

If a company makes financial profits, and instead of hoarding all of these 

funds, shares some of them with those most in need of financial relief, it 

performs as a good corporate citizen and embodies the communitarian 

self. Its virtuous act does not foreclose the company's individual right to 

make more profits at any time, and the act also expresses identification 

with the spirit of communality. This is the balanced business ethos 

imagined by Dobson (1997) that would accommodate and nurture the 

application of virtue ethics, and the kind of voluntary contribution that he 

champions for being a heartfelt response rather than a token gesture. 

Freeden (1990:493) also argues cogently for a human rights perspective 

that would support the notion of business serving in a more people-

focused milieu. Company commitment to the creation of such an 

environment would not be regarded merely as instrumental to its 

operations, but as essential to social well-being. His logic is based on a 

view of human nature that depends on growth and solidarity, and that 



"points in the direction of ensuring that growth will continue unimpeded, 

whatever the impediment may be". He offers a positive-rights theory for 

this idea, claiming that: 

Human beings are sympathetic and even naturally inclined to be sociable 

and co-operative. They can only function and give expression and reality 

to their abilities and features by means of other individuals. 

Interdependence becomes a fact of social organisation; mutual concern 

becomes a fact of human psychology and disposition. 

Expressing values that correspond directly with the principles of Ubuntu 

(as will be presented in detail later in this chapter), Freeden (1990:494) 

then explains: 

On this view, societies accept the responsibility for doing all they feasibly 

can to maintain their members' well-being. They do so because to behave 

otherwise would ultimately dehumanise their members (on a combined 

growth-sociability model of human nature). ... Individual rights may serve 

social interests. A right then constitutes a claim that directly or indirectly 

enhances the quality of life in a community. 

Freeden's article outlines numerous theories of social structure that "shift 

the debate on rights by identifying a new rights-bearer - society" 

(Freeden, 1990:498). His idea that opportunities, choices and needs feed 

our mental and moral development, and are also flexible and changing, is 

useful in that it supports the concept described by Annas (2003[a]) of 

personal growth as essential to human nature: "Moral life is not static; it 

is always developing. When it comes to working out the right thing to do, 



we cannot shift the work to a theory, however excellent, because we, 

unlike the theories, are always learning." 

However, Freeden (1990:502) goes further by classifying as a human 

right this natural desire to live and grow in virtue, and to have access to 

social learning. He concludes by framing "the community as the natural 

locus of human life and activity and, thus, [justifying] the right to 

assistance from others in all aspects of essential human functioning". 

Albeit that, in strictly theoretical terms, this claim might only qualify as a 

second-generation right, it is a useful perspective in deliberations on how 

we, as social beings, might strengthen the foundations of a finer quality of 

life for all. Following the logic of the Afro-European communitarian view, 

this presents each one of us with a call and an opportunity to commit to 

our own development as virtuous agents, so that we might become 

mentors for others of our own and of future generations. 

The universal communitarian self 

I t is at this point of theoretical exposition that the African voice of 

business ethics can make entry. Mbigi (2004), in an article outlining a 

richly nuanced approach to contemporary African business leadership, 

proposes that the practice of organisational management is emotional, 

social, spiritual, political and rational, and that what is required in the 

process of establishing business leadership in an African spirit is a 

"science of understanding" rather than of manipulation of these aspects of 



human response. Beyond amassing data about key values and standards, 

it involves assimilating world-views for ethical guidance and consensus. 

Etzioni (1996:157) animates the association between the modern Western 

model of "responsive communitarianism" and the African philosophical 

heritage of Ubuntu. His essay trains its focus on the expression " I and 

We", (following Martin Buber, 1937) as a portrayal of 

a self congenitally contextuated within a community, a view that accords 

full status to both individuals and their shared union. The " I " stands for 

the individual members of the community. The "We" signifies social, 

cultural, political and hence historical and institutional forces that shape 

the collective factor - the community. ... the social context is to a 

significant extent perceived as a legitimate and integral part of one's 

existence, as a "We" rather than a "They". 

Etzioni's luminously inclusive reconstruction of meaning around the 

apprehension of self and community is central to the issues underpinning 

this thesis as a whole. " I and We" offers, in a single, short phrase, the 

moral recalibration of mindset needed for decision-makers in the private 

sector to grasp how and why their role in taking corporate social 

responsibility seriously is critical to restoring society in the face of 

HIV/AIDS. 

I t is the debilitatingly divisive language used in the HIV/AIDS discourse by 

business leaders, analysts and commentators, pegged by the axiom "Us 

and Them", that bolsters social fragmentation and stratification along 

demarcations of race, gender and class, as such obviating a truly 



compassionate and effective response to the pandemic. (This aspect will 

be explored in detail in Chapter Three.) 

Etzioni (1996: 157-8) is not idealising "fraternal sentiments and fellow-

feeling" in his deployment of the term " I and We"; he sets out a rigorous 

explication of his claim that : 

The uncommunitised personhood is a source of creativity and change for 

the community and fulfilment for the person. The communitised part of 

the person is a source of service for shared needs and a source of stability 

and support for social virtues of the community 

which leads to his understanding that neither individual nor community 

rights should gain ascendancy over the other. Rather, he emphasises that 

the WXI and We' is out of balance after decades in which excessive self-

interest and individualism gained primacy". Nor is Etzioni "seeking a 

nostalgic return to an imagined past": 

Communitarians favour new communities in which all members have the 

same basic moral, social and political standing ... [one in which] values are 

reformulated and policies evolve in a free dialogue and exchange; ... 

ideally, all participate and particular groups do not impose their values. 

His assertion that the common good can best be served in the realm of 

civil society (to which the private sector belongs and without which it 

would not flourish) is important in the context of HIV/AIDS in South 

Africa. I t is this very discourse that has generated calls, echoed 

throughout the nation over the past decade, for co-ordinated, 

collaborative care and support programmes. As will be illustrated in 


