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Epigraph 
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" Like Slavery and Apartheid, poverty is not natural. It is man-made and it can be overcome and eradicated by the actions of human beings. Overcoming poverty is not a task of charity, it is an act of justice."

— Nelson Mandela

"The hunger of the poor is the unease of the rich." — African Prover
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By Justin Nyoni
Author of Black Poverty and Hard Nation vs Failure State

It was a quiet Sunday morning about four years ago, in a small church in the coastal town of Kleinmond on South Africa’s Western Cape, that I first met Skhumbuzo Tembe. I was then a Zimbabwean immigrant who had lived in South Africa for more than six years and had grown familiar with the country’s social landscape and its familiar stereotypes: the brash Afrikaner, the aristocratic English South African, the vibrant Cape Coloured communities, and the migrant Xhosa workers who had come west in search of opportunity. Many of those stereotypes held some truth—until I met SK, as I would come to know him.

Skhumbuzo was different. He belonged to a still-rare and emerging class: a successful, career-driven young Black South African family man. Anyone who has lived among Black South Africans for any length of time will recognise how small this group remains. SK had clawed his way from the deep rural villages of KwaZulu-Natal to a high-flying career as an conservationist and environmentalist in the Western Cape—a region long regarded as the affluent stronghold of white South Africans, where political and economic power has historically resided. I offer no criticism of that reality here; I simply note it to underscore the remarkable environment in which SK achieved his professional success.

SK is an important bridge in South African society. He spans divides—between Black and white, between the formally educated and the vast majority who are not—that are often deeper than language itself. These groups frequently inhabit different worlds of ideas, aspirations, and values. In my experience, South Africa urgently needs voices that can speak credibly across all its strata and be truly heard by all. SK is one such voice. When he reached out to me about the manuscript he had been labouring over, I felt immediate excitement. I could not pass up the opportunity to walk alongside SK on this part of his journey.

The arguments and conclusions in Echoes of Want: How Poverty in the Global South Haunts Us All may not resonate with every reader. As the author of two books on the same broad subject of poverty in Africa and the Global South, I can say honestly that my own diagnosis of causes and prescriptions for solutions differs in significant ways from those presented here. And I believe that difference is a strength, not a weakness. This book is written by a man determined to force us to look poverty squarely in the face—to confront realities too often dismissed with a shrug or a platitude. It reopens a conversation that should never have been allowed to fade.

As a Black South African from the ancestral home of Nelson Mandela and other giants who built the nation, Skhumbuzo Tembe carries forward their legacy as a voice of conscience in an increasingly fast and callous world. As we step into an era of potential superabundance ushered in by artificial intelligence and the Fourth Industrial Revolution, let us heed his warning: we must not leave the poor behind. Their echoes of want will continue to haunt us all until we choose to listen and act.

Justin Nyoni  

Author of Black Poverty and Hard Nation vs Failure State  
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This book was not written from a distance. It was shaped by personal encounters and lived moments across the Global South. In the dry wind of refugee camps, in overburdened clinics, and on the street corners where children sell fruit instead of reading books, I heard stories that demanded more than sympathy. And in the deep rural villages—where poverty is not hidden but written in the dust of unpaved roads, in roofless classrooms without teaching materials, in homes without clean drinking water or electricity, and in the quiet resignation of families who survive on almost nothing—the truth spoke even louder. These experiences called for understanding—and action. 

Echoes of Want began as scattered notes, questions, and reflections. But it grew into something urgent. As I travelled and listened, I realised that poverty is not a single issue—it is a web of injustice that spans generations and geography. From economic exploitation to environmental degradation, from political neglect to cultural erasure, the face of poverty changes—but its pain remains familiar. 

This work is not meant to be comfortable. It is meant to be clear. Through each chapter, I aim to explore a dimension of systemic poverty while proposing paths forward. These are not abstract suggestions—they are grounded in local initiatives, global movements, and the lived wisdom of communities that continue to fight for their dignity. 

We live in a time where inequality is defended as a necessity. This book stands as a challenge to that lie. May it awaken in you a deeper compassion and a sharper sense of justice. For without hope, resistance withers. 
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Author’s Note
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I was born and raised in the deep northern rural areas of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa – a region shaped by profound natural beauty and deep structural inequality. My upbringing was defined by the hard limits imposed by poverty and geography. My parents were poor and illiterate – brilliant minds constrained by systems and landscapes that denied them opportunity. We were a family of little means, sustained by resilience, shared strength, and informal subsistence farming and hunting.

My early education took place in a school with almost no infrastructure—no proper classrooms and no library. We gathered beneath marula trees or forest Natal-mahogany trees for lessons; the ground served as our desks, and sticks and stones became our tools for learning arithmetic, in place of calculators. Computers did not exist in our world. There was no running water—we drank from the same rivers as livestock. The only textbook available was the teacher’s copy, from which notes were written onto a broken green or blackboard. There were no toilets, only open fields in the surrounding bush. Winter was a ruthless teacher. We endured the cold without adequate clothing, and hunger was a constant companion. Each day, we walked long distances barefoot—hungry, shivering, yet clinging to an idea called education. Summer offered no mercy either. Under a scorching sun, in dry and humid heat that often reached 43°C, learning became an act of physical endurance. These conditions compromised not only the quality of our education, but also our belief in the possibility of a different future.

Secondary school offered little relief. At the age of thirteen, I had to fend for myself in a distant land—cooking, washing, and walking long distances to commute between home and school. Career guidance was non-existent; the only promise was that education might one day mean escape. To some, completing high school felt almost meaningless. Many of my peers could not endure the hardship. Some dropped out. Others lost their way. Survival became a test of endurance. Somehow, I persisted—though to this day, I cannot fully explain how.

Gaining entry into tertiary education felt nothing short of miraculous. How I arrived there against all odds still feels like a mystery—one I marvel at when I look back. After years of failed attempts, I eventually enrolled for a Diploma in Nature Conservation at Mangosuthu University of Technology. I remember asking my parents for nothing more than transport money and at least R1 000 to reach a tertiary institution; it did not matter which college or what I would study. I carried only an unshakable zeal to be there, without any real thought of how I would survive, where tuition fees, food, or textbooks would come from. Many family members urged me to abandon the idea altogether, warning that university was impossible, that most never finished, and that even graduates often remained unemployed. Somehow, I refused to listen.

The reality that followed was harsh. It was an intimidating new world—unfamiliar townships, new social realities, and relentless economic hardship. I had no money for accommodation or food, let alone proper clothing. The first two years became a trial by time; I survived on almost nothing, sustained by determination and hope. Eventually, the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) made survival possible, though securing that support was itself a daunting process, burdened with paperwork, delays, and uncertainty. For that lifeline, I remain deeply grateful—even though I would later repay the debt in full. 

I went on to complete a B-Tech, and later pursued Post-Graduate studies in Environmental Management at Stellenbosch University, supported by my employer through a bursary programme. I now hold a Master of Philosophy in Environmental Management. Each milestone was an act of defiance—a rebellion against a life script written by poverty.

Despite crossing oceans of struggle, I never forgot those left behind. In December 2025, I returned to my village to visit my family. There, I met a young man who had once shown immense promise. He greeted me warmly, but with a quiet sadness, saying: “Masingabhubhi sonke, Madoda”—may we not all perish. His words pierced me. They were not merely a greeting; they were a surrender—a grief-laden acceptance of hopelessness. A reminder of brilliance dying unnamed in forgotten places like my village. In that moment, Echoes of Want made complete sense. His words reaffirmed why this book had to be written.

Echoes of Want is not merely a book—it is my response to injustice. Despite the milestones I have reached, I remain deeply tethered to the realities of poverty. My family still lives in those same rural communities—forgotten and neglected places. I continue to shoulder the responsibility of uplifting them and others like them. As His Excellency, the late Honourable President Nelson Mandela once said, “It is a long walk to freedom.” We cannot celebrate freedom while innocent lives remain trapped in deprivation, buried in what I call forgotten places. Mine is a long walk to end familial poverty—and I walk it with hope and determination. This mission extends to my children. I have made deliberate choices to ensure they are never subjected to the hardships I endured. Education stands at the centre of that commitment. 

My writing is not born of nostalgia, but of necessity. We cannot dismantle poverty unless we first understand it—not as an abstract theory, but as a lived and breathing reality. This book is a call to conscience—a demand that we stop looking away. It challenges both the Global South and the Global North to confront their roles in sustaining inequality. It calls for an end to the weaponisation of poverty and the false narrative that it is an unsolvable problem, too complex to address. Poverty is not an equation beyond our grasp—it is a condition sustained by choices, and it can be ended by courage and will.

Poverty is not a natural condition— it is designed. And because it is designed, it can be dismantled. Decisions made in air-conditioned boardrooms have consequences for lives lived in mud huts and corrugated shacks – those forgotten villages. Policies signed in one hemisphere should not destroy lives in another.

My vision is anchored in truth: poverty has a pulse. It is not a distant theory nor an unsolvable equation. I stand in agreement with Greg Mills, who argues in Why Africa Is Poor: And What Africans Can Do About It that “the main reason Africa’s people are poor is because their leaders have made this choice.” Poverty, then, is not inevitable—it is political. If governments in both the Global South and the Global North truly possessed the will to act, poverty could be eradicated.

The Global North must interrogate its complicity: the sanctions, trade agreements, and policy frameworks it upholds continue to entrench suffering. These are not abstract mechanisms of governance—they are instruments that shape the daily struggles of millions. They dictate who eats and who starves, who learns and who is left illiterate, who lives with dignity and who merely survives. Policies should not be crafted for people—they must be crafted with them. My vision is of a world where no child studies beneath a tree, where no one is left to say, ‘Masingabhubhi sonke.’ We must journey with communities—not as saviours or donors, but as equal partners in building a just and sustainable future.

Skhumbuzo Tembe

January 2026

Cape Town, South Africa
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Introduction: Poverty has a Pulse 
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In 2025, an estimated 800–840 million people—almost 10% of the world’s population—live in extreme poverty, surviving on less than US$2.15 a day. The vast majority reside in the Global South, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, where recent crises have stalled or reversed decades of progress. These are not mere numbers on a spreadsheet; they represent lives constrained by hunger, disease, and lost opportunity. Poverty, in its raw form, has a pulse—it beats in the rumble of an empty stomach, in a mother's impossible choice between medicine and food, in a child's future cut short before it begins.

Yet this persistence of poverty is no accident of fate. It is the direct outcome of entrenched global systems. Since 2020, the fortunes of the world's five richest men have more than doubled, while nearly five billion people have grown poorer. Wealth continues to flow northward: the super-rich in the Global North extract approximately US$30 million per hour from the Global South through unequal trade, debt structures, and corporate practices rooted in colonial legacies. Developing countries paid a record US$921 billion in debt service in 2024 alone—funds desperately needed for health, education, and infrastructure. 

Climate change compounds this injustice. Nearly 80% of the world's poorest people live in regions exposed to multiple climate hazards, from floods to droughts. These communities – which have contributed least to global emissions – now face the harshest consequences: crop failures, displaced families, and deepening cycles of deprivation that threaten to push tens of millions further into poverty by 2030.

We are often told that poverty stems from individual failings or poor governance. This narrative is not only misleading—it actively shields the true architects of inequality: colonial extraction, manipulated trade rules, predatory lending, and unchecked corporate power. These forces have engineered a world where progress for the many is sacrificed for enrichment of the few.

Most troubling is our collective desensitisation. We encounter images of suffering daily—on news feeds, in charity appeals, in viral videos—yet they rarely move us to sustained action. That numbness is poverty's silent ally, allowing injustice to persist unchallenged.

This book refuses to look away. Echoes of Want confronts the structural roots of poverty while amplifying stories of resilience and resistance from those who live it. It asks urgent questions:

	Who truly benefits from perpetuating poverty?

	Why do proven solutions—fair trade reforms, debt cancellation, climate finance—remain sidelined by bureaucracy and vested interests?

	What is the human and moral cost when we accept a world where some lives are deemed expendable?


Through these chapters, we will trace poverty's architecture: from historical plunder to modern profit machines, from indifferent policies to emerging philosophies of hope. We will listen to voices long marginalised and examine grassroots movements already charting paths toward dignity and justice

You need not hold power in boardrooms or parliaments to effect change. A teacher, artist, student, or concerned citizen – anyone who chooses to see, listen, and act – can help shift the tide. The smallest act of solidarity plants the seed of transformation. Poverty has causes rooted in injustice; therefore, it has cures grounded in justice. But first, we must refuse to normalise it. We must hear its echoes—and respond.

[image: A group of houses in a slum
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Figure 1: Dunoon, an informal settlement located approximately 15 km north of Cape Town’s central business district (CBD), Cape Town, South Africa. 

Source: Author’s own photograph (2026).
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Chapter 1: The Silent Shock 
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We have grown numb. A starving child on the screen no longer jolts us—it flickers past like an ad, lost between Netflix episodes and dinner plans. The tragedy is not just the suffering itself, but how easily we scroll past it. The real atrocity of poverty lies not in its exposure, but in how routine it has become to witness—and ignore—it. What I term the normalisation. 

We are surrounded by images that should move us, yet we remain unmoved. Compassion fatigue sets in. Empathy dulls. And in that silence, injustice festers. 

To reverse this decay of conscience, we must actively reawaken our moral imagination. We must resensitise ourselves. Begin small: intentionally seek out and engage with stories from regions most affected by poverty—not just international headlines, but the overlooked, local voices. Listen to their struggles, their triumphs, their humanity. Share their narratives not as spectacles of despair, but as reminders of shared dignity. 

Demand more from media. Stories that do not reduce people to numbers or victims, but honour them as complex individuals with agency, culture, and strength. Stories that challenge us to feel, to care—and to act. 

A Crisis Hiding in Plain Sight 

In an era when digital platforms bring us news from every corner of the world, we are constantly bombarded with images and videos of people in pain—displaced families, malnourished children, flood-ravaged villages. Yet somehow, these repeated exposures do not lead to deeper awareness or action. Rather, they become part of the background noise of our digital lives.  

The result is what some have called "compassion fatigue," but it is more accurately a kind of moral disengagement. We see suffering, but we do not stop to feel it. This crisis of perception is not simply a technological issue. It is a social and psychological one. By constantly consuming suffering without context or a way to help, we reinforce the idea that nothing can be done—and that those who suffer are somehow destined to do so. 

Why Are We Numb? 

Our desensitisation is not accidental. It is a product of systems that benefit from our detachment. In a world where attention is currency, the media selects stories that shock—but not too much. They tell us just enough to keep us engaged, but not enough to provoke meaningful discomfort. This cycle of exposure without empowerment dulls our sensitivity. 

Moreover, poverty has been framed in many countries as an individual failure rather than a societal one. This false narrative strips away the broader context—such as colonisation, economic exploitation, and political marginalisation—that gives rise to structural inequality. When poverty is perceived as personal rather than systemic, empathy is replaced by blame. We look away not because we don't care, but because we feel powerless—or worse, indifferent. 

The Danger of Dehumanisation 

Perhaps the most tragic consequence of this numbness is dehumanisation. The more we see people suffering without acting, the less real they become to us. Their stories are reduced to symbols. They are no longer mothers, fathers, children, or neighbours. They become "the poor"—a distant, faceless mass. 

Dehumanisation enables inaction. It makes it easier for institutions to overlook injustice. It allows governments to make policy decisions that prioritise budgets over lives. It makes it acceptable for multinational corporations to exploit workers in low-income countries without scrutiny or shame. To reclaim our humanity, we must start by recognising theirs. 

The Role of Media and Education 

Media and education systems play a critical role in either reinforcing or disrupting this cycle of detachment. Media outlets that present poverty without context—or worse, in a sensationalised way—contribute to the erosion of empathy. They portray suffering as a spectacle rather than a call to action. 

However, media also holds potential for change. Ethical journalism can challenge dominant narratives and give voice to those traditionally excluded from the conversation. We must support news outlets and independent journalists who prioritise dignity, depth, and the voices of affected communities. 

In schools, poverty is too often discussed as a statistic or foreign phenomenon. Students may learn the definition of "extreme poverty," but rarely are they exposed to the lived experiences of those who endure it. Education should be a space where students not only learn about global inequality but also develop the emotional intelligence and moral framework to respond to it. 

Resensitising Ourselves 

Resensitisation is possible, but it requires effort. We must choose to look beyond the headlines. We must choose to listen actively, not passively. We must seek out the stories that are overlooked—written by people living the realities we too easily ignore. Read local news from the Global South. Follow grassroots journalists and community leaders. Share these stories widely. Don’t just read—reflect. Ask questions. Who is telling the story? Who is missing from it? What might this person want me to know beyond what is shown? And we must demand that others do the same. Call for more ethical media representation. Support independent platforms that give voice to marginalised communities. Encourage schools to teach poverty through personal narratives, lived experiences, and local histories. 

The Cost of Inaction 

The longer we allow ourselves to remain detached, the more we enable a world where inequality thrives. Poverty does not just affect the poor—it shapes the entire global system. It fuels political instability; drives forced migration and contributes to public health crises that know no borders. Inaction also has a moral cost. When we choose to ignore suffering, we reinforce the idea that some lives matter less than others. This is not only unjust—it is dangerous. It corrodes our ability to build communities based on mutual respect, fairness, and cooperation. 

Reclaiming Empathy 

Empathy is not weakness. It is not sentimentality. It is the foundation of solidarity. To reclaim empathy is to reclaim our ability to act—not just in moments of crisis, but as a way of life. Reclaiming empathy means listening without judgement. It means making space for voices that challenge
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