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Preface:  The Pyramids Of Giza 
 

 Standing on an ancient plateau, not far from the Nile River in upper Egypt, are the 

pyramids of Giza, the last remaining of the original seven wonders of the ancient world.  On this 

plateau, humans first dreamed that they could transform the very landscape of the world.  They 

built the pyramids out of giant stones – each stone thousands of pounds heavy – carried along the 

Nile and across the desert.  Over centuries, hundreds of thousands of people built these towering 

structures, rising towards the heavens.  By building the pyramids, the ancient Egyptians changed 

who they, themselves, were.  The pyramids are buildings so marvelous and giant, that for 

thousands of years they remained the largest human structures ever made.  Even now, they are 

among the greatest of humanity’s endeavors.  They inspire us all, etched into the collective 

imagination of the globe.   

 The pyramids were created on behalf of a vision of the divine and as a reflection of order 

in society.  They were an attempt to project deep human yearnings and values, as well as to etch 

social relations of power onto the Earth’s topography.  The pyramid builders sought to bring the 

physical landscape of the Earth into alignment with their vision of the spiritual face of reality. 

The pyramids were the first great construction of human civilization.  They were human 

development at its dawn. 
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  Pyramids of Humanity 

 In the 21st century, development is no longer just about building grand structures, but 

about changing the lives, attitudes, and skills of human beings.   Physical development is now 

seen as a result of human development.  It is after all human beings who invent, finance, manage 

and work the modern machines that build the towers, bridges, pipes, streets, and cities of the 

modern world.  Human development seeks to transform the lives of human beings: providing 

their basic needs; empowering them; creating justice, equality, and respect for human rights 

amongst them; developing their entrepreneurship; shaping their systems of governance; insuring 

their health and education; building their skills and knowledge; cultivating their ethical, moral, 

creative, and spiritual potentials.  These projects of development, these pyramids of humanity, 

have become the central focus of national policy and personal aspirations for the majority of 

people on Earth.    

 Like the pyramids of Giza, human development efforts reflect the power and order of 

society, while also trying to transform the landscape of the Earth in line with an underlying 

vision of ethical and spiritual reality.  Like the ancient pyramids, human development projects 

seek to manifest deep yearnings for universal values, for utopic social orders, and for visions of 

the divine.  Like the ancient pyramids, human development reflects visions of cosmology, of 

humanity’s deepest potential and purpose, and of the human relationship with the universe.   

 The building of modern pyramids of humanity, however, is not orchestrated by a single 

architect, under a single Pharaoh, with a single blueprint.  And while many of the workers and 

artisans involved in 21st century development do indeed carry a common development plan, there 

are also many divergent dreams of development amongst them, many different starting points, 
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many different views of what is needed, many projected ends, and many different understandings 

of the ethical, the universal, the utopic, and the divine with which human development aims to 

align the Earth.   Understanding how religion, spiritual visions, and the modern development 

enterprise interpenetrate is the central focus of this book.   

The Development Quest(ion) 

 In the 1950s, a new era of global developmentalism was launched with the moral quest to 

end poverty.  “Underdeveloped” countries have engaged in a continuous, sustained, and 

intentional struggle to develop towards the same level of social and economic prosperity as 

“developed” countries.  This development quest became a sort of religion, a global crusade in 

search of the holy grail of prosperity.  By the 1990s, however, the development quest was itself 

being questioned.  Across the world, voices from the streets, from churches, mosques, and 

temples, from NGOs, and from governments were calling for a re-assessment of development.  

Not everyone was happy with what development had brought in the last half century.  Critics 

pointed to social disruption, inequality, environmental degradation, crass consumerism, and loss 

of cultural traditions skyrocketing in many places due to the enterprise of modern development.   

 These questionable effects of modern development can be seen all around the ancient 

pyramids of Giza, as the plateau of Giza has been encompassed into the sprawling, extended 

metropolis of Cairo.  A maze of busy, noisy, asphalt streets overlays the desert that once quietly 

encompassed the ancient pyramids. The timeless monuments are now packed in with crowded 

apartments, shops, and the fumes of old cars, trucks, and angry drivers shouting at each other as 
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they barely swerve past in jams supervised by ubiquitous, heavily armed police and military 

officers of the modern Egyptian state.   

 As tourism has grown, despite a string of terrorist attacks by Islamist and marginalized 

Bedouin groups in the last decade, the pyramids are continuously surrounded by countless global 

visitors.   The tourist industry has become the largest employer in the entire world, and every day 

hordes of buses descend upon the pyramids, carrying armies of digital cameras attached to 

human bodies that have shipped in from skies across the world on metal planes guzzling 

unfathomable quantities of gasoline and releasing their CO2 emissions directly into the upper 

atmosphere, furthering unpredictable climate changes.   

 Outside the gate of the ancient sphinx, the guardian of the pyramids of Giza and the 

greatest riddle of humanity, next to a two story KFC/Pizza Hut restaurant, young men hustle for 

tourist dollars with cheap crafts, perfumes, and camel rides.  Not far away a group of poor 

women with hungry children in their arms wait beside the gate of a mosque for some food.  And 

even the sphinx has begun to buckle under the weight of modernity.  The acid pollution from the 

city, and possibly rising water tables due to the city sewage system, have seeped into his stone 

belly and begun to corrode him from within. 

 And so, from the ancient pyramids, perhaps even the Sphinx is joining a growing chorus 

of modern development practitioners, in asking, what is development?  What should it be?  Have 

we gone wrong in our modern faith of development?  Are there lessons from our ancient 

traditions that may guide us anew?  In this book, I, too, will ask these questions.  I will ask, what 

is development?  What visions of development are there in the world?  How do they relate?  I 

will ask in this book how religion and the modern enterprise of development interrelate.  Just as 
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religion was central to humanity’s first great attempt at development, the building of the 

pyramids of Giza, I will argue that religion continues to shape modern development.  

 In order, to analytically identify and empirically illustrate the broad range of 

interrelationships that exist between religion and the modern development enterprise, I will turn 

to listen to voices of people engaged in “development” from across the world: from indigenous 

shamans in the mountains of Guatemala, Muslim Sheiks in the old Arab ports of Kenya, armed 

anti-capitalist revolutionaries and radical liberation theology priests in southern Mexico, micro-

finance entrepreneurs and Buddhist monks in the bustle of Bangkok, grandmothers with AIDS in 

the largest slums in Africa, conservative Islamic students and feminist activists in the modern 

city of Kuala Lumpur, ashramites and Gurus in Tamil Nadu, untouchable caste women 

organizers in India’s tech capital, Bangalore,  fetish priests and charismatic Pentecostal preachers 

near the old, slave castles of Ghana, Tibetan exiles waiting in the limbo of the Himalayas, 

finance ministers and development bankers working in high rises across Asia, Africa, and Latin 

America, and a sampling of the global army of development NGO workers.  

 Each of these people is involved in some organized attempt to transform society and 

humanity, according to their own dreams of development.  Each of them is trying in their own 

way to improve human life, to enhance human material and subjective well being, to better 

prepare humans for this life or for the next, to construct something new upon the Earth, to build a 

pyramid of humanity.  
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Chapter 1:  Expanding Our View: 
The Intersection of Religion and 
Development 
 

 On the first page of his classic, Principles of Economics, Alfred Marshall wrote “the two 

great forming agencies of the world’s history have been the religious and the economic” 

(Marshall 1890).  Since Marshall penned these words, however, the modern social sciences have 

paid far greater attention to the economic than the religious.  Classical social theorists such as 

Marx, Weber, and Durkheim all predicted that modern society would inevitably secularize and 

that religion’s role in the modern world would diminish.  For Marx, religion posed an obstacle of 

false consciousness which must be overcome as part of the revolutionary movement of history 

(Marx 1978).  Weber saw secularization as an essential aspect of modernity, stemming from the 

historical process in which the iron cage of bureaucracy and the rational power of science would 

inevitably drain magic and enchantment from the world (Weber 1958).  Although for Weber the 

Protestant Ethic played an important role in the formation of modern capitalism, it later became 

irrelevant as capitalism locked into mechanical reproduction.  Durkheim also connects 

secularization to the rise of science and modernity, but posits an evolutionary process by which 

science will replace traditional religion and make room for new civic Gods and collective 

representations.    For Durkheim, the super-natural religion of old would be replaced by new 

public solidarities in modern times (Durkheim 1995). 
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  More recently, secularization theory was advanced by Berger who believed that pluralism 

would undercut the “plausibility structure” of religion, as well as the apparent universality of the 

sacred canopy which religion claimed to represent (Berger 1969).  In Berger’s view, to the extent 

that religion would continue to exist, it would privatize, maintaining plausibility structures via 

internally directed sub-communities of believers.  For all four of these authors, to a greater or 

lesser extent, secularization is seen as a vast, uniform and teleological process, inextricably tied 

to modernity and to the large-scale evolutionary transformation of modern society.   

 Following from these theorists, a fundamental underpinning of the modern social 

sciences has been the belief that the modern world was to become a secular one (Luckmann 

1967; Parsons and Toby 1977; Wallace 1966).  More than just a social theory, however, the 

secularization of the modern world was also an active political project.  After the brutality of 

Europe’s confessional wars and the restrictions on religion that were experienced post-Protestant 

reformation, the ideal of separation of church and state emerged as a crucial element of the 

newly forming political philosophies of democracy  (Clerkin and Gronbjerg 2007; Flanigan 

2007; Sider and Unruh 1999).  At the same time, newly formed bourgeois classes in Europe 

sought, through a critique of religious ideologies, to fight the feudal order propped up by 

religious officials and ideologies (Marx 1978).  Finally, scientists and other liberal professionals 

worked to wrest control of their field of intellectual and productive activity from church 

organizations and into new professional groupings and classes (Smith 2003). 

 Riding on the crest generated both by these secularist political projects and classical 

theories of inevitable secularization, the modern social sciences in the 20th century became 

overwhelmingly dominated by secular, materialist, and economistic analysis.   The human being 
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was primarily treated as an economic being, and secondarily as a political, social, or cultural 

being.  Rarely, however, was the human explicitly approached within social science as a spiritual 

being.  Indeed, to the contrary, economic, political, social, and cultural analyses of human life 

were all used to demystify and dismiss the spiritual aspect.  The spiritual and the religious 

dimensions of human existence were relegated to the sideline of explanation. This was perhaps 

nowhere more true than in the social scientific study of “development.”  

The Secular Character of Modern Development Studies  

 The term “development” was one of the most important concepts of the second half of 

the twentieth century.  When applied to societies, the term development was the label used to 

indicate the entire package of modern transformation geared towards social and economic 

progress.   It was not simply an objective term, but rather a normative one with tremendous 

power to shape attitudes and aspirations across the globe  (Rahnema and Bawtree 1997; Sachs 

1992).  It served simultaneously: 1) to analytically identify the social transformation of 

modernity; 2) to posit that transformation as a universal phenomenon that all societies strived for 

regardless of historical and cultural particularities; 3) to normatively prescribe that 

transformation as the goal of human society; and 4) to identify the particular policies, programs, 

practices, and organizations which create that transformation.  As Gustavo Esteva (1992: 8) 

explains, “Development occupies the center of an incredibly powerful semantic constellation.  

There is nothing in modern mentality comparable to it as a force guiding thought and behavior.”   

  By the invention of development studies in the 1950s and ‘60s, modernization theorists, 

following classical social theory, viewed development and secularization as inextricably going 
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hand in hand as part of a universal march towards progress and endless material abundance 

(Tyndale 2006).   Development was framed as secular in two respects.  First, the overriding goal 

of development was growth of GDP and industrial production.  Second, to the degree that 

development was seen as being facilitated by or leading to shifts in human values, it was 

primarily secular, rational values associated with the Western liberal intellectual tradition that 

were promoted.   

 In the early modernization literature of the 1960s and ‘70s, the transformation of human 

values did, indeed, play an important role in development (Inkeles and Smith 1974; Lipset 1967; 

McClelland 1963, 1984).  But the values to be achieved were modern, secular ones, not 

traditional, religious values.  For example, modernization theorist David McClelland (1963: 170) 

argued that while economic growth was usually “explained in terms of ‘external’ factors – 

favorable opportunities for trade, unusual natural resources, or conquests that have opened up 

new markets or produced internal political stability,” he was “interested in the internal factors – 

in the values and motives men have that lead them to exploit opportunities, to take advantage of 

favorable trade conditions; in short, to shape their own destiny.”   In particular, McClelland 

proposed the “need for achievement” as the attitude which explained development.  This need 

for achievement was a secular, psychologically universal, human orientation. 

 Similarly, Inkeles and Smith  (1974: 216) wrote that the modern “transformation of the 

very nature of man” is “not incidental to the process of social development; it is the essence of 

national development itself.”   This transformation of the nature of humanity was one from the 

“traditional man” dominated by religious superstition, religiously sanctioned relationships, and 

the dogma of religious belief, towards the “modern man.”  The “modern man” according to 
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Inkeles and Smith (1974: 215) “breaks out of dependence on traditional authority and the 

received wisdom of elders and religious and customary leaders.”  These traditional, religious 

authorities and beliefs are mental barriers and psychic fences which obstruct economic and social 

development.  By overcoming these traditional beliefs, Inkeles and Smith (1974: 211) claim that 

development is spurred and the modern subjectivity is created.  In their view, the modern person 

is one who is free to act instrumentally, is an informed citizen, has a sense of personal efficacy, 

is “highly independent and autonomous in his relations to traditional sources of influence,” is 

“ready for new experiences and ideas,” and is “relatively open-minded and cognitively flexible.” 

 As sociologically and psychologically oriented modernization theorists – in tandem with 

more materialist development economists such as Rostow – tried to understand how the bulk of 

the world’s nations could transform from poor, agricultural societies with inadequate modern 

education and medical systems into wealthy and prosperous nations, they looked for economic 

solutions, and for the cultivation of rational, entrepreneurial, and democratic values – not for 

religious or spiritual solutions  (Rostow 1960).   Religion was either ignored as irrelevant or 

critiqued as an obstacle by these theorists who saw themselves as practicing a scientific 

discipline (Sharma 2006; Tyndale 2006).    

 In modernization theory, the ultimate goal and purpose of human society is material 

abundance created through expanded industrial production.  The ever-increasing power of 

science to demystify and manipulate nature, combined with the rational modeling of human 

behavior through complex mathematics became the driving forces of society’s trajectory.  In the 

second half of the twentieth century, the growth of GDP became the single most important end in 

public life; and development theory, especially in the fields of sociology and economics, put all 
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other aspects of human society as means to achieve this end.   The modern, liberal values of the 

secular Enlightenment were but the grease on the wheels of material progress.    Indeed, even 

democracy, though lauded as important in principle by liberal Western writers, was often 

theoretically sacrificed at the altar of growth and geopolitics (Kohli 2004).    

 Drawing on classical social theory, modernization theory set the basic assumptions about 

what development is as a secular process; assumptions which continue to influence development 

theory to the present (Norris and Inglehart 2004).   Even some of the most innovative approaches 

to development in recent times, such as Sen’s capabilities approach, while pointing to factors 

beyond GDP as important in social well-being have not substantially broken from the secular, 

liberal, rational, scientific presuppositions about development set by modernization theory in the 

1960s (Sen 1988, 1993, 1999).  The same secular preference is also true of the dependency 

theorists, who radically criticized modernization theory from a Marxist perspective (Dos Santos 

1970; Frank 1969a).  And the secular bias, continues to shape current day heirs to Marxist 

dependency theory, such as the world-systems theorists, and more recently, proponents of the 

anti-globalization movement (Wallerstein 1974b, 2004).    

 Drawing on Bourdieuian terminology, we might refer to the modernization and Marxist 

lines of development theory as the orthodox and heterodox positions that underlay the study of 

development for the last 50 years  (Bourdieu 1977).  Beyond the conceptual possibilities that 

either proposes, however, is the doxa – the unspoken, unconscious set of assumptions that frame 

the bounds of the public debate.  Among the doxa of development theory is the assumption that 

religion and spirituality are irrelevant or obstacles to the process of social transformation at play 

in the modern world; and that they offer little positive to the process of development, other than 
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perhaps, as a private refuge for individual souls.  The classic secularization hypothesis that 

religion would disappear or diminish in the modern world became so deeply embedded in the 

semantic constellation of the term “development” that for many decades even asking whether 

spiritual cultivation or experiences may be a part of the process needed for effective modern 

social progress seemed absurd and unscientific at face value.  This, however, has begun to 

change. 

The Resurgence of Religion 

 Following modernization and dependency theory, in the 1980s and early ‘90s, 

development scholars generated a number of new theoretical lines, as well as practical 

development emphases, such as, world systems theory, the basic needs approach, the women in 

development literature, and theories of sustainable development (Buvinic et al. 1983; Evans and 

Stephens 1988; Portes and Kincaid 1989; Sen 1999).   All of these development theories and 

considerations, however, kept to secular, and primarily material, understandings and measures of 

development.  The turn of the millennium, however, has lead to an increased consideration of the 

role of religion in development (Barro and McCleary 2003; Giri 2004; Harcourt 2003; Haynes 

2007; Keister 2008; Marshall and Keough 2004; Noland 2005; Rakodi 2007).   

 A rethinking of the secular assumptions of development theory is essential because  “the 

classic secularization hypothesis” – which for the last fifty years has been intricately tied to the 

Western conceptualization of social and economic development, proposing that as a universal 

feature of modernity, religious adherence and the public role of religion will disappear or 

radically diminish – has proven wrong (Berger 1999; Beyer 1994; Finke and Stark 1992; Gorski 
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and Altniordu 2008).  While some scholars still defend this classic claim, it has been severely 

critiqued, in one of the most intense and prolonged contemporary debates within the sociology of 

religion (Gorski and Altniordu 2008; Norris and Inglehart 2004).   The secularization debate has 

been complicated by uncertainty about exactly what is meant by the word secularization and how 

it should be measured.i   However, it is without doubt that the hypothesis that religion would 

disappear from the modern world was not correct. 

With the failure of the grand, classic, secularization hypothesis, a great deal of scholarly 

work has gone into trying to re-specify secularization and identify its components (Casanova 

1994; Chaves 1994; Gorski 2000).  In general, scholars have identified three different 

components of the secularization process:  1) secularization as the reduction in religious 

adherence, attendance, and practice;  2) secularization as the differentiation of religious beliefs 

and professionals into their own separate sphere of social action with decreasing authority and 

influence over other social spheres; and 3) secularization as the  overall movement away from a 

transcendent worldview shaped by belief in divine forces towards an imminent view of life 

oriented largely around materialist and this-worldly concerns. 

 Of course, each of these three aspects of secularization have indeed happened to varying 

degrees in some places in the modern world.  For example, within Western scholarly studies of 

development, religious knowledge and spiritual understandings of the world have been displaced 

by modern scientific and policy approaches.   However, these three elements of secularization 

have not happened everywhere – nor have they happened anywhere completely – as an inevitable 

part of modernity.  As universal theories of human society and as absolute statements of the 

trajectory of the modern world, all three of these dimensions of the secularization hypothesis are 



9 

 

empirically wrong.  Religious adherence, the power of religious professionals and beliefs over 

other spheres of social life, and the importance of transcendent worldviews continue to be strong 

in many societies throughout the modern world.   

 In fact, a global revival of religion is afoot in many countries.  This is not simply a 

revival of individual religious belief, but of the public role of religion in shaping modern politics, 

public policy, and social welfare (Almond et al. 2003; Berger 1999; Casanova 1994; Hurd 2007; 

Juergensmeyer 1993; Rinehart 2004).    Islamist movements internationally, the diffusion of 

Charismatic Christianity globally, Hindu nationalism in India, and the power of conservative 

Christian politics in the United States are all examples of this (Mahmood 2005; Tugal 2007; 

Wilcox 2000; Wuthnow and Evans 2002).   In light of this empirical reality of religion’s 

continued strength and recent resurgence, the debate raging amongst sociologists of religion over 

the last two decades has been about how wrong the various aspects of the secularization 

hypothesis are, about what in the modern world actually has indeed “secularized,” and about 

what the implications of this lack of secularization are for our understanding of religion  (Gorski 

and Altniordu 2008).  

 The failure of the classic secularization hypothesis has implications far beyond just the 

study of religious life, however.  Indeed, our entire social scientific understanding of 

development, of the purpose and trajectory of human society, and of the world in which we live, 

must be reworked in light of the failure of the secularization hypothesis. International relations 

scholarship has taken an early lead in reassessing its field of study in light of the continued, and 

in places increasing, role of religion in global politics  (Bruce 2003; Hanson 2006; Petito and 

Hatzopoulos 2003).  Political scientist Samuel Huntington (Huntington 2004: 356) went so far as 
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to pronounce that “the twenty-first century is beginning as an age of religion. Western secular 

models of the state are being challenged and replaced.”   

 Reconsideration of the role of religion and spirituality in development has also begun to 

stir amongst development scholars, lifting these topics out of the doxa of development theory  

(Barro and McCleary 2003; Giri 2004; Harcourt 2003; Haynes 2007; Keister 2008; Marshall and 

Keough 2004; Noland 2005; Rakodi 2007).  Indeed, not only scholars, but also development 

agencies – such as the World Bank, the Canadian International Development Research Center, 

the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, UNESCO, the ILO, and the Interamerican 

Development Bank – have also increasingly acknowledged the importance of religion and 

spirituality as a part of the global development enterprise, and sought to make some 

programmatic efforts to engage with religious leaders or faith-based organizations as part of their 

development work (Clarke 2007; Holenstein 2005; Marshall and Keough 2004; Ryan 1995; 

Tyndale 2006).    

 Three contemporary theoretical lines have paved the way for this turn to examine the role 

of religion in development, has been paved by three contemporary lines in development theory: 

the postmodern critique of development, neoliberalism, and the capabilities approach to 

development.  The postmodern critique and neoliberalism both emerged in the 1980s and ‘90s, 

posing substantial challenges to the global development enterprise that had emerged after World 

War II.  On the one hand, postmodern theorists attacked the modern development project, 

claiming that Enlightenment reason, science, individualized society, nationhood, capitalism, and 

industrial economic expansion failed to meet their promises (Agrawal 1996; Escobar 1995; 

Ferguson 1994; Sachs 1992).  Postmodern theorists asserted that violence, poverty, inequality, 
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oppression, and ecological destruction remained in the modern world despite – and often because 

of – increased productive and technological capacities associated with development.   

 On the other hand, neoliberalism sought to dismantle the developmental state as 

distorting the efficient working of the free market.  Neoliberalism applied neo-classical 

economic principles in order to determine how nations could attain high levels of economic 

growth (Bourdieu 1998a, 1999; Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb 2002; Harvey 2005).  It sought 

to boost economic activity and GDP, by promoting de-regulated markets as the primary way to 

organize all aspects of human society; to shift social power away from state agencies and into the 

private market; to eliminate social programs in the interests of fiscal conservatism; and to 

champion the creation of a unified and free global market in which multi-national corporations 

could effortlessly shift production and consumption across the globe.  While neoliberalism is in 

one sense the heir to the assumptions of the modernization hypothesis, it also represents a 

massive attack against the development enterprise, particularly the idea that the state should be 

involved in incubating development through economic intervention and provision of social 

goods (Evans 1995).    

 Neither the postmodern critique nor neoliberalism managed to dismantle the global 

enterprise of development.  The quest for development remains a central aspiration of the 

majority of humanity living in poor countries.  In 2000, the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) were adopted by the largest gathering of world leaders in history (UNDP 2005b).   

Moreover, as neoliberal policies have often proven disastrous, influential economists have 

returned intellectual credence to the idea that development intervention and subsidies by national 

governments are needed (Cavanagh and Mander 2004; Dugger 2007; Rodrik 1997; Sachs 2005; 
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Stiglitz 2002).  In the new millennium, the development project anchored itself afresh on Sen’s 

Capabilities Approach. The Capabilities Approach seeks to move beyond pure income based 

measures of development to emphasize human freedom and people’s capability to do what they 

have reason to value as the central indicator of development.  

 The primary theoretical context of this book is set by this tripartite theoretical caldron –

the doubts and questions of the postmodern critique still stirring, the effects of the neoliberal 

transformation still resounding, and the theoretical re-centering of the global development 

enterprise on the Capabilities Approach.  It is valuable, then, to examine each of these lines of 

thought in greater detail. 

The Postmodern Critique 

 In 1992 Wolfgang Sachs (1992: 1) proclaimed, “The last 40 years can be called the age 

of development.  This epoch is coming to an end.  The time is ripe to write its obituary.”  Sachs 

and other postmodern critics of development in the 1990s used Foucaultian analysis of the 

relationship between power, knowledge, and discourse to deconstruct the modern global 

development enterprise (Agrawal 1996; Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1994; Foucault 1984; Rahnema 

and Bawtree 1997).  They denounced development as a new form of imperialism, and as an 

impossible and unsustainable dream, calling instead for heterogeneous local alternatives to 

modern development.   

 While postmodern scholars were mistaken in their pronouncement of development’s 

demise, they did manage to push back to the surface of intellectual debate the perennial question:  

What is development?  This question has no easy answers, but instead implies some of the most 

fundamental normative questions faced by humankind: What is the common good?  What is the 
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purpose of life? What does it mean to progress in a society?  What is the ultimate aim of society?  

What is the human being? 

  The word development suggests a teleology, a positive unfolding of society – like the 

development of a seed into a sapling into a tree; or like the development of a child into an 

adolescent into an adult.    But, an unfolding towards what? Who defines this unfolding of 

development and how?  As the postmodern theorists demonstrated, these questions lie at the 

heart of development studies, and for that matter, all economics.  Postmodern theorists also 

suggested that to answer this question, we must move beyond rational Western conceptions of 

development and homo economicus to consider multi-dimensional, cultural and spiritual 

conceptions of human life and society.  Some postmodern theorists even claimed that the gravest 

dangers facing humanity stem from modern society’s failure to develop its spiritual capacities 

and wisdom to the same degree it has developed its technological prowess (Rahnema and 

Bawtree 1997).   

 Ultimately, however, the line of critique that the postmodernists provide leads to an 

unsatisfactory conclusion.  The postmodern development critiques called for the end of a unified 

global enterprise of development and the devolution of social progress into endless local 

heterogeneities.  Such a call offers no real practical strategy for engagement in the massive 

problems and suffering in the world (Agrawal 1996).    Moreover, the postmodern critics failed 

to recognize that while in scholarly theory development was often presented as a single track 

towards modernization, in practice on the ground, diverse development actors were busy 

pursuing development from an array of different normative approaches.   Demonstrating the 
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diverse adaptations and transformations of the idea of development and progress which actors on 

the ground undertake is an important goal of this book. 

Neoliberalism 

 Neoliberalism, as an intellectual project, has had far greater worldly impact than the 

postmodern development critique (Bourdieu 1998a, 1999; Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb 2002; 

Harvey 2005; Roelvink 2007).   Developing nations throughout the 1980s and ‘90s found 

themselves forced by the World Bank and the IMF to submit to neoliberal structural adjustment, 

in order to receive loans.  Structural adjustment mandated cutbacks in social spending, restriction 

of social rights, deregulation of the economy, and free market trade policies.  While some 

scholars, particularly economists, saw these reforms as the basis for substantial growth 

throughout the global economy, others argued that the results of these neoliberal policies were 

often devastating and deadly (Cavanagh and Mander 2004; DeMartino 2000; Harvey 2005; Onis 

and Senses 2005; Portes 1997; Veltmeyer et al. 1997).  Critics denounced neoliberal 

prescriptions as worsening the problems of the world: from growing levels of inequality, to 

environmental degradation, to global financial crisis, to a corporate race to the bottom in terms of 

labor and environmental standards, to expanding ethnic conflicts and communal tensions. 

 As the failures of neoliberalism have became more apparent, a plurality of movements 

and reforms have arisen to challenge neoliberal doctrines and to promote alternatives.  

Throughout the Global South, protests against the World Bank and social movements, such as 

the Zapatista uprising in Mexico, were some of the early mass responses to neoliberalism 

(Marcos 2004; Morton 2002; Seoane and Taddei 2002).  Organizations in the Global North, such 

as the Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions to Aid Citizens (ATTAC), were 
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also formed in the 1990s to combat neoliberalism.  International “encuentros” organized by the 

Zapatistas, such as the “First Intercontinental Encounter For Humanity and Against 

Neoliberalism” in 1996 brought together representatives of movements from across the globe, 

leading to a more dense networking of these movements (Ruggiero 1998). Then, the protest in 

1999 in Seattle against the World Trade Organization set off a new wave of international mass 

actions against the World Trade Organization, World Bank, and International Monetary Fund 

(Epstein 2001).   By the turn of the millennium, these various movements and protest networks 

had coalesced into a “global justice movement” (Solnit 2004).   

 More recently, a string of nations throughout Latin America, including Argentina, 

Nicaragua, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela, have elected 

leftist leaders, many of whom ran on anti-neoliberal platforms (Ellner 2004; Seligson 2007).   

Simultaneous to all of this, new production models, such as open source software, have also 

emerged to challenge neoliberal regimes of intellectual property rights and information 

technology (Schoonmaker 2007). And even some traditional neoliberal institutions have sought 

reforms.  For example, the World Bank has replaced blanket structural adjustment programs with 

“Poverty Reduction Strategies,” ostensibly created through collaboration and dialogue with 

governments, civil society, and local peoples (Craig and Porter 2003).    

 The global resistance to neoliberalism has been so massive and so successful in 

propagating its complaints that some analysts have now claimed that neoliberalism is either in 

grave crisis or simply dead (Karides et al. 2005; Petras 2002).  Others have argued, however, that 

neoliberalism has not disappeared (Stokke and Mohan 2001).  Rather a convergence of new left 

and new right forces is generating revisionist neoliberal policies and programs (Mohan and 
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Stokke 2000).  In this revisionist neoliberalism, the pro-market principles of neoliberalism have 

become the general taken for granted backdrop of organizing polities, while at the same time, 

some limited state intervention is considered acceptable.   

 Of course, not all observers have conceded that neoliberalism has ended or even been 

revised.  The diversity of perspectives about neoliberalism is perhaps a sign of how important 

and pervasive this concept has become within political-economic debates.  What is clear at this 

point, however, is that the world is in a moment of extreme flux, that the global crisis facing the 

Earth is perhaps greater than ever before, and that rejecting, reformulating, replacing, or 

reinstating neoliberalism is at the center of the global debate about humanity’s future.  And while 

neoliberalism as an economic model may be under retreat or revision, neoliberalism as a zeitgeist 

of social organization has involved the promotion of a materialist, market-oriented ethic, which 

continues to shape the practices and normative dispositions of everyday life and political 

governance (Roelvink 2007).  Thus, even if neoliberalism as economic policy were to suddenly 

disappear, the impact of neoliberalism, both in terms of its economic and cultural legacy, 

continues to deeply shape human societies throughout the world.   

 Ironically, however, neoliberalism has, in part, stimulated renewed questioning about the 

role of religion and spirituality in development, precisely because it promoted such an extreme 

materialist, market oriented-ethic that is now being resisted.  Neoliberal policies have also lead to 

an increased recognition of the importance of religious organizations and institutions in 

providing social and community development services (Goode 2006; Hula et al. 2007).  By 

withdrawing the state from the role of providing basic social and development services, 
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neoliberalism has opened the space and demand for faith-based organizations to provide those 

services.    

The Capabilities Approach 

 Perhaps the most powerful, current day theory of development and human well-being is 

Sen’s capabilities approach.  The capabilities approach brings the individual and the 

transformation of the individual human into the center of development theory.  Beginning with 

the dependency critique of modernization theory, much sociological development literature has 

nearly completely omitted the individual, emphasizing macro-level analysis of political-

economy, class relations, and comparative historical processes as the key to understanding 

development (Cardoso and Faletto 1979; Evans and Stephens 1988; Portes and Kincaid 1989; 

Wallerstein 1974a).   

 These macro level theories were supplemented in the 1970s and ‘80s, with the basic 

needs approach and rational choice theory in development studies which did somewhat turn 

attention back towards the individual level dimensions of development as aggregates (Bates 

1981; Hicks and Streeten 1979; Nerfin and Cardoso 1977).  It is, however, Sen’s capability 

theory of development that has most fully placed human beings and human choice into the center 

of development   (Sen 1993, 1999).   For Sen, the transformation of individual human lives is 

both the means and the ends of development.  Pushing the question of what development is 

beyond materialist bounds, Sen’s capabilities model offers a logically eloquent formulation as to 

why income is not sufficient to measure well-being.  It argues that the expansion of peoples’ 

capabilities to do what they have reason to value should be the goal of development, illustrates 

the importance of health care and education in expanding human capabilities, demonstrates that 
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social choice and public deliberation are essential to setting the goals of development, and 

theorizes capabilities and freedom as simultaneously ends of development and means by which 

to expand a society’s capacity to develop (Sen 1999).  

 One of Sen’s great contributions has been to provide a counter to neoliberal economic 

theory’s narrow focus on income and GDP measures to also consider the crucial importance of 

education, health, political participation, and other measures of individual’s capabilities.  

Importantly, he provides a theoretical means of doing so, without becoming overly mired in 

normative questions of what a good society is or how people ought to act.  As a liberal 

individualist, Sen argues that the goal of development is to enhance individuals’ capabilities to 

pursue the normative goals and objectives they have reason to value (Robeyns 2005).  These 

capabilities can be measured objectively, as the UNDP does with its “Human Development 

Index,” without having to ask the normative question of whether what people choose to do with 

their capabilities is a good thing (UNDP 2006).   

 Capabilities theory has inspired numerous attempts to define, operationalize, and expand 

it.  Krishnakumar uses a latent variable approach to estimate capabilities empirically 

(Krishnakumar 2007; Krishnakumar and Ballon forthcoming).  Drawing on Aristotelian ideas 

about true human functionings, Nussbaum seeks to create a specific, universal list of human 

capabilities (Nussbaum 2000).  Evans seeks to extend Sen’s work by highlighting the importance 

of understanding the collective nature of preference formation and the importance of finding 

specific institutional mechanisms by which to implement Sen’s public deliberation (Evans 2002, 

2004, 2005a).  Other scholars similarly theorize “collective capabilities” (Ballet et al. 2007; 
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Ibrahim 2006).  In short, Sen’s work has launched a sub-industry of commentaries and studies of 

the capabilities approach. 

 Sen’s formulation of the capabilities approach to development is particularly powerful in 

the modern social sciences because it allows development theory to expand its purview to 

include some subjective aspects of human experience, while still maintaining itself as a rational, 

objective, scientific enterprise, grounded in liberal individualism.  The capabilities approach 

precisely seeks to avoid determining itself in relation to any particular metaphysical standpoint, 

and thus seeks to be open to all to use as they see fit (Alkire 2002).    Refusing to specify exactly 

what should constitute the most valuable capabilities and how to resolve trade-offs between 

capabilities, Sen claims his approach is only about “a space” in which evaluation is to take place, 

rather than a formula about how capabilities should be evaluated (Sen 1988).      

 Deneulin argues, however, that ultimately the capabilities approach does require a 

specification of values when practically implemented, and has embedded within it both a form of 

moral “perfectionism” and paternalism.  She writes that by refusing to take on the question of 

what “the good life is, the capability approach hides unavowed positions about the good, 

positions that it can no longer hide when the theoretical framework becomes practice” (Deneulin 

2002: 502).   Moreover, the modern, secular, liberal tradition which Sen represents, itself stands 

upon and assumes a particular construction of social, and indeed metaphysical, reality 

(Mahmood 2006).   

 The very words which are the basis of Sen’s liberal individualist philosophy – freedom, 

choice, and justice – can mean very different things to different people.  For liberal thinkers such 

as Sen, based in the particular tradition of Enlightenment rationality, freedom generally means 
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the capability to pursue in the world our life’s desires without substantial or unfair external 

obstruction, and while not obstructing other people’s own personal pursuits.    But Sen’s liberal, 

Western, secular view of freedom as expansion of capability to pursue goals within the external 

world is only one of many possible definitions of freedom.   

 For example, in the Buddhist philosophical tradition, freedom is not something that 

happens in relation to the external world, but rather is an internal realization of the release of 

habitual tendencies towards greed, aversion, and delusion which cause humans to experience 

suffering.  In many lines of Christian thought, freedom is often understood as an existential state 

which God has bestowed upon humans in order that we have the opportunity to choose good and 

to accept Christ, and therefore to follow God into heaven.  Similarly for many followers of the 

Islamic tradition, the external world is an ephemeral testing ground in which we are judged by 

whether we live righteously and submit to God’s will, whatever our material condition.  For 

many indigenous peoples, freedom is the ecstatic experience of a cosmic relationship and 

spiritual harmony with our Creator, the Earth, animals, and spirit beings.  In the Hindu tradition, 

freedom is the purification of the mind, such that unmitigated God consciousness arises, 

recognizing both an existential unity of all beings and the omnipresence of God’s will directing 

everything in the world.  To claim that development is freedom, as Sen does, ultimately does not 

allow development theory to escape the normative and cosmological issues Sen seeks to avoid as 

a liberal individualist.  It only further begs the question: what is freedom?  And answering this 

question is not possible without delving into the normative, and even metaphysical realm, and 

asking fundamental, spiritual-philosophical questions about the nature of reality.     
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 Though this book does not dispute the capabilities approach as crucial to understanding 

human development, it argues that the capabilities approach does not go far enough in grappling 

with the spiritual and ethical dimension of the human being and social life.  As an intellectual 

heir to the modern development project and the classic secularization hypothesis, the capabilities 

approach is overly constrained by liberal individualistic and rational scientific presuppositions.   

Religion and Development 

 The postmodern critique opened up new avenues for analyzing development as a 

discursive project with rhetorical power to shape human subjectivities.  Neoliberalism’s rise to 

prominence, and its extreme materialism, stirred up both political resistance and theoretical 

reconsideration of development.  The Capabilities Approach refocused development on the 

individual and individual choice as central to development.   All three of these lineages of 

thought set the context for the rethinking of the role of religion in development that this book 

undertakes. 

 The recognition of the significant role of religion in development has also been supported 

by important developments in economic theory which have emphasized the non-material aspects 

of economic processes, including: the “institutional turn” in development economics; literature 

on the role of morality, ethics, and social capital in economic processes;  and an increased 

attention by development practitioners to the problem of corruption  (Easterly 2001; Evans 2004, 

2005a; Helpman 2004; Mohan and Stokke 2000; Sen 1999).   There has also been a growing 

literature amongst economists and sociologists examining the economic effects of religion (Barro 

and McCleary 2003; Keister 2008; Noland 2005)   
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 In reality, however, religion never really was separate from development – it was only 

ignored by secular social scientists.  Religion shapes development both through organized 

religious actors actively involved in providing community development programs, such as health 

services, education, and microfinance; and as a cultural institution which shapes the fundamental 

views of people about what the world is, what is possible to develop in the world, what society 

should be, and how to create social progress (Berger 1969; Beyer 1994; Casanova 1994; Geertz 

1973b; Ryan 1995; Weber 1993).  Throughout the 20th century there existed a long list of 

historical and contemporary efforts to promote explicitly spiritual and religious models of 

development, such as, Gandhian Economics, Schumacher’s Buddhist Economics, ecospiritual 

bioregionalism, the Islamic Revolution, Liberation Theology, and Bhutan’s Gross National 

Happiness to name a few (Diwan and Lutz 1985; Gandhi 1941, 1960b; Kumarappa 1965; Sale 

2000; Schumacher 1973; Tugal 2007; Ura and Galay 2004).   

 The recently growing attention to religion and development is an important correction to 

the decades of scholarly silence on the subject.  The central goal of this book is to move forward 

the theorization of the intersection between religion and development.  This will be 

accomplished through two tasks.  First, this book will demonstrate how religious beliefs, actors, 

and organizations shape the enterprise and practice of development in the world today.  Second, 

this book will question the very nature of what it means for societies to develop by examining 

secular and religious conceptions of development. 

 The first task of this book – examining how religion shapes the enterprise and practice of 

development – is a task that follows in line with traditional modern social science.  Despite the 

long dismissal of religion into the doxa of development theory, a direct link can be made from 
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the inquiries in this book to Weber’s classic work on the Protestant Ethic and to many that 

followed him (Weber 1958).   While the blinders put upon social science by the secularization 

hypothesis have meant that development theory has largely been in the dark about what role 

religion has been playing in the processes of development in societies throughout the last 50 

years of study, it is not a particularly unusual prospect for social science to examine the role of 

religion in shaping development.    

 The second task of this book, however, requires a break from traditional modernist 

development theory.  It requires an expanded understanding of what development might be.  This 

second task questions the very nature of what it means for societies to develop and examines 

spiritual and religious approaches to development not simply as anthropological observations, 

but as legitimate possibilities for reconsidering the goals and objectives of the global 

development enterprise. 

 In order to accomplish this second task, this book re-conceives the term development to 

include within it a broad range of economic, social, and spiritual visions of human progress.   Of 

course, the question may arise, “Why continue to use the word ‘development’ to talk about 

spiritual visions of social progress?  Why not leave the concept of development to signify certain 

modern economic processes and try to formulate a new term when speaking of other visions of 

progress?” The reason is that, as the postmodern critiques demonstrated, the word 

“development” is a powerful semantic constellation which is deeply embedded in the global 

human vocabulary.   The term will not be going away anytime soon.   Development is a 

prescriptive word; and the word will continue to frame social reality and to direct policy actions 

long into the future (Goffman 1974; Sachs 1992).  Unlike the postmodern theorists, this book 
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neither tries to deny the term development, nor calls for the modern impulse towards social 

progress to be replaced by a subjectivist dissolution into endless local heterogeneities.  Rather 

this book seeks to open up, redefine, and expand the term development (Agrawal 1996; Escobar 

1995; Ferguson 1994; Sachs 1992).   

 Throughout this book, the perspective of development actors interviewed across the 

global south will be explored.  Many of these actors believe that it is by transcending the duality 

which separates the modern and the “pre-modern,” spirituality and economics, science and 

spiritual wisdom that humanity may harbor its best chance of transcending the ecological, social, 

and spiritual crisis we face today (Nagler 2005).  Within the lives and work of these actors, 

religion and the development enterprise inform and shape each other in myriad ways.   Both 

religion and the modern development enterprise are interrelated attempts to promote human well-

being.  To these respondents, the fact that development theory in the last 50 years has, at best, 

ignored the religious and spiritual dimensions of their lives and work, and at worst, treated their 

religiosity as an outdated ignorance waiting to be transformed into modern, secular rationalism, 

represents a massive failure of development studies.   

 In the eyes of these respondents, the failure to address spiritual and religious concerns as 

part of social progress represents an inability to truly understand human well-being.  It is a 

failure driven by the arrogance of secular and economistic modern philosophies which have 

reduced the reality of the human being to a far too materialist conception.   Indeed, it is this 

perception of the arrogance and limitation of secular modernity which has, in part, spurred so 

many people around the world towards fundamentalist, and at times violent religious movements 

(Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; Marty and Appleby 1991).     
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Mapping An Expanded Vista of Development 

 The central argument of this book is posed against the belief that development is the 

progression of society that occurs once the yoke of religion has been thrown off, and modern 

secular material progress is obtained through science and econometrics.  Rather this book argues 

that religion and spirituality are intricately interconnected to development both in terms of 

shaping understandings of what development is, as well as, how development is undertaken in 

societies throughout the world.  However, unlike the absolutist stance adopted by the classic 

secularization hypothesis, this book does not argue that religion is all powerful in shaping 

development in all places.  Rather, there are different degrees to which religion influences 

development; and these shades are historically and geographically contingent.ii 

 This book draws on over 200 interviews conducted across 9 countries in Asia, Africa, and 

Latin America.  Respondents were representatives of 155 secular and religious development 

organizations including, non-governmental organizations, faith-based development 

organizations, government departments, development policy agencies, multilateral development 

institutions, religious congregations with development projects, business alliances, and social 

movement organizations.  Respondents were selected to represent as large a range as possible of 

both religious and secular organizations.   The goal of this sampling was to qualitatively 

understand the range of different organizational positions and respondents beliefs about 

development, but not to make any statistical or probability claims about their prevalence.  This 

sampling therefore cannot tell us anything about any sort of distribution of ideas or 

characteristics in the real world, but it can help us to understand the full range of approaches to 

development that exist.   
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 This book follows Weber’s prescription of sociology as the interpretation of social action 

and the meaning which individuals’ attach to social action (Weber 1968).  The 200 interviews 

were analyzed interpretively to assess both the way that religious organizations and institutions 

are engaged in development, as well as the subjective meanings through which different people 

in a broad range of secular and religious development organizations understand development.   

(For a detailed explanation of how these interviews were set up, who was sampled, and what 

they were asked, see Appendix A.)    

   

Defining Religion 

 Drawing on the extensive interviews conducted for this research, this book demonstrates 

how religion and development are interrelated at every level of human society.   Of course, 

religion does not shape every aspect of development in  every society at all times.  Indeed, a 

crucial argument made throughout this book is that the degree and nature of religion’s influence 

in development varies greatly across organizations and societies, as well as across history. 

Nonetheless, examples will be discussed in the chapters of this book demonstrating how at every 

scale of human social existence religion can shape development from the transformation of 

individual consciousness, to civil society organizations, to the state, to economic systems, to 

global social movements.    

As a starting point, for this analysis, it is useful to offer here some basic definitions for 

development and religion.   The goal of these definitions is not to argue for an absolute or exact 

specification of what either of these phenomena are, but only to provide a rough heuristic which 

will set the scope of this book.   
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  In this book, the term religion refers to the total set of beliefs, practices, identities, and 

formal and informal organizations which organize groups of people’s understandings of and 

relationship to transcendent, cosmological, and spiritual realities.   This is a broad definition of 

religion focused, like Weber, on the substance of religious beliefs and practices, as well as 

religious organizational forms (Weber 1993). As a broad definition of religion, it includes 

perhaps a greater scope than other theorists may consider.  Perhaps most importantly, I do not 

make a distinction between religion and spirituality.  Though many scholars and practitioners 

believe this distinction is crucial, I use the catchphrase religion to include both dogmatic, 

institutionalized religious traditions, as well as loosely affiliated and defined spiritualities 

(Zinnbauer et al. 1997).  For example, groups of new age seekers would be included in this 

definition because they are held together as a community by various formal and informal 

organizations – despite the fact that many new age seekers explicitly view themselves as not 

religious, because they are not card carrying members of a particular established religious 

denomination.  

 However, religion is more than just a philosophy or the musings of a single person.  

Rather it involves a distributed set of mutual practices and beliefs oriented towards the 

transcendent and spiritual, which are held by multiple people connected together through a 

formal or informal organization.  Formal religious organizations are the types of churches with 

confessional membership and castes of religious professionals common to Abrahamic religious 

traditions.  Informal religious organizations are more common among some non-Abrahamic 

religious traditions – and increasingly amongst Westerners who adopt the label of spiritual, but 

not religious.     
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 Informal religious organizations are much more difficult to identify than formal ones.  

Informal religious organizations could include unincorporated networks of individuals who 

share, witness, or engage together in particular spiritual practices or teachings, but do not hold a 

particular group name.  An example could be a group of rural indigenous shamans who conduct 

ceremonies to spirits at particular natural altar sites, but do not belong to any formal membership 

organization.  The shared practices and beliefs, along with the organized social networks linking 

these shamans would count as an informal religious organization in the definition used here.   

Defining Development 

 The term development as it is used in this book has two interrelated definitions.  The first 

definition draws directly from the theories of the postmodern development critics (Escobar 1995; 

Sachs 1992).  In this definition, development refers to the “development enterprise” – a global 

enterprise which has emerged since World War II.   In particular, the development enterprise 

involves the beliefs, practices, programs, and organizations which, since World War II, have 

sought to spur the modern progression of nations, societies, and humankind towards improved 

standards of living, wealth, and education.   The development enterprise organizations involve a 

vast network of state, multilateral, and non-governmental groups which work together to 

promote “development,” or at times conflict with each other as they vie over “alternative models 

of development.”   

 This definition of the development enterprise is quite similar to the definition above of 

religion in that both are identified as involving sets of beliefs and practices distributed around 

particular organizations.  The similarity and overlap between religion and the development 

enterprise has lead other observers to also find parallels between them as social phenomenon 
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(Giri 2004).  Rist, for example, argues that development is an element of the religion of 

modernity – it began as a part of the western mythos and grew to become a world faith carried 

and installed around the globe by development agencies and institutions (Rist 1997).    

 It is precisely the similarity of the definitional elements of religion and the development 

enterprise that situates the first task of this book of analyzing how religion shapes development 

on the ground.  Religion shapes the development enterprise at three basic points of 

interrelationship.  First, religious beliefs and practices facilitate, transform, interpret, or obstruct 

social development.  Second, religious organizations and professionals participate in, transform, 

or obstruct the programs and projects of social improvement promoted by the global 

development enterprise.  Third, religion directly shapes identities, goals, and worldviews within 

secular non-governmental and state organizations which make up the modern development 

apparatus.iii     

 A second interrelated definition of the term development is also at work in this book.  

The term development is particularly subject to multiple definitions because in common usage 

the term “development” refers both to an ideal process of social transformation and to the 

methods for promoting that process.  While the first definition identifies the contemporary global 

enterprise seeking to promote development, the second definition asks what it means for a 

society to unfold towards its optimal state.  

 The second definition posits development as a socially transformative process towards 

social progress.   As described above, development studies has generally portrayed social 

progress as achieved through modern transformations including the formation of educated and 

rational people, industrialization, economic growth, urbanization, democratization, and the like.    
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The economic definition of development as expanding GNP, until Sen’s intervention with the 

Capabilities Approach, dominated modern development studies as a definition of progress (Sen 

1999).   Even the broadest academic definitions of development as a process of social progress 

have tended to stem from Western, secular Enlightenment philosophical traditions.  These 

strands of Enlightenment philosophy differently emphasized social progress as involving the 

growth of human wealth through markets, the enhancement of human life through governance, 

the cultivation of reason and science, the empowerment and liberation of the individual, and the 

egalitarian rearrangement of social relations.    

 However, according to this second definition, these conceptions of development are not 

“development” per se, but only one possible group of conceptions of “development.”   Other 

visions of development exist in the world – spiritually and religiously oriented visions that both 

overlap and contrast with these modernist visions.  The second definition of development used in 

this book expands the term development to encapsulate both secular modernist and religious 

visions.  In this second definition, development is taken to signify all intentional organized social 

actions and policies aimed towards a vision of enhancing collective human well-being and social 

progress.   

 

Conclusion: Finding Balance 

 

Jürgen Habermas (2006) has declared that humanity is now in a “postsecular age.”  

Habermas, therefore, calls for a profound reconsideration of political philosophy in light of the 
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continued importance of religion in the modern world.   Habermas claims that in the 

contemporary post-secular context, religion and religious consciousness have a new significance, 

and must be allowed to enter public sphere discourse as a fundamental justification for political 

proposals.  It is, according to Habermas, the duty of secularists to understand religious rationales, 

as much as it is the duty of the faithful to translate their thinking into secular reason.  Habermas 

(2006: 15) requires of the secular citizen “a self-reflective transcending of a secularist self-

understanding of Modernity,” as well as a willingness to consider the cognitive substance and 

possible truth of religious statements.  For Habermas, both religious and secular consciousness 

must transcend their limitations and seek to understand each other.   The key to this is a dialogic 

learning process between the faithful and the secular.iv   The exploration of the interrelationship 

of religion and development in this book provides many resources for such a dialogic learning 

process. 

 This book shows through an examination that spans across three continents and multiple 

faith traditions that religion is often intertwined with development both in the implementation of 

the modern development enterprise, as well as in the very interpretation of what development 

means.  Religion provides important channels of aid and assistance for many of the world’s 

poorest people, and shapes basic worldviews about how the inner transformation of individuals 

can lead to collective well-being.  Religion’s influence on the development enterprise occurs 

both through explicitly religious organizations and through secular ones, including non-

governmental organizations, state agencies, political parties, and social movements.    Moreover, 

while religious actors are key players in the modern development enterprise, they also devise 
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explicitly alternative ways of conceiving of human progress from the secular development 

enterprise.   

Chapters 2-6 demonstrate on progressively broader levels how development and religion 

interrelate.   Chapter 2 begins at the level of the transformation of individual consciousness, 

chapter 3 moves on to civil society organizations, chapter 4 to the state, chapter 5 to national 

economic models, and chapter 6 to global social movements.     Collectively, these chapters 

demonstrate through a range of examples and case studies the complex interrelation of religion in 

both the day to day undertaking of the development enterprise, as well as in shaping the very 

meaning of the term development.  They show that there is no single formulaic interrelationship 

between religion and development, but rather multiple historically, geographically, and culturally 

specific types of interrelationships between religion and development.  Each of these chapters 

also serves to flesh out some key theoretical debates surrounding the interrelationship of religion 

and development.  Chapter 7 caps off this exploration by considering both some of the dangers 

of religion in development, as well as, scientific and philosophical dilemmas for including 

spirituality within our conception of development.     

Taken together these chapters demonstrate that development is not one thing, but many.  

It is about the economy, the state, social relationships, standards of material living, internal states 

of mind, ethics, morality, spirituality, consciousness, and humanity’s relationship with nature all 

at once.  Moreover, there are diverse valid visions about what each of these elements is and how 

development should change each of these elements.  Various people draw on these differing 

visions according to their cosmological, cultural, political, and economic worldviews as they 

seek to foster development.   Yet, amongst this great complex diversity exist basic, recognizable 
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patterns – a discrete set of building blocks, of ideal type approaches to development, from which 

individuals formulate and pursue their approach to development.    This discrete set of ideal type 

approaches to development is identified and prescribed in Chapter 8, the conclusion of this book. 

Chapter 8 draws upon and departs from the analytical work of the proceeding chapters to 

propose a synthetic framework for multi-dimensional development.    This framework abstracts 

from the range of different secular and religious development work undertaken by respondents in 

this research, six general approaches to human progress that exist in the world:  market based 

approaches, human rights approaches, radical movement approaches, spiritual purification 

approaches, transformation of consciousness approaches, and indigenous eco-community 

approaches.  Each of these approaches contains a set of conceptual tools by which to understand 

society and how to improve it. Each of the approaches are themselves not single pathways or 

unified ideologies, but are complex and overlapping families of strategies for human 

development.    

 Each of the six approaches to development involve both pros and cons, both benefits and 

drawbacks.  Each also presents its own particular good, its own unique solutions to particular 

problems faced by human society.    The challenge, the goal, the purpose of development in the 

21st century should be to find historically and culturally appropriate balances of these six 

approaches in particular areas, and to promote them all in unison with each other.   

 Similar to the postmodernists, the theory of development offered here rejects the modern 

unilinear vision of progress; yet, like the modernists, it does accept the notion of 

progress.   Progress depends on taking the best of the modern and the premodern, the best of the 

religious and the secular, while guarding against the worst of all these.   The grounds for 
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determining what the worst of these is will be found through the process of seeking the balance 

and counterweight of each of the six approaches. Balancing these six approaches to the 

development of human society will allow for human flourishing and wellbeing on many levels: 

individual and collective, psychological and material, in this world and in the world to come – 

whether the world to come be Heaven or whether it be Earth.     
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Chapter 2: Religion and Development 
as Systems of Inner Transformation 

 

 While religion and the development enterprise may seem at first glance to two very 

different social phenomena, strong parallels exist between them.   Development, like religion, is 

a moral endeavor, seeking to transform the world in line with ethical principles and concepts 

such as justice and equality (Giri 2004; Marshall and Keough 2004; Rist 1997).    Some scholars 

have argued that, as a global ideological project, the development enterprise represents a sort of 

modern religion – a messianic faith of coming global transformation mobilized by multilateral 

institutions, governments, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Giri 2004; Rist 1997).  

At the same time, religious institutions often originally served (and continue to serve) the 

community roles of providing education, health care, and a social safety net that are now the 

focus of many development programs and policies (Ryan 1995).    

 In this chapter, I highlight one particular set of parallels between religion and the 

development enterprise.  I argue that both religion and the development enterprise promote 

individual and societal well-being via “collective internal transformation.”   Both religion and the 

development enterprise tell stories about how the world works which shape actions by 

individuals seeking to better their own lives or the state of their society.  Both religion and the 

development enterprise consist of networks of institutions, organizations, and leaders that 
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advance particular beliefs and practices aimed at improving human life by transforming the 

subjective consciousness of individuals.     

 The transformation of subjective consciousness is by no means the only activity of either 

religion or the development enterprise.  Future chapters will examine the influence of religion on 

development through the programmatic action of NGOs and state institutions.  However, this 

chapter provides a starting point for analysis by specifically focusing on religion and 

development as cultural systems that provide overarching meanings that orient people’s 

experiences and actions within the world (Geertz 1973a, c).  Religious and development 

institutions instruct people about what is possible within the world, how the world may be 

improved, and how individuals can engage in internal transformation of their own subjectivities 

so as to improve their lives and the lives of society.  

 There are, of course, also stark contrasts between religion and development; and ways 

that religious beliefs can obscure and mystify economic developmental processes.  Indeed, 

religion can, at times, play an obstructive force in the process of modern economic development, 

by promoting violence, exploitation, and inequality.  Moreover, as many modernization theorists 

have argued, traditional religion can shape internal subjectivities in ways contradictory to the 

attitudes needed for modern development (Inkeles and Smith 1974).   Of course, the effect that 

religion has on development largely depends on the exact type of subjectivity promoted by 

particular religions, as well as the all important question of  how development itself is defined – 

a question that will be explored further in later chapters of this book. 

 Most nuanced accounts in the contemporary literature recognize that religion can both 

foster and obstruct the development enterprise (Haynes 2007). However, to say that religion can 
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either foster or obstruct the development enterprise is not all that different from many of the 

ideologies and programmatic interventions undertaken by the modern development enterprise.  

Indeed, many of the major efforts on behalf of development over the last fifty years have failed 

to show substantial results (Easterly 2002).   Often, development initiatives have been utter 

disasters, leading to greater problems than they sought to resolve (Easterly 2006).    

 Even from a positivist perspective, then, it is not so easy to simply dismiss religious 

ideologies as delusionary myths compared to the real work of the development enterprise aimed 

at improving individual’s material well-being.  This book does not, however, attempt to 

determine the truth or falsity of any particular religious belief or developmental ideology.  

Rather, this book is about the secular and religious stories people tell about the world and how 

those stories shape the processes of development.  As Ellis and Haar (2006: 353) explain in their 

analysis of religion and development in Africa:  

“There are in any case eminently practical reasons for including religion within a 

broad concept of development, since religion provides a powerful motivation for 

many people to act in the ways they do. It equips many of the world’s people with 

the moral guidance and the will to improve their lives. Whether one regards 

religious belief as itself ‘true’ or ‘untrue’ is hardly the point here. We wish simply 

to argue that religion, whatever form it takes, constitutes a social and political 

reality.” 

 This chapter illustrates religion and the development enterprise as symbolic systems 

promoting collective internal transformation by comparing two Christian theological traditions, 

Prosperity Theology and Liberation Theology, with two specific secular development strategies, 
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micro-entrepreneurship promotion and human rights training.  In practice, Prosperity Theology 

and micro-entrepreneurship promotion represent parallel and at times overlapping approaches to 

human transformation; as do Liberation Theology and human rights training.  Before turning to 

these empirical examples, however, a selective review of sociological theories of religion and 

development will show how scholars within both sub-disciplines have focused on individual 

inner transformation.  This review will stitch together the theoretical similarities in these sub-

disciplines as a background for the empirical analysis of this chapter. 

Theories of Religion as Systems of Collective Internal Transformation 

 The sociology of religion contains a rich tradition theorizing religion as a symbolic 

system that orients people’s experiences and actions within the world.  Theorists have argued 

that religion shapes people’s consciousness through the worldviews and the practices which 

religion fosters.  Religious worldviews provide the meaningful scripts with which to interpret the 

world, whereas religious practices involve disciplinary techniques through which the individual 

cultivates particular inner experiences, states of being, or virtues.    

 Durkheim, one of the founders of modern sociology, believed that religion originally 

served as the primary expression of human society, and, as such, provided the basic categories 

and tools of human thought  (Durkheim 1995).   More than just an expressive medium, however, 

religion also has the capacity to transform human will.  In Durkheim’s view, religious rituals 

elicit collective effervescence and compel humans internally to act in ways that benefit society, 

but contradict their individual or bodily impulses and instincts.    



39 

 

 Weber also emphasized religion’s role in providing an orienting ethos for human society.  

In Weber’s view, one of the primary functions of religion is to formulate the meanings and 

values which shape action (Weber 1993).  Religious ideas are the “railroad switchmen” which 

set the course of worldly action.  Religious ideas can define both what our interests are and how 

we ought to go about pursuing those interests.    Weber specifically links the power of religion to 

economic structures and outcomes.  In Weber’s theorization of the initial development of 

capitalism, internal subjective dynamics played a central role (Weber 1958).  The Protestant 

Ethic’s psychic pressure on believers to prove their own salvation from hell, led them to combine 

the disciplined pursuit of wealth with frugal restraint from consumption.   This economic 

behavior allowed for the accumulation of wealth needed for capitalist investment.  Without the 

Protestant Ethic, this wealth may have been consumed, and work may have been restricted to 

whatever was sufficient for a comfortable living.   The Protestant Ethic, however, led to the inner 

conditions necessary for material reinvestment of wealth and work even when not necessary for 

survival or enjoyment.  As a theory of capitalism’s creation, Weber’s Protestant Ethic provides 

an important classical foundational for both the sociology of religion and the sociology of 

development (Weber 1958).   

 One of the most prominent contemporary theorists of religion, Berger, also sees religion 

as an organizing blueprint for human action  (Berger 1969).  In his view, this blueprint is 

necessary because of the biological reality of “incomplete man.”  Nature does not provide 

humans a full set of instincts to accomplish the range of human activity, thus requiring that 

cultural information supplement biological information in directing the activity of humans.  For 

Berger, religious representations are constructed by humans, then externalized onto the cosmos, 
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and finally used to socialize human groups.  Religious worldviews function to orient action and 

to maintain a stable reality.  Holding to religiously constructed worldviews keeps us from facing 

the terror of chaos, anomy, and marginal uncertainty.   

 In line with Berger, Geertz also sees religion as stemming from the biological reality of 

the “incomplete man” and as an orienting map for action (Geertz 1973a, c).  As an anthropologist 

Geertz is most interested in examining religion as a cultural system of symbols, texts, and 

meanings.   Geertz proposes that religion is both a “model of” and a “model for” reality.   By this 

he means that religion is both a representation of the world and a blueprint for action.  Geertz 

focuses particularly on religious ritual as a site of symbolic meaning.    

 Asad, however, criticizes Geertz’s portrayal of religion as a symbolic system.  Asad 

claims that Geertz’s symbolic analysis of religion is  representative of an errant approach to 

religion taken by Western anthropologists and by elites in the Christian church before them 

(Asad 1993).   Drawing on Foucault, Asad, sees religious rituals as performances undertaken to 

cultivate particular virtues or to discipline the body into particular dispositions, rather than 

symbolic expression   (Foucault 1984).  Power, pain, and authority flow through religious 

institutions and are infused into religious discourses which work to regulate and construct 

religious selves.    

 Asad claims that the very notion of religion as a universal category is a Western 

construction that has been imposed on the rest of the world as part of colonialism.  He claims 

there is no universal definition of religion, but rather a collection of practices and discourses that 

are historically variable.  They take on different forms in different places, often in ways that do 

not fit with the Western liberal, enlightenment model of what religion is and what it should be.  
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Despite Asad’s criticism of Geertz, however, Asad holds in common with Geertz an 

understanding of religion as a site for internal human transformation.  For Asad, following 

Foucault, this happens via disciplining practice ruled over by institutional authority and tradition, 

not simply by meaning systems, religious symbols, and worldviews.  However, neither Asad nor 

Foucault differed so greatly from classical sociological theorists.  Both Weber and Durkheim, 

like Asad, also emphasized the way that religion can create psychic compulsion towards 

particular actions and the importance of representation of authority above the human individual 

in disciplining religious practices.    

 Bridging these traditions, Gorski seeks to draw together Weberian insights about religion 

with Foucaultian insights (Gorski 2003).  In doing so Gorski offers a contemporary take on how 

religion as a set of practices of internal transformation contributed to modern political 

development.  Gorski claims that Calvinism fostered an ethic of discipline and developed 

obedient subjects upon which the strong modern state depends.  Calvinism increased self and 

communal discipline in three ways: 1) by deploying new techniques and practices of disciplinary 

observation, 2) by promoting an ethic of self-monitoring and other-monitoring, and 3) by 

influencing the development of the infrastructure of governance within a territory.  Benefiting 

from Calvinist disciplinary techniques, the state had less need for costly coercion, and was able 

to expand its regulatory and extractive capacity.   

 All of these scholars contribute in different ways to a theoretical understanding of 

religion as a system of collective internal transformation.  Religion orients people’s action both 

by providing them worldviews, as well as by embodying a tradition of disciplinary practices 

through which the individual transforms him/herself.   Weber and Gorski specifically discuss 
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how religion as a system of internal transformation shaped modern economic and political 

institutions.  Broadly speaking there is a long tradition within the sociology of religion that 

examines this intersection of religion with politics and economics (Casanova 1994; Chaves 1997; 

Gorski 2003; Greeley 2000; Hammond 1974; Moon 2004; Morris 1984; Pope 1965; Putnam 

2000; Riesebrodt 1993; Smith 1996b; Tocqueville 1956; Walzer 1965; Weber 1958, 1993; 

Wilcox 2000; Wood 2002; Wuthnow and Evans 2002).   

Theories of Development as Systems of Collective Internal 

Transformation 

 Since the 1950s, three basic tendencies within development studies literature have 

examined the role of internal transformation as part of the development process.  First, are 

theories which see individual values or value shifts as central to fostering economic or political 

macro-development.  Second, are those theorists who see subjective dimensions as central end 

goals of development.  Finally, are postmodern development theorists who critique the 

development project overall as a Western ideological enterprise which has colonized people’s 

minds. 

 Modernization theorists saw the transformation of individual values and orientations as 

central to development.  Modernization theorists such as Lipset, McClelland, Inkeles, and Smith, 

for example,  argued that engendering particular values in  “underdeveloped” societies, 

especially through education, was key to stimulating modern development (Inkeles and Smith 

1974; Lipset 1967; McClelland 1984).  Lipset emphasized the need to change value orientations 

to encourage modern professional entrepreneurship and modern occupations.  Inkeles and Smith 
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see underdevelopment as largely resulting from a state of mind.  They argue that the cultivation 

of particular modern attitudes leads to modern behaviors which stimulate development. 

McClelland specifically emphasized one attitude above all as central to development: the need to 

achieve.  He argued that a strong causal relationship exists between the “psychological need for 

achievement” and economic growth rates.  McClelland further claimed that it is possible to 

engage in cultural engineering which would increase individuals’ need to achieve and, in doing 

so, to stimulate economic development.     

 Following in the footsteps of Lipset and McClelland were the Asian Values theorists.  

These theorists claimed that the Confucian work ethic played a crucial role in the Asian NICs 

success in the final decades of the 20th century (Granato et al. 1996).  This Asian Values 

literature emerged as part of a more general increase in focus amongst development economists 

on the importance of human capital in development (Cummings 1996).  Critics of the Asian 

Values literature have critiqued it as justifying repressive political regimes  (Freeman 1996; Kay 

2002).   The Asian Values literature, like values-oriented modernization theories, has also been 

strongly criticized by structuralist theorists.    

 Harrison (1985), however, provided a rejoinder to structuralist approaches to 

development, such as dependency theory, in his book Underdevelopment is a State of Mind.  For 

Harrison, theoretically overemphasizing the structural barriers to development can actually lead 

to a “self-defeating” myth within societies which inhibits people from developing their full 

creative capacity.  Fostering the creative capacity of individuals is the key to development for 

Harrison, and this requires positive encouragement. Harrison (1985: 2) writes:  
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“I believe that the creative capacity of human beings is at the heart of the 

development process.  What makes development happen is our ability to imagine, 

theorize, conceptualize, experiment, invent, articulate, organize, manage, solve 

problems, and do a hundred other things with our minds and hands that contribute 

to the progress of the individual and of human-kind.  Natural resources, climate, 

geography, history, market size, governmental policies, and many other factors 

influence the direction and pace of progress.  But the engine is human creative 

capacity… My own belief is that the society that is most successful at helping its 

people – all its people – realize their creative potential is the society that will 

progress the fastest.”  

 Harrison believes that fostering such realization of creative potential requires a 

combination of egalitarianism, education, health care, encouragement of innovation, meritocracy, 

social stability, social trust, and a strong ethical system.  Economic and social development is 

largely fostered or inhibited by a society’s cultural worldview; and therefore development 

interventions must aim towards reshaping the attitudes and views of people in society.  What 

Harrison, the Asian Values theorists, and the early modernization theorists all share in common 

is a belief that material poverty and “economic backwardness” is heavily connected to attitudes, 

habits, and beliefs of “underdeveloped” individuals which must be transformed in order for their 

society to progress.   While all of these approaches to development can be critiqued as a form of 

“blaming the victim” or even “cultural racism,” these literatures do demonstrate an important 

theoretical tradition within development theory seeking to link internal subjective transformation 

with development outcomes. 
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 The human capabilities approach exemplifies a second way in which development theory 

has emphasized subjective dimensions: by posing subjective factors as one of the ultimate ends 

of development.   The human capabilities approach, first championed by Sen, seeks to push 

economic definitions of development beyond purely materialist measures, such as income, to 

also include human factors, such as education (Evans 2002; Sen 1999).  Expanding upon Sen, 

Nussbaum elaborates the list of what she considers to be core human capabilities, and hence the 

goal of development, to include subjective factors such as being able to use the senses 

imaginatively, self-expression, caring, loving, and experiencing dignity (Nussbaum 2000).  In 

Nussbaum’s view development efforts should enhance these capabilities amongst individuals. 

Thus, for Nussbaum, subjective transformation is not only a means to economic growth, as with 

modernization theorists, but rather is an end goal of development.   

 Finally, the postmodern critique of development represents a third line in development 

theory that examines the subjective dimension of development.  In the 1990s, postmodern 

development theorists employed Foucaultian analysis to deconstruct development as an 

ideological project.   One of the most important texts in this regard was the collaboratively 

produced Development Dictionary (Sachs 1992).  The authors of the Development Dictionary 

argue that development is a global enterprise motivated by a Eurocentric worldview.    It is a 

“cast of mind,” a “colonization of imagination,” and an entire worldview comprised of key 

concepts like poverty, production, and inequality that have been projected by the West onto the 

rest of the world.  These authors claim that development as an ideological enterprise must be 

dispelled in order to liberate the minds of people in the North and the South to have real 

solutions to environmental and ethical challenges.  More recently, scholars of development have 
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extended this type of Foucaultian analysis of development to examine how neoliberal 

development interventions seek to produce particular types of “entrepreneurial subjectivities” 

(Walker et al. 2008). 

 In this chapter, I draw heavily upon the postmodern theorization of development as an 

ideological enterprise which aims to transform human subjectivities, and which exists through an 

organized network of international institutions, government agencies, and non-governmental 

organizations  (Escobar 1995).  Like religion, the development enterprise involves a system of 

beliefs and practices which seek to orient human action and foster individual inner 

transformation.  The writings of the values-oriented modernization theorists, the Asian Values 

theorists, and the human capabilities approach theorists are all examples of the way development 

theorists and practitioners (like theologians and religious leaders) seek to stimulate social 

changes and to achieve “development” goals through the collective promotion of particular 

subjective formations amongst individuals.     

 Development practitioners throughout the world interviewed for this research echoed the 

belief that development was fundamentally a process of transforming individuals internally.  

Take, for example, a senior official in a major United Nations development agency who 

explained that development is fundamentally about “changing of the mind.”  This official went 

on to say: 

 “Changing of the mind is what it all boils down to. I mean nothing is about 

hardware, it’s all about up here [in the head] – what people perceive as their 

options, their rights and what they are capable of doing.  This is a long process, 

but the only way to do it.  Of course, we can provide pipes and pumps and what 
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not, but the bottom line is that it has to be done from here [in the head].”   

(Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 The representative of a global religious based development organization in Ghana 

similarly pointed to inner transformation as key to development:   

“The developmental rule that we use is transformational development. It means 

we are empowering people to do the development themselves.  We are only 

change agents.  They hold the key to their development.  So our [role] is to help 

them identify their need and then enable them or empower them to be able to go 

ahead and do their own development.  We say that it may take a lot of time 

because it takes changing of attitude, changing of mindset. And someone can take 

so many years to develop, to change mindset. A mindset or an attitude cannot 

change overnight.  It will take a long process.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 This is not to say that all development practitioners or theorists agree on the exact nature 

of the individual transformations needed to lead to development.  Different respondents 

interviewed for this research variously discussed development as involving the expansion of the 

individual’s: entrepreneurial capacity, respect for law, ethical accountability, respect for human 

rights, human capital, democratic participation, social capital, education, self-confidence, 

spiritual awareness, kindness, etc...  Just as there is no single religious theology or religious 

practice, there is no single development ideology or developmental ideal of individual 

transformation.  Rather, there is a range of developmental approaches to human transformation.   
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 As systems of internal transformation, religion and development are not separate and 

distinct, but rather interlocking.  Religious beliefs interpenetrate with development ideologies in 

varied ways across specific cultural and historical contexts.  In the following sections of this 

chapter, I will examine two particular religious approaches to human transformation and two 

secular development approaches, showing how these religious and development approaches 

overlap and intersect.   These approaches represent two basic poles of development theory.  

Prosperity Theology and micro-entrepreneurship promotion represent the attempt to stimulate 

development by encouraging people to take up businesses and enhance their participation in the 

global capitalist market.  Liberation Theology and human rights training encourage people to 

enhance their position in society by recognizing their inherent dignity and then mobilizing 

politically to ensure that governments uphold basic rights and fundamental justice.    

Cultivating The Entrepreneurial Ethic 

 Since much of the literature examining both religion and development as systems of inner 

transformation begins with Weber’s study of the Protestant Ethic, it is fitting to begin illustrating 

the way that religion and development both foster collective internal transformation by 

examining a contemporary Protestant theological movement – Prosperity Theology.   Prosperity 

Theology is a doctrine heavily associated with Charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity which 

holds that proper religious faith will lead to material prosperity (Harrison 2005; Kathleen 2006).  

Like Weber’s Protestant Ethic, Prosperity Theology sees material prosperity as evidence of 

God’s favour and blessing.   However, unlike Weber’s puritanical Protestants who use prosperity 

to prove to themselves they are not damned, contemporary Prosperity Theology teaches that 

material prosperity is a part of the package of salvation offered by God to believers.  Prosperity 
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is open for all who believe.    Many contemporary preachers of the prosperity doctrine, therefore, 

eschew the idea of Christian frugality and restraint which was so central to Weber’s analysis of 

how the Protestant Ethic led to capitalism’s formation.  Instead, contemporary Prosperity 

Theologians see God as wanting his children to have and display God’s abundance.  

Demonstrating wealth and conspicuous consumption glorifies God and testifies to God’s 

greatness.  Prosperity preacher John Avanzini, for example, goes so far as to teach that Jesus 

wore designer clothes (Harrison 2005: 11).    

 Prosperity Theology has been roundly criticized by many Christian theologians who hold 

to the traditional conception of Jesus as of poor and humble origin, and who see Prosperity 

Theology as an idolatry which confuses materialism with salvation (Kathleen 2006). Another 

major point of criticism of Prosperity Theology is the promotion by prosperity preachers of 

tithing as an avenue for congregants to receive God’s blessing of wealth.  This has led some 

critics to dismiss Prosperity Theology as a deceptive, misleading tithing method, and even a sort 

of scam pyramid scheme (Kathleen 2006).  The appearance of a scam is particularly acute in 

cases where preachers rise to be some of the wealthiest members of their communities based on 

tithings.  These preachers may even point to their own wealth as proof that Prosperity Theology 

works, telling their congregation that if they believe in this church and give tithings to it, those 

believers will also become wealthy.   

 Prosperity Theology is part of a theological stream originally concentrated and developed 

in the United States and often associated with televangelism (Kathleen 2006; Van Viema and 

Chu 2006).   Brouwer et al. claim that Prosperity Theology is historically connected to the 

American Christian fundamentalist assertion of America’s special place amongst nations, and 
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from the related belief that America’s wealth stems from its particular blessing by God as a 

Christian nation (Brouwer et al. 1996).  However, despite its strong American origins, Prosperity 

Theology has spread globally and moved rapidly across countries as diverse as Guatemala, 

Ghana, Tanzania, and South Korea (Brouwer, Gifford, and Rose 1996; Gifford 1994, 2004).   In 

Africa in particular, Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity, the primary carriers of Prosperity 

Theology, are currently the fastest growing form of Protestantism (Hasu 2006).   Pentecostal and 

Charismatic Christianity have also seen phenomenal growth in Latin America in recent decades.   

 Globally, Prosperity Theology is associated with religious movements variously known 

as the Word of Faith Movement, the Faith Gospel, the Faith Formula, and the Health and Wealth 

Movement.  As such it is often bundled up with practices of faith healing and with a belief in the 

spiritual power of “positive confession” to conjure wishes into reality (Coleman 2000).   In 

Ghana and Guatemala, where I conducted interviews with adherents and preachers of Prosperity 

Theology, the combination of Prosperity Theology with Pentecostal and Charismatic spiritual-

magical practices, such as faith healing, allowed it to resonate with the still strong traditional and 

indigenous elements of the culture.   Both Ghana and Guatemala have strong living traditions of 

indigenous spiritual practices.  Pentecostal and Charismatic churches in these countries have 

absolutely opposed these traditional practices as satanic and evil.  However, at the same time, 

these churches have incorporated into their services the indigenous ethos of lively, traditional 

spiritual rituals, along with the indigenous belief in the active role of spirits, demons, and faith 

practices in shaping mundane life (Gifford 1994).   They therefore seek to supplant the 

traditional spiritual practices of the region, adopting some of their spiritual modalities, even as 

they oppose them as satanic.   
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 In Ghana, for example respondents frequently told me that the mainline European 

Christian churches represent the “white man’s” way of worship, quiet and subdued – whereas the 

Charismatic churches which preach the Prosperity Gospel allowed them to worship in their 

African way – with drums, singing, dancing, witnessing, and experiencing the holy spirit 

directly.   They attributed the rapid growth of the Charismatic churches in their country to this 

resonance with local forms of worship.  The importation of charismatic Christianity to Ghana is, 

in part, the returning home of an African tradition of lively worship.  This African worship style 

was first brought to the United States via the slave trade.  Then, via African-American pastors, it 

influenced the formation of Pentecostal and Charismatic churches.  In the last couple of decades, 

some Charismatic Ghanaian churches have added one more track to this exchange loop by 

starting up branches of Charismatic Ghanaian churches in Europe and the United States (Van 

Dijk 1997). 

 The doctrinal opposition of Ghanaian Charismatic churches to traditional spiritual 

practices, however, has not complete supplanted those traditional practices.   Rather, a sort of 

submerged syncretism often occurs, not unlike the hidden syncretic faith practiced by native 

peoples in the Americas subjected to brutal colonial Catholic rule (Leopold and Jensen 2004).  

For example, the queen mother of one village in central Ghana explained to me that she believed 

most people in her area were turning to Charismatic churches not because they no longer 

believed in their old Gods, demons, and spirits.  Rather, they believed the Christian God was the 

strongest God of all, and therefore would provide people with the greatest protection and success 

for their farms and businesses against traditional evil spirits.   She explained to me:  
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“Right now, we are at a crossroad. A crossroad because formerly they worshiped 

other gods. Now there is this Christianity. We know that when we are getting rich, 

we believe we can be attacked by some people spiritually to bring you down, like 

witches. So we still protect ourselves, be it from the Christian religion or from the 

tradition.  We protect ourselves and our children so that no harm will befall us.” 

(Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 Later when asked why she and people in her village have largely chosen Christianity, she 

explained that it was because the Christian God offered unparalleled protection, “We believe that 

the almighty God is above every god. And nothing, no other God can be equated to that God.  

Other gods exist, but they cannot be equated with our God.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 An ongoing spiritual struggle exists between traditional indigenous faith and the absolute 

doctrinal denial of indigenous religious practices by Pentecostal and Charismatic Christian 

churches in Ghana, as well as in Guatemala.  Prosperity Theology can frequently play a central 

role in that struggle, as Prosperity Theology preachers claim that by giving up traditional idols 

and satanic indigenous practices, people will come to receive God’s blessing of prosperity.    

 There was, however, no single answer amongst interview respondents in Ghana and 

Guatemala as to exactly how God’s blessing of prosperity comes to the believer.  For some 

respondents, prosperity comes simply as the result of the magical force of confession of faith.  

For others, faith leads to the abandonment of bad habits, such as drinking and gambling, which 

obstruct wealth.  For still others, faith leads to prosperity because it inspires people to work hard 

and to have the inner strength and perseverance needed to succeed in the market.  In sum, 

Prosperity Theology beliefs held by respondents exist along a spectrum of supernaturality, 
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ranging from magical versions to mundane versions.   Of course, the human mind is not an 

orderly logical machine, but rather a sometimes chaotic and often contradictory stew of ideas.  

As such, individual respondents would often mix together magical and mundane explanations in 

describing how faith and prosperity came together in their lives and the lives of their community. 

 Prosperity Theologians also differ in terms of how they define prosperity.  Though 

economic wealth is the most common marker of prosperity, for many preachers, economic 

success is only one aspect of the total communal, spiritual, health, family, and financial 

prosperity that God provides the believer.  A Ghanaian prosperity preacher who works on the 

outskirts of the capital of Accra discussed this expanded vision of prosperity, explaining:  

“Prosperity actually is not what people think it is, that is a way of getting money 

or acquiring wealth. But when we talk about prosperity actually, it’s a way of 

acquiring good things from the Lord. That we have spiritual prosperity, financial 

prosperity, and knowledge as a way of prospering.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 

2007) 

 Nonetheless, Prosperity Theology is most distinguished from other Christian theological 

traditions by its focus on material wealth, and its form of economic-spiritual individualism.  

Hasu (2006) makes a direct connection between the vision of internal transformation and 

individualism associated with Prosperity Theology and the neoliberal rhetoric promoted by 

international institutions like the World Bank and the IMF.  Drawing on interviews with 

respondents in Ghana and Guatemala, I argue here that Prosperity Theology actually exists in 

parallel with and, in fact, overlapping with the neoliberal entrepreneurial development ideology 

represented in many secular micro-entrepreneurship programs (Karim 2008; Rankin 2001).    
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Prosperity Theology in Ghana and Guatemala 

 At one end of the spectrum of Prosperity Theology is “magical Prosperity Theology.”  

Respondents who hold this view, see material wealth as a sign of salvation that comes largely 

through proper faith in a particular version of Christian teachings.  When people convert to their 

church and pay sufficient tithings they will become wealthy through God’s power.  Many pastors 

preaching this message point to their own prosperity – gained through tithings – as proof that 

God will materially reward those who follow them and donate to their church.   

 In both Ghana and Guatemala, some magically-oriented prosperity preachers explained to 

me that faith in Jesus led to prosperity through protection against pagan Gods and demons.  This 

was particularly important to these preachers because in both countries a strong tradition of idol 

worship existed.  A Ghanaian pastor told me:  

“In Africa, our foundation is idol worship, every home you go in Africa you see 

some idols. So there is this belief that powers of darkness are always at work that 

are fighting people.  So as you work, you pray then the power of God’s protection 

will protect your work and it will be fruitful. Because there is possibility that if 

you work without prayer, then the devourer can devour your labor… Because 

Bible says that cursed is any man who worships an idol. That is what Bible says. 

And we know that prosperity and riches come from God. Bible says that gold and 

silver belong to God. So if Bible or God himself curse idol worshipers, and our 

parents, our forefathers happen to be idol worshipers, it means poverty can come 

from there because God has cursed that aspect of worship.”  (Personal Interview, 

Ghana, 2007) 
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 A Guatemalan Pentecostal preacher pointed to a similar situation in explaining the cause 

of poverty in his country: “The problem was that our ancestors were very idolatrous. As a 

consequence of this, they used much witchcraft, sorcery.  And that gave an opportunity for 

misery and poverty to enter.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 For other preachers of the Prosperity Gospel, however, it is not simply about overcoming 

the curse of idolatry with the magic of correct faith.  Rather, the power of faith is that those who 

faithfully follow a “prayer lifestyle” will be directed into work by God.  As one Ghanaian 

preacher explained to me,  

“The way to become wealthy is to first accept Jesus as your personal savior and 

Lord. Then you begin to develop a prayer lifestyle. Then through that, you begin 

to enter into work area. As you pray, God will now direct you into the area of 

work, whatever God has for you. So you enter into that area, you work with the 

prayer.  Then studying the word, prosperity will come.” (Personal Interview, 

Ghana, 2007) 

 Of course, for many prosperity preachers the renunciation of idolatry, the cultivation of a 

“prayer lifestyle,” and the opening of economic doors by God, are all interconnected.  An 

important factor in this process which preachers in both Ghana and Guatemala stressed was that 

faith in Jesus led believers to give up bad habits connected with idolatry, such as drugs and 

alcohol, which obstructed their opportunities for success in life.  The representative of a 

Charismatic mega-church in Guatemala City explained to me,  
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“People need to grow in the spiritual and material area.  Many people in poverty 

now are like slaves, they are like prisoners in jail.  They do not have good 

relations with their family, they mistreat their children.  God does not want this.  

So they grow spiritually and physically at the same time, to leave poverty and to 

leave their enslavement.  We bring them the light so they can be free.  God helps 

free them.  This is about them having a personal relation with God, and God 

blesses them.  It is about them knowing God wants to bless them.  When people 

know Jesus as their savior, when they become Christian, that changes their life, it 

transforms them.  It changes them as a person.  They stop drinking, stop smoking, 

stop doing crimes.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 For many proponents of Prosperity Theology then, the power of faith to bring wealth 

comes in part from the way it changes lifestyles and the way it fosters hard work.  However, this 

is not to say that faith is only a motivational tool.  There still remains the power of connection 

with God that leads to material well-being.  A pastor from the western region of Ghana made this 

point:   

“Now, if there is work and there is no faith, you can be working, but because 

there is no faith, you may not be able to get the full result of what you are 

working for. Because it’s the faith that will empower you to move forward to 

gather what you are working for. So you can be hard working, but your faith is 

not up there to make you gather the resources. Your hard work can be fruitless.” 

(Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 
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 Other adherents to Prosperity Theology described faith and work as going hand in hand, 

as two equal and important parts. A Ghanaian pastor explained to me, “God will bless you 

through your hard work. So we believe in work. Work and faith will give you prosperity.  God 

said we should work with our hands and he will bless this for us.  So we encourage [our 

congregation] to work harder and add faith to their work.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007)  

This pastor saw the combination of practical economic action with prayer as explaining not only 

individual success, but also national level development:  

“As a pastor, I think as Christians, a nation can be developed by coming together, 

putting resources together to implement things. So for Ghana to be developed, we 

need to come together as Christians in prayer, in the Word and also work together 

so that the country can develop. We also need to invite investors to come and 

invest into the country so that through work, there will be development.” 

(Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 The representative of a village council from Western Ghana explained that in her belief, 

hard work is what provided economic prosperity, but prayer and tithing to God is what protected 

wealth:  

 “You have to work hard. And then the protection of God will be on your 

business, your children, yourself. You just can’t sit down and say, ‘God is 

protecting me,’ and then things will start coming. No, it won’t come by 

themselves. But, we are meant to believe that if you are working, you should put 

God first so that your work will be protected, your children will be.  Because if 

you are working and everyday your money is going to the hospital because any of 
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your child is sick or this and that, fire here, something there destroying your 

place, no we don’t want that. But we believe that if God is in your business, such 

things will not happen. If you pay your tithes well, such things will not 

happen...We believe in tithing for God’s protection and expansion of your 

business and good health. And if you are healthy, you are rich. We believe in 

those things. But we don’t believe in sitting down for manna to fall.” (Personal 

Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 Thus, Prosperity Theology has diverse expressions ranging from the more supernatural to 

the more mundane.  Overall, however, the fundamental belief that spans across all of these 

expressions is that God wants people to succeed and that God will materially reward believers.  

As a worldview, Prosperity Theology provides congregation members assistance in conducting 

their economic lives in three ways. First, it gives them confidence that they can achieve and 

reach their dreams. Second, it makes them willing to take risks in the market. And third it 

provides them an attitude of perseverance and a willingness to find opportunities within 

obstacles.  These three attitudes are essential to success as entrepreneurs in the market. 

 Prosperity Theology pastors also provide an important source of emotional and mental 

support when market obstacles occur.  One pastor told me,  

“People come to us or to me with problem, to the church with problem. Business 

failure, disappointment in business, or maybe debt in business. So as they come, 

we preach to them that with God all things are possible. That God is the Lord of 

all flesh. There is nothing too difficult for him. So we pray with them, ‘your God, 

the God that we believe, God of Israel will answer you.’ So they believe. So we 
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pray with them and they see changes. And they come back to testify that God has 

been so good to them.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 Altogether, Prosperity Theology provides believers with an ideological resilience that 

encourages them to become entrepreneurs, to take on the challenges of the economic market and 

to find solutions to those challenges.  In this way the preaching of Prosperity Theology is similar 

to training offered by secular development agencies promoting micro-finance and micro-

entrepreneurship. 

Secular Micro-Entrepreneurship Promotion 

 In the last two decades micro-finance has become one of the most popular development 

strategies around the world (de Aghion and Morduch 2005; Economist 2005).  Micro-finance 

gained worldwide attention with the awarding of the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize to micro-finance 

pioneer Muhammad Yunis.  The basic premise of micro-finance is that poor people’s work 

conditions and income can be improved if they have access to credit markets.  Such access will 

facilitate income-generating, self-employment activities; and if structured properly (such as in 

peer groups) will also result in high repayment rates on loans.   

 One of the reasons for micro-finance’s rising importance is that it is a form of 

development intervention which aligns with market-oriented neoliberal ideology.  Rather than 

proposing either state socialism or state sponsored welfare as the answer to poverty, it sees 

expanding access to markets as key.   The cause of poverty then is a failure of market reach that 

can best be resolved through specially developed finance institutions which extend access to 

capital and credit.  This will allow the natural creative and entrepreneurial potentials of poor 
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people to function, and will permit them to engage in businesses that will lift themselves and 

their children out of poverty. 

 Of course, offering credit will not instantly make someone a substantial entrepreneur, 

even given their natural creative capacity.  Most people have the experience and knowledge to 

engage in many basic activities in the informal sector, such as selling food on the street or 

purchasing cell phones and renting out their usage in rural areas.  However, to develop larger and 

more risky businesses can often require some amount of encouragement and training.  Therefore, 

complementing micro-finance programs, many development organizations also offer micro-

entrepreneurial promotion activities which teach job skills, business skills, and personal 

development (Valdivia and Karlan 2006).  The goal of such programs is to leverage access to 

credit with the skills and attitudes needed to succeed in business, and to scale up micro-

businesses into larger enterprises.  Without such scale up, micro-credit may not lead to long run 

economic growth or reductions of long-term poverty (Ahlin and Jiang 2008).  

 A central aspect of micro-entrepreneurial promotion is inner transformation of the 

individual.  Entrepreneurs must learn self-confidence, a willingness to take risks, and the attitude 

of facing market obstacles as challenges which can be overcome.  One of the leaders of an 

entrepreneurship development program in India explained to me:  

“One of the things in entrepreneurship development programs we do is what we 

call achievement motivation.  And one of the key things we do is breaking 

attitude blocks. The blocks are broken first so that they become open to whatever 

training is going on. So we have much building of self esteem and confidence in 

our training program. The key module which we have adapted and the key tool 
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which we have are based on these things.  See the other parameters are very easy 

to run a business. I mean you have so many systems now depending on the sector 

or the type of business you are going to run. You have a lot of tools. We introduce 

them to all these tools in the entrepreneurship development program, but the key 

thing is the sense of self confidence and self esteem.  There are many ways of 

developing entrepreneurs. What we do is we try to bring out the enterprising spirit 

which is within them.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

  This entrepreneurship training tries to encourage and transform people internally.  It does 

so in ways similar to prosperity preachers encouraging their flock to go out into the world to 

work hard and to undertake enterprise knowing that God wishes them to succeed.  Another key 

attitude that this Indian entrepreneur training institute tries to instill in new entrepreneurs is how 

to deal well with failures and obstacles.  A different leader of the organization explained:  

“There is a lot of characteristics which we emphasize to become an entrepreneur, 

when they first come in for our training program. We emphasize that to be an 

entrepreneur is to have a very calculated risk taking ability, to be strategic such 

that nothing is a problem to us, everything is a challenge…. Entrepreneurs have to 

have passion, perseverance, and patience.  A lot of P’s is involved in this.   An 

entrepreneur is willing to take risk.  You will come across a lot of failures. [You 

have to be] able to look at the failures as a positive and move forward.  Look at 

problems as an obstacle or a hurdle, not as a mountain.  Because obstacles and 

hurdles depending on what level they are, we can sort over, work around or work 

under.  Ultimately you get over the obstacles.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 
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 Prosperity Theology and entrepreneurship training both similarly provide the psychic 

buffer to allow people to persevere as market entrepreneurs, and encourage them to believe that 

they can find a way to overcome all obstacles.  Even just the process of giving micro-credit loans 

can parallel Prosperity Theology as a program aiming to transform of the consciousness of 

participants.  The statements of the director of a development institution which engages in both 

micro-credit and job training programs in rural Guatemala highlighted what he saw as the effect 

of micro-credit loans on individuals:   

“I believe that people, many times, are poor because of low self esteem.  We have 

experienced the situation, for example, with a person that never had credit, that 

was never given credit.  And we gave him credit.  We trusted him, and he paid it 

back.  After having paid it, his attitude to life is different because it gave him the 

realization that he can do things….  The moment of paying back the credit is a 

very important act because it shows him that he can do it, that he is capable to do 

something... That is self esteem.  I believe that a great part of the issue of 

underdevelopment is that people believe that they cannot succeed.”  (Personal 

Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 In the indigenous communities where this respondent worked, he saw the lack of self 

esteem as stemming from centuries of ethnic marginalization and oppression:   

“The people assume:  ‘I am poor, my parents are poor. I cannot.  I do not have the 

education that others have. I do not have the opportunities.  I do not have the 

money that others have, that's why I'm poor.’ Instead of saying: 'I'm poor and I 

will try to work hard to succeed, to move to a higher level.’ I think this is also 
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another problem of underdevelopment.  It is in the head, in people's mind.  And 

that will only change when the people realize they can succeed.  When people 

realize they can do things, they will have a higher level of self esteem. I think that 

is a big step towards development.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Here again, Prosperity Theology and the philosophy of micro-entrepreneurship converge.  

Both seek to encourage poor people in developing societies to break beyond poverty by taking 

risks and having the confidence that they can escape from poverty.  Prosperity Theologians 

whom I interviewed directly criticized the teachings of poverty – which they associated with the 

Catholic Church – that the meek will inherit the Earth, that the poor are sacred, or that Jesus was 

born amongst the poor.  They saw such teachings as trapping poor people in intergenerational 

poverty by creating an ideology that glorified poverty.  Rather, they believed the church should 

teach poor people to break free from the poverty through hard work, sobriety, and enterprise.  

Their message of Prosperity Theology is that God wants believers to break out of their old habits 

and beliefs, to have faith, to transform themselves, and to seek new prosperity, especially in 

small business.  On a secular level, without reference to God, this indeed is a very similar 

message to that of micro-entrepreneurship promotion.   

 There is, therefore, a convergence between the ideologies of Prosperity Theology and 

micro-entrepreneurship.  Both are symbolic systems which encourage poor individuals in the 

developing world to become entrepreneurs, to take risks in the market, and to persevere.  While 

Prosperity Theology is a religious world view, it is often accompanied on the ground by church 

based programs aimed to help congregants to receive education, loans, and work opportunities.  
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Even absent such formal programs, the social capital created in Prosperity Theology 

congregations can in itself be an aid to members seeking to create economic opportunities.   

 All this is not to say that Prosperity Theology is exactly the same as micro-

entrepreneurship training or equivalent to micro-finance.  Micro-finance began essentially as a 

method of circumventing the structural failure of financial institutions to serve poor clients, as 

well as the exploitative practices of money lenders in many poor communities throughout the 

world.  Prosperity Theology is a religious teaching aimed at moving people to experience greater 

prosperity and escape poverty.   And while Prosperity Theology may be accompanied by direct 

aid programs for congregants, often it is not.  Indeed, many respondents criticized churches 

which preach Prosperity Theology as exploitative institutions, where pastors proclaim the 

Prosperity Gospel in order to enrich themselves through tithing the desperate hopes and dreams 

of their impoverished congregation.     

Almolonga: A municipal case of Prosperity Theology 

 The Guatemalan town of Almolonga provides a unique case for studying the complex 

relationships between Prosperity Theology and development.  Almolonga is  particularly relevant 

because it is a case in which Prosperity Theology is used to mythically explain not simply an 

individual’s material success, but also collective prosperity.  Almolonga is well known by 

Evangelicals around the world as an example of the material miracle that occurs when people 

accept Jesus directly as their savior.  During the time that I conducted research in Almolonga, I 

met pilgrims from the United States who had come to the town not – as usually is the case 

amongst North Americans pilgrims in Guatemala to proselytize as missionaries – but rather to 
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witness and learn from this world renowned town where they believed God had touched the soil 

and blessed the land.  

  The myth of Almolonga began decades ago when a series of mass conversions towards 

Charismatic and Fundamentalist Evangelical Christianity were initiated.   One pastor claimed 

that in 1974, Almolonga was 1% Evangelical and 99% Catholic.  He said “then God called me to 

help the people.  Within one year 62% of the people had converted to be [Evangelical.]”  

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Another pastor similarly described a mass conversion beginning in 1975.  He specifically 

pinpointed the descent of the Holy Spirit that year upon a Catholic Action group as the starting 

point of the conversions.  During the Catholic Action meetings, members of the group began to 

speak in tongues and go into trance.  The local Catholic priest from the town renounced this 

activity declaiming these parishioners as possessed by demons.  But this respondent, who was a 

Catholic catechist at the time, believed that it was not demons, but instead the Holy Spirit who 

had entered these people in trance.  The respondent thought it was the Holy Spirit because they 

were not foaming at the mouth, as they would be if it was demon possession.  So the group 

turned to Evangelical practices to pray and calm the spirit which had overtaken them.  They were 

successful, and according to the pastor, the town rapidly began converting towards various sects 

of Evangelical Christianity. 

 In the following decades, as more and more of the town’s inhabitants converted, 

Evangelical churches popped up all over the community.   This, according to the pastors of 

Almolonga, led to a transformation of the community.  Accepting Jesus broke a curse that was 

upon them and led to a blessing of the town, which in turn brought giant strides in economic 
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development and massive commercial prosperity. The conversion of the town towards 

Evangelism moved God to “touch the soil,” so that it began to produce giant vegetables, whereas 

it had previously barely produced at all.  As one pastor told me, “Before the people did not work 

and the earth did not produce.  There was a curse on this town...  Before we had only one truck a 

week of vegetables leaving town.  This changed every year, until now we have 50 trucks of 

vegetables a day.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Another pastor in Almolonga described this transformation in strong, magical terms:  

“Almolonga was a poor city.  The streets were full of potholes; the houses were 

not as nice as today. But when the word of God entered, the people did not accept 

this any longer.  Really the word of God came to revolutionize, the word of God 

came over everything to recover the image of Almolonga.  Because Almolonga 

was totally lost in misery. It is something that I feel strongly in my heart….   And 

when the people realized that actually the word of God came, then began the 

transformation here in Almolonga. The vegetables were very small before.  The 

houses were not as they are now... Today Almolonga is spoken about around the 

world because it has become a light for the nations.  It is a miracle city of which 

people talk.  Because there has been a miracle… The vegetables are giant, 

because God has blessed them.  God has given a blessing upon this people and 

their products.  Before there were very small heads of cabbage, carrots very small, 

all the vegetables were very small. But today God has blessed them. Who has not 

received a blessing? All are blessed, all working. Today there are not many 

drunks, or witchcraft.   Almolonga has been changed. But who changed it?  No 
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man, no institution. No! God has changed it.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 

2006) 

 This pastor believed that the blessing of Almolonga was directly related to the proportion 

of Evangelicals in the town.  The more Evangelicals in Almolonga, the more blessed the town.  It 

was for this reason that this pastor sought to continue “conquering Almolonga [with the Word of 

God]. And to conquer Guatemala, and if possible the whole world, because the Word of God is 

alive and powerful.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 This mythic belief of the power of Evangelism in Almolonga had spread far and wide.  

Even a staff person at the Guatemala office of a major multilateral development institution 

pointed to Almolonga as an example of the power of Evangelical religion to transform people 

economically and stimulate growth.  Conveying the myth of Almolonga, this staff person for a 

global development institution said, Almolonga “is a town where they export their produce, 

export their vegetables to all the rest of the world.  And their vegetables are large, much larger 

than normal. There is no violence.   The institutions are well functioning.  There is no crime…  

All of them are Evangelical.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006)  To believers, Almolonga is 

living witness of a supernatural miracle by God granted to those who truly and properly accept 

Jesus.    

Magical accounts, however, were not the only explanations respondents had of 

Almolonga´s success.  A high ranking city official in Almolonga whom I interviewed (under 

strict conditions prohibiting both recording and note-taking) explained that he believed there was 

indeed a relationship between the evangelical transformation and Almolonga’s growth in the 

previous decades.  However, he felt this was not a miracle unmediated by humans, but rather due 



68 

 

to the formation of a strong Protestant work ethic in the community, which led people to put 

down debilitating vices, addictions, and immorality, to aspire for a better future for themselves 

and their family, to believe they could succeed, and to work hard.   He echoed a classic Weberian 

line, strongly reminiscent of the Asian values literature.  

 Not even all the Evangelical pastors in Almolonga held a strongly magical version of 

Prosperity Theology.  One pastor explained to me, “God does not give us money, we have to 

meet with him half way.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) Another pastor told me about 

the changes that came over Almolonga with the conversions to Evangelicism:  

“The reason for the transformation, there was only one reason – because people 

previously were only drunk, and did not think of the future, did not think about 

work.  Now, they have stopped drinking, and plant their vegetables, and heed 

their work. Through the Gospel there was a transformation, Almolonga was 

changed. Now Almolonga has a good percentage of believers. Now that they have 

stopped using alcohol, instead of investing their money on it, they are investing 

for the material and moral improvement and educational preparation of the 

children.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 A member of the city’s development commission similarly pointed to the way 

Evangelism changed moral behaviour.  This change of behaviour made people more productive 

and was the key to the historical development of Almolonga:  

“Before there was a lot of alcohol trade, many alcoholics, heavy drinkers, and in 

parties they would drink a lot.  But this was gradually removed.  As people began 
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to awaken, they realized that this was bad, and became Evangelical believers who 

no longer thought as they did before.  Then they started to think about 

improvement, improving their situation, having a nice house, buying a car, 

making the children study.  This was the change that happened.”  (Personal 

Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 The change of moral behavior, however, was only one part of this respondent’s 

explanation of Almolonga’s success.  In addition, he claimed, the town was aided by historically 

having relatively equal land holdings. Fifty years earlier the big rancher landholders in the area 

had sold off their land parcel by parcel to different families, giving many of the townspeople 

opportunities as independent producers.  More importantly, about twenty years ago new 

scientific techniques of agricultural production entered and access to outside markets expanded.  

The key to the large vegetable size in Almolonga, according to this respondent, was not God’s 

blessing, but successful adoption of agro-investment strategies for both marketing and fertilizer 

use.  Many of the merchants I spoke with informally on the street concurred with this assessment 

of the importance of fertilizers in the development of agriculture in Almolonga.   

 Indeed, outside of Almolonga some respondents criticized the town, claiming that its 

vegetables are often considered extremely toxic.  They also claimed that there are high levels of 

cancer in the community due to agrochemicals.  The director of an NGO based outside of 

Almolonga, but which runs some programs there told me, “The cancer there is very worrying. 

Because the use, abuse of agrochemicals has been very strong. There is a lot of skin cancer, in 

the uterus of women because they carry the chemical in their clothes.  There are many cases of 

this.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 
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 This respondent also criticized Almolonga as having an individualistic culture which 

glorifies wealth because of the emphasis on Prosperity Theology in the town’s churches.  He 

claimed that the pressure to demonstrate God’s blessing through wealth drives both individuals 

and the churches in Almolonga into a competitive display of ostentatious consumption which has 

become unhealthy.  He further argued that the apparent prosperity of Almolonga is a superficial 

reality demonstrated by the size of their buildings and celebrations, rather than the well-being of 

their children.  The respondent explained:  

“It is a struggle that has already become very superficial… about who has more 

money, more power to display their money.  So much so, that the churches have a 

fight, for example, who has the most beautiful temple, who has invested more 

money… There are children in Almolonga who have no possibilities to succeed. 

And many children are laborers, who do not attend school, in Almolonga.  For 

example, one family [we worked with] is poor, but the father made a very big 

feast, spent thousands of Quetzals, and borrowed money in different ways to show 

off to others… Already there is a pride and vanity that is no longer healthy. It is 

very difficult.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 What is perhaps most surprising about all the explanations of Almolonga’s success by 

people within the community and by external believers of the “Myth of Almolonga” is that they 

all assume that Almolonga has experienced greater growth and development than neighbouring 

municipalities.   This may not, however, be the case.  The United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP) country report on Guatemala lists the 2002 human development index of Almolonga (a 

measure of income, education, and health levels) as the 8th ranked municipality in the highland 
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state of Quetzaltenango  (UNDP 2005a).  Even in just the pure income index, Almolonga ranked 

6th in the state.  The myth of Almolonga then, may just be that – a myth.   

 Prosperity Theology in Almolonga may serve as much to mystify the true causes of 

Almolonga’s economic growth as it does to foster wealth through magical means or through an 

ethic of sobriety and hard work.  Moreover, if UNDP’s statistics have any validity, Prosperity 

Theology, and the belief that God has “touched the soil” of Almolonga, further mystifies the 

simple reality that the municipality of Almolonga lags behind its neighbors in human 

development.   The case of Almolonga underscores the point, then, that while Prosperity 

Theology and Micro-Entrepreneurship have parallels as symbolic systems aimed at 

transformation of individuals into entrepreneurs, Prosperity Theology, in and of itself, is not an 

economic intervention equivalent to micro-entrepreneurship and micro-finance programs.   

 Of course, churches which promote the Prosperity Doctrine may host micro-finance 

programs in their congregation – in which case there is a real tangible convergence.  However, 

the role of churches and other faith based organizations in undertaking tangible development 

programs, such as micro-finance, will be discussed in Chapter 3.  The goal of this chapter is 

instead to show how religion and development are both stories which people tell about the world, 

and which function as symbolic systems aimed at improving human well-being through 

collective internal transformation.  In the following section, an examination of Catholic 

Liberation Theology and Secular Human Rights Training will further illustrate this point. 
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Empowering the Oppressed 

 The strong ideological parallels of Prosperity Theology and micro-entrepreneurship 

promotion in part stems from their shared historical routing in the early Protestant ethic and their 

shared optimism about capitalism as a force for individual freedom.  Prosperity Theology and 

micro-entrepreneurship promotion, however, are just two examples of a more diverse array of 

parallels between secular development approaches and religion as systems of collective inner 

transformation aimed at social well-being.  Catholic Liberation Theology and secular human 

rights training provide another example of a parallel between a religious tradition and a specific 

secular development intervention. The parallels between Liberation Theology and human rights 

training stem in part from their common rooting in modern philosophies of social critique, 

including Marxist thought, as well as in the Prophetic Tradition of the Christian Bible.  Both 

Liberation Theology and human rights training seek to empower marginalized individuals to 

stand up for their inherent dignity through awakening of their consciousness.  

Liberation Theology   

 Liberation Theology is an approach to interpreting Christian doctrine which had its 

strongest development in the Latin American Catholic Church.v  Especially active in the 1960s 

and ‘70s, Latin American liberation theologians sought to push the state towards more radical 

and redistributive models of development, and at times to overthrow the state in order to create a 

more just and equitable society.  Latin American Liberation Theology emerged in an era when 

social movements seeking profound changes were rising throughout Latin America, often 

inspired by Marxist critiques and dependency theory (Cardoso and Faletto 1979; Frank 1969b).   
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Liberation Theology was also incubated in the atmosphere of greater theological freedom and 

creativity inspired by the Second Vatican Council (Boff and Boff 1987).    

 At first, Liberation Theology simmered at the grassroots as priests engaged with their 

congregants in social movement activism.  By 1968, however, the Medellin meeting of the Latin 

American Episcopal Conference, a conference of Catholic Bishops, proclaimed support for 

Liberation Theology.  The documents of this Medellin Conference proclaimed: 

“The Latin American Church has a message for all people on this continent who 

‘hunger and thirst after justice.’ The very God who creates us in his image and 

likeness, creates the ‘earth and all that is in it for the use of all people and all 

nations, in such a way that created goods can reach all in a more just manner,’ and 

gives them power to transform and perfect the world in solidarity. It is the same 

God who, in the fullness of time, sends his Son in the flesh, so that he might come 

to liberate everyone from the slavery to which sin has subjected them; hunger, 

misery, all oppression and ignorance, in a word, that injustice and hatred which 

have their origin in human selfishness. 

Thus, for our authentic liberation, all of us need a profound conversion so that 

‘the kingdom of justice, love and peace,’ might come to us. The origin of all 

disdain for humankind, of all injustice, should be sought in the internal imbalance 

of human liberty, which will always need to be rectified in history. The 

uniqueness of the Christian message does not so much consist in the affirmation 

of the necessity for structural change, as it does in an insistence on the conversion 

of men and women which will in turn bring about this change. We will not have a 
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new continent without new and reformed structures, but, above all, there will be 

no new continent without new people, who know how to be truly free and 

responsible according to the light of the Gospel.” (CELAM 1968) 

 A primary method Liberation Theologians used for promoting the church’s mission as an 

agent of historical liberation was to form base communities.   Base communities brought poor 

laity together into worshiping collectives that often engaged in radical consciousness raising and 

social movement activism alongside prayer activity.  In particular, Liberation Theology 

encouraged base communities to reflect together on egalitarian teachings within the Christian 

gospel.  The Medellin Conference documents highlighted the importance of consciousness 

raising for Liberation Theology.  The documents explained: “It is indispensable to form a social 

conscience and a realistic perception of the problems of the community and of social structures. 

We must awaken the social conscience and communal customs in all strata of society.” (CELAM 

1968) 

 Radical as it was, Liberation Theology met stiff opposition.  The persecution of 

Liberation Theology priests, and the assassination of even relatively conservative allies of the 

poor within the church hierarchy such as Guatemalan Bishop Gerardi and Salvadoranian Bishop 

Romero, sought to temper church radicalism.  Within the Vatican, individuals such as Cardinal 

Ratzinger, who later become Pope Benedict XVI, strongly resisted aspects of Liberation 

Theology (Lynch 1994).  In particular, Vatican leaders opposed elements of Liberation Theology 

that they believed were aligned with Marxist dialectical materialism and the promotion of armed 

revolutionary violence. 
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 Although its global influence has diminished greatly over the last 20 years, in southern 

Mexico where I conducted research, Liberation Theology continues to thrive.   Liberation 

Theology was particularly strong in the southern Mexican state of Chiapas under the leadership 

of Samuel Ruiz who served as bishop of San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas, from 1959 until 

1999.    Chiapas is the southernmost state in Mexico. San Cristobal is the primary city of the 

central highlands of Chiapas, an area largely populated by indigenous people.  The Catholic 

Church in San Cristobal under the direction of Bishop Samuel Ruiz was one of the most active 

and radical dioceses in Mexico.   

 The San Cristobal diocese included within its territory some of the poorest and most 

marginalized communities of Mexico.  The indigenous people of Chiapas have experienced five 

centuries of exploitation, enslavement, oppression, and abuse since the first conquest of the 

Spaniards.  Many of the indigenous inhabits in the area had experienced forcible displacement 

from their own lands within the state or from other regions, and had meager resources to survive.  

During Bishop Ruiz’s tenure in San Cristobal, government services were almost non-existent.  

When they did exist, they were almost always tied into corrupt patron-client systems by which 

the ruling political party maintained power in the country.   

 At the core of Bishop Ruiz’s Liberation Theology was a “preferential option for the 

poor.”  The theology which I heard repeated again and again in interviews with Catholic 

respondents in this region was the belief that Christ was poor, and came to the world to create a 

change on behalf of the poor.  The church therefore had an obligation to continue this mission.  

Prayer and bible study were tools towards social transformation.  By reflecting on the bible and 
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the “Word of God,” individuals could “awaken” to the reality of the world, especially injustice, 

and then feel moved to act for social change.  

 A Catholic nun who had worked for many years setting up base communities under 

Bishop Ruiz described to me how members of base communities in the region came to 

understand the libratory message of the Bible and from that understanding to organize demands 

upon the government for more just development.  She explained:  

“Over time, people have been discovering, in the contact with the Word of God, 

that God is a liberator, that God wants us all to be equal, that there are no people 

who are higher and others less, but we have the same dignity.  They have found 

that in the Bible. Many people have said, 'Before I knew the Bible, I thought that 

those with money and those who had power were superior to us, and we had to 

obey them in everything, even in ways that were bad. But now that I know that 

God does not agree with that situation and holds us all at an equal level.  Even 

though we do not have money, even though they have money and power, still, we 

are at the same level in dignity.’  Then we have taken a step further, not only 

reflecting on the Bible, but moving from reflection to action.” (Personal 

Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 A number of the most important community development organizations in San Cristobal 

had originally been supported or founded by the Catholic diocese.   A priest who headed a 

diocese-sponsored community development center which worked with rural indigenous groups 

about one hour drive south from the city of San Cristobal, explained his center’s origin and work: 
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“All of this began in 1963.  This was the moment in which the Vatican II Council 

began and in which in this dioceses, Don Samuel Ruiz had just recently arrived.  

From this time, there began especially here among ourselves and in Latin 

America, the need for the transformation of the people.  In that time we said, ‘so 

that the people themselves become the developers of their own history.’  I admit 

to you that we did not know what that meant, but we tried to move forward with 

it, more than anything with Don Samuel… We no longer only thought that pagan 

Indians should convert to Christianity – although still we did do this – but we also 

tried to transform them in various ways for their own progress. We began 

teaching them to do simple things like making their own clothes, operating 

machines, operating looms to make sweaters.  We mastered all of this technology 

and from the beginning, we used the method of Friere to teach them to read and 

write.  They began to see that they could begin to read and write.  That then broke 

the taboo which said they could not read and write, that only the Ladino could do 

this.  But they saw they could also.” (Personal Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 In the ‘60s and ‘70s, as this church-based development center gradually became more 

connected with the indigenous people of the area, it also began to run courses in outlying rural 

communities.  The indigenous members of those communities started to hold their own 

management meetings to coordinate community improvement.  This self-coordination of 

assistance by rural communities led to greater integration within the communities and across the 

region.  Finally, the communities decided to take over themselves the entire coordination of 
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community development activities.  The priest fondly described this turning point as an 

important fulfillment of the center’s mission to promote self-determination.  He said:  

“I remember very well when they came to us and said to us, ‘You have helped us 

a great deal, you have formed us, you have helped us to wake up our 

consciousness.  However, the work is far from done because our problems are, 

above everything, problems about the ownership of land.  That is the first point 

they made.  A second point they made was how difficult it is to make the land 

produce enough to sustain livelihood despite working hard.  Thirdly they told us, 

all that we have done was fed with the force of the Word of God, so you should 

not neglect your duties as priests.’  It was from this moment that they had 

autonomy, telling us, ‘We can have our own meetings.  We are going to set our 

own time to meet, and to guide our own meetings.’  And so from then we had the 

vision that this is what the community needed.  We could help them, but the 

people who had the solutions were they themselves.”  (Personal Interview, 

Mexico, 2006) 

 This priest described how the communities he worked with developed an awakening of 

consciousness and self-organization needed to generate a strong social movement.  Indeed, over 

the time of Samuel Ruiz’s tenure as Bishop in San Cristobal, the area experienced the substantial 

emergence of social movement organizations with strong ties to the Catholic Church, such as Las 

Abejas, Las Hormigas, and the Ymlej movement.  These groups demanded justice for their 

communities, and ideologically contested the capitalist mode of production and ownership.  The 

most famous movement to emerge in the Chiapas region, however, was the Zapatista movement.   
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After a short violent uprising in 1994, the Zapatistas have used internet media and the 

communiqués of its leader, Sub-Commandante Marcos, to gain international attention.    Bishop 

Ruiz was actually, at times, accused of having caused the conditions which led  to the 

revolutionary uprising of the Zapatistas.  The nun quoted above explained:  

“On one occasion, a reporter asked Don Samuel, Mr. Ruiz: ‘Is it true that you 

advised the Indians to wage war, to be noticed, to improve their situation?’ He 

was referring to the Zapatistas. Don Samuel said in response: 'Well, look, the only 

thing I did in my ministry as bishop is ... it was night and the light was off. The 

only thing I did was to turn the light on for them to see who are exploited, who 

are victims of injustice, and such things.  The only thing I did was turn on the 

light with the Word of God. That's it. If they, then, took the option to demand 

anything of the government, it is from them. It was because they saw all around 

them the injustice, the slavery to which they were subjected. They wanted to be 

liberated.  They used a method that was not very good, but if it was the only one 

that remained, it was the only recourse! They know what they do. I did not advise 

them to do it, the only thing I did was to remove the cloth from the eyes of these 

brothers.’”   (Personal Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 The Zapatista movement arose in an area strongly permeated with the Liberation 

Theology doctrine, but organizationally the movement was separate from the church.  Other 

social justice movements in the San Cristobal region, however, had direct ties to the Catholic 

Church.  The social movement organization Las Abejas, for example, emerged in large part out 

of meetings of Catholic Catechists around the town of Chenhelo, Chiapas.  Las Abejas, like the 
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Zapatistas is an indigenous social justice organization mobilizing for the self-determination and 

development of indigenous communities in Chiapas.  However, it is strictly non-violent.  A 

leader of the group described the relationship between Las Abejas and the Zapatistas: 

 “Our goal is the same, to fight for justice, for liberty, for human rights, for peace, 

for the recognition of indigenous rights.  What is different is the form of our fight.  

Because the Zapatistas fight with arms, and in turn, Las Abejas fights in a 

peaceful form, that is the difference… Our weapons of struggle are fasting and 

prayer, as well as words through denouncing injustice.” (Personal Interview, 

Mexico, 2006) 

 This leader explained that the group emerged out of the awakening of consciousness that 

was happening amongst Catholic believers in the San Cristobal diocese:  

 “We came from this consciousness formed by reading the Word of God. Reading 

the Word of God from the perspective of our reality, from the situation of poverty, 

from marginalization, from exploitation, from injustice.  We asked, ‘if God were 

here with us, what would he say, what Word would he give?  How can we read 

the Word from our own reality?’  This is the process that began in the dioceses.” 

(Personal Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 Las Abejas formed in the social milieu of Chiapas already highly energized by the 

teachings of Liberation Theology. The initial choice of name for the group when it was first 

established demonstrates the central importance of religion in its identity.  After considering a 
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few options, members chose the name Las Abejas, which means “the bees.”  The respondent 

explained that they decided upon this name because  

“bees are in one single house, organized, working to produce honey.  The honey 

is not for them to eat, but is for all the people to eat.  We decided that is how our 

work would be.  We would work unified and organized to defend our people, to 

work for justice, for democracy, for liberty, for human rights, for all our people 

and communities.  And we further said, that it is a good name because bees have a 

queen.  And if they ask us who is our leader, we will say that Las Abejas has a 

queen, and that our queen is the kingdom of God, that it is God himself.  That was 

how we established and formed the organization.” (Personal Interview, Mexico, 

2006) 

 Las Abejas is internationally known because of the brutal massacre of many of its 

members on December 22, 1997 in the town of Acteal, Chiapas.  It is widely believed that Las 

Abejas was targeted specifically because of its members’ sympathy for the Zapatista movement, 

and more broadly because of their own peaceful struggle for justice.  On December 22, members 

of Las Abejas had gathered to pray together in a wooden chapel.  While praying shots tore 

through the walls.  As people tried to escape, gunmen shot at them, killing in total 45 people, 

including 21 women and 15 children.  The massacre was perpetrated by a paramilitary group 

widely thought to have been supported by the government and to have conducted the massacre 

with the knowledge and approval of senior government officials.  Neither the government nor 

nearby soldiers intervened throughout the attack which lasted for hours.   
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Human Rights Training 

 Just as Prosperity Theology as a system of inner transformation is paralleled by the 

secular development strategy of micro-entrepreneurship promotion, Liberation Theology is 

paralleled by the secular development strategy of human rights training.  Human rights training 

is a specific strategy for promoting development grounded in the perspective that the 

fundamental measure of development in a society is the degree to which human beings have their 

basic economic, social, and political human rights upheld.  Promoters of human rights training 

believe that by fostering an understanding of basic human rights to marginalized groups, such as 

women, indigenous peoples, peasants, and the urban poor, these communities will stand up 

against oppression to demand and ensure equitable and just development.  

 At the core of the human rights training strategy is a belief in the importance of legal and 

moral frameworks for human rights, and an attempt to empower citizens to claim those rights.  

Human rights are universal and inalienable rights which stem from the inherent dignity and 

equality of all people; and which have been enshrined in various international documents.  The 

text that is most often referenced by human rights promoters is the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights.  This declaration was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 

December 10, 1948.  In addition, various other international declarations of human rights have 

been issued throughout the last 60 years, including: the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights;  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination; and the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
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 Ratified by most countries in the world, these documents espouse a number of basic 

human rights, such as housing, education, employment, food, health care, protection against 

discrimination, political participation, and the right to organize unions.    The protection and 

promotion of these rights is the duty of governments.  Though each nation state is responsible for 

protecting these rights, international institutions – principally the United Nations system – seek 

to promote and oversee human rights from above; while from below, civil society movements 

organize to demand respect of human rights by local governments.  Obviously, the United 

Nations is limited both in the scope of its power to enforce human rights, as well as by the fact 

that it is comprised of many members which themselves do not adhere to principles of human 

rights.  On the other hand, civil society organizations which defend human rights are often the 

target of harsh repression by powerful elites within and outside of government.  Nonetheless, 

little by little the human rights ideology has steadily grown over the last half century through the 

work of grassroots organizers, international lawyers, progressive politicians, and international 

bureaucrats.   

 The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) provides a good example of how 

bureaucrats within the United Nations system have sought to promote human rights and how 

human rights informs a vision of development.  UNDP is the agency in the UN system most 

directly tasked with promoting global development.  One of the principle strategies employed by 

UNDP in the last two decades has been to assist nations to adopt policies, standards, and 

measures promoting human development.  In particular, through the production of Human 

Development Reports, UNDP measures progress in human development, and suggests how 

nation’s can improve.  While UNDP’s human development approach is heavily based in Sen’s 
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(1999) capability theory, that development should be about expanding the choices people have to 

lead lives they value, UNDP’s approach is also largely grounded in the core principles of human 

rights and international human rights documents.   A UNDP staff person based in the Bangkok 

regional office summed up this view of development, when she told me:  

“If there is some source of overarching strategy or philosophical underpinning to 

what we do, that distinguishes the work of UNDP, I think it is that it's grounded in 

the UN Charters and in turn refers to the Human Rights treaties.  So in theory all 

that we do is based in this view that there are rights and they have been ratified by 

the states.  States have an obligation to deliver those rights, and the rights holders, 

among those the most disadvantaged, have to be able to claim these rights.  To 

claim and obtain.  Mostly for us it’s about empowerment to claim the rights.”  

(Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 Grassroots civil society movements similarly seek to promote human rights as a 

cornerstone to social development.  A staff person at a Guatemalan City based advocacy 

organization explained to me that in their work, their vision of development and social progress 

was also framed largely around the concept of promoting human rights:  

 “We fight for the rights of the most disadvantaged, for the rights of the most 

excluded, for respect for their human rights, for a society with justice, for a 

society where the historical memory and dignity of the people is important.  And 

we are fighting for a state of law, with the aim also to empower people, or that 

people should be their own agents of change.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 

2006) 
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 Human rights training is a key way throughout the world that people are encouraged to be 

their own agents of change and to claim rights from states.  The goal of human rights training is 

to teach people about international and local laws and principles which guarantee their basic 

rights, and to encourage them to take actions to ensure their rights are respected.  An important 

component of this training is conveying to people that as human beings they have an inherent 

dignity and a set of rights which ought to be respected.  Often, human rights training is 

conducted by civil society organizations in workshops, community meetings, or organizational 

gatherings which use popular education techniques to teach people about their rights.  A host of 

written educational materials and media is also produced by these organizations to raise people’s 

awareness of human rights, and to integrate the idea of rights into their everyday life.    

 Human rights training was a particularly prominent development strategy in Guatemala.  

It was seen as especially important by many development practitioners working in Guatemala 

because of the bloody and brutal civil war which the country endured for three decades from the 

1960s until 1996.  During the civil war, horrifying disrespect for human rights was common, 

including mass murders and the use of scorched Earth tactics by government soldiers.   Though 

the war has now ended, ongoing violence, injustice, and impunity continues to torment the 

country.    

 The director of an office of an international development NGO working in Guatemala 

described the importance of human rights promotion in light of the brutal history of the 

Guatemalan civil war:   

“It’s very important for the projects of this organization to try to give power to the 

people.  Because the years that we lived of repression did not permit us to say that 
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‘I have rights,’ or ‘I have rights to demand things from the government because I 

pay my taxes or because I am a Guatemalan citizen.’  Therefore, we believe that 

through communication we can say to the people that they have power and that 

they have to use it.  We believe it is definitely a process that will take some time 

because people are very scared.  They say ‘The Mayor, he is the boss here. I do 

not have any ability to say anything.’  Why is that? Because they have fear that 

what happened before will happen again…  That is why we believe that 

communication emphasizing rights is a way to give power to the people. We have 

a lot of confidence that this is one of the best ways to try to create development.”  

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Human rights trainings often is undertaken by NGOs in Guatemala either as their primary 

focus of work or in conjunction with other development programs they run.  For example, the 

staff person at a local NGO working on projects in poor and indigenous communities near San 

Marcos, Guatemala, explained that human rights training was one of five major strategies in his 

organization.  The other four were basic food security, improving women’s conditions, 

enhancing agricultural production, and promoting community organization.  Human rights 

training complemented these other development programs by empowering people to take 

mastery over their own lives, especially in relation to the government and legal systems which 

often marginalized them.   He explained that in  

“the human rights strategy we are basically working to train communities about 

relevant laws.   Many people in the community do not even know what a law is.   

Therefore, when the police arrive in the community, sometimes they abuse their 
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authority because the people of the communities do not know their rights. We 

have trained them about human rights, about the role of government in the 

communities.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 This organization also included rights-based trainings as a component of their work to 

improve the conditions of women.  Trainings on women’s rights were one of the most common 

type of rights-oriented training amongst all the organizations I interviewed.  The respondent 

further explained:  

 “Women have many different problems.  The first problem is that they are 

discriminated against for the fact of being a woman.  There is a prevailing sexism 

in Guatemala.  What we are doing is empowering groups of women through 

training on their rights.  And not just women.  When we address the issue of 

women's rights, often men also arrive to receive these trainings.  Consequently we 

are raising awareness of the men.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 The need to train men alongside women about women’s rights was often mentioned by 

respondents.  Respondents warned that if men and women did not both learn about women’s 

rights and change attitudes together, then women’s efforts to increase their rights and 

participation in public life could often result in repression by men, including domestic violence.  

Thus, though human rights are inherently guaranteed to individuals, human rights trainers often 

emphasize that promoting human rights requires a collective transformation of society. 

 Respondents also discussed the importance of organizing collective action by poor and 

marginalized communities to defend and promote human rights.  The staff coordinator of an 
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indigenous development NGO working in the north east jungles of Guatemala explained that his 

organization’s human rights work sought to encourage people to work together to achieve their 

rights:  

“In our trainings on rights, our goal is not only to have people say, ‘Good. I have 

my rights.’  But it is equally important to change attitudes, so that people work to 

help others, to include others.  Because together we can work together to achieve 

what we want, to achieve our rights.  But for this to happen, we have to be trained 

and transformed.  We have to become aware together.  We have to participate.  

We all have to be actively part of what we want.   This is a change of attitude, a 

training so that people come to say, ‘Alone, I can achieve something.  But if we 

join together we can achieve more.’  We have to demand our rights together.” 

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

The Parallels of Liberation Theology and Human Rights Training 

 Though they use different rhetoric, both Liberation Theology and human rights training 

emphasize transforming external social relations of domination; both seek individual 

empowerment and political participation through reflection on core principles of human worth 

and dignity; and both seek to find ways to help extend the voice of marginalized people into the 

public arena through social movement organizing.   Historically, Liberation Theology and human 

rights discourses have a rich history of interaction and mutual formation.   In Latin America, 

Liberation Theology often provides a spiritual and cosmological backdrop for the worldview of 

secular activists promoting human rights in secular NGOs.  At the same time, church 

organizations often incorporate ideals and discourse of human rights into their programs.   



89 

 

 For example, one of the most prominent human rights organizations located in Chiapas 

was originally started by the San Cristobal Catholic diocese under Bishop Samuel Ruiz.  This 

organization which at first was a project of the diocese later became an independent secular 

NGO.  A staff person at this organization emphasized that the church was no longer involved in 

setting the agenda for the organization, and that they worked entirely from a secular human 

rights framework.  However, he also explained that the organization works to promote human 

rights in communities surrounding San Cristobal through local leadership committees, and many 

of the community leaders on these committees also hold lay positions within the Catholic church. 

 Conversely, Liberation Theology inspired organizations in the San Cristobal area, such as 

Las Abejas, frequently frame their own work and projects in terms of human rights.  I asked the 

nun mentioned above who had worked for many years setting up base communities under Bishop 

Ruiz about the overlap of Liberation Theology discourse and human rights discourse.  She told 

me that, in her opinion, human rights is just the modern terminology for the need to respect 

human dignity and equality that was first revealed by God in the bible.  She said:  

“In these times, we say women's rights, children's right, our rights. And we call 

them all human rights. I believe that these rights also can be discovered in the 

bible.  So now we adopt new terms.  We refer to human rights.  But we find these 

in the bible. It says: ‘God gave us enough for everyone to live.’  The bible did not 

say 'the world is only for a few people,’ but ‘it is for all God’s children.’ So we all 

have the right to the creation.  But some take all they can.  And if there are those 

who have everything, there are those who have nothing. This is what we find in 

the world, whether we call it human rights or not.  And finding this, we know that 
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there must be justice and equality. It is very obvious that the bible first 

enlightened us about this.”  (Personal Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 However, Liberation Theology has, itself, been influenced by modern secular discourse, 

such as the human rights tradition, Marxism, and other enlightenment humanist political 

traditions.  In part, the reaction of the Vatican against Liberation Theology was shaped by the 

fear that Liberation Theology was too secularly oriented and too strongly influenced by non-

church social movements.   

 Still, while Liberation Theology and secular human rights trainings parallel and at times 

converge, there is indeed a difference in the way that secular proponents of human rights and 

religious proponents of Liberation Theology understand what development is and how the 

individual must transform to promote it.  The approach to development described to me by 

Catholic Liberation Theology priests in Mexico was about creating a society in which people are 

free from domination by others, live in brotherhood, and have access to the God granted 

resources to provide for oneself and one’s community.   By reflecting on the bible and the 

example of Jesus, oppressed individuals awaken themselves to the reality of the world, especially 

injustice, and then resist oppression to become the protagonist of their own destiny.   

  In contrast, the approach which is generally followed by secular human rights trainings 

posits that development involves creating a society in which people’s basic economic and social 

rights are upheld by the state, and their basic physical needs are met.  Through trainings, 

workshops, and popular education, marginalized individuals learn their basic economic and 

social rights, and then aspire to political participation to insure those rights.  Perhaps at the 

ultimate level, Liberation Theology and human rights trainings are pointing to one unitary 
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reality, but at the mundane level, they are two distinct, intersecting, and overlapping approaches 

to transforming individuals’ subjectivities. 

Conclusion 

 The analysis of Prosperity Theology, micro-entrepreneurship promotion, Liberation 

Theology, and human rights training in this chapter have shown the similarities of religion and 

the development enterprise in promoting sets of belief and practices which seek to advance 

human well-being through the collective transformation of individual subjectivities.  Religion 

and development are interlocking cultural systems which shape the individual internally – 

orienting their dreams, their aspirations, their subjective sense of what is possible in the world 

and how to improve society.   The analysis of the town of Almolonga in this chapter, however, 

also shows how religion can mystify development processes. 

 This chapter adopts a particular angle for analysis by specifically focusing on religion 

and the development enterprise as cultural systems that provide overarching meanings that orient 

people’s experiences and actions within the world.  While this is not the only dimension of either 

religion or the development enterprise, it is an important one.  Theorists of both the sociology of 

religion and development studies have long discussed this aspect of their respective subjects. 

 The sociology of religion contains a rich tradition theorizing religion as a cultural system 

that shapes people’s experiences and actions within the world.  Theorists have argued that 

religion orients people’s actions and experiences both through worldviews and practices (Asad 

1993; Berger 1969; Durkheim 1995; Geertz 1973c; Weber 1993).  Religious worldviews provide 

the meaningful scripts with which to interpret the world, whereas religious practices involve 
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disciplinary techniques through which the individual cultivates particular inner experiences, 

states of being, or virtues.    

 Development theorists have similarly emphasized the importance of individual values 

and subjectivity in stimulating social change.  Early modernization theorists argued that 

engendering particular values in  “underdeveloped” societies, especially through education, was 

key to stimulating modern development (Lipset 1967; McClelland 1984).  Following in their 

footsteps, Asian Values theorist have more recently claimed that the Confucian work ethic 

played a crucial role in the Asian NICs success in the final decades of the 20th century (Granato, 

Inglehart, and Leblang 1996).   

 This chapter harkens back to the original work of Weber on the Protestant Ethic, a 

foundational text for both the sociology of religion and development studies (Weber 1958).  Like 

Weber this chapter shows the important interconnection of religion and modern development.  

However, contrary to Weber’s prediction of the coming of a disenchanted, secularized modern 

world, this chapter shows that at least in some countries in Latin America and Africa, religion 

continues to play an important role in the economic and political life of people. 
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Chapter 3: Religion in Development 
Organizations 

 

 While Chapter 2 demonstrated the parallels and overlaps between religion and the 

development enterprise as cultural systems which aim to transform individual consciousness, this 

chapter focuses in on how religion shapes the development enterprise at the level of Faith Based 

Organizations (FBOs).  As key participants in the global development enterprise, FBOs bring 

religious beliefs, practices, and identities to shape the format and content of international 

development activities.  Indeed, no issue has more defined the question of religion’s role in 

development in recent years than the growing prominence of Faith Based Organizations as 

providers of development assistance.    

 By the term Faith Based Organization, I am specifically referring to non-governmental 

organizations engaged in providing development services from a faith perspective and/or 

specifically as a branch of a religious organization. These organizations are distinct from other 

types of religious organizations which Clarke has identified, including religious apex bodies, 

faith-based socio-political organizations, and faith-based terrorist organizations (Clarke 2006). 

The faith-based charitable and development organizations focused on in this chapter are the type 

of organization most often associated with the term FBO – and the type of organization most 

often funded by western governments and development agencies.      

 Governments, secular development institutions, and foundations have increasingly 

contracted and partnered with  FBOs in recent years (Clarke 2006; Clarke 2007).   Clarke argues 
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that FBOs grew in significance as neoliberal structural adjustment programs reduced government 

social spending and privatized government services.  Clarke (2006: 837) explains: 

   “The Reagan administration, in alliance with other right-of-centre governments 

in Western Europe, promoted radical new economic policies at home and abroad 

in the 1980s, including structural adjustment programmes in developing countries 

that linked development aid to reduced government spending, privatisation and 

market liberalisation. In ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries alike, FBOs 

expanded or proliferated as a result of economic neo-liberalism as the faithful 

responded to growing poverty, inequality and social exclusion...  In the US, an 

ideological revolution further transformed the role of FBOs at the cusp of the new 

millennium. ‘Charitable Choice’ provisions in the 1996 Welfare Reform Act and 

the 2001 Faith-Based and Community Initiatives Act ended discrimination against 

FBOs in the award of government contracts and funding, provoking concerns 

about the blurring of church-state boundaries and potential discrimination in 

favour of FBOs.” 

 The Charitable Choice provision of the 1996 Welfare Reform Act allowed government 

agencies to more easily provide contracts to religious social service providers. It is a pivotal 

example of the way that the devolution of the welfare state under neoliberalism was 

accompanied by an expanded role granted to FBOs to undertake social welfare provision 

(Chaves 1999; Hula, Jackson-Elmoore, and Reese 2007; Sider and Unruh 1999).  The Bush 

administration furthered this expansion of the role of FBOs both domestically and internationally 

(Clerkin and Gronbjerg 2007; Ebaugh et al. 2006).  In December 2002, Bush issued an executive 
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order establishing the Center for Faith Based and Community Initiatives within the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) (USAID 2008).    This center explicitly 

promoted the funding of “pervasively sectarian” FBOs.   At the same time, both European and 

multi-lateral agencies were similarly increasing their engagement with FBOs (Clarke 2006; 

Clarke 2007).  

 Berger points out that the growth of FBOs over the last couple of decades has come as 

part of a broader growth of the total non-governmental sector, secular and religious.   Berger 

(2003: 16) writes: “Among the estimated several million NGOs in existence today, an 

increasingly visible number of organizations are defining themselves in religious terms— 

referring to themselves as ‘religious,’ ‘spiritual,’ or ‘faith-based’  NGOs.”  This does not mean, 

however, that the role of faith organizations in developing countries is new – only that they have 

grown in prominence as governments and multi-lateral institutions are more willing to partner 

with them, or to turn over their workload to them.vi   Indeed, under colonialism it was often the 

church that accompanied colonial military administration in order to provide education and 

health services to the conquered people.  The motives behind these humanitarian church missions 

were complex: expression of genuine human concern, seeking converts and saving souls, racist 

attempts to civilize savage natives, and an expression of the soft side of colonial hegemony.   

 Even after colonialism, FBOs throughout the global south have remained stalwart 

providers of development services, such as education, health, micro-finance, community capacity 

building, basic infrastructure development, and provision of appropriate technology  (Ryan 

1995).   Especially in the field of education, private church schools continue to be considered 

amongst the best sources of education in countries throughout the world.  As this longstanding 



96 

 

role of the church in providing basic services has grown under neoliberalism, in areas such as 

Sub-Saharan Africa, up to half of all education and health services are now provided by FBOs 

(Clarke 2006).   It is this reality – perhaps more than any other – that highlights the deep 

interrelationship between religion and development in the world today. 

 This chapter will begin by describing some of the contemporary debates surrounding 

development FBOs and, more generally, the role of religion in public life.   It will then propose a 

typology for understanding the different ways that religion shapes the practice of development 

through FBOs.  However, the interrelationship between religion and development at the level of 

the FBO is not a one way street.  The relationship between religion and the development 

enterprise at the level of the FBO is one of mutual formation.  Even as the development 

enterprise is shaped by religion via the work of FBOs, so too FBOs adapt to transformations in 

secular development policy.  The example of the Sri Sri Institute of Development Studies in 

India is examined to illustrate how FBOs can adapt.  Finally, this chapter concludes by arguing 

that religion shapes development not only through explicitly Faith-Based Organizations, but also 

through ostensibly secular development NGOs and government agencies. 

Debates Over Faith Based Organizations 

  The growing expansion of state support to FBOs in the neoliberal era has not been 

without controversy.  In the United States, for example, the Bush administration’s funding of 

“pervasively sectarian” organizations along with its close ties with the religious right, have lead 

to grave concerns by critics (Ahmed 2005).vii  The Bush administration’s policies represent one 
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flash point in the controversial expansion in prominence of FBOs worldwide and the increased 

willingness of secular government and multilateral development institutions to fund FBOs.    

 Debates about the public role of FBOs as agents of development and especially 

government funding of FBOs are most often couched in terms of the classic principles of 

separation of church and state, and the prohibition of establishment of a state religion (Clerkin 

and Gronbjerg 2007; Flanigan 2007; Sider and Unruh 1999).  These debates are also framed 

within the much broader question about the appropriate role of religion in the modern public 

sphere, given the failure of the classic secularization hypothesis that religion would simply 

disappear in the modern world (Beyer 1994; Casanova 1994; Finke and Stark 1992).  

 In defense of religious involvement in public life, scholars often point to the positive role 

of FBOs in providing community services, in instilling democratic values, in advocating for 

social justice, in motivating civic volunteers, and in offering a more “holistic” approach to social 

services compared to secular agencies (Clerkin and Gronbjerg 2007; Park and Smith 2000; Smith 

1996a; Wilson and Janoski 1995; Wilson and Musick 1997; Wood 2002; Wuthnow and Evans 

2002).   Proponents of FBOs also argue that they have advantages as faith organizations 

precisely because of their rooting and networks in particular faith communities.  They have well 

established service delivery channels, and can reach some difficult to serve and marginalized 

populations that secular agencies cannot.  Therefore proponents argue FBOs should not be 

ignored by governments as important partners in addressing the economic, development, health, 

and educational needs of citizens around the globe (Hula, Jackson-Elmoore, and Reese 2007; 

Reinikka and Svensson 2004; USAID 2008).viii     
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 A recent study sponsored by the World Bank quantitatively compared service delivery 

between religious Not-for-Profit health care providers, government health providers, and for-

profit health providers in Uganda (Reinikka and Svensson 2004).  This study found that the 

religious providers administered similar quality services as the for-profit facilities at a lower cost, 

with lower prices, and with more pro-poor services.  Both provided better services than 

government counterparts.  Sider and Unruh similarly argue that religious-based service provision 

in the United States may be more effective and cost efficient than secular or government 

programs, and that religion has a special role in social service delivery because of “an 

increasingly widespread view that the nation’s acute social problems have moral and spiritual 

roots.” (Sider and Unruh 1999: 46)   

 For many scholars, however, the persistence of the public role of religion in the modern 

world is a dangerous trend in opposition to modern development – especially when it takes the 

form of fundamentalist religious movements and FBOs connected to militant religious groups.  

Scholars of religious fundamentalism frequently discuss the threat of extreme public religiosity.  

Many see fundamentalist religious movements as posing a great risk to peace, to global stability, 

and to the development of modern institutions and values, such as empirical science, democracy, 

tolerance, reason, and human rights (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; Barber 1996; 

Huntington 1996; Marty and Appleby 1991; Riesebrodt 1993; Wilcox 2000).  Beyond these 

criticisms of fundamentalism and beyond even critiques of the specific public role of religious 

agencies, movements, and politicians, Inglehart and Norris (2005) argue for a more sweeping, 

classic modernization critique of religion as hampering modern progress.   They see traditional 

agrarian value systems which place strong emphasis on religion, as supporting authoritarianism 
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and male dominance in society.  One of the key trajectories of modernizing development for 

them is the replacement of these traditional value systems with secular-rational values.    

 In his classic investigation, Casanova (1994) tries to strike a balance between the 

potential positives and negatives of religious involvement in public life.  He argues that religion 

can, indeed, offer much to modernity by providing ethical critiques of modern institutions, but 

that religion’s public activities should be limited primarily to civil society, and ought not to seep 

into political society or the state.  When keeping to this container, modern forms of public 

religion are not anti-modern, but are actually expressions of, and compatible with, modernity.  

Casanova draws upon Habermas’s claim that modernity will redeem itself and fulfill 

enlightenment promises when the degree to which it rationalizes universal values and infuses 

them into social institutions catches up with the degree to which modernity has instrumentally 

rationalized into Weber’s iron cage.  Casanova claims that religion can play an important part in 

this value rationalization and in the fulfillment of the enlightenment promise.   

 Essential to Casanova’s analysis is a recognition that there are different ways that 

religious organizations can engage in the public square, and that theorizing these differences is 

crucial to understanding the appropriate public role for religion in the modern world.  The same 

might be said then for FBOs and public funding of FBOs.   

A Typology of Faith Based Organizations 

 Scholars are increasingly recognizing that FBOs are not homogenous organizations, but, 

rather, include a diversity of different types (Berger 2003; Clarke 2006; Ebaugh, Chaftez, and 

Pipes 2006; Hula, Jackson-Elmoore, and Reese 2007).   A number of studies have sought to 
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classify basic categories of FBOs.  These studies have generally shared a few main 

characteristics: 1) they tend to focus on Christian FBOs, with the lion’s share of studies focusing 

on the United States; 2) they tend to rely on either broad close-ended surveys or on detailed 

ethnographic studies; and 3) they tend to focus on FBOs delimited by geographical location or 

service type (Berger 2003; Clerkin and Gronbjerg 2007; Cnaan et al. 1999; Ebaugh, Chaftez, and 

Pipes 2006; Ebaugh et al. 2003; Flanigan 2007; Goode 2006; Monsma 2004; Smith and Sosin 

2001).   The examination of FBOs presented in this chapter differs from these in that it focuses 

on a broad range of FBOs from across countries and religions, and relies upon in-depth 

interviews with representatives of FBOs.  This allows for a deep, but still broad, consideration. 

 In order to categorize FBOs, I synthesize a number of existing classification schemes.  I 

propose that the two primary dimensions for understanding the role of religion in the activities of 

FBOs are:  1) the use of religious or spiritual practices as part of the FBO’s development 

approach, and 2)  the association of an FBO with a particular religious denomination.  These two 

dimensions correspond roughly with the two dimensions which Benedetti calls the “orientation” 

and “pervasiveness” of religion in FBOs, as well as the measures of “service religiosity” versus 

“formal organizational religiosity” used by Ebaugh, Chaftez, and Pipes  (Benedetti 2006; 

Ebaugh, Chaftez, and Pipes 2006).    Additionally, Smith and Sosin’s  (2001) emphasis on the 

strength of ties between FBOs and particular denominations is represented in the first dimension, 

while Monsma’s (2004) emphasis on the degree to which religious practice is integrated as part 

of service delivery is reflected in the second dimension. 

 As stated here, these two dimensions allow for a succinct analysis of the way different 

development FBOs involve particularistic religious identities and practices in their work.  While 
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these two dimensions involve spectrums of incremental positions, for the sake of description it is 

possible to divide each dimension into two categories. Figure 1 demonstrates these categories. ix  

Each of the four categories in figure 1 will be described below.  

Figure 1: Dimensions of FBOs 

Dimension 1: The use of religious or 
spiritual practices as part of the FBO’s 
development approach 

Dimension 2: Association of an FBO with 
a particular religious denomination 

1a) Little religious or spiritual practice in 
development work 

2a) Little association with particular 
denomination 

1b) Strong religious or spiritual practice in 
development work 

2b) Strong association with particular 
denomination 

 

Little religious practice 

 The first category of FBOs are those which involve little religious or spiritual practices in 

their development approach.  These development FBOs are connected to or sponsored by 

particular religious communities, but do not center their development work around religious 

practice, teaching, ritual, prayer or dogma.  In fact, their development programs can be quite 

similar to secular development NGOs.  Many large global FBOs, adopt this approach in order to 

qualify for the support of donors of different backgrounds, international institutions, and 

government agencies.  Representing this position, a senior manager at the Malaysian office of a 

European Islamic charity explained to me that while his organization was motivated by Islamic 

teaching and received a great deal of funding from the Muslim community, the work they 

actually did in the field did not involve religious practice in any way.  The organization ran a 

host of program areas including: disaster assistance, education, health care, clean water 

provision, micro-credit, and small business promotion.  
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  This respondent was proud to point out that senior staff in his office came from all 

different religious backgrounds, that no religious confession or activities were required of them 

or recipients of their assistance, and that the work they did was similar in every standard to 

secular development NGOs.  He said: 

“Our work is no different than secular NGOs.  The foundation is different, but the 

result is the same. I derive it from the Koran, others from the Bible, others from 

humanitarian principles.   But if we really believe in what we are doing then we 

should all be going towards the same goal and using the same basic standards…  

We build our work off the basic teachings of Islam that do not contradict 

humanitarian principles.”  (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 Also within this category are organizations which sponsor development programs which 

include minimal forms of religious practice in their operations, such as some form of generalized 

prayer.  A development training center in Southern Mexico is an example of this.  The founder of 

this center was personally dedicated to Liberation Theology and had some assistance from the 

Catholic diocese when he started the center.  However, the organization itself was not a part of 

the church.    

 The center provides basic skills and job training, such as in mechanics, baking, 

sustainable farming, construction, and computer repair to rural peasants who reside at the center 

during their time of training.  While most of the participants were indeed Catholic, the 

organization saw itself as open to people of all denominations.  The center also had nightly 

prayer meetings.   However, these prayer activities were optional and primarily held to meet the 

needs of the residential participants who were away from their home communities.   The director 
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explained about his organization, “Each night we have prayers here, we do them at night when 

no one else is around, because we do not do them to show off to others.   We accept any 

Christian prayers – we read the psalms which all speak to the different Christians and we accept 

any Christian groups.” (Personal Interview, Mexico, 2006) 

 While this organization did include prayer as part of its activities, I will argue at the end 

of this chapter that in countries with strong religious cultures, the inclusion of generalized 

prayers within daily activity is something that is common not only in FBOs, but also in both 

secular NGOs and government agencies. 

Strong religious practice  

 A second category of FBOs are those which strongly include religious or spiritual 

practices in their development approach.   For representatives of these organizations, spiritual 

and religious practices were seen as a central aspect of the development process.   In fact, for 

these respondents, true development essentially and necessarily involved spiritual transformation 

of the members of society.  The director of a faith based education project in Thailand explained 

that cultivating spiritual goodness in youth is the most important aspect of developing a good 

society and insuring human well-being.  He said:   

“Good people become unselfish; they think of other people, they want to work for 

other people.  They would be very happy if they can make other people greater 

than they are. They’ll be very happy, that’s what good people are about.  They 

will help society, they will change society, they live simply, they are happy with 

what they have.  This is good people and they are filled with love, they are filled 
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with human values, the good people.  So we want to produce good people.”  

(Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 An even stronger statement of the importance of spiritual practice in development came 

from respondents who saw spiritual salvation as essential to ending poverty.  A staff person at a 

charity organization based in a Charismatic Christian mega-church in Guatemala City 

exemplified this perspective.  She described how their material development work and religious 

teaching were necessarily integrated:   

“We have 2 rural schools.  We also have a bulletin of the church every week that 

announces funds we need and projects we have.  Like currently we are asking for 

clothes for people in some cold areas. We have health clinics to help people.  This 

is to show people they can aspire to better things and that God loves them.  When 

we teach them that God loves them, that increases their self esteem and helps 

them leave poverty… As a church, our vision and method of transformation is 

through the Word of God.  We believe that God is all powerful, and that God does 

not want people to be poor, he wants people to live well.  We learn from the 

Bible, that the wish of God is that everyone lives well.  So we teach people that, 

and teach them God´s word to help them leave poverty and ignorance, and to do 

that through a personal relation with God.  What is important is personal relations 

with God and with each other.   To leave poverty you can´t just do it with schools 

and jobs. You need God.  It is necessary for the spiritual part of our being to be 

complete. So we teach people to know God.  We provide bible study classes and a 

leadership training institute.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 
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Little association with a particular denomination 

   The first two categories highlight the degree to which FBOs incorporate spiritual practice 

into development work.  The second two categories indicate the degree to which FBOs are 

connected to particular religious denominations.  First, are organizations with little or no 

association to a particular religious denomination.  This includes interfaith and ecumenical 

organizations, as well as organizations founded by a community with a common set of spiritual 

principles but without connection to a specific institutionalized religion.   An example of these 

organizations was an interfaith peace council of women within a slum just outside Nairobi, 

Kenya.  The council is a peer support group that engages in community dialogue, encourages 

micro-entrepreneurial activities, and pools resources to assist each other deal with lack of basic 

community services.  

 The council first began after a series of conflicts had erupted within the slum where the 

members lived.  A group of women responded to the conflicts by coming together into an 

interfaith organization that could help resolve conflicts and address basic needs of the 

community.  A founder of the group stated:  

“The clashes started and so many women lost their lives, lost their properties. So 

we as women, we said, ‘let us interfaith, interfaith all the religions, all the tribes 

who are living in Kibera.’ So that is how the interfaith started because when there 

were clashes, all the women and children were just having to camp out. We as 

women, you know women are very sensitive. I have seen women camp out there 

and you know a woman needs a private place. So that's why we started this 

Interfaith for women.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 
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 Another example of this type of organization is an indigenous-based medical center in 

Mexico which utilizes indigenous herbal and ceremonial remedies to address the needs of 

patients.  Healers and workers at this center stress the importance of harmony with the spiritual 

world as a key component of individual and social well-being.  While connected to the 

indigenous spiritual tradition, this center is not so much a representative of a particular religious 

institution or congregation, as it is attempting to preserve and revitalize a range of indigenous 

spiritual and medical practices. 

 A final example of an FBO that has little association with a particular denomination can 

be found in the development projects of a new-age spiritual community in southern India.  While 

it is not tightly connected to a particular religious denomination, this spiritual community is 

“faith-based” to the degree that it consists of a community of people organized around an 

amalgam of common spiritual beliefs and practices.  Formed by seekers from a variety of 

religious traditions, the community ideal is to create a harmonious and sustainable lifestyle 

together.  Moreover, various members of the community sponsor informal projects in which they 

assist nearby villagers with basic economic and health needs.   A women who lives in the 

community and undertakes development projects throughout the surrounding area, emphasized 

that the community was a spiritual one, but not religious: 

 “Most people who enter here are already quite free of religion. But [one of the 

founders] had to be quite firm about it.  She said no religions in here.  She didn't 

say all religions. No religions in here… Each [seeker] will be following their own 

path, it will be unique for them. Some may even follow traditional paths, but you 
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have to go beyond them, you have to realize when you've reached the end of it 

and then move on.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

Strong association with a particular denomination 

 The final category of FBO are those which have strong associations with particular 

denominations.  Within this category are organizations that are direct extensions of particular 

churches, as well as global NGOs representing a particular religious tradition, such as Caritas, 

Lutheran World Relief, and the Aga Kahn Development Network.  These organizations are the 

ones most often thought of when speaking of development FBOs.   Many of these FBOs were 

created by religious institutions in order for their members to live out their religious beliefs about 

the need to help the poor and downtrodden.   

 FBOs connected to particular religious denominations differ in terms of whether they 

primarily serve their own congregants, or whether they serve all people regardless of religion.  

Take for example, the coordinator of a Presbyterian development organization in Guatemala who 

proudly explained that his organization, though based entirely in the Presbyterian church served 

all people without trying to recruit converts:  

“We are very clear that we have to work for human development.  We believe that 

part of the Christian commitment is to take care of our brothers, as much as we 

can so that we have a more humane life as sons and daughters of God… But in all 

the time that we have worked, we have not used the work that we do to promote 

the church.  In fact, in no place that we have worked have we founded a church.  

We do not go with the idea to found churches, because we do not want to fall into 

proselytizing.  We cannot say, we will teach you how to read, but then you are 
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part of our church.  Because that would be manipulative. We work even in areas 

without a Christian church.  We go to help with agriculture, with credit, with 

education.  But we do not say [to people who receive our help], you are part of the 

Presbyterian church.  In this our service is totally free.  Including, there were two 

communities where the people said after we did a project, ‘Your church is very 

good.  We want you to make us a church.’  And we said to them, ‘No.  We came 

so that you could have a better condition of life.’  We did not come like a 

politician who says, I will give water, but I want your vote.  This is not our way.” 

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Another example of an FBO connected to a particular denomination was a Catholic 

orphanage and community development center at the far outskirts of Nairobi, Kenya.  While the 

center was Catholic and included Catholic prayer and education as part of its activities, these 

were not mandatory.  A coordinator explained:  

“Here, we teach the Christian values. But it is not compulsory. Even to the 

children we have here, it is not compulsory that they be Christians. We have a few 

of them Muslims, and we have to give them a chance, maybe to go and worship in 

their places. So it's not a must that they do whatever we do here in terms of 

religion.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 The most denominational FBOs are essentially missionary organizations which use 

development programs largely as an inroad to communities in order to proselytize and convert 

followers.  For members of these organizations, the salvation of souls through conversion is the 
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most important matter at hand.  While worldly development work may temporarily ease the 

suffering of humans, it is only through spiritual salvation that eternal life can be guaranteed.   

Intersections 

 The four categories of FBOs in the chart above intersect in four unique ways.  The 

following chart illustrates these intersection, and lists one example of each of the four possible 

combinations.  Each of these examples will be described in detail below.x 

 

Figure 2: Categories of FBOs 

 

 

Little or no association with 
particular denomination 

 Strong association with 
particular denomination 

 

Little religious or 
spiritual practice in 
development work 

Example: Chemchemi Ya 
Ukweli 

Example: Lifemakers 

Strong religious or 
spiritual practice in 
development work 

Example: Mujeres A.C. Example: Sathira-
Dhammasathan 

 

Chemchemi Ya Ukweli 

  An example of a FBO which involves little religious practice in its work and is not 

associated with a particular denomination is Chemchemi Ya Ukweli (CYU), an interfaith 

organization promoting Active Non-Violence in Kenya.  Founded in 1997 by a small group of 

religious leaders concerned about growing political and economic violence in Kenya, the 
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organization seeks to train people to understand the many faces of violence in their life and to 

engage in non-violent responses to challenging situations.   

 One of the principle trainers of this group explained its formation: 

 “In 1997, religious leaders came together, and said we need to do something 

about the violence. So they involved others, looking around the globe where 

change had occurred, political change had occurred without violence, without 

bloodshed. And the invitation was made to people to come and assist us. So a 

team of three people came to Kenya, two from Philippines, and a reverend from 

the US. They were here for roughly three months carrying out non-violence 

training to different groups. There were workshops for justice and peace 

coordinators from the different dioceses of Kenya.  There were workshops for 

Bishops of the National Council of Churches of Kenya, that is the umbrella body 

for the Protestant churches. There were workshops for Imams and Sheikhs and the 

Muslim fraternity, student leaders, and the rest. After that time, just before the 

election, the people who had attended this called for a meeting and the question 

was, now we have heard about this, it’s nice, but what next. And it is from that 

meeting that it was decided, let’s set up an organization that will help further the 

philosophy and ideology of non-violence as a response to issues.” (Personal 

Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 The trainer later described how CYU works to promote nonviolence through trainings:  
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“Our program at the beginning helps the individual to look at themselves… So we 

begin by drawing the attention of the individual to the self, and the question is 

simple, how have I been a source of violence. Is there any instance in my life, is 

there any time that I can remember my actions, my words, ended in violence. 

Then we can examine how I have been a victim. Through that, we move on and 

try to identify the different types of violence that we come across. And then look 

at the different types of responses that people make. Then we introduce the non-

violence as the alternative response.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 CYU includes members and leaders of multiple faiths.   It involves religious practice in 

its work, primarily in order to promote a spiritual philosophy of active non-violence. Through 

reflection on teachings across religious traditions, the organization tries to encourage the 

transformation of individuals towards more peaceful existence. The respondent explained: 

 “We have a component in our training, about active non-violence spirituality. We 

read the Bible, the Koran, the Gita and all these holy books. The non-violence 

statements made by Jesus, made by the Prophets, made by the Hadith, and in the 

Koran. We read what are the texts and what does that text say. And we ask, as a 

believer, what is your understanding of that and how would you live that.” 

(Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 The respondent also presciently predicted that this work was especially important at the 

time of our interview because a Presidential election was coming soon in 2007 and could lead to 

further violence: “Equipping them with that knowledge is important due to the fact that we are in 

an election year. It’s possible we will have a lot of clashes in the country. We need to have 



112 

 

agents out there who can tell people, hey, slowly, slowly. There are [non-violent] alternatives to 

what you are doing.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

 Indeed, violence did erupt throughout Kenya following the election.  The electoral 

contest was strongly fought even after the poll, with accusations of vote rigging made against the 

sitting president, Mwai Kibaki by rival Raila Odinga.  Eventually, a power sharing agreement 

was reached between the two, but not until hundreds of people died in widespread clashes.  

Western media and observers were shocked because they had considered Kenya to be a fairly 

stable country.  However, this respondent assessed nearly a year before the election that the 

potential for violence existed, given the long standing history of political violence and 

constitutional crises in Kenya, as well as the widespread poverty in Nairobi’s massive urban 

slums.  He believed that resolving these explosive social tensions and training people to respond 

non-violently to situations was a crucial cornerstone of the development of Kenyan society. 

 As an interfaith organization founded by various religious leaders CYU is an example of 

a FBO which involves little specific religious practice in its work and is not associated with a 

particular denomination.  

Lifemakers 

Lifemakers is an example of a FBO which involves minimal specific religious practice in 

its work, but is associated with a particular denomination.  Lifemakers was founded in Egypt, a 

predominantly Sunni Muslim country, by former accountant Amr Khaled.  Khaled began his 

career of preaching in Sunni mosques in Egypt.   Lifemakers now, however, has chapters 

throughout the world and has begun to spread beyond its denominational foundation.   
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Khaled preaches a moderate version of Islam which encourages followers to come 

together to become “makers of life.”   Khaled aims his teaching largely towards Muslim youth, 

encouraging them to find meaning through charitable work and to succeed in their personal and 

professional lives.   Khaled seeks to motivate followers to take up personal goals and 

professional success, emphasizing the importance of punctuality, hard work, and self-respect.   

Khaled does not claim to be an Islamic scholar, but instead preaches a spiritual practice of 

everyday life, in which spiritual qualities are manifest in daily actions, hard work, and service to 

society.    

 Khaled was first launched to fame through the creation of a series of television shows in 

which he sought to spread his message.   He is well respected amongst western journalists and 

intellectuals for his rejection of Islamic extremism and violence. In 2008, Time magazine 

selected Khaled as one of the most influential people in the world.  However, Khaled is reported 

to have detractors both amongst Islamic clerics, who feel he should not be preaching without 

deeper knowledge of Islamic law, as well as parts of the Egyptian government, who are 

concerned about his growing popularity. 

 Lifemakers chapters throughout Egypt seek to promote what Khaled calls “development 

using faith.”  This approach seeks to inspire people through their faith to serve and contribute 

effectively to their society.  Unlike missionary organizations described above, which use 

development as a way to gain converts to their faith, in the Lifemakers approach faith is a tool 

which motivates people to volunteer their effort on behalf of social development.   That is why it 

is classified as an organization which involves minimal specific religious practice in its work.  
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While faith is important to Lifemakers, religious practice is not in itself development work, but 

rather an inspiration towards engaging in practical, material actions to improve society. 

 Lifemakers is particularly attractive to middle class youth in Egypt, who see it as relating 

to their lives in ways that classic Islamic teachings do not.  These youth also see the Lifemakers 

philosophy as a welcome alternative to extremist teachings, and are attracted to its service 

orientation.    One Lifemakers member emphasized that Lifemakers was so attractive because it 

allowed youth to combine their religious life with everyday life in the modern world:  

“Once Lifemakers started, youth in Alexandria, Cairo, all over the world felt that 

they found something that is missing in their life.  Because Amr Khaled taught us 

how to combine religion and life at the same time.  You know, he didn’t tell us 

pray 24 hours and don’t do anything else.  No.  You do things God told us to do, 

and at the same time you have to work, you have success, you have to develop 

your country.  You have to go out, talk with each other and talk with outsiders, 

Americans, whatever.  So, you know, he broke the traditional form of Islamic 

priest…  He broke the chain.  Because, you know, for years it’s the exact same 

speech: Do this, don’t do that, do this and don’t do that.  You know, the new 

generation, they don’t accept this kind of speech.  Mr. Amr Khaled came and he 

came with his new Islamic priest’s speech.  We felt he’s using our words.  He 

understands us.  He understands our needs.  You know, that’s why we accept his 

idea and accept his Lifemakers idea.”  (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 This respondent explained that Lifemakers taught him as a Muslim to develop society 

and become a positive role model:   
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“It’s not enough to know the Islamic order, to do this and not to do that.  You 

have to reflect it in your society.   You have to develop your society.  You need to 

be a role model for others, so people can say this is a Muslim, this is not a 

terrorist. This is a successful person in whatever - in football, in business, in art, 

you know?  Know your religion well plus develop your country and be a role 

model. That’s the equation. Obey religion.  Plus develop your country and try to 

be a role model for others, so people can say, ‘this is a good Muslim, I want to be 

like him.’   Not, ‘I’m afraid for him. He’s a terrorist.  Is he going to kill me?’”   

(Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 While Lifemakers is an organization largely rooted in the Islamic tradition, the spiritual 

practice it prescribes is general and ecumenical.  One of the coordinators of a different Egyptian 

Lifemakers’ chapter emphasized that an important part of their philosophy was respect for all 

religions: 

 “All the religions is coming from God…  [With Christians], I say, you respect 

my religion and I respect your religion and your idea.   We are living together, 

and when we reach to communicate together, to work to develop our country 

together. We need to work and to work hard and to work well and to 

communicate to each other.  We drink tea together, we live together, we take 

hands together, we teach together, we communicate together.” (Personal 

Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 This respondent also explained that there were both Christians and Muslims involved in 

his Lifemakers chapter.  Both were attracted to the group because they were interested in 
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transforming their hearts, serving the development of society, and living a good moral life.    The 

charity work of the Lifemakers chapter was a way for them to live their spiritual life: “This is a 

way that they live the teachings whether it’s the Christian teachings or the Islamic teachings, this 

is how they live it.  They live it into their world… I as a Lifemaker, what motives me to do this, I 

do this for God, for people, it’s inside me.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 The work conducted by that Lifemakers chapter ranged from computer training for area 

youth, to a stop smoking campaign, to plans to construct a health clinic. The key to their work 

was to try to simultaneously inspire generosity and charity in the hearts of members, while also 

pushing them to develop their skills and self-esteem.  The respondent explained that charity must 

begin with oneself:  

 “To give, to give all, to give all the world, I mean starts with me.  I have to think 

that I am here in this life to give.  I have ideas.  If I think it’s good, it will be 

useful for people, so I have to give it.  I have money, I have to give.  Everyone of 

us have something to give to others.  So you have to discover what you have, 

what you already have inside you.  What you are proud of.   You have to know it 

well, so then you know how to give it.  Sometimes, people have very, very good 

things inside, but maybe don’t know it.   So they have to know it. I have to know 

what is inside me and how to give it to others.  This is the way we think. This is 

how to be a Lifemaker.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 While Lifemakers is an organization strongly rooted in the global Muslim community 

and which seeks to promote “development using faith,” the organization promotes an ecumenical 

approach to spirituality and self-development.  While religious practice does play a role in the 
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organization, the primary role of faith in the group is to inspire members to serve others and to 

live up to their own highest potential.  

Mujeres A. C. 

 Asociación Civil Mujer, Espiritualidad y Sociedad (Mujeres A. C.) is an example of an 

FBO which strongly engages in spiritual practices as an essential aspect of its members’ effort to 

develop a good society, but which is not tied to a particular religious denomination.  Mujeres 

A.C. is an association of women in Venezuela that is working together to bring the practice of 

feminine spirituality into the culture of Venezuela.  Its members believe spiritual practices of the 

divine feminine are needed for the healing and transformation of their culture, and especially for 

the valorization of women.  They offer workshops and programs on spiritual practices from 

across faith traditions, seeing this work as a platform for social development.  They also sponsor 

alternative health workshops for low income women, conferences, and the publication of a 

magazine promoting their ideas.   

 Combining new age spirituality with feminist consciousness raising, the group seeks to 

improve the condition of women in Venezuelan society by creating a culture which values 

women and women’s spirituality.  Their work is particularly motivated by the context of the 

strong patriarchical tendencies of Venezuela’s Catholic Church.  One of the leaders of the group, 

an ex-nun, explained to me:   

“We are opening space so that women are taken account of.  So that she does not 

just come to be a slave of the man.  Because in the religions women are.  I was a 

consecrated nun.  I was as consecrated as a parish priest.  But I was not allowed to 

say the mass.   I could not lead spiritually in front of the community.  I could not 
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because I was not a man... So the first step is for women to realize their potential 

and their potential as women.  Not to become another man.  That is not the idea.  

The goal is not to leave behind your sensitivity and become exactly like an 

authoritarian man.  No, no, no.  I come from what I am, as a woman.  Because 

houses with only men are not the same.  When a woman arrives, she look after 

details, puts out flowers.  That is our essence.” (Personal Interview, Venezuela, 

2008) 

 For this respondent, respecting and valorizing the feminine aspect of society was crucial 

to achieve harmony, peace, and justice.  While Mujeres A.C. sponsored various educational and 

health promoting activities, she believed that just the practice of feminine spirituality was itself 

development work.  Promoting feminine spirituality through multi-cultural religious rituals and 

new age ceremony was a strategy for social change.   These spiritual practices awakened 

women’s consciousness, and in doing so improved not only women’s condition, but all aspects 

of society.  The respondent explained further:  

"Men have physical strength, women have the spiritual strength. They are two 

different things. So, what we seek is that the woman wakes up, that she sees 

herself as a human, and once she sees herself as human she wakes up.   So that is 

our work, waking the woman up in her conscience. The woman and the man.  But 

most of all the part of the woman, because it has been the most repressed.” 

(Personal Interview, Venezuela, 2008) 

 Another member of the group emphasized that women were the carriers of special 

qualities because of their nature as mothers:  
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“The woman has the divine potential.  It is part of her nature to care for another.  

They are capable of generating the power of understanding, compassion, 

guidance.  This is a potential that I discovered inside myself, and that I realized 

was very grand.  So now I am working with many people, trying to share that 

experience. I think the woman has a sweetness that is the most subtle.  It 

envelopes a process of discord. When women use this gift of God, it can soothe 

everything.  She can calm anything when she has this power in her. So I explored 

this and taught it to others. I see in women the divine potential, the inexhaustible 

source of the universal force that comes through us, and which we can share with 

others, with our sisters, our friends, our children.” (Personal Interview, 

Venezuela, 2008) 

 Another member of Mujeres A.C., however, explained that this divine feminine force was 

not only in women.  Rather, both men and women could experience and channel both masculine 

and feminine energies.  Their work, then, was to bring balance to the world, by encouraging 

qualities of the divine feminine both in women and in men.  For her, the crucial aspect of 

development of society was to wake up beyond material reality and to collectively realize the 

spiritual nature of our true being.  It was in this way that humanity would come to improve its 

condition, through collective awakening and evolution:  

“It is necessary that we wake up and begin to realize that we are more than this 

body.  We are an inexhaustible force of love, light, beauty, goodness.  But that has 

been covered over.  So to begin this search you must take your life into your own 

hands.  You must look for the answers within through your own strength.  We 
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must go towards the spiritual evolution of humanity.” (Personal Interview, 

Venezuela, 2008) 

 As a feminist cultural organization seeking to promote social justice for women, Mujeres 

A.C. receives some small support from the revolutionary Venezuelan government.  In modernist 

terms, Mujeres A.C. would be considered a feminist faith-based organization which is seeking to 

develop society by improving women’s conditions within it.  The approach to development of 

Mujeres A.C., however, is deeply spiritual.  It sees spiritual practice as an essential part of social 

change and development.  However, it has no connection with any particular organized religion, 

but rather is a new age potpourri of spirituality.  It is, therefore, an example of an FBO with 

strong spiritual practice, but little connection to a particular denomination.   

Sathira-Dhammasathan 

 Finally, Sathira-Dhammasathan is an example of an FBO which is both strongly 

connected to a particular denomination, and strongly involves spiritual practice.  Sathira-

Dhammasathan is a center of stylish buildings, gardens, and ponds located in a bustling urban 

area within the greater Bangkok metropolis. It was founded and is run by Mae Chee Sansanee, a 

former model and high society socialite who left lay life to ordain as a Buddhist Nun at the age 

of 27.  Sathira-Dhammasathan serves as a center for Buddhist meditation and teaching, as well as 

for numerous social projects initiated by Mae Chee Sansanee. 

 The goal of Sathira-Dhammasathan, like many of the other FBOs already discussed in 

this chapter, is to apply religious teachings to everyday life.  Sathira-Dhammasathan sponsors a 

wide range of programs including a residential home for poor or abused pregnant women, 

programs for prisoners, youth and education programs, and community development programs in 
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a Thai costal community for victims of the 2004 Tsunami.  In addition, the center sponsors a 

magazine and live-radio show.  

 Many of these projects are geared towards youth, and all incorporate Buddhist spiritual 

teachings as a core element.  Meditation, mindfulness, and Buddhist contemplation are all 

employed in these projects as tools for creating individual and collective well-being.   For 

example, one of the unique projects of Sathira-Dhammasathan is to help pregnant mothers create 

an emotionally and spiritually healthy mental environment for their fetus.  The idea behind this 

project is that cultivating spiritual vitality is key to developing a good society, and this 

cultivation can begin even before the child is born.  When a child receives loving, calm, and 

nurturing energy as a fetus, that child will grow up to be a healthy, moral, and productive 

member of society, adding to the well-being of all. 

 The goal of all of the projects is not only to assist people to live better material lives, but 

to help them progress along their spiritual path.  As a leader of Sathira-Dhammasathan 

explained, spiritual cultivation is essential to creating a better society:  

“To create a better society it is necessary to create the change which will lead to 

higher development.  To allow the person to feel a greater sense of self worth in 

this life; which enables a person's ability to feel more free.  The reality is the 

person cannot change if they have no spiritual training.   And when they receive 

training their raw instincts will change and he or she will become a better human 

being with a higher mind.  Then they can live their life less selfish and less likely 

to exploit those around them in whatever way.  That is real freedom.  It's 

nirvana... To help people have a better understanding of life in the present time, 
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they must take this opportunity to be in the present moment in every moment and 

continue in each moment.  When people respect themselves on a deeper level 

problems in the world can be solved.  It can end all of the violence and other 

problems of the world. ” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 

 Especially, in the context of the polluted, sprawling, and teeming metropolis which is 

Bangkok, Sathira-Dhammasathan seeks not only to address issues of poverty, but to provide a 

spiritual alternative to the fast paced, consumption-oriented lifestyle rapidly growing in Thailand 

as a newly industrialized Asian country.  The respondent further explained: 

 “We live in a society that is full of distractions and we are bombarded with ideas 

about wanting and needing more all of the time.  But we do not need to be victims 

of these distractions of greed.  In order for us to not live as victims, we must train 

ourselves and then we will find that we do not have to become lost in greed.  We 

must learn not to get stuck in greed.  Then, when we see our own suffering, we 

will begin to understand there is no need to suffer.  We must strive to be the best 

we can as human, without falling to become victims of greed.  When you are clear 

in your mind, when you are satisfied with everything being enough, then 

everything will be perfect.  When we become content, we will not feel 

hunger.  But if we are never content, we will continue to accumulate things, 

accumulate more than is necessary for living.” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 

2007) 
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Spectrum of FBOs 

Sathira-Dhammasathan is an FBO which is both strongly connected to a particular 

religious denomination – Thai Therevadan Buddhism – and which strongly incorporates 

Buddhist spiritual practice and teaching in all of its work.  Like Mujeres A.C., for Sathira-

Dhammasathan spiritual practice was seen as central to the very process of development.  This 

differs from Lifemakers approach of “development using faith.”  For Lifemakers faith and 

spiritual development is important; however, faith and spiritual practice is not considered 

development in itself.  Rather, for Lifemakers faith is the inspiration which moves people to 

engage themselves in projects of charity and social development.   

Sathira-Dhammasathan and Lifemakers, however, are similar in that both are strongly 

connected to a particular religious denomination.  Lifemakers, though, is less denominational 

than Sathira-Dhammasathan.  Although it began in predominantly Sunni Egypt, it has begun to 

spread beyond its denominational foundation and has ecumenical tendencies in it.   Still, 

Lifemakers is much more denominational than Mujeres A.C. and Chemchemi Ya Ukweli which 

are totally interfaith and non-denominational FBOs.  Finally, Chemchemi Ya Ukweli 

incorporates religious practice into its work the least of all of these four NGOs, though it does try 

to promote a “spirituality” of non-violence through training people to respond non-violently to 

stress and conflict.  

 In categorizing these FBOs, I have argued that the two primary dimensions for 

understanding the role of religion in the activities of these FBOs are:  1) the use of religious or 

spiritual practices as part of the FBO’s development approach, and 2)  the association of an FBO 

with a particular religious denomination.  I divided each of these two dimensions in half, positing 
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a strong and weak category for each.  In reality, however, this division into strong and weak 

categories is arbitrary and was created primarily for the sake of illustration.  The two dimensions 

instead are spectrums with no clear breaking point from one to the next.  Rather than thinking of 

their intersection as a four celled chart, an open-space graph would be more realistic.  Figure 3 

demonstrates how the four case examples just described might fit onto such a graph. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Spectrum of FBOs 



 

  The overall argument here remains, however, that religion shapes the development 

enterprise in varying ways through different development FBOs.  To understand exactly how 

requires an analysis both of the connections of FBOs to particular religious denominations, as 

well as the degree to which spiritual practices are seen as central to the development work that 

these FBOs undertake. 

FBO Adaptation to Secular Development Policy 

  

While religion influences development in a range of different ways through FBOs, there 

is not a simple one way flow of causality.  Even as religion influences the development 

enterprise via FBOs, broad national development policies and trends simultaneously influence 
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the form and function of FBOs.   Indeed the very rise in prominence of FBOs as providers of 

development assistance is, as Clarke argues, in part a response to the massive transformation 

caused by neoliberal development policies (Clarke 2006).   

 In Congregation and Community,  the definitive study of the adaptation of local church 

congregations in the United States, Ammerman et al. (1997) argue that religious congregations 

both shape and are shaped by the environments in which they are embedded.  The same is true of 

FBOs and the development enterprise.  Ammerman et al. apply a population ecology perspective 

to show how religious congregations rise, decline, and innovate in the face of an ever changing 

environment (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 1984, 1986).    When organizational environments 

change, congregations find themselves in situations unlike the ones in which they formed.  This 

causes a disconnect between the congregation’s programs and the potential church members 

surrounding them.  Though adaptation to a new environment is difficult, often congregations will 

fail or disappear if they do not effectively adapt by offering new programs, rebranding 

themselves, or changing location, culture, or governance.xi    

 Just as some religious congregations transform in the face of environmental changes, 

FBOs do as well.  Changes in national or global secular development policy can motivate some 

FBOs to reorient their programs or to create entirely new ones.  The Sri Sri Institute of 

Management Studies (SSIMS) in India is one example of the creation of a new program within a 

large FBO, the Art of Living Foundation, as a response to a shift in macro-level development 

policy.   

 The Art of Living Foundation, directed by Indian guru and global spiritual leader Sri Sri 

Ravi Shankar, sponsors both meditation retreats and service activities. Founded in 1981, it claims 
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to operate in 140 countries and to be one of the largest voluntary organizations in the world. Sri 

Sri Ravi Shankar has received numerous humanitarian awards, honors, and doctorates from 

institutions across the world, and the Art of Living Foundation holds consultative status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations.   

 Service projects sponsored by the Art of Living Foundation include disaster relief, rural 

development, agricultural assistance, schools, special educational and research institutes, youth 

empowerment, microenterprise, and assistance to women and children.    The central activities of 

the foundation, however, are the Art of Living Courses.  These courses are workshops which 

teach a particular form of yogic breathing practice, alongside Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s modern 

Hindu philosophy.  This yogic practice is considered both a form of development in itself and a 

starting point for the individual to engage in the Foundation’s volunteer work.  Drawing on 

ancient Vedic teachings, members of the Art of Living Foundation believe that the breathing 

technique and other spiritual practices help individuals to find their true nature which in turn 

leads to selfless service to others. 

 A spokesperson for the Art of Living Foundation explained:  

“Our approach is community development through internal development. The 

problems of the modern world come from stress. By nature humans are caring and 

loving and have a nature of giving service, but because of the push and pull of the 

world and stress, these qualities are clouded over or dampened. We need to take 

the stress out, using breathing techniques and yoga and if we can take the stress 

out, service will happen automatically. So we give people this breathing technique 

and they use it and then it is their nature to serve. We don’t ask people to serve. 
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They do it naturally. They want to join up with the organization. And because of 

that we have become one of the largest volunteer organizations in the world, a 

purely volunteer organization.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 The headquarters of the Art of Living Foundation is an ashram (intentional spiritual 

communities) on the outskirts of Bangalore, India.  A giant lotus shaped temple is the spiritual 

center of this campus, along with Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s residence.   On days that Sri Sri Ravi 

Shankar is not travelling in India or abroad, large crowds come to catch sight of him and pay 

homage.  The ashram also hosts offices, a medical center for traditional Indian Aryuvedic 

healing practices, dormitories for people staying long term or for short term courses, cafeterias, a 

bookstore, and a school.  This headquarters is the primary node in a network of centers which 

spreads across six continents through which the Foundation’s yogic courses are offered and 

service activities coordinated.    

 At the core of all of the work of the Art of Living Foundation is the living inspiration and 

modern Hindu teaching of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar.   His teaching and example serve as the primary 

motivation and unifying force for people involved in the foundation.  While the foundation 

describes his teaching as a universal philosophy applicable to people of all religions and presents 

it in a way that seeks compatibility with the deep teachings of all the world’s faith traditions, it is 

deeply based in Hindu beliefs and practices.  For example, as a Hindu organization it has 

recently initiated programs for teaching Vedic traditions and rituals.  

 To members of the Art of Living Foundation, spiritual practices are an important part of 

development work.  The spokesperson mentioned above explained that the Foundation does not 
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only offer material aid through its humanitarian programs, but also emotional and spiritual 

assistance.  He stated:  

“One of the important forms of development we do is disaster assistance. We 

don’t just provide the material needs, but we also help people with the trauma. We 

don’t just give people things, but we get them involved and helping with the 

building…. The key to the problems in the world is stress, if we learn how to get 

rid of stress, we learn how to live a better life and we learn how to live better and 

naturally help people. We use the breath technique to control the emotions. When 

the negative emotions are present, we do all sorts of that things.  We use the 

breath however try to help control those. Each rhythm of the mind has a 

corresponding breath rhythm so we can use the breath to get rid of stress and to 

control the mind, to control the emotions. So we do not do more harmful things. 

Stress is caused by many things, relationships, economics, family. We need to 

address stress problems and areas of trauma….  We do not grow development just 

by pouring money in, it will not work.  We teach, change people’s attitude and 

teach them to take responsibility for themselves.” (Personal Interview, India, 

2007) 

 In the open-space figure charting the two dimensions by which religion shapes the work 

of FBOs, the Art of Living Foundation would plot just to the left of Sathira-Dhammasathan as an 

FBO that is connected to a particular religious denomination and which incorporates spiritual 

practice into its development approach.  However, while embedding ancient tradition and 

spiritual practice into its development work, the Art of Living Foundation is also skillful in 
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adapting to currents in the modern political and economic sphere.  It is indeed this ability to 

simultaneously appeal to deep seated religious traditions, identities, and practices, while 

simultaneously presenting itself as fresh and modern that has lead to the global popularity of the 

Art of Living.  

Neoliberalism and SSMIS 

 The founding of the Sri Sri Institute of Management Studies (SSIMS) is one particular 

adaptation that the Art of Living Foundation has recently undertaken.  SSIMS was explicitly 

founded as an adaptation to the economic liberalization of India – the most substantial shift of 

national development policy in India of the last two decades.  In 1991, under the leadership of 

then finance minister Manmohan Singhxii, India underwent a major liberalization of its economic 

policy away from the previous restrictions and regulations of the “socialist” era towards a 

neoliberal economy.  Liberalizing reforms eliminated some of the major licensing procedures 

and encouraged privatization and foreign investment.  An official in the Indian finance ministery 

explained in an interview that he believed these economic reforms were the natural progression 

in India’s economic development.  He said: 

“In 1991 we realized that the economy had matured enough to be exposed to 

competition and that government can gradually withdraw itself from [managing 

many industries].  So the two things which we did was that we abolished the 

capacity license. Prior to 1991, if the industry was to start, or industry wanted to 

set up in India, by a private entrepreneur, he would be required to take a license.  

And the license was given depending on whether, in our perception there was a 

need for additional capacity to be created… So we were restricting competition.  
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Similarly we had very high rates of duty on imported goods.  Duty rates ranged 

from 100% plus. So which means that if a foreigner, if he wanted to sell goods to 

India, he was restricted because of duty rates...  We started opening the economy 

for the private sector, because the capacity license was removed. In all sectors the 

investment is free now. The entrepreneur can only indicate to the government that 

I intend to start in industry.  Duty rates have also come down so the domestic 

industries now have competition on both foreign goods and domestic goods.  As 

the result of this the rate of growth has accelerated.” (Personal Interview, India, 

2007) 

 This finance official believed that the liberalization of the economy had lead to the 

massive growth of the Indian economy in the 1990s and its emergence as a world economic 

power in the 2000s.  Other respondent’s, however, criticized liberalization as leading to growing 

inequality and leaving behind the country’s poor masses.   For example, a respondent in a rural 

village of central India criticized proponents of liberalization as falsely believing in trickle-down 

economics.  In contrast, he said, farmers have been greatly hurt by liberalization and the 

economic situation has become so desperate for them, that many are now committing suicide.  

He explained:  

“Today’s paper said that the Indian economy is growing more than 9%.  They 

have achieved a growth rate more than 9 %.   But what is happening in this area 

where you are seated right now.   Everyday in the 4-5 districts around this area, 

which is called the Vidarbha region, more than 5 persons, 5 farmers are 

committing suicide everyday on an average.  Because of debt, because of the crop 
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failure, because they aren’t getting better prices in the market, because of 

distress...  Since 91 to 2002, there are more than one lakh [100,000] suicide cases 

of farmers in this country.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 Another respondent pointed out that the economic growth which has happened since 

1991 left many behind, and that it has created a culture too strongly focused on money:  

“Even though the economy has developed, in fact the development is only a 

section of the public. There are three hundred million Indians who are still living 

below the poverty line, two hundred fifty million people who are illiterate. For me 

that is not the true development. Development must include everyone, at least the 

minimum standard of living. So India is certainly doing well but much more 

needs to be done, particularly in education, as I said people are still illiterate.  The 

value system has now become only money and commerce and everything else. 

There has to be spiritual values of sharing, of loving, sense of oneness with each 

other.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 It was in part this sentiment that the new economy must incorporate values beyond 

materialism which lead to the creation of the SSIMS. Regardless of whether the neoliberal turn 

of the Indian economy was seen as positive or negative, most respondents in India agreed that 

this change in secular government development policy lead to a major transformation of Indian 

society.  An increasing number of white collar and management jobs were available, and the 

ranks of Indian entrepreneurs swelled.  SSIMS arose both as an endeavor to bring spiritual 

orientation to this emerging managerial class, and to insure that the Art of Living Foundation did 

not grow obsolete in a rapidly changing society.  
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 In 2005, the Art of Living Foundation established the SSIMS with the intention of 

creating “an outstanding institution that provides state-of-the-art management education enriched 

by spiritual and human values" and of producing “global managers who are firmly rooted in 

Indian cultural ethos.” (SSIMS 2008)  It offers a two year graduate degree in Business 

Management out of a campus located in Goa, India.  While most of the courses offered at SSIMS 

parallel those offered in other business schools, it also includes unique offerings, such as one 

course on the Art of Living Foundation’s yogic breathing and philosophy.  SSIMS is one of a 

group of universities under the umbrella of the Art of Living Foundation including a Fine Arts 

school, a Journalism school, and an Ayurvedic research college.  All of these are administered by 

the Sri Sri Ravishankar Vidya Mandir Trust, the educational wing of the Art of Living 

Foundation established in 1999.  Within one decade, the trust claims to have establish 59 schools 

for basic education throughout India and 5 institutions for higher learning (SSRVM 2009). 

 The public relations description of SSIMS explains that it emerged specifically as a 

response to the neoliberal shifts in India’s economic governance.  It reads:  

“India has liberalized its economy to integrate it with the global economies of the 

developed countries. India's economy needs hundreds of trained managers to 

accelerate its current growth rate. The existing institutions of management 

education while doing an adequate job of imparting management knowledge 

ignore completely the spiritual aspect of the managerial activities.  The vision 

of  His Holiness Sri Sri Ravi Shankar of blending high quality management 

education with spirituality and human values to create the 21st century managers 

http://www.srisriravishankar.org/
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will be implemented in the Post Graduate Diploma Programme in Business 

Management at Sri Sri Institute of Management Studies.” (SSIMS 2008) 

 The creation of SSIMS is an example of what Ammerman et al. described as 

programmatic adaption by FBOs in the face of environmental change (Ammerman and Farnsley 

1997).  This adaptation was spawned by transformations of secular development policy and 

macroeconomic conditions in India.  At the same time, the express purpose of SSMIS is to 

reshape secular development and economic trends by inserting Indian identity and spiritual 

values into the practice of business. A Hindu leader I interviewed in New Delhi, who was not 

personally a part of the Art of Living Foundation, praised the school and Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s 

teaching of business curriculum as an important way to preserve Hindu values in the face of 

rapid social and economic change:   

“See the outside world is changing so fast and in so rapid a manner. That has 

happened to some extent to our Indian society also. But fortunately for us we have 

a system of living Gurus… You go to Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, he will give the very 

contemporary interpretation of Bhagavad Gita. He will also interpret it in the 

term, in terms of management also.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 According to this respondent, the value of teaching Indian spirituality in the context of 

business management is that it allows people to integrate their Indian identity and spiritual 

principles into new national cultures and economic environments. this respondent continued: 

 “When people become executives, become managers, there is an entire new life 

they enter into. Then there is a Guru who teaches how best a manager, how one 
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can become a best manager by following Gita. There is a person who is 

interpreting Gita in the modern terminology. He is trying to, you know, adjust this 

modern change to suit the traditional value system.” (Personal Interview, India, 

2007) 

Religion in Secular Development Organizations 

 The fundamental question posed by the increasing government and multilateral funding 

of FBOs, such as the Art of Living Foundation, in the neoliberal era is how to reconcile public 

support for the services provided by FBOs with the basic principles of liberal democracy 

(Clerkin and Gronbjerg 2007; Flanigan 2007; Sider and Unruh 1999).    While the principle of 

separating church and state is important to liberal democracy, proponents of FBOs argue that 

organizations which engage in religious activities as an aspect of their development work are not 

necessarily wrong to do so, even when receiving government funds.  To the contrary, as many of 

the respondents quoted above believe, religious and spiritual activities may actually be important 

aspects of the promotion of a good society and may add to the success of the development 

enterprise.   

 Moreover, the final section of this chapter will argue that it is fallacious to assume that 

religion enters into the development enterprise only through explicitly Faith-Based 

Organizations.  The force of religion is not so limited in many societies.  In these societies, 

religious beliefs and practice shape the operation of even explicitly secular development NGOs, 

government agencies, and multilateral development institutions.   
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 To begin with, the motivation of many individuals working in secular development 

organizations throughout the world is largely shaped by their faith tradition, as is their basic 

understanding of what development is.  Take for example the director of a secular Ghanaian 

NGO which works on the strategic planning, monitoring, and evaluation of community 

development projects.  This director told me that even though his agency was entirely secular, 

and though he does not even go to church, religious beliefs played an important role in 

motivating his development work: 

  “Religious aspects have been very keen in my work, but I don’t go to 

church. I tell people all the time that I don’t go to church, but I am a deeply 

religious person. I came out more of the Liberation Theology group in the 

Seventies.   I was a member of the international movement of Catholic students 

which was then very radical and spoke a lot about what we called the option for 

the poor, working more for the poor and committing yourself to working to 

benefit the poor, and using your intellect, your skills, knowledge to the benefit of 

the poor.” (Personal Interview, Ghana, 2007) 

 Though he does not go to church and runs a secular organization, this respondent’s 

religious beliefs and conscience motivated him to take a smaller salary compared to other job 

opportunities in order to work in the development sector.  Conversely, some religious leaders 

describe secular development work as a spiritual occupation or practice in and of itself – even if 

disconnected from a particular church or religious belief.  A Hindu priest in India in the lineage 

of the saint Ram Krishna explained to me that in his view when people engage in development 

work, that work is spiritual activity, even when done purely as part of a secular project.  All 
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development work, in this respondent’s view is a form of Karma Yoga – spiritual service which 

progresses us towards God.  The priest explained that, “God exists within all things and all life 

belongs to God.  Any act we do in service to others is an act of worship to the Lord.”  (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 

  In both Ghana and India, religion is an omnipresent fact in all spheres of life.  Kenya is 

another place where religion fills all aspects of society.  A representative of a secular NGO in 

Kenya which works on youth education and development policy explained that though her 

organization was not religious, staff members regularly held prayers and bible study at their 

office.  She believed these activities enhanced the productivity of their organization and were 

simply a standard part of daily life in the highly religious culture of Kenya.  However, she 

adamantly pointed out that because they are a secular NGO, they do not prohibit anyone from 

being part of the organization based on religion or creed.  She explained:  

“We have our own bible study, at times. We have our own prayers on different 

occasions.  But one thing is, we don’t lock out people on the basis of not being 

spiritual. Because that would be very, very wrong. So we interact with people of 

diverse cultures, people of diverse thoughts and feelings.  Because I believe that if 

you are to make an impact in people’s lives – especially in a society like ours – 

where people have diverse cultures, you can’t lock out other people from 

interaction.  Regardless of what you believe in, you’ll not dictate to them who 

they will be or who they are supposed to be and what they are supposed to do. So 

we have that respect for other people’s autonomy.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 

2007) 
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 When asked why this development NGO engages in prayer and bible study even though 

it was formally a secular NGO and not in any way a religious organization or affiliated with any 

church, the respondent explained:  

“I think it’s a moral obligation, because if you are a Christian then you feel that 

you should have Bible study… It’s a moral obligation, it’s not about what other 

people think about us, or doing it to please anyone. It’s just who we are.  If we 

have a staff meeting and before we start the meeting, we have to pray.  Just a 

moral obligation that when we come together, we pray.  And that’s how most 

African people are. When you come together, there has to be something that 

opens up whatever meeting and most of the time it’s a prayer. So it’s just 

something in us that we do and we believe in... Personally, let me speak for 

myself, because I believe each and every person has their own thought about this. 

I believe that personally, we need that unity, we need to be sincere, we need to be 

in touch with what we are doing… If, for example, praying and maybe Bible 

study and maybe all these other activities that we do towards our spirituality or 

gaining our spirituality in a meeting, I believe that through this, there’s a way that 

I will be able to earn harmony with the rest of the group.  It’s a way to open up 

my thoughts about each and every other person.  Because when you work in an 

organization there is too much tension at times.  In a way, when we come 

together, this is the only way we can express what we believe in or what we feel 

in a nice way, without being too violent or bringing those other things. And why 

not start, if all of us are Christians, or all of us don’t mind a prayer.  Even if 
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you’re not a Christian, you don’t mind a prayer and just being guided by the 

moral principles of the Bible.  For instance, love each and every person or love 

your neighbor as you love yourself. If I love my neighbor as I love myself, there 

are things that I will not do even at the workplace. I’ll be guided by that principle, 

even in my own work. We’ll be honest. The things that I’ll do, I’ll be honest even 

towards my own organization.  It’s like a reminder of what we believe in and 

what we would want, like speaking in one voice.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 

2007) 

 The use of prayer within the activities of this development NGO stems from the deeply 

religious nature of Kenyan culture, in which prayer and invoking God are common and accepted 

parts of daily life.  Guatemala is yet another country with a strong public culture of prayer and 

religion.   An interesting illustration of the strength of prayer and religion in Guatemala’s culture 

can be seen in a point of tension that emerged in the Guatemalan work of a European global 

health NGO.  This European NGO has an office in the highlands of Western Guatemala which 

coordinates projects of public health promotion, health education, and community media.  As a 

health promotion organization working in and with the community, collective meetings and 

events with community members were a common part of its work.  These meetings generally 

initiated with a public prayer, as is the custom in the area.  

 The inclusion of prayer in the organization’s Guatemalan activities, however, made the 

NGO’s central administration in Europe uncomfortable because it was seen as religious.  

Nonetheless, the director of the Guatemalan office of the organization – himself a European who 

had lived many years in Guatemala – explained that local Guatemalans expected that prayer 
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would be included in any public event as an important part of the culture.  Even though the 

organization is a secular one, the director felt that to not include prayer would be disrespectful.  

He further explained that he saw this type of communal prayer as a basic right:  

“In Europe that type of invocation is not even allowed. But perhaps it is a human 

right we should recognize – to invoke God.  Provided, in my view, that we are not 

divisive and sectarian or do not take sides with any particular religion. To invoke 

God in general terms, without showing any particular church or belief, is 

something that people are entitled… The population of the world, if we see the 

numbers, the majority of the world is not as secularist as we are in Europe.  But 

they also have their rights.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Beyond just influencing the work of development NGOs, religious practice can even be 

important within state development agencies. An official working for Kenya’s Development 

Planning Ministry told me, for example, that he would often start meetings with a group prayer.  

He believed prayer allowed himself and colleagues to focus their minds on the task at hand, to 

find a deeper unity with each other when conflicts may be present, and to ask for guidance from 

higher powers in their work on behalf of the people of Kenya.  For this respondent, prayer and 

spiritual activity were a part of all dimensions of life, and thus was naturally a part of the inner 

workings of even government meetings.   

 Another official working in this same ministry explained that he saw religion as  

important not only for meetings, but as a part of the nation’s economic development as a whole:  
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“Religion is a positive thing as far as productivity is concerned…I think when we 

come from church, we have been given a good heart.  Because when they make 

reference to the bible they even say in order for man to live he needs to work 

hard, not to steal, you can’t steal from your neighbors.  When we talk of 

development of our country, it is also seen in terms of how many people are able 

to earn an honest living.”   (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

Conclusion 

 This chapter began by proposing that the two primary dimensions for understanding the 

role of religion in the activities of FBOs are:  1) the use of religious or spiritual practices as part 

of the FBO’s development approach, and 2)  the association of an FBO with a particular 

religious denomination.  After elaborating and illustrating these dimensions, this chapter 

examined the case study of the Art of Living Foundation, to show how FBOs can adapt to shifts 

in secular development policy.  Finally, this chapter argued that  religion shapes development not 

only through FBOs, but also through the daily practice of some actors in ostensibly secular 

development organizations.   

 The work of FBOs such as the Art of Living Foundation, Chemchemi Ya Ukweli, 

Lifemakers, Mujeres A.C., and Sathira-Dhammasathan shows that religion continues to play a 

public role in the modern world, and that FBOs are able to adapt their programs to changes in the 

modern world.  These FBOs seek to advance many of the goals of modern development, such as 

improving levels of income, education, health, developing human capital, and improving 

women’s position in society.  The development work of these FBOs falls in line with Casanova’s 
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argument that religion can be an important force in fostering the enlightenment promise of 

modernity (Casanova 1994).   

 For Casanova, however, it was crucial that the force of religion remains rooted in civil 

society and does not enter into political society. Casanova wished to conceive of greater room for 

religion to maneuver in the modern world then previous theorists had allowed, while still 

erecting an intellectual barrier to keep the forces of religion contained.  He opened the outer 

gates of secular modernity, the gates to civil society, and conceived of a new floodwall at the 

border between civil society and political society.  This floodwall, he believed, would allow 

modernity to harness the positive potential of religion flowing through the public square, while 

still preserving the separation of church and state.     

 The reality in many countries throughout the global south, however, is that contrary to 

Casanova’s attempt to create clear intellectual boundaries between spheres of action, no strict 

barrier separates the public sphere, the political sphere, and the religious sphere.  In many of the 

countries where research was conducted for this book, religion permeates all aspects of life, 

influencing not only explicitly Faith Based Organizations, but the daily practice of also secular 

development organizations, including political actors and state agencies. 
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Chapter 4: Religion and the 
Developmental State 

  

  Proponents of the state centric development approach have shown that the state is of 

central importance in shaping national development and economic growth (Evans 1995; Kohli 

2004; Wade 1990).  These theorists claim that a variety of ideal types of states exist ranging from 

predatory to developmental states.  Even as state regimes can be differentiated according to their 

developmental capacities, states also differ in their types and levels of engagement with religious 

communities and traditions.  The “embeddedness” of particular religious practices, beliefs, or 

leaders within the state, fundamentally shapes the developmental trajectory within a society.xiii  

As with the FBOs examined in Chapter 3, however, there is not a single, monolithic way that 

religion enters into and shapes the process of social and economic development at the level of the 

state.   

 Religious scholars including Gorski, Chaves, Casanova, and Smith, have shown that the 

degree of religiosity or secularity in a society is a historically variable process (Casanova 1994; 

Chaves 1994; Gorski 2000; Smith 2003).  The level of religiosity or secularity of a state may be 

defined as the degree to which religious teachings and authorities influence the state’s policies, 

leadership, and programs.    The more independent the state’s leaders and bureaucratic staff are 

from religious rhetoric, imagery, practice, and authority, the more secular the state is.   
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 At one extreme of this range of secularity, is a fully proclaimed atheist state, such as 

Maoist China.  At the other end, is a theocracy, such as Iran.   In between these two poles exists a 

spectrum of different ways in which religion progressively enters into the state and shapes the 

state’s development policies and agenda.   The institutionalization of religious law within the 

state, the creation of religious departments as part of the state, the formation of religious political 

parties, and the influence of civil society religious actors over state policy are all ways that 

religion shapes the state. 

 The degree of religiosity of a state, however, is not a simple, nor a permanent 

characteristic.  Rather, it is a complex, ever-changing set of relationships and attributes which 

define the state at any particular historical moment.   The degree of religiosity of the state is 

something that is constantly being contested, as political actors seek to impose their visions 

about the appropriate role of religion in political life.  Moreover, any individual state may be 

uneven within its own bureaucracy, as different agencies can have varying levels of religiosity.    

 This chapter examines three cases to illustrate some of the variation that exists in the 

spectrum of religiosity.  Each of these cases demonstrates different ways that religion enters into 

the developmental state, as well as different debates amongst social and political actors about the 

appropriate role of religion in the state.  First, this chapter will examine the Fondo De Desarrollo 

Indígena Guatemalteco (FODIGUA), an agency of the Guatemalan government which was 

formed through the 1996 Peace Accords.  FODIGUA promotes development in line with the 

culture and cosmovision of Guatemala’s indigenous population.   

 Next this chapter will discuss the Hindu Nationalist movement in India.  This second case 

demonstrates a different type of penetration of religion into the development state.  The Hindu 
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Nationalist movement in India – centered around the organization Rashtriya Swayamsevak 

Sangh  – is comprised of a dense network of social movement, charity, and political 

organizations.  Hindu nationalism has been especially able to shape the Indian developmental 

state through the major national political party the Bharatiya Janata Party. 

 Finally, the third case discussion in this chapter, examines debates about the appropriate 

relationship between Islam and the state.  Drawing on interviews conducted with Muslims and 

representatives of Islamic organizations in Kenya, Malaysia, and Egypt, this third case 

demonstrates the diversity of views about how religion should enter the development state that 

exist even within a single religious tradition.   

FODIGUA 

 In 1996, Guatemala’s brutal 30 year civil war ended with the signing of Peace Accords 

by government and insurgent guerrilla organizations.   While the full letter of the accords are yet 

to be fulfilled, they marked a major historical turning point in Guatemalan society, especially for 

the indigenous people of Guatemala. The accords sought to address the historical 

marginalization, exploitation, and mistreatment of indigenous communities in Guatemala, who 

make up nearly half of the total population.   The accords obliged significant legal reforms, 

including recognition of the right to identity, culture, language and cosmovision of Guatemala’s 

multiple indigenous ethnic groups.   

 Guatemala’s indigenous people are divided into over 20 different linguistic and ethnic 

groups, the majority of whom are considered descendants of the ancient Mayan civilization.   

Though most Guatemalans are officially counted as Protestant or Catholic Christians, indigenous 
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Mayan spiritual practices have remained strong in the culture – though often hidden and 

underground. Recently, the practice of Mayan spirituality and ceremony has begun to emerge 

more openly into the public, and a growing Pan-Mayan movement exists in Guatemala seeking 

to unite the various indigenous groups within a common identity.   (Molesky-Poz 2006).   

 Reflecting the emergence of a pan-Mayan identity and spirituality, the 1996 Guatemalan 

Peace Accords explicitly recognized the unique cosmovision that Guatemala’s Mayan 

indigenous hold, as well as the importance of cultural preservation of that vision.  Leading up to 

the final 1996 Peace Accords, were a series of agreements brokered by the United Nations 

between the government and the guerilla groups laying out the terms for final peace.  One of 

these agreements was established in 1995 in Mexico City in the “Accord on Identity and Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples.”  This Accord pronounced official state respect for the Mayan identity, 

which it stated has “shown an age old capacity for resistance to assimilation.”   The accord stated 

that a crucial element of Mayan identity is: 

“a view of the world based on the harmonious relationship of all elements of the 

universe, in which the human being is only one additional element, in which the 

earth is the mother who gives life and maize is a sacred symbol around which 

Mayan culture revolves. This view of the world has been handed down from 

generation to generation through material and written artifacts and by an oral 

tradition in which women have played a determining role.”   (Acuerdo 1995) 

 In addition to recognizing Mayan cultural identity and cosmovision, the Peace Accords 

also guaranteed to Guatemala’s indigenous communities the right to economic and human 

development.   What was therefore required of the state was to promote an “integrated 
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development” of the indigenous communities of Guatemala which improved their basic standard 

of living, while also respecting their Mayan identities and spiritual worldviews.  Such a task is a 

complicated one, to say the least.   

 Given the capitalist nature of Guatemala’s economy, the lack of education and human 

capital amongst its indigenous communities, and the historical marginalization of indigenous 

people from sources of economic and political power, economic development generally means a 

greater integration of these communities into the capitalist market with an aim towards 

improving their ability to own and manage profitable enterprises.   Such an integration into the 

market, however, tends to pull people out of their collectivist traditional indigenous culture and 

towards a more global, consumerist, and individualistic culture.     

 Making matters more complex, indigenous communities in Guatemala do not uniformly 

adhere to the traditional Mayan worldview.  As discussed in Chapter 2, the Catholic Church has 

a strong presence in the area, and Evangelical Christianity is rapidly growing.  Indeed, much of 

the discussion in that chapter of Prosperity Theology in Guatemala was framed around an open 

conflict between this indigenous spirituality and Evangelical Christianity.  This creates an open 

question about how to undertake development which preserves Mayan cosmovision in 

indigenous communities while recognizing that some community members may reject that 

spiritual worldview.  

 One agency of the Guatemalan government which is responsible for this complex task of 

promoting the development of indigenous communities is the Fund for the Development of 

Indigenous Guatemalans (FODIGUA).  Overall, FODIGUA is a relatively small agency within 

the Guatemalan government.  It is one of the smallest of the country’s social funds with a 2008 
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budget of 20 million Quetzales, a small fraction of a percent of the government’s total budget.  

Nonetheless, FODIGUA is prominent as an agency specifically promoting the concept of 

Indigenous development (Guatemala 2009).  FODIGUA’s official mission is:  

“To aid and strengthen the process of sustainable and self-determined human 

development of the Indigenous people of Mayan, Garífunan y Xinkan descent, of 

their communities and organizations in line with their world view, in order to 

increase their quality of life through training, promotion, and financing of 

economic, social, and infrastructure programs and projects.”  (FODIGUA 2009) 

 FODIGUA’s staff and directors often condense this mission statement, by referring to the 

organization’s work as “development with identity.”   However, reflecting the complexity of 

trying to integrate a respect for indigenous cosmovision with capitalist development and with the 

religious plurality in Guatemalan indigenous communities, different perspectives exist within 

FODIGUA about exactly what “development with identity” means.  A leader of FODIGUA’s 

central office in Guatemala City explained to me that he sees the organization as seeking to 

correct the structural historical inequalities that indigenous communities have experience in 

Guatemala:  

 “Basically, here in FODIGUA we have arrived at the conclusion that the state has 

a responsibility to promote and support the development of the indigenous people 

because it has a debt to these people.  For a long time, they were excluded from 

the process of development.  They were abandoned.  Therefore, we believe that 

the state has an obligation, has a social debt to make good on.  So the question is 

how to achieve this.  It will be achieved with the state investing in education, in 



149 

 

health, in developing productive processes, such as technology transfer, providing 

knowledge and basic services to the population.    This is the whole process of 

development, but in our criteria, it is only authentic if it comes as a function of 

what the population want and from their own values.” (Personal Interview, 

Guatemala, 2006) 

 For this respondent, the promotion of the self-determination of indigenous communities 

was the key to walking the tight rope of balancing economic development, with Mayan 

cosmovision, with the other spiritual worldviews in Guatemala’s indigenous communities.  He 

believed that the state must seek neither to force a western culture onto indigenous communities, 

nor to demand that indigenous communities maintain a rigid cloak of what is imagined to be 

traditional culture.  Rather, the state should foster their ability to determine their own 

development, and to maintain their culture as they choose.  He explained: 

“If the indigenous population begins to take on some elements of the non-

indigenous culture, including biologically, having couples that are not from the 

same ethnic group, then this is not prohibited, nor is it bad or shameful.   But for 

us, we say that this development should originate from the community, and the 

state’s role is to create the environment for the community to undertake its own 

development.   We believe that there should be a harmony between indigenous 

culture and access to modernity.  It is not split.  The ancestral and the modern 

should be combined.  This equilibrium must be based in the process of voluntary 

action by the population.  They must decide in what way to maintain their 
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customs and in what way they should  bring themselves closer to modernity.” 

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 This respondent also felt that a common error made in defense of indigenous culture was 

confusing indigenous cultural traditions with the characteristics of poverty: 

 “But another thing that is very important in this is that sometimes the cultural 

values of indigenous communities are a little confused with the characteristics of 

extreme poverty.  For example, when we speak about the indigenous, many times 

we think about the poor peasant, barefoot, with a hat, who has not bathed, etc..  

And we confuse extreme poverty with cultural features.  I often say to my co-

workers, when we want to show indigenous culture, why don’t we show someone 

who is not in extreme poverty, but who is in a middle class level, who is educated.  

But usually we show someone in extreme poverty.  For example, in the rural 

population, we find families in which everyone sleeps in the same room.  But this 

is not because of a cultural question.  It is because of poverty, because people do 

not have the possibility to build another room.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 

2006) 

 For this respondent the ideal of FODIGUA was to foster the ability of indigenous 

communities, families, and individuals to maintain their traditional values and culture as they 

choose, while also succeeding economically in creating a more comfortable life for themselves.  

He referred to this process as “development with identity.”   
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 However, another respondent, who worked in FODIGUA’s regional office in the 

indigenous western highlands of Guatemala, had a somewhat different vision of FODIGUA’s 

work.  This respondent emphasized more heavily the direct incorporation and promotion of an 

indigenous worldview within FODIGUA’s programs.  He explained that he saw FODIGUA’s 

work as fundamentally reflecting indigenous thought:   

“We have a model of development that seeks fundamentally to be in harmony 

with indigenous thought.  Indigenous thought differs from Western thought.  

Indigenous thought looks for sustainability.   Within the indigenous population 

there are three fundamental elements: the Earth, the authority of elders, and the 

power of the community.” (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 This respondent worked directly in the field, coordinating local programs with 

communities.  He also discussed the concept of “development with identity.”  But for him, an 

important part of “development with identity” was not only to seek material progress, but to also 

progress in ways that are respectful of the Earth.  He said: 

 “If we think that development is only the accumulation of capital then we will 

make projects so the people can obtain money but destroy the Earth.  But we say 

that development should be balanced.  The Mother Nature gives us food, sustains 

everything.  But we must know how to benefit from it properly, how to use it and 

distribute it properly.   The Earth does not belong to anyone.  Rather, we are from 

the Earth.  No one can be the owner of an Eternal Earth.  It is the reverse – we 

belong to the Earth.  We come from it and we return to it once again.  When we 

speak of development with identity we are thinking about this.  It is not 
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accumulation, it is not destruction, but a reconciliation with the Earth.”  (Personal 

Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 This respondent further explained that incorporating the perspective of Mayan 

cosmovision into “development with identity” involved finding a balance between the material 

and spiritual world.  He said: 

 “In the Mayan cosmovision there is not a separation between the material and the 

spiritual, but there is a unity.  I will have well-being if the Earth is well, and I will 

be well if I can give thanks for the good the Earth gives me.  The Earth gives me 

food, it permits me to live.  The air, I also have to thank constantly for it.  And 

this thanks is the Mayan ceremony of praise.  We do not have a religion, we have 

a spirituality closely linked to the material world. We cannot separate the two.  So 

spirituality plays a role in determining our well-being.  No one can be at peace 

with themselves, if they do not reconcile their inner being with the creator from 

where they are born, the creator that manifests in the Earth, in the air, in fire.” 

(Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 In practical terms, this respondent explained, one of the main programs that FODIGUA 

sponsors which integrates Mayan cosmovision with human development is its support of 

traditional healers and the use of traditional medicinal plants. The respondent described this 

program as, 

“working to combat sickness without using chemicals.  It uses medicinal plants, 

and natural treatments. We are trying to do this to strengthen the people’s 
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knowledge.  For example, around here, we have traditional midwifes who do a 

very hard work that is not recognized. In fact they have started to disappear.  They 

know a lot though.  In the Mayan spirituality they are called healers, but we call 

them doctors, because that is what they are.  They set bones, treat sickness like 

ulcers, stomach aches, and headaches. The do the work of accompanying birth.  

Therefore, in order to maintain our culture, we help them.” (Personal Interview, 

Guatemala, 2006) 

 FODIGUA is not by any means a religious organization.  It is a government development 

agency with the explicit mission of supporting state sponsored development by working in areas 

of health, infrastructure, and the economic development of agricultural, artisanal, and small 

industrial production. However, many of these activities are undertaken in ways that seek to 

integrate Mayan cosmovision into them.  Additionally, one of the central programmatic areas of 

FODIGUA is sponsoring cultural and educational activities promoting indigenous languages and 

culture.  In this way, FODIGUA as a state agency incorporates aspects of spiritual beliefs and 

traditions into its work. 

 Still, it is important to remember that FODIGUA is only one small agency within the 

Guatemalan government, and does not represent the developmental approach of the state as 

whole.   Within the agency itself, there are also different visions of what FODIGUA’s approach 

to development is, with some more heavily slanted towards directly promoting Mayan 

cosmovision than others.  Nonetheless, since the 1996 Peace Accords, the Guatemalan state has 

formally recognized the basic right of the indigenous communities to their culture and 
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cosmovision.   In this way, and through the work of FODIGUA, Mayan religious beliefs and 

spiritual practices have some influence within the Guatemalan developmental state. 

Hindu Nationalism 

 Hindu nationalism in India presents a very different example of how religion can enter 

into and shape the workings of the development state.  The central organization of the Hindu 

Nationalist movement is the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a group established in 1925 

to promote unity and brotherhood amongst Hindus.  The RSS sees itself in the present day as 

advancing a national Hindu Renaissance, which will strengthen India and elevate the country to 

be “once again adored as the mother of all nations” (Seshadri 1998).   

 The RSS seeks to venerate Hindu symbols in public life, to encourage a uniquely Hindu 

form of national development, to motivate people to live morally upright lives, and to defend 

against Islamic terror, as well as against forced Christian and Muslim religious conversion.   

Membership in the RSS is open to Hindu males who join by participating in the daily activities 

of a local RSS group called a “Shakha.”  Shakha participants come together, often in uniform, to 

undertake “physical exercises, patriotic songs, group discussions on various subjects, reading of 

good literature and a prayer to [the] motherland” (RSS 2009).  The RSS claims that Shakhas 

exist in roughly 50,000 villages and towns throughout India.   

 While Hinduism is central to the RSS, its representatives often deny that it is a religious 

or theocratic movement, claiming that that they are promoting Hinduism not as a religion, but as 

a cultural identity. They believe that India is essentially a culturally Hindu nation, and that the 

unique spiritual-cultural heritage of India as a Hindu nation must be promoted and defended 
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against corrupting external influences.  Unlike theocratic regimes, however, Hindu Nationalists 

are not as interested in enforcing a set of divinely ordained religious laws through the state, as 

they are in using the state to impose a Hindu identity onto the country’s citizenry.   One leader of 

the RSS explained to me that they are not a religious movement at all, but rather a cultural one:  

“Now when you speak of a Hindu, it is not simply a religious term.  Hindu is not a 

religion.  It is the common wealth of many religions. An atheist can be a Hindu. A 

person who does not believe in idol worship can be a Hindu. According to us, and 

according to our constitution, also, those who don’t accept the authority of the 

Vedas are also included in the larger Hindu society.  So the Hindu and Hindu law, 

is applicable to Buddhist, Sikhs and Jains also.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 To Hindu Nationalist respondents such as this one, everyone in India was Hindu by birth, 

because Hinduism was a particular cultural worldview which respected all religions as true and 

valid.  In their view, the universality of Hinduism as a spiritual tradition which accepted all paths 

to God and saw all religions as manifestations of God made it the common tradition of all 

Indians. Even Indians who adhered to other faiths such as Christianity and Islam, are 

fundamentally Hindus in this view.   

 This respondent went on to explain, however, that while other religions should be 

tolerated, at the same time the Hindu spiritual tradition stands above all of them as a cultural 

tradition which universally encompasses all religions.  He also felt that the Hindu identity was 

under attack by Islamic extremists who sought to destroy Hinduism’s special role as the common 

tradition and ancient heritage of India.   In response, he said, “we fight against any effort by 
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forces to destroy Hinduism, because we believe that Hindu core values are the heart and soul of 

this culture, this country.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

Hindu Nationalism, the State, and Development 

 As the historical core of Hindu Nationalism in India, the RSS has served as a catalyst for 

the formation of vast network of nationalist organizations, including charities, religious societies, 

and political parties.  Many of these nationalist organizations are linked together with the RSS 

via the umbrella association, Sangh Parivar.  The most powerful political party within the Sangh 

Parivar network is the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).    Another major organization within the 

Sangh Parivar, is the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP).  Founded in 1964, VHP focuses much of its 

work on reviving and shaping the practice of Hindu beliefs, traditions, and ceremonies.  The 

VHP also claims to have sponsored over 27,000 service projects in fields such as health, 

education, and self empowerment (VHP 2009).  Other charity organizations within the network 

include: Seva Bharathi, the RSS’s service arm, and Sewa International, which serves as a global 

bridge and fundraising arm for Sangh Parivar-associated development projects.  Altogether, the 

RSS and related service organizations claim to have carried out nearly 100,000 development 

service activities as of February 2007 (Sadhana 2007). 

 A major source of the direct influence of Hindu Nationalism over the Indian state comes 

through the BJP party.  The BJP led the Indian national government from 1998 to 2004, and has 

ruled a number of Indian states either alone or in coalition with other parties.  Though there has 

been occasional strain between the BJP and the RSS, much of the membership of the BJP is 

associated with the RSS or other Sangh Parivar organizations.  One Hindu Nationalist leader 

described the BJP as the direct representative of the RSS:  



157 

 

“The RSS is a very powerful organization.  It has a very wide network.  It has 

something like 50,000 branches across the country.  A huge organization.  It has a 

very big base, a network of 42 sister organizations.  It has its presence 

everywhere, you go to political field, you will find BJP representing RSS. You go 

to religious arena, you will find Vishwa Hindu Parishad representing RSS.   You 

go to students unions, there is one Vidhyarthi Parishad, the biggest student 

organization.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

  Nonetheless, as a political party in an officially secular democratic republic, the BJP 

must be careful in how it presents itself.  As an electoral organization, it also must find ways to 

appeal to voters of various stripes and coalition party partners.  This is one reason for some of 

the tensions that have occasionally emerged between the BJP and the RSS.  The RSS explicitly 

and publicly criticized the BJP for “ideological dilution” after it lost power in 2004.  It blamed 

the BJP’s loss of power on this dilution, and called for the BJP to return to the “RSS ideology” 

(Express 2006).   Nonetheless, the links between the BJP and the RSS remain strong.  The RSS 

serves both as a civil society partner of BJP and at times even as a sort of parallel political 

organization.  For example, in January 2009, the BJP made an official visit to hold talks with the 

Communist Party of China.  The official delegation that went was a joint group of BJP and RSS 

leaders (Chatterjee 2009).     

 Through the network of Hindu Nationalist organizations, including the BJP, the RSS, and 

all the other affiliated charity, civil society, political, and religious organizations, Hindu 

Nationalists promote the Hindu identity of India as essential to the proper spiritual and moral 

development of the country.   By joining together forces in the state apparatus, the political 
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sphere, civil society, and the religious sphere, they seek a specifically Hindu approach to 

development, one which places Hindu values and identity at the forefront of its economic and 

political development.   They see Hindu development as a unique alternative to mainstream, 

capitalist development.   One Hindu nationalist leader explained, for example, that a Hindu 

approach to development emphasized savings and mutual responsibility, compared to the 

consumption based global economy:  

“The modern economists today talk of consumer consumption propelled 

economy, I mean the whole economy will be propelled if you consume more and 

more. That is the theory.  Now, India from the beginning, India was in the ancient 

times a very wealthy and very rich society.  It’s not that we are becoming wealthy 

or rich today. Our economy was so very well advanced 300 years ago itself. We 

were the biggest exporters in the world. We had golden peacocks in this country, 

but then we had balanced this economic prosperity, economic development with 

social welfare. We had developed a beautiful synthesis between the two. In India, 

we developed a system of savings propelled economy, it’s not consumption 

propelled economy. We used to save lot of money. Every household in India used 

to save lot of money.  But save for what?  He will not save that money to spend it 

tomorrow in a foreign country, on a vacation, on a holiday.  That’s what you will 

find the modern day youngster doing. We had an economy where the savings will 

be used for each other.  You know if I am a family man, if I have a brother who is 

uneducated, I will save money to educate my brother. You are propelling the 

economy by educating your brother. You are reducing one illiterate in the 
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society.  And if I save money and I give charity to a temple which takes care of 

the food needs of poor men in the locality. By doing charity to a temple I am 

helping Indian economy by way of feeding the poor people which I cannot do in 

my house. So, in India we developed a mechanism called savings based economy, 

savings propelled economy, which used to take care of all sections. What is the 

aim of this economy? To take care of the last man of the society.  That is the right 

economy which takes care of the last man.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

      This respondent explained that his movement sought to balance the ancient Hindu cultural 

traditions of the Indian people with modernity and technological progress.  He explained this 

concept with reference to some of the great saints of modern India:   

“Mahatma Gandhi, who is one of the most modern Hindu Saints, he would always 

say that as a Santani Hindu, I shall keep my doors and windows open to the 

outside world so that the breeze of modernity comes from all sides into my sides 

but, I should not be blown off. I should be firmly rooted in my Santani Hindu 

ground, while accepting all new things into my life.  That is the core Hindu 

tradition.   That is what Vivekananda told to our people. He, he told us that you 

hold your religion, your culture, your ethics, your value system with one hand 

very dear to your heart, close to your heart; and stretch your other hand into the 

world, collect as much material progress, as much modernity as you can.  Collect 

it, bring it.  But remember the core values which are in your other hand should be 

very close to your heart. So, Hinduism has developed mechanism where you can 

have modernity, yet retain your core values.  Conflicts come when we give up our 
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core values and run after the so called modern values, so called change.  Running 

after the change but forgetting your roots is where the danger lies.” (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 

Criticisms of Hindu Nationalism  

 The beliefs of the RSS and its allied organizations about what Hinduism is and its special 

role in the Indian nation are deeply contested by many in India, even amongst other Hindus.  One 

respondent criticized Hindu nationalists for narrowing and distorting Hinduism: 

 “Unfortunately the RSS people and their other sister organizations like Vishwa 

Hindu Parishad, Bajrang Dal and including their political arm the BJP, are trying 

to partition the whole Vedic teaching, its universal values into a very sectarian 

mode.  They are trying to create a very sectarian religion and religiosity, 

associating this whole thing with certain idols, idol worship, certain place of birth 

of Lord Rama or certain particular scriptures.  A very, very narrow interpretation 

is being given by these people, to suit their political ideology, to suit their political 

workmanship. So this is very unfortunate development which has taken place.”   

(Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

This respondent went on to dismiss Hindu nationalists as “scoundrels” who are destroying the 

spiritual tradition of India in the pursuit of ethnic domination and the political gain of greedy 

leaders.    

 The frequency of communal riots and killings between religious groups in India 

demonstrates that many Christians and Muslims in India do not accept the Hindu nationalist idea 
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that Hinduism should be their primary cultural identity.  Moreover, Hindu Nationalist 

organizations and sympathizers have been widely accused of planning and initiating sectarian 

violence against Muslims and Christians (Compass 2009; HRW 2002).  The RSS in particular 

has been accused of linkages to much of the terrible sectarian religious violence which India has 

experienced since its modern establishment as a nation state.   Indeed, the RSS has been banned 

on a few occasions during its history, the first of which occurred in 1948 after Gandhi’s 

assassination by a former RSS member who believed Gandhi was too tolerant and accomodating 

towards Muslims.  Members of the RSS, however, emphatically state that the organization itself 

had nothing to do with the assassination.   They see themselves as dedicated social workers, 

volunteering in charities and working to bring tolerance, peace, and prosperity to the country.  

They claim that they do not instigate violence, but do defend themselves and their community 

against attacks.   

The RSS has also often been denounced as a “fascist” organization.  One respondent, 

who believed that the RSS is fascist, claimed that the RSS sought to gain a mass base specifically 

by stirring up Hindu hatred and communal violence towards Muslims:  

“The RSS is a fascist group and for any fascist group to grow, you need to have 

an enemy. You cannot have fascism without an enemy. So first you need an 

enemy. So the best enemy was a Muslim for the fascist. So first you create an 

enemy, second you try and get state power, because fascists can only grow if they 

have state power, they have the army, then they can unleash what they didn’t with 

less. They need to have the state power.  It is fascism, fascism the way it 

happened in Germany. You basically have a small group of people who want to 
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capture power and who want to use an ideology which is not democratic.  They 

want to use the backdoors, create a lot of violence in society, divert the real 

issues, create an enemy, an imagined enemy, a false enemy. Terrorize everybody.  

Terrorize the majority community too.  Most Hindus are terrorized when they 

hear about the Muslim community. So creating that threat, that terror and creating 

that enemy, and creating that ideology for capture of power.  They create power 

by a sense of purity, the sense that they want to cleanse the society. They want to 

clean the Muslims, they want to clean the Christians, they want to clean the 

communist.  They have this slogan of first Muslim then Christians then 

Communists. So these are all their enemies and they want to create a pure Hindu 

society which is the same pure society like the Arian race wanted to do once in 

Germany.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 This respondent believed that in the 1990s, Hindu nationalist’s gained a great deal of 

power through the meteoric rise of the BJP party, because of the liberalization of the Indian 

economy.  Liberalization, globalization, and IMF-imposed structural adjustment loans all 

abandoned the public sector and the masses of Indian society.  This lead to increased suffering 

amongst the masses, who responded by turning towards communal identity and Hindu 

nationalism.  The respondent explained:  

“What we see is that the Indian nation state which was formed after a lot of 

struggle by the Indian masses, a lot of anti-colonial struggle, the nation state was 

formed with a lot of dreams, with a lot of aspirations.  And those aspirations are 

even nostalgic today to a large number of Indians.  Still when the 15th August 
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comes as Independence Day, we have a lot of nostalgia attached to the anti 

colonial movements, that we wanted to create an India which is free of poverty, 

like Gandhi used to say.  So a nation state was created and it went into a complete 

mess because more than half of the population, which is huge, more than five 

hundred million people were left to fend for themselves. And then there was the 

neoliberal unbundling of the public sector, particularly the public services.  

Unbundling health, education, which is all getting to the private sector.  And also 

gutting of public water and all social services which are basically the 

responsibility of the state to provide for the citizens.  Privatizing them basically 

meant that the poor had to fend for themselves.  But they cannot afford.  They 

don’t have the purchasing power. They are denied minimum wages and they are 

forced because of liberalization to have high input costs in agriculture.  So there 

was a lot of unemployment.  More than half the population was in a very bad 

shape. But then there is the question, what is the nation state under neoliberalism?  

With liberalization and privatization, what does the state do other than the defense 

or law and order? So there was a whole vacuum in understanding the nation. 

Because people belong to a nation, there has to be some tangible understanding or 

perspective on nation. And most of the secular groups or most of the left 

democratic groups did not grapple with this reality and they just went on and on 

with their movement against the neoliberal agenda.  But there was one ideology 

which was there since the nineteenth century, which had the nation defined very 

well.  And [Hindu Nationalism] was the only definition of the nation which was 

all around India.  They had been working for more than seventy five years. So 
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that’s why you also see in the late eighties and nineties, the BJP went from a 

small party which had a few Members of Parliament, to suddenly jumped into a 

national party and got power in so many states which was never possible before. 

Nobody dreamt about it, that it would come to such a large national level. It was 

only a fringe party working in some urban towns.  But they [appealed to] the 

masses who were all pissed off with this whole neoliberal agenda.”  (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 

 A Hindu nationalist respondent, however, denied both charges of fascism and of power 

seeking by Hindu Nationalist leaders:   

“We do not equate with Nazis. Nazi theory is not nationalism at all. Nazi theory is 

race supremacy. That is not the real model of national consciousness. The real 

model is that every nation has a soul.  Every soul has its own particular character.  

And the character of the Hindu nation right from the beginning is that of 

respecting diversity, honoring truth, morality. Why not look at ancient India. You 

know, when the Parsis were thrown out of their kingdom, they came to India, got 

shelter here.  Ask any Parsi today in India, they have become such great people. 

That is the model nationalism followed here, one nation but respecting all 

diversity. The Jewish came.  The Jewish have recorded in their history that all 

over the world in every nation they were persecuted.  And Hitler was the worst 

example of that persecution. The one nation which treated them like a mother was 

India.  Our core work is to unite society, not to divide it. So our main project is 

not political power.  That’s why our 30,000 schools are running, silently they are 
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working. Or our projects in tribal areas. We are running 70,000 service projects.”  

(Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 The civil society organizations in the Hindu Nationalist movement comprise one of the 

largest networks of voluntary organizations and charities on the planet.   While many critics 

accuse Hindu nationalism of representing the dark side of religion and of being a violent fascist 

movement, its defenders see it as resuscitating the ancient valor of the great Hindu civilization 

and steering India towards its true development.   Whichever it may be, compared to the attempt 

to integrate Mayan cosmovision into some of the programs of FODIGUA, Hindu nationalism 

demonstrates a very different way in which religion can seek to shape the developmental state 

and the trajectory of national development.    

Islam and the State   

 In public discourse in the west, the most commonly noted example of religion’s 

embeddedness in the state is Islamic states.   This was particularly true in light of the “War on 

Terror” under George Bush which framed the globe as beset by a Manichean battle between the 

ideology of free, democratic, Western societies on one hand, and the ideology of Islamic 

theocracy which denies basic individual rights and oppresses women on the other.  This dualism 

was, in itself, a descendent of the original secularization hypothesis, which framed religion as 

part of an old traditional world order that must be replaced by the freedom of secular modernity.  

In recent academic scholarship, the pitting of this dualistic battle between the West and Islam has 

also been strongly associated with Samuel Huntington’s, “Clash of Civilizations” thesis 

(Huntington 1996).    
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 Western, public discussions of Islam in the state also often focus on questions of Sharia 

law.  Sharia is a legal framework based on the combined texts of the Koran, the Hadith (words 

and deeds of the Prophet Mohammed), and rulings and interpretation of these by Islamic legal 

scholars.   Sharia is subject to multiple schools of interpretation and no exact definition exists for 

all of the laws in it.  Nonetheless, it is a substantial body of law and one of the most common 

legal systems in the world.   Globally, many Muslims are seeking to expand its usage and 

application within Muslim countries and even amongst Muslims in Western countries.  The most 

well known example of Sharia in the West is a network of British courts which have been given 

authority to rule in civil matters over willing participants as a sort of binding alternative 

arbitration process (Taher 2008). xiv   This has lead to widespread concern that the rights of 

women will be diminished by such a process, and that having a separate Sharia court system is 

destroying the principle of equal protection under law in Britain.  

 Debates over Sharia law, however, are only one aspect of the broader question of whether 

and how Islam should be embedded into the state.  As a final case example of religious 

embeddedness in the developmental state, I will focus specifically on examining some of the 

different views that Muslim social and political actors who I interviewed had about the 

appropriate relationship between Islam and the state.  Many of these respondents believed that 

integrating Islam into the state and into their political process was essential for the just, honest, 

harmonious, and proper development of their society.   

There was, however, no single Islamic perspective on the role of religion in politics and 

the state amongst the respondents I interviewed.   I interviewed Muslim respondents in Malaysia, 

Egypt, and Kenya, most of them representing Islamic development organizations, including 
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Islamic Faith-Based Development Organizations, Islamic oriented-government organizations, 

Islamic educational institutions, Islamist social movement organizations, and Islamic financial 

institutions.   Amongst these respondents, a diverse array of views existed about what 

development means, what the role of the state in development should be, and how Islam should 

or should not enter into state processes.  Respondents drew from a number of different sources to 

justify their positions, including international laws and norms, human rights rhetoric, Sharia, 

other Islamic teaching, and rational moral reasoning.   

Islam and Democracy 

 Most respondents I spoke with rejected absolute rule by theocratic elites, arguing that 

democracy is a foundational principle of Islam.  A few respondents, who were themselves devout 

Muslims or who represented Islamic organizations rejected the very notion that religion should 

play even a minor role in the state.   They supported a strict liberal separation of church and state 

in Islam.   

 Many respondents representing Islamic organizations, however, believed that Islam could 

or should play a useful role in shaping the developmental state. A few specifically argued for a 

system of Islamic Democracy, claiming that basic Islamic principles promoted democratic 

governance.  They justified their view by pointing to the Arabic word Shura, which roughly 

translates as “consultation” and describes the consultation that leaders have with advisors.  They 

believe that the concept of Shura, which appears a few times in the Koran, provides an Islamic 

basis for democracy.  One Malaysian respondent who worked in a large multilateral Islamic 

development agency explained, “There is a clear chapter in the Koran where it encourages 
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participatory government.  Democracy is a human invention where people elect whom they want 

to represent. Which is Islamic, the way I see it.”  (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

  In the view of this respondent, religion and religious leaders do have an important role to 

play in guiding the state, but do not need to be the primary decision makers.  However, the 

primary decision makers must have a religious consciousness.  He explained: 

 “But the religious people, I don’t see them as well equipped financially, 

economically to run a country. Yes, with all due respect they are well versed in 

religion, but the way I see it they must be personal advisory to the head of state. 

But then again, the head of state must also be of religious conscious. He must 

know religion, he must know the dos and don’ts, and he must follow strictly.” 

(Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 A few of the respondents believed that secular democracy alone was corrupt, valueless, 

and would lead to mal-development.   These respondents believed that enshrining some sort of 

Islamic identity or principles into governance was necessary to ensure proper development, 

which balanced material growth with spiritual purity, and which ensured that society’s wealth 

would be justly distributed.   Enshrining Islam in the state, these respondents believed, would 

keep political leaders in check and ensure that leaders acted on behalf of the welfare of all. The 

representative of an Islamic development organization in Malaysia told me:  

“The person who is elected must again, keep coming back to the spiritual.  The 

spiritual provides a protection of the person, of the human being, pushing that 

whatever he promises must deliver it. [He does not only promise] for campaign 
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purposes or to cheat the people.  And when he takes office he must always be 

conscious in his heart and in his mind that whatever he does, he’s being watched 

by God. As he remembers that all the time, he will not cheat. They will do all the 

pillars and follow the guidelines of the Holy Scriptures or the holy book.”  

(Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 Another respondent representing a global Islamic NGO believed that Islam was 

particularly able to root out corruption in government because it held a set of unwavering 

standards.  He pointed out that many principles inherent to Islam are very similar to human rights 

laws and Western legal principles; but, that Islam prevents the corruption and manipulation of 

these laws by humans:  

“[Islamic values] are similar to the humanitarian values and the human rights and 

the declarations over them. But if you take them in a secular context, you’ve taken 

them out of the religious background, religious reference… Islamic standards are 

a revelation, a divine thing that is not affected by the human mind, it’s not a 

human mind that can change it. A human mind that can understand, absorb and 

implement it, but not change it. The human mind is not to think that I like it or 

don’t like, that I want to change it.  It’s something that’s fixed, standard, and a 

reference for people to act accordingly.  And when people have conflict or 

whatever, they can refer back to the standardized religious, divine revelation. 

That’s what we believe as Muslims. If [a standard is set] away from the religion, 

it will be after a while, with time running, that man will change it and then 
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manipulate it and maybe destroy it. So there has to be a reference.” (Personal 

Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 Only one respondent I spoke with actively argued for a non-democratic system of 

theocracy as the basis for true Islamic development of society.    Of course, this may itself be a 

result of sampling bias – as a Westerner I had limited access to who would speak with me.  This 

respondent, who was a religious leader, believed that democracy was a corrupting force because 

it allowed society to be oriented around the desire of the majority.  In contrast, this respondent 

believed religion held people in check, ensuring that justice, truth, and righteousness prevailed.  

For this reason, this respondent called for theocracy and rejected democracy as a system of 

governance.  His views were shaped both by a critique of the United States’ invasion of Iraq, as 

well as by a disdain for liberal sexual freedoms and respect for sexual minorities:  

“Religion prohibits marginalization. Religion wants the few people to be 

recognized and get their rights. Religion wants the poor person to be made rich. 

Religion wants the sick person to be given treatment… But democracy means 

give the majority what they want. So if the majority want homosexuals, the 

government must accept that and put a section in the constitution that 

homosexuality must get married to one another, which is very bad.  When the 

majority wants to smoke bhang without any problem, in democracy you must 

accept that. When the majority wants to go and fight their neighbors to take 

wealth, in democracy you must accept that. So in democracy, because people are 

many, they must get what they want, which is different from religion. Religion 

does not accept something like that…  And because democracy is leading the 
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world today, that’s why you can see a lot of conflicts.  Because the people of 

democracy wants to get oil from Iraq, gas from Afghanistan, oil from Libya, oil 

from Kuwait.  While with religion, they cannot get this…. In democracy, you can 

take any woman and do whatever you want. That’s democracy. If I love you, you 

will love me. No matter you are married, this is democracy. So a lot of prostitutes 

in the world, given permission to do prostitution. We have a lot of children 

without fathers, we have a lot of street children, street families because of 

prostitution.  So we refuse democracy, we accept religion.” (Personal Interview, 

Kenya, 2007) 

 While this respondents’ views would be rejected as extreme by many of the other 

respondents I interviewed, he denounced Jihadism and religious violence, explaining that above 

all Islam is a religion of peace: 

“When you come to know God as a Muslim, you must become a peace maker.  

Because the word Islam means peace and a total submission to the command and 

the will of God, Allah. So when a person is a Muslim, first, they must obey God. 

Second, they respect all beings in terms of human beings, animals, plants, and 

anything within the universe. You must respect and make peace wherever you are. 

Because you cannot bring development in any society if there is no peace.  When 

you know God, God is peace, you become a peaceful person in your heart, in your 

mind, and in your blood system. When you become like this, then wherever you 

are, you must make peace so that you can bring development in all conditions.   

But if you see a person is a Muslim and he is practicing violence and killings in 
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the name of religion, in the name of Islam, in the name of Allah, this person really 

is not a good Muslim. Because as I have said the word Islam means peace. So if 

the word Islam means peace and you become a Muslim and then you are making 

violence, then this is not how a human being is supposed to be in the Muslim 

perspective and according to the Islamic teachings from the holy prophet 

Muhammad.”  (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

Islamic Law and the Development State 

Beyond the question of democracy in Islam, one commonality amongst many of the 

respondents I spoke with representing Islamic organizations was the belief that Islam is, in itself, 

a prescription for development.  To them Islam was more than just a faith that you confess and 

prayers you make at specified times, but a total way of life and a pathway to personal, social, and 

economic development.  They believed that Islamic influence should be embedded within 

political society and the state, because it can protect the developmental state from the malevolent 

tendencies towards corruption and injustice that marred development under purely secular states.    

Respondents, however, had many different ideas about how exactly Islam influence 

should be institutionalized into the state.  Their opinions differed around issues such as 1) 

whether an Islamic state should be based on specific Islamic codes, such as Sharia, or more 

generally on Islamic principles; 2) whether Sharia law should specifically become the basis for a 

country’s judicial system; 3) whether Sharia law is set or whether it should continue to evolve 

and be reinterpreted; 4) what the appropriate role of religious leaders was in government; and 5) 

how to strategically go about creating an Islamic state.  
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 What makes many of these debates possible in the first place is the reality that a complex 

body of Islamic law exists which is relevant to the modern world.  Perhaps more than any other 

major world religion, Islam possesses a thoroughly developed set of laws that are still applied to 

the world today.  Respondents pointed out that for centuries prior to Western colonization, 

Islamic law effectively ruled across a large geographical region and provided much of the early 

blueprint for humanity’s development.   For example, not only does Islamic law hold some of the 

earliest provisions for corporations in the world, it also established some of the earliest 

philanthropic foundations in the world, through a system of religiously sanctified endowments 

called “Waqf”.  A respondent in Egypt explained of the Waqf:  

“It’s a traditional system where civil society in Egypt used to tie up profit that 

comes out of their businesses or agrarian properties and the profit out of it goes to 

fund development and charity work.  There were two types: something called 

charitable Waqf, and something called family Waqf, and mixed Waqf that does 

both functions…  Waqf institutions are like a foundation.  And these foundations 

funded the development work that suits the wish of the endower.  So, for 

example, we find people endowing property to feed birds, for example, or to fund 

research development, to pave streets…  Over the course of history, for more than 

a thousand five-hundred years, this form existed in Islamic countries-in Arab 

countries…   In that time the civil society was very, very strong.  And unlike what 

the West thinks, that it’s a new word or it’s a new concept, it’s not.  And the 

mechanisms for creating foundations used to be there more than a thousand five-

hundred years ago.  But then in the 19th century we started importing, like, the 
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Western form of NGOs and we imported the word civil society.”  (Personal 

Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 Islamic law is also particular in the degree to which it is still applied and followed in 

specificity in the modern world.  The Old Testament, especially in the book of Leviticus, does 

contain a long listing of laws and religious codes.  However, except for a few remnant codes – 

such as the ten commandments, kosher rules, and controversial, vague laws around 

homosexuality – Old Testament codes are largely ignored by modern day Jews and Christians.  

The Buddhist tradition also contains a lengthy code of monastic discipline which is still strictly 

followed in the present by some groups of monks and nuns.   However, for lay people, the 

Buddhist tradition provides only a simple set of five ethical rules. 

In Islam, however, a living, complex code of conduct for all believers is still commonly 

followed.  One respondent explained that this is why Islam and Islamic law was still a force in 

the daily life of the modern world: 

“You can never really leave it behind.  It’s not a religion you do on Sundays or 

you do on Saturdays, it’s a very much social religion.  It pervades all aspects of 

your life from the way a woman dresses, to what a person eats, to how a male 

should treat a female, to how to wash your hands, how you’re supposed to walk, 

how you’re supposed to do these things, how you treat your neighbor.   So you 

can’t really cast it aside and say: well, it’s just religion, or religion should belong 

only to the individual.  You can’t, because within it is society and it’s everywhere.  

We have, for example, very strict laws on stealing and very strict laws on murder.  
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Very strict laws for multiple reasons, and these aspects all affect everyone 

equally.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 This respondent further argued that Sharia law in many Muslim countries is legitimate 

precisely because it is an expression of the will of the people:  

“I think that when Muslim countries try to push towards Islamic law they are 

making their own choice and everybody should butt out.  That’s what I think, I 

mean, plain and simple, because the choice comes from within.  So when a 

country chooses to put that law back in or make it the national law, it’s their 

choice.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 Another respondent described enforcement of Sharia law in Muslim countries as an anti-

imperialist reaction against the Western colonial legacy which had violently repressed the 

previously existing Islamic system of laws and social order:  

“It is related to imperialism. Muslims have reiterated their fidelity to Islamic law, 

to Sharia, because of the anger with the colonial powers that stripped them of 

everything.   Not just the land. They took away land, they took away their 

identity, they took away their laws, and imposed common law. So there is some 

reaction because of imperialism.” (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

Islamist Movements in Malaysia and Egypt 

 The question of whether and how to implement Islamic law and principles into the 

development state is a complicated one – particularly in multi-religious societies.  Malaysia, for 

example, presents a unique configuration of the debate about how to institutionalize Islam into 
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the state because it is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society.  Roughly 60 percent of the 

population is Muslim, and the vast majority of Muslims are ethnic Malays.  Chinese Buddhists 

and Indian Hindus make up a large portion of the rest of the population.   Since independence 

from British colonial rule in 1957, Malaysia’s government has been dominated by the Malay 

population.  While Malays outnumbered the Chinese and Indians, they were economically 

disadvantaged under British colonial rule.   So a system of economic and political affirmative 

action was set up to try to assist the Malay population to advance.  This system, in particular, 

assured Malay political parties control of the country.     

 All ethnic Malays are defined in the Malaysian constitution as Muslim, and Sunni Islam 

is the official religion of the country.  However, Malaysia recognizes the right of other ethnic 

groups to freely practice the religion of their choice.  Thus in Malaysia, while Islam is 

institutionalized in the state through bureaucratic apparatuses like the government’s Department 

of Islamic Development, Islam’s reach through the state is not universal.   Making matters more 

complicated, the Malay constitution permits the use of Sharia law in determining personal issues 

such as marriage and inheritance.  However, only Muslim’s are subject to Islamic law, while 

other religious groups are subject to common law.  This creates a state with two sets of laws and 

courts for different ethnic groups. 

 Malaysia’s main political parties were largely formed around ethnic lines.  Since 

independence the country has been governed by a coalition of three parties – the United Malays 

National Organization (UMNO), the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), and the Malaysian 

Indian Congress (MIC).  UNMO is the largest party in the country. In recent years, however, it’s 

dominance over Malay voters has been challenged by the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Malays_National_Organization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Malays_National_Organization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_Chinese_Association
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_Indian_Congress
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_Indian_Congress
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The PAS has won control of the government of a handful of Malaysian states, as well as a 

number of seats in the federal parliament.  PAS won these electoral positions by calling for 

greater implementation of Sharia law and for the transformation of Malaysia into a fully Islamic 

country.   This, in turn has, moved the UMNO to take up more and more explicitly Islamist 

stances.   

This growing Islamic sentiment and discourse in Malaysia’s state apparatus and political 

sphere has caused concern amongst some respondents I spoke with in Malaysia, including some 

Muslim Malay respondents.  A representative of a liberal Islamic women’s organization felt that 

women’s rights were rapidly being sacrificed as the country moved towards the enshrinement 

and legal enforcement of a particular conservative interpretation of Islam.  She explained:   

“It’s a race between the Islamist party and the ruling party, UMNO, to get the 

Malay votes.  Because at the moment Malays are still in the slight majority, I 

think it’s about 60% of Malays.  So 40% are non-Malays. So to get the Malay 

votes they are just competing, who is more Islamic.  So this competition actually 

in the long run is not good for the nation… The government in a way is being 

held to ransom by these Islamists.” (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 This respondent pointed to the increasing role of government regulation of religion and 

public morality as both a sign of growing Islamist control over the state, and as a grave danger.  

She believed women, in particular, had their rights and well-being threatened by the growing 

influence of a conservative interpretation of Islam over the Malaysian state.  More generally 

though, she believed that it is not the role of the state to implement Islamic religious law and 

beliefs: 
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 “A personal sin from a religious perspective, a personal sin should not and cannot 

be translated as a crime against the state.   That’s what we are saying.  For 

example, if you don’t pray or if you don’t fast during the fasting month, during 

Ramadan – it should not be translated as a crime against the state. Meaning that 

the state should not go out of their way to catch these people and punish them.  

Because at the end of the day we don’t want to be like the Taliban you know, if 

you catch people who don’t pray and then you want to punish them, you know.” 

(Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 The enforcement of Islamic law seemed all the more problematic to this respondent 

precisely because Malaysia is a multi-religious society.  As the Islamist movement in Malaysia 

grows, it threatens to impose more and more Islamic rules on the non-Muslims in the society.    

Other respondents in Malaysia, however, disagreed with this assessment.  They believed that 

because Islam freely permitted the practice of other religions, the growth of the Islamist 

movement posed no problems for other religious groups.  One respondent representing an 

Islamist movement organization explained that:  

 “In the concept of Islam that was shown by our Prophet, a true Islamic country is 

a country which allows the non-Muslims to live freely.  It is even, in fact, a rule 

for Muslims to protect the non-Muslims.  So when an Islamic country is 

established, it is part of the rule in Islam for the administrators, for the Muslim 

administrators to give protection to the non-Muslims and give them the right to 

express and practice their religion freely.  It is actually something wrong for 
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Muslims to stop the non-Muslims from practicing their religion, so it’s a rule.”  

(Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 For this respondent, Islam was a way of respecting other human beings and ordering a 

society that would create social well-being and development.  Therefore, other religious groups 

would benefit from the creation of a more Islamic society and state.  Similarly, this respondent 

believed that non-Muslims would benefit from the full implementation of Sharia law in Malaysia 

because, at its core, Sharia law was about protecting the human being.  He stated:  

“The purpose of the Sharia law, it is to protect five things of the human beings.  

The first thing is to protect the life, so meaning the person must have life, they can 

live.  And then to protect the dignity the person must have dignity.  To protect the 

assets or the wealth, so the person must have the right to have something, be it a 

large amount or even just a small amount.  Then the Sharia law protects the 

familial relationship, that is very defined in Islam.  The last one is to protect the 

minds of the Muslim.  So the baseline is these five things. So a Muslim must 

have, a person must have, the right to live, the right to be dignified, the right to 

wealth, the right to protect familial relationships which is why premarital sex is 

prohibited in Islam, and the right to have a good mind, which is why people must 

always have a clear mind, healthy mind. Those are the baseline things.” (Personal 

Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 A leading Muslim intellectual in Malaysia, however, dismissed this notion that Islam and 

Sharia could be used to protect other religious minorities.  He claimed the idea of society being 
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ruled as an Islamic state, which then protected religious minorities was totally contradictory to 

modern notions of citizenship and must therefore be rejected: 

“In the contemporary notion of citizenship, one community protecting the other is 

not acceptable.  In the contemporary notion, everyone is a citizen, everyone has 

equal rights. So you can’t talk of one community protecting the other.  Even 

though we know that the Islamic civilization in the past had a better record than 

any other civilization protecting those who are not of the same religion, I am 

totally against restoring that notion of protection today. Because if you advocate 

that notion of protection, let’s say you are an advocate of the Sharia and the 

notion of protection, and you say this is what we will do for the non-Muslims: we 

will give them rights, we will give them roles, and so on.  But it would be us 

protecting them. I would be against it because I think the contemporary notion of 

citizenship is very different.” (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 This respondent was also wary of implementing Sharia law because he believed, at least 

in the Sunni Islam of Malaysia, that Sharia had become too static, falsely frozen in a medieval 

form.  This restricted Sharia from dynamic adaption to the progressive movement of history and 

appropriate adjustment to changes in modern society: 

“Within Islam, the dynamic spirit that informed interpretation, the interpretation 

of law in the first few centuries where things were not codified in a certain 

manner was lost. By the eleventh or twelve centuries, religious elite were saying 

these laws are eternal. These are the laws that these elites had made.  They said 

that they are eternal, they are there forever, you cannot change them.  And they 
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closed the door to what was called the Ijtihad, in Islam. Ijtihad is independent 

thinking guided by the values of the Koran and the example of the Prophet. But it 

was set aside. They said the laws are here, they are frozen. Of course they didn’t 

use the word frozen, what they said was they’ve all been discovered, the laws that 

need to be implemented, and all we are to do is just to implement these laws. And 

that is the position of the Sunni majority in Islam. The Shias didn’t close the door 

to Ijtihad actually, they didn’t. They said, well it continues. But nonetheless, the 

Shias have a clergy and the clergy has power, and part of the power is to issue 

indicts and laws which is also a problem.”  (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 Ultimately, however, this respondent rejected the implementation of Sharia law in 

Malaysia because he believed that we are at a point in history when the moral order of human 

society must move beyond the boundaries of narrowly defined religion and religious identity, 

towards a social order based on universal spirituality:  

“I would argue that we have come to a point where we are in an illusion as a 

nation. Not just Malaysia, but humankind as a whole. In our evolution as people, 

as noble citizens, we have to believe that in the ultimate analysis, the human being 

is the bearer of universal values and principles.  The human being transcends 

religious boundaries, goes beyond religious boundaries. So talking of the Sharia 

and restoring the Sharia, I don’t think it’s going to work at all.”  (Personal 

Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 For other respondents in Malaysia, the problem with creating an Islamic country fully 

ruled by Islamic law was not philosophical but rather practical.  One respondent who worked in 
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an Islamic financial institution claimed that the primary obstruction to further implementing 

Islamic law in the country was figuring out how to do it practically without creating tensions 

with Malaysia’s non-Muslim citizens: 

“A totally Muslim country using the Koran laws would be good. But for the time 

being, looking at the environment, looking at the economy, looking at the 

harmony of the citizens of Malaysia, the time is probably not right to take on that 

form of an Islamic country yet.  It’s what is supposed to be.  We need to have an 

Islamic country, yes, definitely. Every Muslim wants to have an Islamic country. 

But the situation, you have to be careful in this situation, careful of whether it can 

be done.  And if it’s done, whether it may start something that’s not good. So 

probably it’s a matter of time.” (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 This respondent’s concern that the transition towards a more Islamic society must be 

done carefully in light of Malaysia’s current demographic, economic, and political situation, 

points to a key debate amongst those who do believe that the country should become more 

Islamic and fully implement Sharia law – what is the proper pathway for arriving at such an 

Islamic country?   A leader of a Malaysian Islamist student movement organizationxv explained 

that while some Islamists thought that the state should be seized by Islamic social forces and 

moved to comply with Islamic principles, his organization preferred to create an Islamic society 

from the bottom up through education programs.  What was important was to teach people to act 

in accordance with Islam.  Once people were properly educated, strong enforcement of Islamic 

behavior or laws would not even be necessary.  The respondent stated:  
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“We believe that to implement the Sharia law, first we need to educate the 

society. We have to make great change from within.  We have to educate the 

society and then the change will happen naturally, that is what we understand.  

[Others] perhaps they are more, they are trying to implement it from top to 

bottom.  We prefer to implement it from bottom to top… It’s an important part of 

creating a very strong society.  Because we cannot change a society by force.  

Where we want to create a sustainable change we have to change it by educating 

the people, because when people understand they will, the change will happen 

naturally.”  (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 2007) 

 This same debate about how to create a Muslim society was also occurring in Egypt, 

another Sunni Muslim country.  Egypt is 90% Muslim, has a judicial system based on a 

combination of Islamic and civil law, and constitutionally affirms Islam as the state religion 

(CIA 2008).   Nonetheless, a strong Islamist movement in Egypt criticizes the government as not 

being fully Islamic, and especially sees the president of Egypt as publically obeying Islamic 

rituals while not truly following Islamic values.  A respondent from an Islamist organization in 

Egypt explained: 

“Our government, it is not a religious one and it is not a secular one, but it is a 

mix. You know that our president will make a speech at religious demonstrations 

here and there during Ramadan and so on and so on. And he will keep the fast 

during big fasts and small fasts of the Muslims.  He will go to the mosque and 

pray and so on. We have this president who is making it seem like he is a pious 
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Muslim and yet doing all these things that contradict the values and the laws of 

Islam.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 A particular complaint of Islamists, and indeed almost every Egyptian I interviewed, is 

the high level of corruption in the Egyptian government.  Islamists in the country view this 

corruption as stemming in part from a lack of true embeddedness of Islam and Islamic values of 

honesty, justice, and charity within the state and political system.  The question for these groups 

then is how to implement their vision of a more Islamic state and society.  They face a similar 

dichotomy of strategy as that described by the Malaysian student movement leader quoted above, 

whether to try to create a more Islamic society from above by capturing the state and imposing it 

or from below through education and grassroots social reform.  An Islamic economist who I 

interviewed in Cairo opted for the bottom up approach as the way to create a good Muslim 

society.   He associated this bottom up approach with the Egyptian organization, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, contrasting it with the approach of Islamic Jihad movements which seek to capture 

the state in order to impose an Islamic society.  This respondent explained: 

“Islam is different from Christianity and Judaism.  Islam is a system of life, a way 

of life.  It’s not just a spiritual practice, prayers and such. No, it’s a system of life.  

This is the difference.  It’s not just the spiritual part.  No, it’s a system of life.  

The Prophet of Allah, told us how to do everything.  Since you wake up ‘till you 

sleep, it tells you how to behave, how you worship, how you defecate in the 

pothole, how you clean yourself, how you treat people, how you work with your 

friends at work.  It’s a system of life.  It’s not just spiritual practice.  Prayers, 

fasting and songs, no, it’s not like that.  But then to create a good society, you 
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have to create good believers.  First, the Muslims have to choose to be good 

people. And this is what the Prophet Mohammad says.  The Prophet spent in 

Mecca thirteen years teaching people how to be good people despite the fact that 

they were tortured. They had been emulated, tortured, but he taught them how to 

be good Muslims first.  The Prophet was stressing the fact that in order to make a 

good state, you have to have good people.  This is the idea of Islam.  And this is 

the difference between the Jihad movement and the Islamic Brotherhood 

Movement.  The Islamic Brotherhood Movement says, we have to create good 

Muslims first.  When we have good Muslim, we will have good ruler, by election, 

by any means.  But the Islamic Jihadists say, no, we have to fight the system and 

change the system in order to have a good ruler, a Muslim ruler.  But this is not 

true.  You have to have good Muslims first or good citizens first, not just Muslim.  

Muslim or not Muslim, you have to have good citizens in order to have a good 

society and a good ruler.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was formed in 1928 as one of the first modern 

Islamist organization.  Like the RSS, the Muslim Brotherhood combines a network of charities 

with religious and political activities.  Like the RSS, it has also been accused of violence and 

political extremism.  Outlawed on various occasions through its history and deeply mistrusted by 

Western powers, the Muslim Brotherhood has, in present day, become the main opposition party 

to Egypt’s long-time President Mubarak.     

 Defenders of the Muslim Brotherhood, however, believe that its name has been defamed 

by President Mubarak, who sees the Brotherhood as a threat to his corrupt and authoritarian rule 
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over the country.   In their view, Mubarak’s government is a predatory state, obstructing 

development and inhibiting the flourishing of Egyptian society.  As the largest opposition to this 

repressive and undemocratic regime, the Muslim Brotherhood appears to many disgruntled 

Egyptians to be a political force which might both unlock the potential of Egypt’s developmental 

state and insure that it upholds the Islamic principles of justice and compassion for those in need.  

A leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, explained that the organization’s agenda for political 

reform derives from its members’ commitment to Islamic values:  

“According to our understanding for Islam, we are interested in political reform, 

in social reform, in developing our country on basis of social justice. The wealth 

should be distributed all across the people.  We should not have a small minority 

of the people have wealth – rich, very rich and many, many people, others are 

very, very poor. This is refused in Koran. The holy Koran says that the wealth 

should not be given to a small number of people. But the wealth should be more 

or less distributed with all people.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 This respondent further claimed that the Muslim Brotherhood’s fundamental goal is to 

create a democratic society.  He believed that democracy is compatible with, and prescribed by, 

Islam and that the democratic will of the people should even trump specific Sharia laws: 

“In Islam there is no cleric who rules the country by the name of Allah.  This is 

not in Islam. We should manage the country by the will of the people. And this is 

not against Islam, this is prescribed by Islam. Even the Islamic laws, even the 

Islamic Sharia should pass through the will of the people, not against the will of 

the people. Islamic laws should pass through the will of the people. If the people 
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refuse, the majority refuse to apply any of these laws, it should not be applied 

against the will of the people. We have what is known in Islam as Shura.  The 

democracy is a means of applying Shura. I know that democracy has some 

disorders. But, at last, it is the better way to solve our problems. In any 

organization, in any society, in any state, democracy is a way to resolve 

disagreements.” (Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

 Respondents across Egypt, Malaysia, and Kenya held a wide array of different views 

about how Islam ought to be articulated in relationship to the state and to the national 

development process.   Obviously, the bulk of respondents discussed quoted above were Sunni 

Muslims from the moderate countries of Egypt and Malaysia.  Moreover, as a Western 

researcher, there were some perspectives that I was not able to access through one-on-one 

interviews. However, just those perspectives which are represented here demonstrate that a 

diverse array of viewpoints exists amongst Muslim respondents and Islamic development 

organizations. 

Conclusion 

 Like the work of FBOs, the embeddedness of religion within the developmental state in 

countries like Guatemala, India, Malaysia, and Egypt demonstrates the deep  interrelationship 

between religion and the development enterprise.  This chapter has examined three case studies 

to show some of the variation in ways that religion can become embedded in the state; as well as 

the way that social and political actors understand and contest the appropriate role of religion in 

the developmental state.  The first case study examined how representatives of FODIGUA, a 
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Guatemalan government sponsored agency, interpret and work towards the integration of a 

Mayan cosmovision with the social, economic, and human development of indigenous 

communities in Guatemala.  The second case study of Hindu Nationalism described how a 

network of social and political actors are seeking to enforce a religious-ethnic cultural identity as 

the basis for national identity. The final case study of views on the role of Islam in the state 

shows some of the different viewpoints that people within a single religious tradition hold about 

how their religion should be embedded in the state. 

As the examples of Hindu Nationalism and Islam demonstrate, religion’s influence on the 

state is deeply contested by political and social actors.  The way religion enters into the state, 

however, is far more complex than a simple dichotomy between theocracy and liberal 

democracy.  A full spectrum of religiosity exists between absolute atheist states and total 

theocracies.  Comprehending the nuanced shades of grey that exist in between these two is 

crucial to understanding the complex interrelations of religion and development throughout the 

globe.    

 The case study of Islamic perspectives on development offered a particularly revealing 

examination of the nuances and diversity of approaches to embedding religion in the state.  There 

is no single static model of an Islamic state, but rather a vibrant debate amongst Islamists about 

how to interpret their faith and its significance for the modern development state.  This reality 

contradicts Huntington’s claim that a single unitary Islamic civilization exists with a set group of 

values that differs from other civilizations. 

 Edward Said made a similar point in his criticism of Huntington’s thesis.  Said wrote:  
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“The personification of enormous entities called "the West" and "Islam" is 

recklessly affirmed, as if hugely complicated matters like identity and culture 

existed in a cartoonlike world where Popeye and Bluto bash each other 

mercilessly, with one always more virtuous pugilist getting the upper hand over 

his adversary. Certainly neither Huntington nor Lewis has much time to spare for 

the internal dynamics and plurality of every civilization, or for the fact that the 

major contest in most modern cultures concerns the definition or interpretation of 

each culture, or for the unattractive possibility that a great deal of demagogy and 

downright ignorance is involved in presuming to speak for a whole religion or 

civilization. No, the West is the West, and Islam Islam….  Huntington is an 

ideologist, someone who wants to make "civilizations" and "identities" into what 

they are not: shut-down, sealed-off entities that have been purged of the myriad 

currents and countercurrents that animate human history, and that over centuries 

have made it possible for that history not only to contain wars of religion and 

imperial conquest but also to be one of exchange, cross-fertilization and sharing.” 

(Said 2001) 

 A commonality that did link together a number of the respondents quoted in this chapter 

from across cultures, religions, and geographical areas is their mutual belief that development of 

society is not simply about rational, materialist economic and social policy.  Rather, they saw 

social progress and development as also a deeply moral and spiritual phenomena.  The inclusion 

of religious consciousness and identity within the state apparatus is for them an important part of 

insuring social progress.   
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 On the other hand, other respondents quoted in this chapter – particularly the critics of 

Hindu nationalism and Islamist movements –  challenged religious involvement in the state as a 

dangerous trend which threatens liberal rights, including women’s freedom and the protection of 

minority religious communities. What is undeniable, however, is that religion continues to play 

an important role in shaping politics, the state and its development agenda in countries such as 

Egypt, Malaysia, India, and even Guatemala.  The classic secularization hypothesis that religion 

will disappear from the modern world, and the corresponding assumption of development 

theorists that development is a purely secular process guided only by economic and materialist 

rationales is patently false in these countries. 
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Chapter 5: Religious Economics 
 

 

 With the fall of the Berlin Wall, Francis Fukayama pronounced in 1989 “the end of 

history,” arguing that Western liberal democracy may represent the end of humanity’s 

ideological and political evolution (Fukuyama 1989).   Since that time, the re-assertion of Islam 

as a system of governance, the rise of the anti-corporate globalization movement, and the re-

emergence of state socialism in South America have all challenged the notion that humanity’s 

political evolution has ended (Harris 2007; Milanovic 2003).    Each of these trends, which fly in 

the face of the end of history thesis, is in some way implicated in the analysis of this thesis.  The 

re-assertion of Islam was discussed in Chapter 4, while the rise of the anti-corporate 

globalization movement and the re-emergence of state socialism play an important role in 

Chapter 6.   

 In contrast to Fukayama’s claim, scholars of “multiple modernities” have argued that 

rather than a convergence upon one particular ideological and political form, modern life has 

diverged into numerous culturally specific articulations of modernity  (Hefner 1998; Schmidt 

2006).   The range of state-religion relationships described in Chapter 4 is an important example 

of the ways that different societies alternatively construct the modern state, and how different 

political articulations of religion in a society can shape the state’s role as an agent of 

development.  In this chapter, I turn to examine how religion can influence not only the state’s 

developmental activity and policy, but the pattern and rules of a society’s economic system.  
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Hamilton argues that, rather than assuming global capitalism has led to a universalized Western 

culture, we must study the particular ways that different civilizations incorporate and transform 

global capitalism  (Hamilton 1994).  Such an investigation, Hamilton cautions, is difficult 

because it requires us to comparatively understand fundamental civilizational assumptions about 

reality.  Nonetheless, he points out that, starting with Weber, a sociological tradition exists which 

examines the way that economic organizations are patterned onto civilizational worldviews 

(Weber 1958).   

 In this chapter, following Hamilton (1994), I will further argue that globalization and 

development are also not monolithic.  Modernist, Western, and secular visions of development 

are only one possible set of visions of “development” as the socially transformative process 

towards progress.   Other visions of development exist in the world – spiritually and religiously-

oriented visions that both overlap and contrast with secular, modernist visions.  As global 

capitalism and modern economic development unfolds in countries throughout the world, local 

actors often seek – to greater and less degrees of success – to refashion these economic systems 

in line with local cultural and religious values.    

 Of course, the role that religion plays in shaping economic systems is largely mediated by 

the state.  As Fligstein and Sweet (2002: 1206) argue: 

 “Markets cannot exist without authoritative rules to guide the interactions 

between economic actors. In the modern world, the state or other forms of public 

authority provide property rights (e.g., who “owns” the surplus produced by 

assets), governance structures (e.g., rules governing competition and cooperation 
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between firms), and rules of exchange (e.g., contract law; billing practices; 

banking and credit rules; insurance, health, and safety standards).”   

 Altogether, the state is the arbitrator and the initial constructor of markets.  Thus an 

important way that religion can influence the formation of markets is by influencing the state 

which is governing them. In this chapter, the complex relationships between religion, state, and 

economy is examined through a case study of Thailand’s “Sufficiency Economy” philosophy.  

The Sufficiency Economy philosophy is a model of economics which self-consciously seeks to 

create an alternative economic order by incorporating Buddhist teachings into economic 

organization.  It attempts to create an alternative approach to organizing capitalism based on the 

endogenous values of Buddhist Thailand.   

 In order to understand fully the social significance and meaning of the Sufficiency 

Economy, this chapter analyzes it from three different perspectives.  First, the origins and basic 

principles of the Sufficiency Economy as a philosophy of Buddhist economics are outlined.  

Second, the discursive use and possible misuse of the Sufficiency Economy in Thai politics is 

critically examined.  Finally, the Sufficiency Economy is compared to two other systems of 

religious economics – Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics.  This comparison draws the 

Sufficiency Economy concept into relief, demonstrating its particular way of relating religious 

teachings to modern economic questions.   

  The Emergence of Religious Reactions to Secular Modernity 

  The previous chapters of this book have showed in many ways that religion has not en 

mass disappeared from the modern world.  Religion’s public influence continues in spite of a 
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concerted effort by groups of scientists, political and economic actors, and cultural elites who 

over the last few hundred years have strongly pushed towards the diminishment of religion’s role 

in the Western world (Smith 2003).    The critique of religion, the ideology of free choice of 

religion, and the assertion of separation of church and state first all came together as a package of 

philosophical weapons used at the dawn of western modernity by the newly emerging 

bourgeoisie in their struggle against feudal classes (Marx 1978).    

 As both modern science and capitalism emerged in the West, economics overtook 

religion to become the primary orienting knowledge system for Western capitalist society, and 

particularly for framing public policy (Boettke et al. 2005).    Economic knowledge came to 

dominate and orient Western society, and economists became a modern high priest caste  

(Nelson 1993, 2001).     At the same time, capitalist business entrepreneurs became the new 

warrior caste, engaging in adventures of daring, danger, risk taking, and conquest.    

 In order to promote the newly emerging knowledge system of economics, Western 

philosophers and political actors generated powerful ideologies glorifying the self-regulating free 

market.  They sought to replace the invisible mystery of God’s ordering of time and space with 

the invisible hand of supply and demand.  They depicted it as a cure for the viciousness of 

human passion and as the pathway to human material well being (Hirschman 1997; Nelson 1993, 

2001).  This economistic philosophy spread throughout the world on the trading ships and battle 

cruisers of colonial states.  Carriers of capitalism forcibly constructed markets wherever they 

landed – with their fictitious commodities of land, labor, and money – and then proclaimed these 

markets a natural fact (Polanyi 1944).   All of this, they did in the name of progress, prosperity, 

and often with the blessing of religious institutions.  
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    As economic modernity spread across the world, at its core was a materialist conception 

of society and the world.  Even the heterodox Marxist criticisms of  market capitalism, 

maintained and actually advanced this materialist conception of the world (Spretnak 1999).   In 

between raw market capitalism and totalitarian Communist regimes, Keynesian inspired social 

welfare capitalism and socialist 3rd way regimes also adopted predominantly secular-materialist 

conceptions of the world as the primary orienting vision for modern public policy.  In the 1950s 

and ‘60s, with the emergence of the Breton Woods institutions and Truman’s vision of using 

scientific advances and industrial progress to “develop” all the world, this economic vision was 

transformed into a massive global, moral undertaking, given the name “development” (Escobar 

1995; Rahnema and Bawtree 1997).   

 There have, of course, been a variety of historical resistances to and reconfigurations of 

modern materialism as it spread across the globe.  Perhaps, one of the most unique of these being 

the cargo cults that emerged in the Pacific Islands when native peoples there first came into 

contact with the mass produced goods of industrial societies.   Many of the counter-cultural 

movements that emerged in the 1960s, both within the Western world and beyond, also sought to 

propose alternative ways of orienting human life to modern economic materialism.  The ongoing 

struggle of indigenous people’s throughout the world to defend their land, cultural worldview, 

and lifestyle have similarly been directed against materialist capitalism (Hawken 2007). 

 However, the push for orientation of society in line with an economic-materialist logic 

came to a new pinnacle with the emergence of neoliberalism during the last two decades of the 

twentieth century (Bourdieu 1998b, 1999).  As Harvey argues, neoliberalism promotes the 

“commodification of everything” (Harvey 2005).  At the very same time, however, that 
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neoliberalism emerged to global dominance, criticisms of the failures of Western secular 

modernity as a particularistic and often short sighted cultural and ideological formation also 

became stronger than ever (Escobar 1995; Haverkort et al. 2002; Rahnema and Bawtree 1997; 

Sachs 1992).  Reactions to secular modernity throughout the world have reasserted the value 

many people place on orienting their life according to religious, cosmological perspectives, and 

to systems of sacred knowing (Beyer 1994; Casanova 1994; Marty and Appleby 1991).   The 

increasing attention to FBOs described in Chapter 3 is a part of this reaction, as is the advocacy 

of religiously-oriented political orders described in Chapter 4. 

 Many of the most public reassertions of religion and sacred knowing have happened in 

the non-Western world, as part of a broader resistance to Western colonialism, Western cultural 

imperialism, the expansion of Western exploitative and extractive capitalism, and the 

deployment of Western military dominance.   In these dominated locations, pro-religious, anti-

secular, and anti-modern sentiment has served as an ideological rallying point and mobilizing 

discourse against perceived Western invasion (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; Beyer 1994; 

Huntington 1996; Marty and Appleby 1991).  Barber refers to this conflict in his well read book, 

Jihad Vs. McWorld  (Barber 1996).   Barber presents the reaction against Western modernity as 

rooted in the identity struggle of particularistic, tribal, blood-based movements violently attached 

to primordial belonging.   He opposes them diametrically to the cosmopolitanism and 

technological interdependence of “McWorld”  --  while also claiming that these particularistic 

communalist movements are ironically formed via the tools of McWorld.    Similarly, both 

popular press and academic scholars have negatively portrayed a large grouping of anti-Western, 
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anti-secular, religious movements around the world with the label “fundamentalist” (Armstrong 

2001; Marty and Appleby 1991; Riesebrodt 1993). 

 However, not all anti-secular, anti-modern movements are connected to anti-Western or 

anti-imperialist struggles.  Within the West, itself, exist a number of anti-modern, anti-secular 

religious movements; some of which are powerful advocates of imperial foreign policies and 

Western capitalist hegemony.   In fact, the very term fundamentalism was originally coined to 

refer to a conservative United States Protestant religious movement in the early 20th century 

(Marsden 1982; Wilcox 2000).    Only later was this term transferred to label other anti-secular 

religious movements.xvi   

   More importantly, not all contemporary reassertions of the importance of religion, sacred 

knowing and cosmological perspectives in the face of modern secularization have involved 

conservative, particularistic, or tribal forms of religiosity. Ecumenical religiosity, interfaith 

dialogues, universalized religious forms, and postmodern spirituality have publicly emerged 

alongside fundamentalism to question the wisdom of a purely secularized world order (Beyer 

1994; Bond 2004; Casanova 1994; Harper 2000).  Many of the ecumenical and universalist 

FBOs described in Chapter 3 represent this type of religiosity and spirituality.  Just like 

particularistic and conservative religious movements, they couch their understanding of the 

world in terms of sacred, transcendent realities and present themselves as holding the keys to 

resolving modernity’s residual problems.    

 Beyer argues that what allows both fundamentalist and ecumenical universalist religious 

movements some legitimacy in the modern public arena is their claim to resolve social, 

economic, and moral problems that secular institutions have not solved, or that secular 
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institutions have actually caused  (Beyer 1994).  Oftentimes this means that public religious 

movements react specifically to the suffering left behind by one institution of modernity: the 

capitalist market.  In this sense, these public religious movements might be seen as one part of a 

Polanyian counter movement of the social against the imposition of the self regulating free 

market  (Polanyi 1944).   They counter the myth of the self-regulating market by asserting the 

importance of higher ethical and spiritual principles for orienting human life than greed, 

competition, consumption, self-interest, supply and demand.  These movements are not 

necessarily anti-capitalist, but at least seek to reform pure free market capitalism, to mitigate the 

destructiveness of it, and to dampen its materialist ethic.  The Sufficiency Economy model seeks 

to do just this, as do the two religious economic systems to which it is later compared – 

Gandhian Economics and Islamic Finance.   

Sufficiency Economy 

 The “Sufficiency Economy” is an economic philosophy that has been theorized, based on 

collected sayings and speeches of Thailand’s King, Bhumibol Adulyadej.  Reigning from 1946 

to the present, Bhumibol Adulyadej is the longest serving monarch in the world today and in 

Thai history.   The Sufficiency Economy represents the King’s attempt to interpret and apply 

Buddhist teachings within the modern context.   Representatives of the King’s charity and policy 

organizations explained that they believe the Sufficiency Economy is fundamentally “Buddhist 

Economics” fit for the contemporary global economy (personal interviews, 2007). 

 The first conceptual development of the Sufficiency Economy began with efforts by the 

King to protect Thailand’s small farmers as they entered into the uncertainties of the global 
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market by promoting rural development projects which encouraged a mix of subsistence self-

reliance along with limited participation in the cash economy.  In 1992, the King began to 

consolidate his reflections and experiences from these rural development projects, and 

formulated the "New Theory," the immediate predecessor to the idea of the Sufficiency 

Economy.  The New Theory recommended how land and water should be managed in an ideal 

Thai small peasant farm.  It suggested that, to the degree possible, 30% of the farm be set aside 

for pond and fish, 30% for rice, 30% for harvestable trees, and 10% for housing and animals.  

The goal of this arrangement was to create a farm which could produce its own food needs, 

which was insulated from market shocks and droughts, and which still had some surplus crops to 

sell to the cash economy.  Once this was achieved at a local level, a second phase goal was to, 

then, create a network of community, cooperative activities, to allow for mutual sharing of 

resources and insulation from shock.   Finally, a third stage was to include financial and other 

product-chain agencies within this integrated agricultural system (NESDB 2008). 

 After the Asian Economic Crisis of 1997, the “Sufficiency Economy” philosophy was 

increasingly applied to theorize all aspects of the economy, and to suggest a macro-economic 

course as well.  In particular, the Sufficiency Economy was presented as an alternative to the 

excessive capitalist risk-taking and fast paced pursuit of wealth that had in part led up to the 

1997 crisis.   The Sufficiency Economy became most well known after the King gave his annual 

birthday address in 1997, five months after the economic crisis hit.   In this speech, he said 

“recently, so many projects have been implemented, so many factories have been built, that it 

was thought Thailand would become a little tiger, and then a big tiger. People were crazy about 
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becoming a tiger... Being a tiger is not important. The important thing for us is to have a 

sufficient economy.” (UNDP 2007: 20)   

 A major, national civil process began to discuss and outline the tenants of this 

Sufficiency Economy model from the King’s previous speeches and development projects.  In 

1999, the National Economic and Social Development Board responded by taking up the 

Sufficiency Economy philosophy as the guiding principle for Thailand’s official five year 

development plan (NESDB 2008; UNDP 2007).  Corporate leaders also sought to understand 

how to apply this model to their business operations. 

Sufficiency Economy as Buddhist Economics 

 In its fullest form, the Sufficiency Economy has been presented as an all-around 

philosophy by which to live life and make economic decisions, as well as to arrange the local and 

macro economy.  It is a moral theory about how economic agents, as well as political and 

bureaucratic actors, ought to act to align themselves with spiritual realities.   Drawing on 

Buddhist teachings, its core principles are moderation, awareness of the full consequences of 

actions, and protecting oneself from risk.  (These three principles have alternatively been 

translated from Thai to English as “moderation,” “reasonableness,” and “self-immunity.”)  These 

three core principles are supported by two human qualities which must be cultivated as part of 

economic life: wisdom and virtue.  Taken together, these principles and qualities, which form the 

essential principles of the Sufficiency Economy, can be applied to the decisions of individuals or 

corporations, as well as to macro-economic policy and to public governance.     

The word for sufficiency in Thai means “not-too-little, not-too-much” and refers to the 

idea of the middle path, the classic label for the spiritual approach which Buddha taught.  Both 



201 

 

the sufficiency principles of full awareness of the consequences of one’s actions and of 

moderation are core Buddhist spiritual principles.  Full awareness requires that individuals are 

aware of the ethical content of their actions, and moderation requires that they exercise spiritual 

restraint over worldly desires.    

 Theorists of the Sufficiency Economy have also explained that the third principle of 

insulation from risk can also be understood as the Buddhist spiritual principle of mindfulness.  

One respondent, representing a royal Sufficiency Economy policy organization, explained to me, 

“People may use the word risk management, but I think risk management is very narrow way of 

explaining this.  It is about: you have to be very careful; you have to be very mindful whatever 

you do.”   (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) This respondent also said that all the principles 

of the Sufficiency Economy basically boil down to the Buddhist spiritual teaching of wise 

reflection, “Yoniso Manasikara.”  The fundamental goal of wise reflection in Buddhism is to 

bring the spiritual seeker to the true happiness of enlightenment through the cultivation of the 

“middle path,” mindfulness, and the release of self-oriented, deluded desire. 

 The Sufficiency Economy, following Buddhist teachings, also ultimately seeks not 

wealth production, but happiness.  While material growth is very important in the Sufficiency 

Economy and needed to meet basic needs, happiness in the Sufficiency Economy is thought to 

come not only through accumulation of wealth or utility, but through moderating desire for 

consumption, through restraining greed, through ethical conduct,  and through sincere work (CFJ 

2008). 

 The Sufficiency Economy model tries to balance many of the polarities and extremes of 

the contemporary world.  It seeks to avoid consumerism and to value spiritual happiness, while 
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also ensuring successful material production and growth.  The Sufficiency Economy is billed by 

its theorists not as an opposition to globalization or capitalism, but as an approach by which 

individuals or countries can successfully enter into globalization while protecting themselves 

from its harms and risks.   Because it emphasizes moderation and awareness of cause and effect 

– including the environmental and social effects of consumption and production – the 

Sufficiency Economy model has been promoted as a way to reduce environmental destruction, 

ensure even and ethical development, reduce social disruptions and disharmonies that come from 

economic transformations, and preserve the wisdom and beneficial traditions of Thailand’s 

culture. 

The Political Use and Abuse of the Sufficiency Economy Discourse 

 Despite the popularity and official enshrinement of the Sufficiency Economy model in 

Thailand, not everyone is convinced of it, and strong critics exist.   A few respondents critically 

questioned whether the Sufficiency Economy ideal is really even followed in practice – or if it is 

just paid lip service out of deference to the King.  For these respondents the Sufficiency 

Economy idea is not an actual economic system, but rather a vague mystifying philosophy.  

Other respondents believed that the Sufficiency Economy is basically a political football.  The 

rhetoric of the Sufficiency Economy is used not as the real basis for public policy, but to 

delineate political alliances and to seek to gain influence by appealing to the King’s hegemonic 

power (personal interviews, 2007).   

 As a political discourse, the Sufficiency Economy two distinct periods of use of 

Sufficiency Economy rhetoric have occurred.  First, as described above, following the 1999 

economic crisis, the Sufficiency Economy idea was described as an alternative to the aggressive 
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growth and risk-taking which had preceded the crisis.  According to one respondent, however, it 

was largely an ideological statement which could not be implemented well:  

“It caught the attention of a lot of people at that time, when he announced it. It 

was after the crisis, the financial crisis where everybody went twenty percent 

poorer.  Wages went down twenty percent since so many people lost their jobs 

and businesses. So people were, it came out in a way as an alternative to the way 

we had been growing, and the excess development. So it caught people’s attention 

...  The government took this on and then came out with a blueprint of this is how 

Sufficiency Economy is going to be.  They definitely focused on the rural areas 

because at that time the rural areas were thought to be the cushion for the whole 

economy, because the urban businesses kind of collapsed. So a lot of people went 

back to the rural areas. They thought we are going to make the rural areas into 

Sufficiency Economies. And the blueprint was really ridiculous. One third water, 

one third livestock, and one third crop. The government wanted to promote this in 

the rural areas and to couple it with this job creation scheme in the rural areas to 

stimulate the economy. And that really basically got pooh-poohed by everybody.  

Even the villagers were saying, ‘If I want to get a loan, do I really have to do this? 

According to the blueprint?’ So basically it died down.” (Personal Interview, 

Thailand, 2007) 

 Indeed, some respondents believed there was never really any attempt to implement the 

Sufficiency Economy model, only platitudes paid to it in policy statements and by political 

leaders.  Moreover, a couple of years into the new millennium, the Sufficiency Economy was 
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being eclipsed by the growth oriented, brash approach of Thailand’s new Prime Minister, 

Thaksin Shinawatra.  A few years into Thaksin’s reign and especially after he was deposed in 

2006 by a military coup, the Sufficiency Economy rhetoric started to become more focused 

specifically as a critique of Thaksin.  The same respondent just quoted explained of this second 

period of the Sufficiency Economy rhetoric:  

“Then it came up again, as a reaction to the Thaksin era of growth and integration 

and selling and big deals and things like that were being made. Before it meant 

you’ve got to be content with what you have. But here, after Thaksin, it means 

moderation.  Don’t go build yourself up and get on the global arena.  It means we 

don’t agree with the way capitalists have been doing things, so we’re going for 

moderation.  In that sense it’s now, this one now becomes a political tool… But a 

lot of the poor communities benefited from the policies in the Thaksin time of 

sending money down, distributing money down to the lower level. So they are 

opposing this Sufficiency Economy saying, ‘What do you mean sufficiency.  

We’ve got to keep growing, we can’t just step backward’.  And so it becomes a 

kind of political football.” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 For other critics, this second wave of the Sufficiency Economy was less about a response 

to Thaksin’s development approach, and more a response to his political power.  Thaksin was 

seen by many, especially members of the Bangkok elite, as a rude, corrupt, and abusive leader, 

who lacked respect for the monarchy and was willing to sell out the country for his own 

enrichment.  Thaksin’s base of power came largely from the rural poor, who he won over with a 

mix of populist programs and a strong political patronage machine.  Bangkok elites began to fear 
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that Thaksin’s populist policies were nothing more than a cynical manipulation of the ignorant 

rural masses.  The Sufficiency Economy then took on a new life, as a way to critique Thaksin’s 

power and to delegitimize him by pitting him against Buddhism and the monarchy. 

 The Sufficiency Economy idea played an important role in justifying the coup of 2006 

which deposed Thaksin.  Leaders of the coup claimed that they were returning Thailand to the 

Sufficiency Economy concept, and used it to contrast their policies with those of Thaksin, who 

they considered a reckless, arrogant capitalist (Kate 2006).   The coup leaders proclaimed 

themselves as the defenders of the King and the monarchy, and their adoption of the Sufficiency 

Economy was framed as part of this protection of the monarchy.  However, this coup 

government was generally considered to be ineffectual in its short tenure, and post-coup 

elections returned allies of Thaksin back to power (only to then be deposed by a reactionary, 

royalist street movement.) 

 Moreover, it is uncertain to what degree the Sufficiency Economy philosophy was even 

operationalized in the policies of this coup government – or whether it was simply used as a 

politically expedient rhetoric in justifying their seizure of power.  Indeed, even one of the leading 

intellectual proponents of the Sufficiency Economy in Thailand criticized the coup government 

as paying homage to the Sufficiency Economy, while failing to implement it or truly use it as a 

basis for analysis.    This respondent mentioned as an example of this, the construction of a new 

transportation system in Bangkok.  The respondent explained that, while government planners 

were claiming this project was based on the Sufficiency Economy, they have never looked in 

detail at how to apply the principles of the Sufficiency Economy to it: 
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“They don’t explain how this is moderate, how this follows the principle of  

moderation for Thailand. [They don’t explain] what is the cause and effect of this.  

They never really give analysis.  I don’t see any analysis and I don’t think that 

they can explain that this is based on Sufficiency Economy.  So I would say that, I 

say to everyone, even though they say ‘Sufficiency Economy’ or their policy [is] 

based on Sufficiency Economy, they never practice it.” (Personal Interview, 

Thailand, 2007) 

 Critics of the Sufficiency Economy often see it as a vague set of concepts, deferentially 

referenced in any political endeavor, but not rigorously considered and applied to policymaking 

and economic decisions.   However, the vagueness of the Sufficiency Economy as an economic 

model, in part, stems from its Buddhist origins.  A core principle of Buddhist philosophy is that 

the reality which is pointed to by the Buddhist teachings cannot fully be captured by words.  The 

Buddha’s teachings are tools for contemplation, not articles of faith which generate salvation 

through confession.  Buddhist teachings are structures of reflection which, when deeply 

contemplated, allow the individual to experientially penetrate an ultimate reality beyond words.   

 Similarly, the Sufficiency Economy philosophy is not an exact economic hypothesis 

which can be mathematically modeled, but a set of guidelines pointing towards a balanced 

economy.   A proponent of the Sufficiency Economy idea working for one of the King’s 

charitable institutions, for example, dismissed criticisms that the system of 30% aquaculture, 

30% rice, 30% trees, and 10% livestock is unworkable.  This defender of the Sufficiency 

Economy explained that the model should never have become so specified, but rather it was only 

an illustration of the general principles of diversification and of combining self-reliance with 
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market production.  He said that the King’s rural projects, based on exact allocation of land use, 

were really only supposed to be an initial example that could be adapted to different situations as 

needed (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007). 

 The Sufficiency Economy philosophy has also been implicated in recent debates and 

criticisms about the role of the King in Thai society.xvii  In short, like all development visions, 

the Sufficiency Economy was formulated in the midst of and as part of political battles.  The 

connection of the Sufficiency Economy model to the political dynamics of contemporary 

Thailand, however, does not make it any less a religious system of economics.  Indeed, if there is 

anything that the social scientific study of religion has shown, it is that religion is never separate 

from the struggles of power and class within a society.  Yet, aside from all the political 

machinations in Thailand, the Sufficiency Economy model remains as an economic philosophy, 

a classic example of an attempt to specifically reformulate modern, western capitalist economics 

according to endogenous religious values.     

 The power of the Sufficiency Economy philosophy may ultimately rest not in its political, 

rhetorical deployment, but in its ideas.  Though rooted in the contradictions and political 

conflicts of the world, the Sufficiency Economy philosophy seeks to point towards timeless 

truths.  Perhaps the real impact and implementation of the Sufficiency Economy is still to come.  

Reflecting this sentiment, one respondent who worked on a Buddhist educational project, 

explained that he believed that while the Sufficiency Economy is today largely a political 

football, it nonetheless, may still bear fruit when structural conditions make implementation of 

its philosophy even more necessary: 
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“I think there’s no question that the King has based the Sufficiency Economy on 

his study of Buddhism… But I think generally speaking there is confusion about 

how practically speaking, how it fits in with what we’ve got here now in 

Thailand, the capitalist system which has been developed over so many years. But 

it’s really only because it’s the King’s idea that politicians are picking up on it 

and using it  as something to hit Thaksin with or to create a clear kind of divide 

between present government and Thaksin’s people. But ultimately its prestige and 

the fact that people are taking it seriously is because of the King. I’m not sure at 

all really how it’s going to work out.  But the fact that it’s there and people are 

talking about it, and there is money being put in to find out what it is and to 

promote it, I think some good things will come out of that. At least it’s some kind 

of ideal. There are all kinds of things in which Thailand is extremely backward, in 

terms of environmental awareness, development of alternative energy and so 

many things that really do need to be given funds and backing and importance. 

Sufficiency Economy I think will come into its own in the next 10, 20 years as we 

go into this period where oil production starts to decline, incredible increase in 

demand in India and China and such places, when all prices start to shoot through 

the roof. Thailand particularly is not prepared for that, just does not have any real 

alternative energy standards or goals.  As far as I can see, when environmental 

and global change, global climate change start to kick in, I think that a lot of the 

modern technology, modern ways of living will disappear and there will be some 

radical change ahead. I just don’t think it can stay like this for very much longer.   

It’s not sustainable. And I think that then, Sufficiency Economy, will come in to 
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its own.  I think the Thai people will do very well from that…  I think the Thais 

do have the ability to ride with change and to adapt to change and I expect we’ll 

see some quite, quite extreme changes to take place in the future.  I am quite sure 

that this has already started.  So to talk about Sufficiency Economy its quite a 

good thing, for the future.” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

A Comparative Perspective on the Sufficiency Economy as a Religious 

Economic Philosophy 

 The Sufficiency Economy represents one of the many ways that religious ideals are 

applied to formulate alternative economic systems which regulate or temper the harmful effects 

of a fully free, unchecked market.   In order to analytically understand the Sufficiency Economy 

as a religious economic system it is useful to briefly compare it to two other systems of religious 

economics stemming from other religious traditions – Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics.  

Like the Sufficiency Economy, these two systems of religious economics can also be considered 

both from the perspective of their philosophical ideas and claims, as well as from the perspective 

of the political use and dynamics in which that philosophy is employed.  However, they will 

primarily be considered here only from the first perspective, as philosophical ideas about 

economics which compare and contrast to the ideas of the Sufficiency Economy,   

 These two religious economic models provide particularly useful counterpoints against 

which to understand the characteristics of the Sufficiency Economy, because each of them in 

varying ways, shares some points of convergence with the Sufficiency Economy, as well as 
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points of divergence.  After briefly summarizing Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics, they 

are analytically compared with the Sufficiency Economy. 

Islamic Finance 

 Like the Sufficiency Economy, Islamic Finance represents another attempt to temper 

globalized capitalism with spiritual values.  In the last twenty years, a number of Islamic Banks 

and special funds within conventional banks have emerged operating according to the principles 

of Islamic Finance.  In 2007, the International Islamic Finance Forum claimed that Islamic bank 

deposits are estimated at over $202 billion worldwide with average growth between 10 and 20%, 

and that within 10 years Islamic banks will account for 40 to 50% of the savings of the global 

Muslim population (IIFF 2007).      In addition, Islamic approved finance bonds are estimated to 

have a $1 trillion dollar market, and in 2006 had sales growth nine times greater than 

international corporate bonds (McSheehy and Nambiar 2007).  Islamic Banking is the fastest 

growing sector of global finance and can be found in about 70 countries with over 300 Islamic 

financial institutions in operation (Khan and Bhatti 2008; Zaher and Hassan 2001).  By 2010, it 

is estimated that Islamic banking will have a market value of $4 trillion (Khan and Bhatti 2008). 

 Islamic Finance exists as one of the many Islamic approaches to economic activity that 

has occurred over the last fifteen hundred years (Behdad 1994; Labib 1969).   The application of 

Islamic teachings to modern capitalist finance is not surprising given that many of the initial 

forms and practices which shape the capitalist economy trace back to early, Islamic merchant 

trading (Labib 1969).  Islamic Finance has re-emerged in the last three decades, however, as a 

contemporary system of banking and investment which, like the Sufficiency Economy, aligns 

participation in the neoliberal global economy with religious principles (Zaher and Hassan 
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2001).  It has especially risen to prominence in recent years both as many Muslim nations, such 

as Egypt, have turned away from socialism as a failed policy and with the influx of petrodollars 

in the Middle East since the late 1970s (Khan and Bhatti 2008).  Islamic Finance seeks to 

provide financing within the global economic order in ways that meet the basic standards and 

rules set in the tradition of Islamic Law, Sharia.  

 The two fundamental principles which define the distinctiveness of Islamic Finance is the 

religious prohibition on interest, called riba, and the prohibition of financing economic activities 

forbidden (haraam) by religious law.  Instead of charging interest on loans, Islamic banks use a 

variety of other mechanisms of accounting for administrative and risk costs, such as loan fees, 

sales mark ups, and rental and leasing arrangements for firms needing capital inputs.  At the 

center of these is the understanding that the lender and the borrower must both share in the risks 

of enterprise as well as the profits (Kahf and Khan 1992).  This differs from conventional interest 

loans in which the debtor bears most of the risk, and falls deeper and deeper into debt when 

payments are late.  Similarly, Islamic bonds, called Sukuk, are structured in such a way as to 

avoid interest based earnings.   Similar to the Sufficiency Economy, proponents of Islamic 

Finance claim that it creates a more stable economic system because it eliminates some of the 

uncertainties and speculative behavior involved in a finance system based on interest lending 

(Khan and Mirakhor 1994; Khan 1986).  Islamic banking also seeks to address issues of social 

justice by specializing in financing small and medium enterprises, and by embracing social and 

religious responsibility to the poor.   An especially important component of this responsibility to 

the poor is “Zakah,” the religious duty which mandates that Muslims who are able to, give a 

portion of their wealth to charity (Khan and Bhatti 2008).  
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 The second principle of Islamic Finance, the prohibition of financing forbidden activities, 

ensures that capital does not support enterprises which break fundamental Islamic moral rules.  

Expert Islamic scholars are employed by Islamic banks and investment companies in order to 

make the determination of what is haraam and what is permitted according to Islamic law 

(McSheehy and Nambiar 2007).   As a relatively new institution of finance and one embedded in 

a longstanding Islamic tradition of debate and interpretation about the exact application of 

religious law, there are no clear consensus and standards about many aspects of Islamic Finance.  

Rather, disagreements abound about what truly is permissible, what the ideal mechanism of 

financing is, and when interest is secretly being reaped through legalistic loopholes (Khan 2007).  

   

 Islamic Finance is only one aspect of a broader total Islamic economic system which 

structures wide ranging aspects of economic activity, property rights,  economic incentives and 

economic allocation (Khan 1986).  This system has the ultimate aim of social justice, social 

morality, and of advancing the practice of Islam as a religious-social system of life.  It is 

embedded within a cosmological understanding that God wants humans to prosper and to 

develop, utilizing their creative energies to develop the world; however, this must be done in a 

way that does not jeopardize their eternal salvation and which insures justice and human dignity 

for all.  As an Islamic Economist in Egypt explained to me:  

“Really, in Islamic Economics, we distinguish between how worldview is 

established.  Worldview is about how we think about the universe, the origin of 

the universe, the ultimate goal of life.  And there is a big difference between the 

Islamic worldview and the secular worldview, okay.  For the Islamic worldview, 
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life is not the ultimate - it just short period in our life.   And then when we move 

to the hereafter life, it is totally different.  So, when we do all our actions 

nowadays improving our life, we do these actions taking into consideration 

whether we be right or wrong and whether it will affect our hereafter life or not.”  

(Personal Interview, Egypt, 2007) 

   By restricting immoral activities, Islamic economics seeks to promote balanced human 

development which involves material well-being, spiritual well-being, ethical knowledge, and 

moral action.  The Islamic Development Bank explains in its 2006 vision document that:  

“the Islamic vision of development has its roots in Religion (Deen), and is heavily 

governed by Divine Law (Sharia), ethics and morality (Akhklaq).  It is predicated 

upon the premise that human beings are created by God to fulfill a specific 

mission.  This mission is to realize the two-fold role of the human person as the 

servant of God (Abdul’Lah) and His viceregent (Khalifah) on Earth.  

Development in Islam is centered on the development of the human person to 

fulfill these two divinely ordained functions”  (IDB 2006: 15).  

  Many of the respondents I spoke to, who worked within the field of Islamic Finance and 

Development, explained to me that Islam, overall, represents an alternative to both capitalism 

and communism, both of which were overly materialist.  One representative of an Islamic 

Financial Institution explained: 

 “Communism has catered for the physical needs of human beings. Socialism, 

social justice, great. But it neglected the spiritual needs of the human. On the 
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other hand, capitalism is purely individualistic, purely materialistic… But Islam 

came to combine both the physical and the spiritual needs of humans.   And that’s 

where it covers the entire needs of human needs.” (Personal Interview, Malaysia, 

2007) 

Gandhian Economics 

 Another religious-oriented economics is Gandhian Economics.  Gandhian Economics 

involves an attempt to codify the economic writings and philosophy of Indian leader and saint, 

Mohandas Gandhi (Diwan and Lutz 1985).   Just as with the Sufficiency Economy and Islamic 

Economics, Gandhian Economics holds that spiritual dimensions are as important as material 

considerations when making economic decisions.  Gandhi’s philosophy was deeply grounded in 

the Vedic spiritual tradition of India. He proposed that economics should follow fundamental, 

universal principles, and believed that economics at its core must reflect the chief spiritual values 

of nonviolence and heart unity.   Gandhi wrote: 

 “True economics never militates against the highest ethical standard, just as all 

true ethics to be worth its name must at the same time be also good economics. 

An economics that inculcates Mammon worship, and enables the strong to amass 

wealth at the expense of the weak, is a false and dismal science. It spells death. 

True economics, on the other hand, stands for social justice, it promotes the good 

of all equally including the weakest, and is indispensable for decent life.” (Gandhi 

1937) 

 An important context of the development of Gandhi’s economic philosophy was his 

leadership in the Indian struggle for independence against British colonialism.  In the course of 
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this struggle, he came to believe that the Indian people’s reliance on industrially-produced 

British goods, like textiles, was an important part of what allowed the British to maintain 

colonial power over India.   Influenced by Ruskin, Gandhi also believed a meaningful human life 

requires manual labor and living close to the soil (Ruskin 1877).  These two influences came 

together to in an economic vision of agrarian, local, small scale production as the best way to 

achieve personal meaning and social freedom. 

 For Gandhi, economics must assist people in their individual quest for spiritual self-

realization (moksha) and the social quest for self-rule and freedom (swaraj).  Service to others, 

simplicity, control of sensual desire, and renunciation of accumulation were all a part of this dual 

quest for self-realization and social freedom.   Work was a means of service and self-

development, not a means to the end of riches.  Gandhi emphasized the importance of everyone 

being involved in some direct manual labor which allows people to build the character necessary 

for self realization, while also working towards their community’s freedom.  As a current leader 

in one of Gandhi’s most important ashrams explained to me:  

“Gandhi gave three reasons why men work.  One is that through work, he 

develops his personality.  Second, he works because the works give him pleasure.  

If suppose you don’t do anything for one day only, then you [go] to the bed in the 

night, you feel very pitiful, what I have done today? Nothing, to remove dullness.  

Man becomes a bore if he is sitting idly.  So man works because works give him a 

pleasure.  Third man works because he has to be integrated in the society and 

while doing any work he integrates himself into the society. These are three basic 

reasons.  Gandhi did not give remuneration or greed as the reason for the work of 



216 

 

his life, but the western economic thought always thinks that man works because 

he gets remuneration.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 Another important term which Gandhi used to conceptualize his philosophy was 

Sarvodaya, which roughly means uplift for all – and was his translation for Ruskin’s title “Unto 

this Last.”  Gandhi believed that this uplift could not come under an industrial, capitalist system 

based on consumerism in which machines became the masters of humans or are used by 

capitalists to exploit and extract the labor.   Rather uplift for all required that people voluntarily 

lived simply and that production was organized at local levels (Gandhi 1960a).  He famously 

captured this belief in his statement, “not mass production, but production by the masses.”  Even 

as capitalism and communism were engaging in a massive rivalry for control of the world, 

Gandhi encouraged India to follow a different path of development based on self-sufficient, 

communitarian local agrarian villages.    

 Gandhi’s emphasis on localization was meant to insure the most careful use of natural 

resources, to prevent exploitation of labor, and to foster true participatory democracy.  The 

Ashram leader quoted above further explained,  

“If you adhere to localization of the economy, localization of the politics, and 

localization of political system and education system too, we get a maximum 

returns from the resources.  Once a resource is transported from here – suppose 

iron ore is found here in India, and then Japan is importing from India the iron, 

because Japan has no iron ore. Japan is importing iron ore from here and making 

it steel from there, steel there in Japan, and after that is transporting it to India.  

The rest of extra this transportation cost, maintenance cost, and other cost 
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increases, so the steel prices will go up and ultimately it will be borne by the 

consumer, by whoever is going to consume this thing.”  (Personal Interview, 

India, 2007) 

 Criticizing the Western economic concept of comparative advantage, this Gandhian 

leader went on to say that the global trading system does not make sense.  Transportation adds to 

the cost of production, and more importantly depends on the global exploitation of “cheap labor” 

across nations.  He claimed that such a global capitalist “system can work only on the 

exploitation of the resources and the person.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 Gandhi believed that prosperous human governance required the end of the conflict 

between labor and capital by leveling up the poor and leveling down the wealthy.  As an 

opponent of the concentration of wealth and inequality under capitalism, Gandhi did not, 

however, support a violent class-based revolution.  Instead, he sought a “quiet evolution” of 

human social relations through the concept of trusteeship.  The idea of trusteeship is that those 

currently with wealth voluntarily understand the harms that come from inequality in society, as 

well as the importance of serving the poor.  They, therefore, approach their riches not as though 

they are owners, but as though they are trustees of public wealth, and use their wealth for public 

benefit.  In this way, class antagonisms and inequalities will be steadily erased. 

 While Gandhian Economics and Gandhi’s overall philosophy continues to inspire 

communities and ashrams throughout India, as well as, thinkers and activists throughout the 

world, it is not the economic model that India has chosen to pursue.  Unlike the Sufficiency 

Economy and Islamic Finance, Gandhian Economics does not currently hold any significant 

institutional power.  Against the tide of India’s contemporary history and economic trajectory, a 
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few small communities continue to try to follow the tenants of Gandhian Economics within 

ashrams which Gandhi himself founded, as well as others such as the Banwasi Seva Ashram in 

Uttar Pradesh (Mandal 2009).  These communities are, however, few and far between.  

Nonetheless, Gandhian Economics still holds some legitimacy in India because it was formulated 

by the nation’s most revered, recent saint (Nayak 2005).  As India continues its neoliberal 

economic trajectory and its competitive emergence within the global capitalist market, Gandhian 

Economic principles will remain a radical critique of failings of that model – even if only in 

theory.   

Comparison of the Sufficiency Economy with Islamic Finance and Gandhian 

Economics 

 Comparing the Sufficiency Economy with both Islamic Finance and Gandhian 

Economics allows for a fuller specification of the characteristics of the Sufficiency Economy as a 

model of religious economics.  The Sufficiency Economy and Islamic Finance are similar in that 

both are pro-capitalist systems which propose tempering capitalism with religious principles and 

restrictions.  The Sufficiency Economy and Islamic Finance also have major institutional support 

in terms of being adopted as national policies or having significant financial institutes which 

espouse those models.   In contrast, Gandhian Economics is an anti-capitalist model which 

proposes local based, cooperative productive arrangements.  Additionally, Gandhian Economics 

does not have substantial institutional support and is primarily based in local, resistance 

organizations or communities.   

 In other ways, however, the Sufficiency Economy is more similar to Gandhian 

Economics than it is Islamic Finance.  Unlike Islamic Finance, which is based on codified 
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religious laws of conduct and their interpretation, Gandhian Economics and the Sufficiency 

Economics are much more guided by heuristic spiritual principles, than detailed frameworks of 

religious law.  Also, Islamic Finance is geared largely towards preparation of the individual soul 

for the heavenly afterlife as the ultimate aim of economic activity, whereas the Sufficiency 

Economy and Gandhian Economics see economic activity as a means to cultivating the self-

awareness needed for the path of enlightenment which occurs within this life.  The Sufficiency 

Economy and Gandhian Economics are also similar in that both strongly emphasize economic 

restraint and moderation as a key to spiritual progress.   

 Finally, both Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics differ from the Sufficiency 

Economy in that they both place a stronger explicit value than the Sufficiency Economy on 

social justice and equality as a primary spiritual mandate.  Figure 5 compares these three 

religious economic models along a number of dimensions. 
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Figure 5: Comparison of Religious Economic Models 
 
 Sufficiency Economy Islamic Finance Gandhian Economics 
Stance towards 
Capitalism 

Regulated Capitalism, 
with Self-Immunity 
from Market Shocks 

Regulated 
Capitalism, without 
Interest, With 
Charity, and With 
Prohibition of 
Haraam Activity 

Non-Capitalist 
Villagism and Local 
Production 

Values Emphasized Moderation and 
Awareness 

Justice and Pious 
Action 

Simplicity, Equality, 
and Nonviolence 

Institutionalization Enshrined in 
Thailand’s National 
Development Plan, 
and Individual 
Decisions of 
Corporations and 
People 

In 100s of Islamic 
Financial Institutions, 
and Some Nations 
with State Laws 
supporting Islamic 
Finance 

Practiced by small 
communities living in 
resistance to dominant 
economic paradigms 

Codification Interpretations and 
extrapolations from 
the sayings and rural 
development projects 
of the Thai King 

Detailed code of 
Religious Law, 
debated and 
interpreted by 
religious 
professionals 

Interpretations and 
extrapolations from 
the sayings and life 
example of Mohandas 
Gandhi 

Cosmological Goal 
of Economic Action 

Enlightenment to be 
attained through the 
cultivation of the 
“middle path,” 
mindfulness, and the 
release of desire 

Attainment of 
Heaven through a 
balanced physical and 
spiritual life obeying 
God’s laws 

Self-realization to be 
attained through 
principled work and 
service dedicated to 
the freedom and well-
being of all  

 

 Each of the three religious economic systems examined here represent different ways that 

religious principles and beliefs are interpreted to publicly shape the economic organization and 

function in the modern world.  A great deal of variation exists across these three examples.  Such 

variation of the application of religion to economics, however, exists not only across religions, 

but also within them.  For example, Islamic Finance is part of a broad historical field of attempts 

to apply Koranic teachings to the construction of a modern economy.  The version of Islamic 
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Finance described here combines neoliberal capitalism with some Islamic precepts, duties, and 

prohibitions.  This version of Islamic Finance stands in stark contrast, for example, to the calls 

for a classless society that were part of the radical Islamic movement of the 1970s  (Behdad 

1994; Tugal 2007).   

 Similarly, the Sufficiency Economy is only one attempt to apply Buddhist principles to 

economics, one which generally accepts both capitalism and globalization.  Other versions of 

Buddhist Economics, such as Schumacher’s Buddhist Economics and Buddhadasa’s Dhammic 

Socialism, present more radical and anti-capitalist interpretations of how Buddhist teachings 

apply to the organization of modern society (Bhikkhu 1986; Schumacher 1973).   Actually, in 

formulating his theory of Buddhist Economics, Schumacher drew largely from Gandhian 

philosophy (Weber 1999).  As such, Schumacher’s model of Buddhist Economics is far more 

similar to Gandhian Economics as described here than it is to Thailand’s Sufficiency Economy 

model. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter examined the Sufficiency Economy, as an example of religious economics, 

from three perspectives.  First, it analyzed the origins and principles of the Sufficiency Economy 

as a model of Buddhist Economics.  Second, it critically analyzed some possible political uses 

and misuses of the Sufficiency Economy discourse.  Finally, it comparatively examined the 

Sufficiency Economy in relation to Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics. 

  In the contemporary world, dominated by Western modernity and global capitalism, the 

Sufficiency Economy, along with Islamic Finance and Gandhian Economics, are self-conscious 
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rejections of particular aspects of modern, Western capitalist economics by non-Western actors 

in favor of economics shaped by their endogenous spiritual and cultural values.   In interviews, 

proponents of these religious economic models frequently criticized some of the destructive and 

negative aspects of secular economic functioning.  They saw their religious economic models as 

a remedy for these negativities with spiritually inspired reconfigurations of economic structures, 

regulations, and process.   Criticisms of Western, secular economics, however, are not exclusive 

to the religious world.  Within Western, social scientific literature, itself, numerous fundamental 

moral objections to capitalist markets exist – including accusations that markets exploit labor, 

reduce action to narrow self interest,  diminish freedom to be solely about economic power, 

commercialize culture, and generally transform the world into a “commodified nightmare” 

(Fourcade and Healy 2007).   

 However, unlike these social scientific critiques, proponents of religious economics do 

not simply base their articulation of alternative economics from the standpoint of moral or 

material analysis – rather they adopt a full-fledged critique of the cosmological assumptions 

underlying modern economics.  Modern, Western economic knowledge justifies itself as true and 

valid because it draws on an empiricist, positivist science.  At the foundations of Western 

economics are the basic epistemological principles of scientific modernity:   materialism, 

mechanism, atomism/individualism, quantifiability,  anthrocentrism, and an orientation towards 

the conquest of nature  (Korten 1999; Nagler 1998; Shiva 1989; Spretnak 1999).    In different 

ways, religious economic models contest these assumptions.  They present pictures of a world in 

which spirit is as important as material; in which a higher realm places moral mandates on 

humans which cannot by reduced to mathematical calculations; in which nature is not just a 
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resource for human exploitation, but is a sacred entity; in which life is more than the sum of its 

individual parts and is animated with meaning, not just a dead machine.   The belief in these 

fundamental cosmological realities leads to a different sort of economics, with a different goal, 

than modern, Western economic theories. 

 Understanding and appreciating the principles of these economic systems may be more 

than simply an exercise in the study of comparative modernities.  Rather, the insights of systems 

of religious economics, such as the Sufficiency Economy, may indeed suggest wiser ways of 

seeking social well-being than traditional Western, materialist economics.  While it is important 

to never lose sight of the potential ways that religious economic models may be used and 

misused as political discourses, three facts of modern economics suggest that social scientists 

may want to pay close attention to the claims and outcomes of these religious economic models 

for reasons beyond simply anthropological curiosity.  First, the devastating environmental 

destruction and the corresponding threat to human survival that has been wrought under the 

guidance of modern, materialist economics suggests that it is inadequate as currently formulated.  

Second, the continuation of massive poverty in many parts of the world despite unparalleled 

human production and wealth, suggests that some sort of moral component may need to be added 

to the function of markets to truly eliminate the scourge of poverty from the planet.  Finally, the 

finding by economists of happiness that beyond about $10,000 per capita GNP, raising per capita 

GNP rates, does not increase levels of happiness in societies, suggests that the purpose and 

satisfaction of human life truly does involve more than simply the material acquisition of wealth 

(Neese 2005).   
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Chapter 6: Transnational Alternative 
Development Movements1  

 

 

 While previous chapters have examined the interplay of religion and traditional 

development at the level of worldviews, FBOs, states, and economies, in this chapter, I look at 

how religion and development interplay at the level of transnational movements. In this chapter, 

I focus specifically on two transnational alternative development movements – the World Social 

Forum and the Gross National Happiness movement.  I argue that there exists an important 

synergy between these two movements.  The Gross National Happiness movement, like the 

Sufficiency Economy explored in Chapter 5, is a policy movement grounded in Buddhist 

spiritual teachings.  The World Social Forum movement is a secularly-oriented, new left 

coalition.  Both movements propose radical alternatives to neoliberal orthodoxy, and both are 

movements based in global networks of individuals and organizations. 

 One of the most important contributions of contemporary sociology is the analysis of 

society and social institutions in terms of networks of individuals and organizations (Ansell 

2000; Knoke 1994; Smith-Doerr and Powell 2005; White et al. 1976).  Social movement scholars 

 

1 A previous version of this chapter was published in Humanity & Society, Volume 32(1).  This chapter is included 
here with permission from Humanity & Society. 
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have shown that social ties between individuals are crucial to social movement recruitment and 

that interorganizational networks are crucial to movement processes (Diani and McAdam 2003; 

Freeman 1973; Snow et al. 1980).   The network model is particularly useful to examine new 

forms of transnational global movements, especially those that seek to contest and transform 

neoliberalism (Della Porta et al. 2006; Keck and Sikkink 1998).   Evans identifies transnational 

movement networks, such as consumer/labor networks, as a key location for constructing an 

alternative to neoliberal globalization (Evans 2000).  The World Social Forum is the 

quintessential embodiment of the network form of transnational social movements. 

 The World Social Forum is a regular meeting of social movements and NGOs from 

across the planet that originated out of the “global justice movement” (Allahwala and Keil 2005; 

Keraghel and Sen 2004).  First held in 2001 in the South American radical stronghold of Porto 

Alegre, Brazil, the World Social Forum has become the largest meeting place for anti-neoliberal 

social movements and NGOs in the world.  Its goal is to bring together social movements across 

the globe working on participatory democratic transformation of social and economic 

inequalities and structural violence.  By drawing together multiple individual movements, the 

World Social Forum seeks to strengthen each of these movements individually, while also 

cultivating a united, collective global movement. 

 The Gross National Happiness movement, in contrast, is a policy movement endogenous 

to Asia and primarily based in networks of policymakers, NGOs, and academics.  Gross National 

Happiness is a policy concept first devised by the King of Bhutan, a small Himalayan country 

(Beech 2006; Schmahl 2002; Ura and Galay 2004).  It was formally adopted as an orienting 

approach by the 2006 coup government in Thailand – who saw it as a companion policy to the 
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Sufficiency Economy – and found supporters and proponents throughout the world 

(Blanchflower and Oswald 2005; McDonald 2005).   Its goal is to transform the way state 

policymakers understand how to promote human well being by placing non-material, subjective, 

spiritual, and ecological concerns at the forefront of national policymaking.    

 While different, these two movements have important complementarities and may 

provide useful counterbalances in the construction of an alternative to neoliberalism.  The 

discussion in this chapter shows how secular and religious inspired approaches to development 

may not only overlap, but may also prove useful partners in the effort to construct a better world. 

The World Social Forum Movement: A Global Network of Networks 

 The World Social Forum (WSF) is one of the largest and most well known gatherings of 

international activists, movements, and NGOs seeking to transform neoliberalism.   Since 2001, 

it has been held in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The WSF website describes the Forum as,  

“a global counter-force challenging the assumptions and diktats of imperialism 

and its associated neo-liberal policies that have over the decades, imposed 

colonialism and neo-colonialism; devastated Southern economies; bolstered the 

disastrous and repressive reigns of assorted tin pot dictatorships; marginalized 

women; disenfranchised youth; intensified the destruction of the environment; 

unleashed bloody, inhuman and needless military conflicts in nation after nation, 

region after region and deepened the exploitation of poor peoples around the 

world (WSF 2007).”  
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 The WSF was initially created as an alternative to the annual World Economic Forum.  

The World Economic Forum (WEF) is a meeting of about 2,500 of the most powerful business 

and political elites in the world. They come together to create common agendas, hash out their 

battle plans for profit and economic growth, and occasionally address pressing global social 

issues such as climate change and AIDS (WEF 2007).  In contrast, the WSF is a meeting of 

social movements and NGOs that seek to create an alternative world.  Its slogan, which is 

increasingly popular around the globe, is “Another World is Possible.”  The primary ideological 

lens uniting the WSF is a critique of neoliberalism and of “globalization from above.” (Della 

Porta et al. 2006; Dunning 2004; Evans 2005b).   Globalization from above refers to economic 

globalization driven by wealthy elites worldwide to increase profits, expand large corporations’ 

political and economic dominance, mobilize global exploitation of workers and of the 

environment, and to pit countries and workers against each other to force them to provide ever 

lower standards of environmental and labor protections. 

The representative of a Kenya-based grassroots advocacy organization that works with 

residents in Nairobi’s urban slums, who participated in the 2007 WSF in Nairobi, described the 

common goals of the WSF and his own organization:  

“I would say that in the theme of the World Social Forum, that Another World is 

Possible, that we are envisioning a situation where capital does not dictate.  A life 

where everybody is able to share the resources that are in this world equitably. 

Those resources are enough if we are careful of other people. If we are able to see 

a human person for what he is, not because he has or he doesn’t have. We believe 

that without having regard for the majority in the slums, the majority who have 
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been marginalized, we shall never live a secure life. That for the rich man to have 

his guaranteed security, the lives of the slum people and the marginalized in the 

society must be looked into. We want equality in life, that equal distribution of 

resources. I would say in our case [in Kenya], the authorities currently they’re 

saying the country is developing. The GDP, the growth rate, last year, they were 

saying it’s 5.8%. Now it is expected to go to six point something percent.  So, 

they’re saying that the GDP is growing. But in real terms, to the common citizen, 

he’s not feeling that impact.  The economy is performing, but it’s not performing 

to the real people.   It’s performing to those people who are at the top level of the 

society. And so we are saying we want everybody to feel the impact, the 

goodness, the prosperity that has been realized.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 

2007) 

In place of unjust global structures of power and wealth, the WSF movement seeks to 

empower local communities and people to democratically participate in the determination of 

their own lives, destiny, and development.   The director of another Kenyan grassroots NGO 

strongly involved in the 2007 WSF succintly described a vision of grassroots self-determination 

and participation in development: “We start from the premise that communities are the best 

managers of themselves and their own natural resources and that any other intervention that 

comes to support them must build on that.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 

Of course, not every participant in the WSF would exactly agree with these respondents, 

because the WSF is a big tent forum.  It is, in a sense, a network of networks – a 21st century 

innovation that is only now possible in a world of tremendous communication and transportation 
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infrastructure (Byrd 2005; PatomÄKi and Teivainen 2004).  A representative of a transnational, 

social movement think tank which strongly participates in the WSF every year described the 

forum as particularly important as an avenue for building a movement against neo-liberalism and 

for an alternative economic order because it is a place for organizations with common purpose, 

but different experiences around the world, to link up together.  He explained, “The building of 

solidarity I think, its key, it’s absolutely key.  I think that’s where places like the Forum play a 

role.  It might look – and definitely in Nairobi it did look – completely chaotic, but it does create 

some level of understanding. There is the experience sharing which I think is the key, like 

amongst farmers from Korea or India or Africa.”  (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

Thus, the forum is by no means unified in its own identity.  Rather, forum participants 

have different points of view and often debate them (Manji 2007; Raina 2008; Wallerstein 2004).  

While some believe the WSF has become too dominated by rich NGOs like Oxfam or Action 

Aid, others think it is all talk that does not create real action plans.  Still others value the forum 

as an open space because it does not create a platform or try to formulate common action.  For 

them it remains a place for the open exchange of multiple perspectives and for individual 

organizations to network without becoming a global political party or a repetition of the 

Communist Internationals.  What links all of these participants together, then, is the process of 

the forum as a multi-level, organized exchange of ideas looking to spur resistance to 

neoliberalism and the construction of globalization from below.  

 In addition to the WSF global meeting, multiple connected regional and local social 

forums occur throughout the world, as do thematic-based social forums that address particular 

issues. These regional and local forums are embedded within the network of the larger forum but 
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also work within the network of movements and activities in their own geographical domain.  In 

short, they are tributaries that connect individuals and organizations at the local level to the 

broader transnational web. 

 Born of the global justice movement, the WSF sees its role as uniting and stimulating 

opposition to hegemonic power in the world.  After the first WSF in 2001, the Brazilian 

organizing committee of the WSF drafted a charter of principles.  The first principle describes 

the WSF as a meeting place for “groups and movements of civil society that are opposed to 

neoliberalism and to domination of the world by capital and any form of imperialism, and are 

committed to building a planetary society directed towards fruitful relationships among Mankind 

and between it and the Earth” (WSF 2001).   The fourth principle positions the WSF as a force 

oppositional to established power structures.  It describes the proposals of the WSF as “in 

opposition to a process of globalization commanded by the large multinational corporations and 

by the governments and international institutions at the service of those corporations’ interests, 

with the complicity of national governments” (WSF 2001).   These principles reinforce that the 

WSF is an oppositional process that seeks to transform social relations among people and nations 

through opposition to oppressive power structures, inequalities, and structural violence. 

The Gross National Happiness Movement: Reframing Public Policy 

Around Subjective WellBeing  

 The WSF is an oppositional, participatory, democratic, bottom up, global movement that 

aims to radically transform social and economic relations. In contrast, the Gross National 

Happiness (GNH) movement is a network of policymakers, NGO representatives, and academics 
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who are trying to rethink how nations should formulate policies to best serve citizens.  Stated 

simply, GNH takes the subjective experience of happiness as the central good to be measured 

and promoted by government social and economic policy.  Bhutan, a tiny Himalayan kingdom 

with little modern industry, was ruled until very recently by a powerful monarch.  According to 

the Bhutanese scholars Ura and Galay (2004: vii), “His Majesty King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, 

the Fourth King of Bhutan, first enunciated the principles of the philosophy of Gross National 

Happiness, using this specific terminology in the late 1980s.”  With the King’s proclamation, 

GNH became Bhutan’s central development ideology.  In the last 20 years, GNH has become an 

idea shared by policymakers and academics throughout the world.  Starting in 2004, three pivotal 

international conferences have been held on GNH.  The first was in 2004 in Bhutan, the second 

in 2005 in Canada, and the third in 2007 in Thailand.   

 The primary stimulus for the Bhutanese King’s creation of the GNH concept was his 

recognition that the measure of Gross National Product (GNP) commonly used in development 

accounting would not lead to the type of development wanted by the Bhutanese people (Hirata 

2003).  GNP-oriented development throughout the world has lead to a materialist approach to 

life in which the environment, cultural traditions, and spiritual values are sacrificed to obtain 

greater material wealth.  Often, this wealth has never fully materialized and the large-scale, 

economic modernization that is undertaken to expand GNP leads to gross inequalities, 

environmental destruction, cultural loss, spiritual imbalance, and even the deterioration of 

people’s living standards.  GNH was, therefore, proposed as an alternative and more viable 

policy measure for orienting development (Thinley 2004).   
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 GNH reflects a Buddhist ethic of life which values the internal experience of happiness as 

more important than external wealth (Prayukvong 2005; Tashi 2004).  According to Buddhist 

philosophy, one of the main causes of suffering in the world is the greedy pursuit of material 

possessions.  As such, orienting national policy around the reckless pursuit of GNP increases 

human suffering rather than reduces it. This is not to say that material production or wealth plays 

no role within GNH or within the Buddhist ethic.  However, material production is not an end in 

itself and should not be fostered at the expense of environmental or spiritual well-being.   

 Instead, material economy is a means to secure the basic physical needs which allow 

humans to live a good, ethical, and happy life.  In Buddhism, the basic needs are known as the 

“four supports” or the “four requisites.”  They are food, medicine, shelter, and clothing.   

Material production is essential to provide these supports for human life, but the true task and 

purpose of life is the internal cultivation of morality and wisdom.  Orienting life and society 

entirely around material production, from a Buddhist perspective, is a waste of the precious 

opportunity for spiritual contemplation that we have as humans.  A Thai, Buddhist teacher 

pointed to these principles when reflecting on the idea of national happiness from a Buddhist 

perspective:   

“You don’t need to have a lot of money, don’t need to have a lot of possessions, 

you can still be happy.  A life with a wise adherence to precepts is a good 

foundation for a stable society…  That means a society [grounded] in the basic 

Buddhist beliefs that human beings are capable of abandoning their unwholesome 

qualities, developing the wholesome, purifying of mind.  That is what makes life 

really meaningful, worthwhile.  Being born human is difficult, it’s quite an 
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achievement in itself, and life is precious and not to be wasted in mere 

accumulation of property and material wealth.  There should be a spiritual 

dimension.   Spiritual dimension depends on the training of every aspect of one’s 

life and its relationship to the material world, social world, one’s mind.   The ideal 

is the encouragement to that kind of spirituality becoming prevalent and the norm 

in society.” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 The philosophy underlying GNH has far reaching implications for the organization of 

modern life, and has opened up amongst proponents of GNH debates about how to insure 

happiness and spiritual well-being, as well as the identification of aspects of “modern 

development” that might cause more harm than benefit.  For example, in accordance to 

principles of GNH, McDonald (2006) argues the Kingdom of Bhutan should consider banning 

commercial advertisement because its primary function is to generate a deep-seated sense of 

desire and dissatisfaction that can be profitably exploited by commercial interests. From a 

Buddhist perspective, advertisement expands human suffering and entraps individuals within a 

“delusional” and “harmful materialism”. 

 While GNH is usually not directly seen as a criticism of neoliberalism, formulations such 

as McDonald’s (2006) show that it can be taken as an implicit criticism.  Neoliberalism has 

enshrined materialism and “the commodification of everything” more than any other modern 

economic ideology (Harvey 2005).  For example, from a neoliberal standpoint, all economic and 

social policy should be oriented around the goal of increasing economic output through 

stimulating market competition, even if it means cutting social welfare provision (Cavanagh and 

Mander 2004).   Therefore, GNH stands in stark contrast to the neoliberal policy agenda, as it 
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proposes that wealth and economic growth should not be the central measures by which humans 

measure progress or social well-being.  In recent times, GNH has gained policy traction precisely 

because it represents an alternative to the negative side effects of neoliberalism, including 

materialism, environmental destruction, community disintegration, and cultural annihilation. 

 Proponents of GNH see it as grounded in the universal desire of all beings for happiness.  

However, they understand that it that must be applied locally according to local cultural 

preferences and ecological contexts.  The biggest challenge faced by the GNH movement is how 

to develop indicators for happiness which can be used to determine policy and to evaluate policy 

outcomes (Thinley 2007).  Compared to simple statistical calculations of GNP in monetary 

amounts, GNH is far more difficult to measure.  To develop indicators, policymakers who 

promote GNH are turning to the burgeoning scientific literature on happiness in the fields of 

psychology and economics (Clark and Oswald 1996; Cummins 2000; Diener and Biswas-Diener 

2002; Graham 2005; Lane 2000; Layard 2006).  

At the same time, policymakers are also trying to gather the opinions of local peoples to 

develop implementation guidelines and indicators for GNH.  Through administering surveys and 

structured conversations with citizens, policymakers can determine how local people understand 

their own happiness and how it can be insured by public policy.  A senior, Thai government 

official working on developing indicators of GNH described how he tried to approach this 

process in Thailand: 

“The process I have in mind is to enable people of all groups in all localities to 

have a chance to get together and decide by themselves, group by group or 

locality by locality, what is the most desirable in terms of development. They then 
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will be able to come up with the list of items which indicate the good society or 

good community.  I believe that if this process happens as to what are the 

indicators of happiness, I am sure that patterns will emerge and it will not be 

difficult to integrate or to synchronize that into something which is complete and 

workable.  In that way, we will in the end come up with the national goal.” 

(Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 The attention paid to GNH by some Thai government officials and the anti-consumerist 

ethic inherent in Buddhist teaching, does not, of course, mean that Thailand is a purely austere 

country.xviii   In fact, Thailand has a strongly growing consumerist ethic amongst its middle class, 

and Bangkok has numerous high-end, giant shopping malls servicing the consumerist demands 

of its citizenry. Moreover, the real policy traction of GNH is subject to the swings of power and 

priorities within the Thai government – or, indeed, any government.  Nonetheless, the 

fundamental point remains that the GNH has been strongly considered as a viable alternative 

developmental policy framework.  Moreover, GNH is only one example of a broad and diverse 

global effort which has come into prominence in the last decade that attempts to reformulate 

indicators of development and progress while including measures of subjective well-being in 

social policy (Diener 2006; Philips and Shiel 2003; Talbert et al. 2007).  Even the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has joined in this trend and has begun to 

develop new indicators of progress that go beyond GNP as a measure of national success.  In 

June 2007, OECD held a conference in Istanbul in which 1,200 representatives of governments, 

NGOs, and universities from around the world met and strongly affirmed the importance of 

generating these new indicators (OECD 2007).    
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WSF and GNH: Convergences and Divergences 

 While the GNH movement is a network of policy makers, academics, and NGO 

representatives seeking to re-conceive the purpose and meaning of social and economic 

development by applying subjective measures of human well-being and spiritual insights about 

the nature of human life to public policy, the WSF movement is a global network of social 

movements and NGOs engaged in an anti-neoliberal social struggle for global political 

transformation.  As a transnational network, the WSF converges around periodic global meetings 

in which tens of thousands of activists, social movements, and NGOs come together for big tent 

meetings, cultural activities, and strategy sessions.  The GNH network largely converges at 

policy conferences, such as the three international GNH conferences. 

 In one way, GNH’s full-scale rejection of materialism presents a more radical critique of 

neoliberalism than many global anti-neoliberal grassroots social movements that call for a more 

equitable distribution and democratic governance of modern materialist development.  In other 

ways, the GNH movement has a more conservative vision of development because it is not 

primarily a grassroots movement and it does not pit itself as an oppositional force against the 

power elite. To the contrary, GNH stems out of the proclamations of a reigning monarch in 

Bhutan.  Similarly, in Thailand, GNH has been brought into public policy in relation to the Thai 

King’s philosophy of the Sufficiency Economy (UNDP 2007).   In both cases, reigning monarchs 

served as the initial impetus and legitimized the GNH concept.  These monarchs reflect the 

Buddhist cultural trope of the wise and compassionate monarch whose role is both to defend his 

people and to provide them moral, personal, and economic guidance in line with Buddhist 

philosophy (Harle 1998). 
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 Since the GNH movement and the WSF emerged from two different political positions – 

one as contestation to state-capitalist power and the other as an expression of state power – they 

embody two dissimilar conceptions of the state. The WSF tends to emphasize the state as the 

location of political struggle between competing forces, generally defined as capitalist forces 

versus civil society.  In contrast, proponents of GNH are inclined see the state as a puzzling 

agent that seeks to learn what policies are needed to meet national goals and how to best 

implement them. Figure 6 summarizes some of the key differences between the WSF and GNH 

movements, in terms of the goal, view of the state, primary focus, and origin of each. 
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Figure 6: Summary of Differences between WSF and GNH Movements 

 World Social Forum Gross National Happiness 

Goal Build Oppositional Force to 
Contest and Transform 
Neoliberalism 

Creating Policy According to   
More Spiritual and Integrated 
Indices 

View of the State State As Locus of Power-Interest 
Struggle 

State as Puzzler 

Primary Focus Global Justice; Social Relations of 
Solidarity, Equality, and Mutual 
Struggle 

Subjective Experience of 
Happiness as Policy Goal 

Origin Global Justice Movement Buddhist Monarchical 
Tradition 

 
 Despite these differences, important convergences exist between the WSF and the GNH 

movements.  Both are deeply concerned with sustainability and the harmful effects of neoliberal 

and modern development policies upon the environment (Fisher and Ponniah 2003; Ura and 

Galay 2004).  Additionally, both support and value local cultures and endogenous visions of 

development.   Moreover, recent findings in happiness research have radical implications that 

converge with the agenda of the WSF.  For example, happiness scholars have found income 

plays an important role in generating happiness at the low end of the income scale. However, 

after individuals or nations reach a basic level of wealth, increasing income no longer leads to 

greater happiness (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2002).  Therefore, to maximize Gross National 

Happiness, this research suggests nations should promote the universal provision of basic 

material needs and, if necessary, redistribute wealth from those who already have enough to 

those whose basic needs are not met.   
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 One representative of a Buddhist organization in Thailand made this very point, arguing 

in favor of highly progressive taxation and wealth redistribution as being justified by this 

happiness research.  He believed that when recent research on happiness is integrated into a 

happiness-based social policy, a strong argument could be made for taking measures to insure 

relatively small gaps between the wealthy and the poor:  

“A number of studies have been carried out more recently as to the nature of 

happiness.  For people without any or all of the four basic supports  [food, 

medicine, shelter, and clothing],  to them an increase in wealth makes a major 

difference to their happiness.  There is a steady increase and a clear correlation 

between increase in income and increase in happiness until you reach this point 

where they have a secure access to the four supports.  From there, there is 

increasingly little correlation, between increase in income and increase in 

happiness. And so, this modern research data backs up the Buddhist idea that an 

ethical, moral society must be one set up in such a way that anyone being without 

the four basic supports is prevented as much as possible.  This would logically 

lead one to the idea of heavy taxation of the rich. That heavy taxation is not going 

to impact their happiness level in the same way that taxation to the poor would… 

The happiest societies are the one in which there is the smallest gap between the 

rich and the poor.  Assuming again we’ve gone beyond the level of the four 

requisites [food, medicine, shelter, and clothing], it’s not absolute poverty which 

really causes so much suffering, it’s this relative poverty that causes so much 
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social unrest, crime and so on and so forth.”  ” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 

2007). 

In addition to the finding that increasing wealth beyond basic needs provides decreasing 

support for individual happiness, other researchers have found that democratic institutions and 

participation in self governance is a key factor in determining life satisfaction (Frey and Stutzer 

2002).  This finding corresponds with the WSF’s emphasis on participatory democracy.  The 

senior, Thai government official quoted above as working on the question of how to implement 

GNH in Thailand made this very point.  He explained that in developing GNH standards: 

 “I want it to be Gross National Happiness of each and every person, rather than 

mine. Although it’s not too difficult for me to define Gross National Happiness in 

my opinion, but that is not going to be desirable for the society as a whole. What 

is desirable for society as a whole is for each and everyone having a role to play, 

for themselves as well as for the groups or the communities.  That in itself is part 

of what you might call Gross National Happiness, it’s part of the factors that will 

lead to Gross National Happiness. When people have a chance to be themselves, 

to play their role and to work together with other people, this action and 

relationship is part of what is desirable, whether you call it Gross National 

Happiness or something else.” (Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

As with the Sufficiency Economy, serious questions have been raised as to whether the 

GNH concept in Thailand is anything more than political rhetoric.  Nonetheless, even as political 

rhetoric it can have some force; and recent research on happiness bolsters an argument that 
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implementing GNH involves both some form of wealth redistribution towards eliminating basic 

poverty, as well as, strong democratic participation in policy making.    

While the GNH and WSF stem in many ways from contradictory origins and underlying 

ideologies, in their short life, the GNH movement and the WSF have both undergone 

developments that may bring their aims and strategies closer together.  In South American 

countries such as Brazil, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia, a number of political parties deeply 

aligned with, and organically connected to, the movements which comprise the WSF have taken 

national power (Seligson 2007).  This has led many involved in the global justice movement to 

ask questions about how to create alternative policies from positions of power within the state 

and not solely from grassroots contestation.   

 The linkage between Latin America’s new left regimes and the WSF has come strongly 

into play in recent years. For example, while the WSF charter indicates that “neither party 

representations nor military organizations shall participate in the Forum,” the 2006 Forum held 

in Caracas was coordinated with, and heavily supported by, the Venezuelan government 

(Windisch and Price 2005; WSF 2001).  Similarly, in the 2007 WSF in Nairobi, the Social 

Movement Assembly, a radical network meeting within the WSF space, issued a declaration 

which specifically stated, “as social movements from all five continents gathering in Nairobi, we 

express our solidarity with the social movements in Latin America whose persistent and 

continuing struggle has led to electoral victories for the Left in several countries” (Assembly 

2007). 

 Conversely, some activists within the GNH movement have begun trying to steer the 

movement toward greater involvement with the grassroots.  For example, the Third International 
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GNH Conference began with two days of activities in rural areas of Northern Thailand precisely 

so that it could connect with more grassroots organizations and classes of people.  As one of the 

key organizers of the conference said, 

“The poor are still very close to nature and they are close to each other, whereas 

we are close too much with computers, televisions and so on.  [So we must] listen 

to the poor.  And the poor have become much stronger now...  Likewise when we 

have our meeting on National Happiness we will go to them. And I told the 

Bhutanese also,  ‘all these international meetings is wonderful propaganda, but in 

your country you must go to the poor and learn from them, learn from them, don’t 

feel you are superior and tell them what to do.’  I hope they take me seriously.” 

(Personal Interview, Thailand, 2007) 

 This informant emphasized the necessity of greater involvement of grassroots movements 

and poor people in formulating and promoting GNH if it is to succeed. 

WSF and GNH: Two Wings of the Phoenix 

 Despite the contrasts in overall history and orientation of these movements, both are 

important for building practical alternatives to neoliberalism.  It is necessary to engage in both 

the oppositional task of confronting global corporate elites with the strength of organized civil 

society and the technical task of developing new, more holistic policy tools to evaluate public 

policy within formal governance structures. These two tasks might be seen as the two wings of a 

Phoenix, or as dual dimensions of social change – the outsiders make demands and the insiders 

reform policies.  The WSF tends to be, though it is not entirely, more of a movement of outsiders 
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and the marginalized who demand transformation. In contrast, the GNH movement, at least in 

the countries of Thailand and Bhutan, is a movement strongly connected to government insiders.   

 However, it is too simplistic to portray the movements as insiders and outsiders.   As 

mentioned above, the WSF movement is tightly connected to the state in some Latin American 

countries.  Moreover, as transnational network movements, the WSF and GNH overlap in many 

ways.  Some organizations, including UNESCO, the American Friends Service Committee and 

the Heinrich Boell Foundation, have sponsored or participated in both WSF and International 

GNH conferences. Perhaps more importantly, within the dense individual networks that 

comprise both of these movements are substantial interconnections and overlaps.    

 While the WSF forum is a transnational “network of networks” and a “movement of 

movements,” it is possible to conceive of the GNH movement as one of the many component 

movements of the WSF. However, not all who participate in the GNH movement are active 

supporters or participants in the WSF.  Therefore, I conceptualize these two movements as 

separate but overlapping networks. This conceptualization emphasizes some of the unique 

tendencies of each, and in doing so, allows for the argument that they complement and 

counterbalance one another.  Though the WSF presents itself as a postmodern radical movement 

that rejects all forms of totalitarianism, a great number of the movements and individuals who 

actively participate in the WSF are the ideological heirs of the Communist movements of the 

20th century.  

Some of the greatest atrocities of Communist movements gone wrong in the last 100 

years, such as the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, occurred because oppositional consciousness 

became so profound and concentrated that leaders were willing to do anything or to kill anyone 



245 

 

on behalf of the revolution and their power (Kiernan 2002).  Because GNH is based on the 

proposition of the universal quest of all beings for happiness and in the Buddhist spiritual ethic 

of unconditional compassion, it can present a check upon such extreme oppositional tendencies.   

 Another important reason for repression and violence within Communist movements 

gone wrong has been fundamentalist adherence to strict materialism (Spretnak 1999).  Under 

fundamentalist materialism, the inherent value of a human being can be sacrificed for the 

material aims of the revolution and in efforts to transform class relations.  GNH’s focus on the 

spiritual and internal dimension of human well being as a key component of political decision 

making may present another check on extremism within revolutionary movements. 

 The WSF may similarly provide important checks upon the GNH movement.  As a 

movement primarily of policymakers, academics, NGOs and kings, GNH is an easy target for 

capture and co-optation.  Though well intentioned as a policy approach, it may easily be taken 

over as an ideology by elites who may use it to concentrate or maintain inordinate power and 

resources for themselves.  This is, of course, a danger posed by all religious and spiritual based 

social ideologies – as some of the discussions in previous chapters have demonstrated.  While 

transforming international societies to follow the principles of GNH will require the involvement 

of all sectors of government and industry, strong links with the type of global civil society 

movements represented in the WSF will be important in insuring democratic accountability. 

 A similar danger GNH might face is co-optation by wealthy elites who claim class 

divisions in society are useful to promote social harmony and happiness.  Although scientific 

findings about happiness and income suggest the importance of meeting basic needs and even 

equality in achieving maximum social happiness, there is no absolute direct logic in the GNH 
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concept calling for equality of wealth (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Neese 2005).   Actually, the 

ideology of GNH could potentially be used to defuse a call for justice by claiming that because 

happiness is subjective and spiritual, there is no need for fair material distribution.  Again, 

aligning GNH with grassroots, oppositional social movements may forestall co-optation of GNH 

by powerful or wealthy elites.   

 An alignment of the GNH movement with grassroots, oppositional movements, may also 

be important to promote and maintain its policies.  Placed in historical context, the GNH 

movement is not really so new or unique.  The idea that economic growth is an insufficient basis 

for social policy, the dismissal of the spiritual shallowness of modern materialist economics and 

the critique of Western cultural imperialism and consumerism has been ongoing for hundreds of 

years.  From the very start of the industrial revolution in Europe, romantic and socially 

concerned writers rejected the dehumanizing effect of modern scientific and production methods 

(Schenk 1966; Spretnak 1999).  As Europe began to bring the vision of the modern economy that 

emerged from its industrial revolution into colonial conquests throughout the world, there were 

also movements of resistance.  For example, Native Americans rejected European conceptions of 

property and capitalist relations (Churchill 2002; Kaplan and Pease 1993).   In Africa, indigenous 

people and new Christian communities challenged Western colonialism and the capitalist, 

commoditized, and disconnected society it embodied (Boahen 1990).  In Asia, capitalism was 

similarly rejected from a moral standpoint that rejected Western materialism. Gandhi is the most 

famous intellectual to have articulated such a rejection of the modern economy, but others such 

as Bhikkhu Buddhadasa in Thailand shared this view (Bhikkhu 1986; Gandhi 1941, 1960a, 
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1983). The counterculture of the 1960s and radical economists such as Schumacher presented a 

similar spiritual critique of modern development (Schumacher 1973).   

 These rejections of materialism, consumerism, and capitalism, however, ultimately failed 

to resist the combined force of corporate interests and Western colonialism – not to mention the 

internal demands of impoverished developing country populations for an end to their poverty 

through integration into capitalist production.  Similarly, in a neoliberal, political order 

dominated by multinational corporate actors, the anti-consumerist tendencies of GNH will 

probably find stiff opposition.  The Kingdom of Bhutan was largely feudal and agrarian when 

GNH was proposed and adopted as a governing policy.  Similarly in Thailand, the adoption of 

GNH depended upon strong central authorities to introduce the policy.  If, however, the GNH 

ideology were proposed in a way that would seriously threaten corporate profits within a liberal 

democracy that possesses a strong corporate sector, political actions would likely be taken to 

neutralize it.  In such a situation, the alignment of GNH with strong, grassroots oppositional 

social movements such as those represented in the WSF could prove useful.  It seems hard to 

imagine how GNH could be fully implemented within the current world order beyond a few 

Buddhist countries without its alignment with mass social movements. 

Conclusion 

  The discussion in this chapter shows how secular and religious inspired approaches to 

development may prove useful partners in the effort to construct a better world.  By paying close 

attention to the subjective and spiritual dimension of human life the GNH concept may add to the 

movements that comprise the WSF as they struggle to create another possible world.xix  At the 
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same time, the GNH movement has much to gain from building alliances with the social 

movements represented in the WSF.  As it currently stands, GNH faces risks of co-optation.  In 

liberal democracies, it will face stiff resistance if it attempts to shift policies in ways that 

undercut the profit margins of corporate interests.  The best bet for the GNH movement to have 

much influence beyond Bhutan will probably be through strong alliances with popular and 

environmental movements that, ironically, have the most to gain materially from a policy 

emphasis on the emotional dimensions of life.   

 Both the WSF and the GNH movements are old wine in new bottles.  The WSF 

represents the newest expression of a 150-year history of anti-capitalist and social reform 

movements.  Because it arose in an era of globalization in which information, communication, 

and informal networks of action are easier and more important than ever before, the WSF has 

taken a novel organizational form as a network of networks.  The GNH movement rejects the 

strict materialism, greed, and hyper-economistic orientation of modern society.  A similar 

spiritual intuition has motivated many of the greatest reformers and revolutionaries throughout 

human history who have rejected materialism and greed from Old Testament Prophets to modern 

day Gandhian ashrams.   Because GNH emerged in an era of new information technologies, 

nuanced methods of measuring social indices, and an advanced capacity to collect statistical 

data, it has taken this spiritual intuition into a novel form.  GNH attempts to use the tools of 

modernity and science, which depend on external measurement and quantification, to advance 

the intuition that materialism should not be the end goal of human society.   

 In the face of environmental catastrophe and chronic overconsumption of the Earth’s 

resources, integrating this intuition into our economic and social policies is more crucial than 
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ever.  The central tenant of the GNH movement is that the way to integrate spiritual concerns 

into public policy is through the measurement and promotion of a holistic measure of happiness 

as the goal of government policy.  This notion of happiness as the goal of policy is embedded 

within the broader spiritual tradition and teachings of Buddhism, which emphasize happiness as 

the universal quest of all life and the aim of spiritual practice. 

 The GNH idea is, therefore, particularly useful as an example for considering how to 

conceptually integrate the insights of religion and religious oriented development visions with 

secular development theory.  Concepts of happiness and integrated well-being, such as that 

promoted by GNH, may be an important bridge between secular and religious approaches to 

development, precisely because those are terms that are commonly used by both religious 

practitioners and theologians, as well as social scientists, psychologists, and biologists.  Thus the 

idea of happiness may serve as a meeting point between secular and religious models of 

development.  

 The GNH movement suggests a wide avenue for consideration about how happiness and 

subjective well-being might become central measures in both the struggle to transform human 

society and to create wise public policies in the twenty-first century.  It opens new avenues of 

cross-disciplinary discussion and dialogue with scientists across the physical and social sciences, 

as well as with philosophers and theologians who seek to understand the nature of human well-

being (Huppert et al. 2005).   
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Chapter 7: Dangers and Dilemmas of 
Religion in Development 

 

 

 Religion is an extremely complex phenomenon.  It is a mechanism for social solidarity 

and communal identity; it is a basic expression of human society, human thought, and human 

categories; it is an orienting worldview which delineates both the goals of human life and 

appropriate human behavior; it is a symbolic system which serves as an interpretive schema for 

understanding causes of and solutions to human and social problems; it is a set of embodied 

practices, disciplines, and restrictions; it is a calendar of rituals which infuse the body and mind 

with energy, strength, and meaning;  it is a set of specific institutions and organizations with 

rules, interests, elites, and hierarchies; and it is a form of social control and legitimation (Asad 

1993; Berger 1969; Durkheim 1995; Geertz 1973b; Weber 1993).  

 In demonstrating the interrelationship of religion and development throughout this book, 

religion has often been cast in a very sympathetic eye and the words of religious people have 

been taken at face value.  While the mystifying and obscuring power of religion has been 

discussed in a few examples, as have critiques of specific religious movements, the overall 

analysis presented here has generally focused on the positive face of religion.  However, a deeply 

negative face to religion also exists.  Any analysis of the interrelationship of religion and 

development would be irresponsible not to consider this negative face of religion.  For even as 



251 

 

religion claims to point humanity to a higher purpose and truth, it has also served to cloak some 

of the most self-interested, power hungry, vicious behavior in human history.  Even as religion 

has suggested potentially useful alternatives to temper materialist development, it has also 

facilitated countless acts of violence, conflict, brutality, and humiliation.  

 This negative face of religion is what drives many critics to denounce religion as an 

obstacle to human development, a backwards institution which holds humanity hostage in chains 

of collective delusion manipulated and controlled by authoritarian, self-interested men.  In their 

views, religion is not just a harmless fairytale, but a vicious parasite of ignorance, devouring 

humanity with its silly illusions and hidden motives.   The self-interest and deception of religion 

is all the more disappointing because, unlike corporate actors who genuinely claim only to be 

pursuing profit, religious actors universally claim to be motivated only by a selfless, higher 

calling.     

 But there has been not one of the major religious traditions of the world that has not had 

its priests or other religious professionals engaged in or encouraging acts of theft, depravity, and 

murder.  There is not one major religious tradition in the world which has not had its aura of 

goodness and prestige used to buffer the power of self-interested, immoral men.  Even when 

religious traditions and professionals have not engaged in or justified horrifying actions of 

human depravity, they often engage in the promotion of everyday stupidity and ignorance.  

Indeed, perhaps the greatest everyday harm of religious teachings and teachers is the frequency 

with which they seek to stifle the free exercise of the human mind by declaring some subjects off 

bounds from rational contemplation or threatening that open consideration of particular issues 

will lead to spiritual harm.  Often this is done to gain or maintain market share of religious 
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adherents; or on behalf of economic or political elites who hold power over religious institutions.   

While holding, teaching, and arguing on behalf of particular dogmas and truths is an inevitable 

aspect of any human spiritual community, seeking to block the consideration of other 

possibilities from rationale thought is arrogant and devastating stupidity.  

Some respondents I interviewed called for a replacement of organized religion with 

spirituality – identifying spirituality as the true core of goodness, while religion was the 

corrosive shell which formed around spirituality and at times destroyed it.  Take, for example, a 

New Delhi based, human rights activist who believed that the misuse of religion is not an 

isolated case, but a systemic corruption:  

“The so called religions, I find them to be highly divisive.  There is an inherent 

conflictual model in the religions because each one them claims to be superior to 

the others. Each one claims to have the last word, the monopoly of truth and 

things like that. So these religions, as long as they continue to have their sway and 

the nexus with the politics or political power, there can be no peace in the world, 

there can be no harmony among human kind. So this has to go, this has to be 

replaced by universal spirituality.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 This respondent later went on to describe the way religion is captured and exploited by 

self-interested political actors:  

“This is my very firm opinion that as long as divisive religion, institutionalized 

religions, hierarchical religions, ritualized religions, dogmatic religions and their 

scriptures and their followers keep, there will be no end to fundamentalism.   
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Every politician is working overnight to exploit religion and religiosity, to exploit 

power for himself or herself. So that being the situation, the organized religious 

communities are the most fertile ground for these politicians who are seeking 

power at any cost. And then that power mixed with, neoliberalism and all that 

greed, glorification of greed, has come to rule the world over.” (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 

However, even spiritual philosophies and communities which seek to avoid the label of 

“religion” by explicitly claiming to be universal teachings of ultimate truth are not immune to 

this negative face.   As the discussion of Hindu Nationalism in Chapter 4 exemplifies, when 

spiritual or philosophical traditions claim not to encompass particular approaches to the truth of 

the universe, but instead to be a universal truth encompassing within it all other particularities – 

this is often a deception seeking to foster domination.  As Gramsci theorized, projecting one’s 

own ethic as the universal moral ethic is the first step to hegemony (Gramsci 1971). 

 

 Overall, religion poses three primary dangers in society and three primary obstacles to 

development.  First, is the sacralization of inequalities and the bestowment of unjust social 

hierarchies with the aura of divine mandate.    The most evident example of the sacralization of 

inequality are teachings which have been made by leaders from nearly every major religious 

tradition at one point in history that women deserve less rights than men, that women should be 

restricted in their economic and political activities compared to men, and that women are inferior 

to men.   
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 While there have always been dissenting views to these teachings by particular religious 

figures or by entire sects and denominations, and while in the modern world attitudes about 

gender are changing rapidly across the globe, the religious justification of patriarchy and gender 

inequality is a deep scar upon humanity’s faith traditions, which remains very real and deep to 

this day.  Beyond just the daily perpetuation of inequality, respondents throughout the world 

described to me horrifying, religiously sanctioned practices, such as ritual rape, honor killing, 

and imprisonment of women for minor offenses for which men would not be held accountable.  

Often these abuses were conducted as a holy act.  For example, a lower caste activist in 

Bangalore, India, described how in some Indian villages, lower caste families are forced to turn 

over their daughters to temples to become the equivalent of sex slaves for upper caste males.  

She explained:  

“They are dedicated in the name of goddesses, poor people will be dedicated. Any 

poor man who has two girls in one family, they will dedicate that girl in the name 

of God. They will say I will celebrate in a ceremony.  After that she will be used 

by the upper caste landlords as a sex worker; she will become a sex worker.  She 

will not be given money. That is part of the system.  When the girl gets to puberty 

at the age of eleven or twelve or thirteen, she is being dedicated to god.  They will 

say that if you don’t dedicate your daughter to goddesses, they will give no rain.  

Blind beliefs. If you dedicate her, the rain will come; if you dedicate them, there 

will be no any diseases in the community, the society, like that.  The priest is the 

main culprit, he’s the one creating all this kind of nonsense.”  (Personal Interview, 

India, 2007) 
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 This respondent further explained that, in her view, religion uses fear to suppress all 

women, not just those forced to become ritual sex workers: 

  “They create fear. If you take any religion, they will create in us fears. Whatever 

your husband says you will have to obey. If your husband greets you have to bow, 

then only you will go to heaven. Fears are created in our minds… You know all 

religions teach the same. If one beats on one cheek, you show the other cheek. But 

it’s not for men, only for women. They impose that only on women. Women 

suffer a lot.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 This respondent went on to describe how religion also oppressed her as a member of the 

Indian untouchable caste, the Dalits.    She explained:  

“Caste is a hierarchy. First comes higher caste. The higher caste comes from the 

head of the God.  And the other, these business people come from the stomach, 

and the soldiers will come from the arms. Dalits come from the feet.  That is why 

they are treated very low grade than other caste. They come from the feet, so they 

are under the rich caste, these higher caste people… In the religious rural areas 

you will find separate colonies for the Dalits.  The priest is high class people, 

upper caste. Priest class is very upper… and whatever the priest preach, the lower 

caste people has to follow.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 Caste based and gender based sacralized inequalities lead to constant violations of human 

rights and dignity in India, especially when they intersect as in the life of this respondent.  She 

further explained, “Here upper caste use women. They can rape, they can use for the sexual 
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enjoyment, the women… In the night, during the night all the upper caste they rape because they 

want the sex, they will rape the women, the Dalit women… If the upper caste people will bring 

rape, it will not come to the media. ” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 Along with justifying and obscuring inequality, this respondent explained that religion 

also provides an easy remedy to wash away any sense of wrong doing or guilt for upper caste 

people who commit obvious wrongs against Dalits:  

 “They will grab the poor people’s land, the Dalit people’s land and they will 

cheat the wages, everything, they will do everything wrong to the poor and the 

Dalit people… Then, what they do, they purify themselves – they go to some 

temples, they give money, this amount of money, they will put it there, give it to a 

person.  So their sins will be vanished.” (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 This use of religion to hide or wash away injustice and exploitation points to a second 

related danger of religion: the capture of religion by elites who use it for their own material or 

political purposes.  Often in interviews, I would ask respondents, why they believed it was that 

though religion almost universally preaches love, honesty, and brotherhood; so much violence, 

repression, and inequality had been fostered in religion’s name?  The overwhelming response I 

received back was that the problem was humans who were imperfect, misusing or manipulating 

the beautiful and sacred principles and practices of religion.  Religion was captured by power 

seeking people, such as politicians or economic elite, who used their influence over religious 

institutions to advance worldly interests.    
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 This type of elite capture could happen intentionally, such as when a politician 

specifically promotes divisions or hatreds amongst religious groups in order to secure his power 

base amongst a particular religious community.  Elite capture can also be more indirect, such as 

when elites donate to religious organizations as a way to garner social standing within a 

community and thus to maintain their own power base.  The use of the church as a basis for elite 

hegemony, and simultaneously for maintaining the obedience of the poor masses through 

promises of heaven in a future life, is at the root of the Marxist critique of religion as the opiate 

of the masses.   

 A final danger of religion is its divisiveness.  While religion can provide unity for 

members of a society, it can just as readily lead to division and has been one of the most 

common fault lines along which violent social conflict erupts.  Obviously, religious conflicts 

always have social and economic dimensions to them.  Nonetheless, the sheer prevalence of 

social conflicts divided along religious lines demonstrates a dark underside of religion.  In two 

thirds of the countries where I conducted research there had been in recent memory religiously 

oriented terrorism and/or violent religious conflicts amongst different religious communities.  

 With these three dangers, it is little wonder that development theory has long avoided 

religion.  It is reasonable to ask, given the track record of religion, why development theory 

should even venture towards a consideration of religious views on development.   The simplest 

answer to this question is that there is no avoiding religion – except perhaps through blind denial.  

This book has shown that religion already is intertwined with development at every level of 

social organization.   Moreover, the point that has been made time and again throughout this 

book is that there is not one single form of religion, but many – some more or less peaceful, 
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more or less egalitarian.  The active, reflective, and conscious integration of spiritual principles 

into our practice of modern development may be our best hope in the future of mitigating and 

undercutting the emergence of the most destructive, anti-democratic, and regressive religious 

forms. 

Defusing Fundamentalism 

 As was discussed in Chapter 3 and 5, public and scholarly debate about the dangers and 

violent divisiveness of religion in the modern world often centers around the term 

fundamentalism.   Fundamentalist religious forms are the ones most frequently associated with 

religious violence, repression of women, and sacralized inequalities.  Opponents of religious 

fundamentalism often point to the need to expand secularization, scientific, rational education, 

and modern democracy to combat or temper fundamentalism.  However, I contend that religious 

fundamentalism cannot be tamed by simply trying to smother religious sentiment with 

secularism.  Attempting to extinguish the flame of religious fervor in this way often tends only to 

drive it to burn hotter and more explosively.   The continued persistence of religious 

fundamentalism even after centuries of the modern push for secularization and democracy 

suggests that these may not in themselves be enough.  Rather than just trying to smother 

fundamentalist movements, we must instead look towards the root causes of them and see how to 

address these. 

 Different scholars of fundamentalisms have identified a plethora of causes of 

fundamentalist movements (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; Armstrong 2001; Barber 1996; 

Marty and Appleby 1991; Riesebrodt 1993).  To begin with, they are often reactions against 
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liberalism in its various guises, including utilitarian liberalism, pluralist liberalism, liberal 

individualism, and liberal feminism.  Scholars also understand fundamentalisms as direct 

reactions to scientism and to modern theological thought, as well as to perceived modern moral 

decay and anomy.  Fundamentalist movements have emerged as a result of: the loss of status of 

particular clerics or socio-moral milieu, rapid urbanization which leads to anomy and 

confrontation with difference, the failed economic expectations of urban migrants, and shifts in 

traditional gender relations.  Fundamentalist movements have also been spurred by resistance to 

imperialism, Western cultural hegemony, and impersonal or exploitative capitalist economic 

relations.  At their core, as was described briefly in Chapter 5, fundamentalist movements are 

responses to both real and perceived failures of modernity and modern economic and political 

systems. 

 With this in mind, calls for democracy, pluralism, scientific education, and competition 

of ideas –calls for greater modernity – rather than combating or tempering fundamentalism, may 

actually foster fundamentalism (Marty and Appleby 1991).   They may indeed drive 

fundamentalist actors, to more ferverently promote extremist religious beliefs.   Moreover, 

critiques based on modern secular, humanist, or democratic values often do not matter to 

fundamentalists because they see themselves as judged by conformity to “God’s will,” not 

human standards (Marty and Appleby 1991).  Dampening fundamentalism will happen not 

simply through strengthening democracy, pluralism, or the ideology of secularism, but by doing 

this in combination with alternative religious ideals and alternative spiritual ideologies for 

addressing the failures of modernity.   
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 In the course of this research, I interviewed many respondents whose religious affiliation 

would fall into the label of fundamentalism.  They were quite often personally as warm, kind, 

and deeply spiritual people as any ecumenical or liberal religious respondent I interviewed.    

Fundamentalists cannot simply be dismissed as spiritless drones, any more than they can simply 

be smothered with secular democracy.  Fundamentalisms throughout the world have emerged in 

part because the process of modernization has involved tremendous, and sometimes violent, 

social disruptions and cultural dislocations.  Many fundamentalist adherents believe that 

modernity has failed to satisfy human needs for a meaningful, spiritually, and ethically-oriented 

life.  They decry the way that religious knowledge has been replaced with materialist or 

economic dominated approaches to life  (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; Marty and Appleby 

1991; Riesebrodt 1993).  An approach to development that seeks to account for spiritual realities 

might be able to undercut some of the factors bolstering violent or exclusionary fundamentalist 

movements by incorporating deeper human needs into the process of economic and social 

development in ways that prevailing, modernist models of development have not.  

Philosophical and Methodological Difficulties of Integrating Spirituality 

and Development 

 While trying to incorporate spirituality into development theory and policy may be 

crucial to defusing some of the dangers and violence of religion, it will be a tricky task.  Such an 

effort begs the questions: what is spirituality, what is spiritual reality, and how could we ever 

apply them to development?  Is it possible to even define spirituality in a really specific way that 

could be implemented into worldly policy?xx  As the ancient Chinese book, the Tao Te Ching 

pronounces in its opening line, “the Tao which can be spoken of, is not the everlasting Tao.”   



261 

 

 Social science does, indeed, very frequently take up the task of identifying forces and 

structures not immediately observable by the human eye, such as classes, institutional logics, or 

other social facts. These forces and structures must be investigated without directly sensing 

them, by accumulating evidence which points at their operation.  A similar approach can be 

taken to understanding the spiritual aspect of development.  However, the difficulty with 

operationalizing spiritual reality is that it is as much about internal truth as it is about external 

truth.  It cannot be measured easily by the tools of a materialist scientific tradition.   

 Western science uses the five externally-directed senses to measure reality, and then 

rational thought to analyze that measurement.  In contrast, sensing spiritual reality fundamentally 

involves an awareness of internal consciousness.  Consciousness is that which knows the five 

external senses, so it cannot be directly observed using the five external senses – just as the 

eyeball cannot see itself.   Thus, it is difficult to either track or examine consciousness using 

materialist empirical scientific method.  At best you can look for its effects through prayer 

studies, meditation studies, or through telepathy chamber studies.   There have been many 

successful examples of these types of studies (Radin 2006).  However, they all are subject to the 

same problem that many "field studies" have in sociology:  they measure the existence of 

something by its effects rather than its "substance.” 

  Instead of using empirical measurement based on external senses, spiritual reality must 

come to be known via experiential or internal knowing.   This methodology of knowing is 

common throughout many human cultural traditions.  Recently, endogenous development 

technicians have also tried to integrate internal methods of knowing and a recognition of spiritual 

reality into formal community development projects.  They have even tried to develop methods 
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of evaluating development projects based on these methods and on local religious traditions 

(Haverkort, vantHooft, and Hiemstra 2002).   

 Following these endogenous development practitioners, we might think of human 

religious and spiritual traditions as experimental communities, much like the scientific 

community, but which use experiential criteria for truth.  These communities seek to understand 

spiritual reality and then create practices and discourses which allow individuals to come more 

deeply in line with spiritual reality in their daily lives.  To the degree that some of these 

traditions may have discovered something real about the unseen forces shaping the world, these 

religions might have something to teach science about the nature of reality (Harper 2000).   

 But, again, from the scientific perspective, the greatest dilemma to using internal 

knowing as a criteria for evaluating truth, is that it is not falsifiable.  How do we evaluate which 

reported internal experiences are real?  For example, fundamentalists call upon the logic of inner 

knowing just as readily as ecumenical spirituality does.  Internal knowing is the justification that 

drives the suicide bomber and which convinces American pastors that God wants America to 

bomb the Middle East; even as it is the reason that religious peace activists try to stand in the 

way of these bombs.    

 The basic doctrines of the world’s religions present diverse and often contradictory 

portrayals of spiritual reality.  Nonetheless, even amongst significant differences, the 

Declaration Toward a Global Ethic of the World Parliament of religions shows that 

commonalities can be found across many religious traditions (Parliament 1993).   Moreover, 

modern science, using empirical, experimental methodologies has begun to converge in some of 

its understanding of the world and of human beings with many of the principles held by diverse 
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religious traditions (Bohm 2002; Capra 1984; Lama 2005; Radin 2006). Some of the findings of 

contemporary science that might overlap with religious traditions, include: the understanding of 

existence as primarily space and energy; the mysteriousness of quantum possibilities; the power 

of consciousness, intention, and prayer to shape reality and health; the interconnection of life and 

all biological processes; and the positive, healing, emotional and physical effects of generosity, 

love, compassion and altruism.  Further identifying these commonalities across religious and 

scientific traditions, and then applying them to development theory may greatly enhance our 

understanding of human well-being and how to achieve it. 

 Already, despite the philosophical difficulty of assessing what spirituality means for 

development, many development agencies have begun to take increasing interest in the 

relationship between religion, spirituality, and development (Clarke 2007; Harper 2000; Marshall 

and Keough 2004).  This interest is still under formation and often exists more in the research 

departments of development agencies than in their programmatic work.  It is, nonetheless, 

significant.  A sea change is occurring within the field of development, and in fact, the very basis 

of the modern worldview which creates the room for such questioning.   

 Almond, Appleby, and Sivan write of a more general “opening of metaphysical space” in 

the world (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003).   This “opening of metaphysical space” stems 

both from the growing recognition that science cannot answer all our fundamental questions and 

that the answers it does provide are often very similar to many of the cosmological myths and 

mystical worldviews of ancient spiritual teachings (Lama 2005; Radin 2006).  The mechanistic 

worldview of Newtonian physics has been replaced by  a mysteriously ordered quantum cosmos, 

and ecological science has told us there is a “web of life” and that the Earth itself may even be 
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analogous to a great living organism (Bohm 2002; Lovelock 2000).  The holistic health 

revolution is opening up new possibilities even amongst conventional medical practitioners for 

consideration of the importance of spirituality and mind-body connections, while research on 

meditation has shown it to have profoundly positive physiological, psychological, and 

neurological effects (Anandarajah and Hight 2001; Benson and Stark 1996; Murphy and 

Donovan 1999).    

 Popular writers such as Fritjof Capra (1984; 1996) have captured this “metaphysical 

opening” in books that integrate spirit and reason, science and faith.   Meanwhile authors, such 

as Charlene Spretnak (1991; 1999) and Thomas Berry (1988), have extended this opening of 

metaphysical space to social, political, and economic domains, telling us that we are leaving 

behind the secular, materialist assumptions of modernity as a global era and – turning Weber on 

his head – that there is a re-enchantment of the world underway.  Like many of the respondents 

described in this book, these authors also tell us that the recapture of the sacred is crucial for the 

survival and well-being of human society, in the face of unprecedented environmental crisis, 

war, and mass global poverty.   

 The possibility suggested by the contemporary opening of metaphysical space is that we 

might be able to work slowly towards articulating a new perspective on development; a new take 

on the failures of modernity, on the failures of the development project that marked the post-

WWII era, and on the failures of neoliberalism with its unrestrained free market.  We might be 

able to find a way to make relevant to the modern world and to contemporary social and global 

dilemmas, the still vital human proclivity for the sacred, the cosmological, the spiritual, and the 

religious. And we might find a way to satisfy this proclivity for a sense of ultimate purpose in 
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ways that preempt the tendency towards fundamentalist, violent, annihialistic, and exclusionary 

religiosities.    

Varieties, Complexities, and Contradictions of Spiritual Approaches to 

Development 

 Even if we are to admit the philosophical and methodological possibility of wading 

through the many dilemmas of integrating spirituality into development, we must also contend 

with the empirical reality that a diverse cacophony of views exist in the world about how 

spirituality should be integrated into development.  As respondents interviewed for this research 

demonstrate, a tremendous diversity of opinions exist about the relationship between 

development and spirituality. Often, spiritual practice represents simply a magical hope for poor 

people that if they make the right prayers, give the right offerings, or worship the right God, the 

physical poverty and suffering they experience will be alleviated.  Indeed, whether through the 

rituals of shamans in rural Ghana, the positive confession and tithing of Prosperity Theologians 

in Guatemala, the offerings by devotees at Buddhist temples in bustling Bangkok, or the Feng 

Shui designs of the buildings of multi-billion dollar banks in Singapore, people throughout the 

world turn to religion in hopes of channeling material prosperity into their life.  

 Others turn to the magic of spiritual practice, not in search of riches, but as a catalyst 

towards the evolution of humanity. A respondent who followed the Hindu Saint Sri Aurobindo 

told me that in his view, true development of society can only come through spiritual cultivation 

which manifests a new consciousness that transcends ego.  When individuals successfully 

undertake spiritual practices and achieve this new consciousness which he called the 
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“supramind” or “supramental” consciousness, they can catalyze the collective evolution of 

humanity towards a new form of existence which transcends all of the Earthly problems that 

modern development enterprise seeks to address: 

 “The secular world view – the kind of development that Western, and the other 

religions want –  that everybody is free, everybody has enough to eat, everybody 

has a right to educate himself, everybody has a right to share the wealth of the 

world; this will not happen until the human consciousness undergoes a 

fundamental change.  I have, you know, highest respect for these people who sit 

and they study in Frankfurt and Washington and wherever the United Nations 

make plans for world peace.  But none of this is actually going to happen because 

the spoil sport is the mind and its ego.  The problem is man’s resistance to rise 

beyond the mind, where the evolutionary thrust is pushing him towards that.   

Whoever has set up charitable institutions, okay whether providing free food or 

etc. etc. has not solved the problem of hunger.   Whoever has set up homes for the 

destitute has not solved the problem of destitute. What he has done is that he has 

rushed to assuage them, okay now if you keep rushing to assuage them, then there 

is a tendency to forget to ask the fundamental questions: Are people hungry 

because the world is not producing enough?  Are people destitute because we 

can’t build enough homes?  Are people on the road because there isn’t enough 

wealth in the world for to keep everybody well you know protected in a house?  

And then you will find it is not that what produces poverty, what produces 

destitution, what produces the economic feeling of being deprived economically.  
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It is once again this tendency in man to use, to exploit the weak, so this is once 

again a play of the ego.  It’s very difficult to eject the ego, it can’t be ejected 

except with the help of the new consciousness.  So Sri Aurobindo says let us 

concentrate.  Because the journey, the yoga he has sketched is not easy.  It 

requires a total commitment, you know total commitment. We have no time for 

anything else.  But if you do that and do that well, to the best of your capacities, 

you can rest assure that you are trying to forward this link which will ultimately 

eject the ego, and ultimately will make charitable institutions, free lodging, 

boarding and other kinds of things, homes for the destitute redundant 

unnecessarily...   If you are capable of receiving what he called the supramental, 

you will have such a capacity not only to change your nature, fundamental nature, 

but the fundamental nature of other people as well.  So it is necessary to transform 

the human and put something more luminous in its place.  The divine vital when it 

gets manifest will make the life on Earth infinitely more full of beauty, love, 

radiance, warmth, and capacity for bliss then the present impotently suffering, 

pettily transient, and soon tired vitality of the still so imperfect human creation.  

With the supramental change all the cells, nerves, vital forces embodied mental 

forces can become full a thousand fold, capable of an intensity of bliss which 

passes description and which may not fade away.  The supermental love, means 

an intense unity of soul with soul, mind with mind, life with life, and the entire 

flooding of the body consciousness with a physical experience of oneness, the 

presence of the Beloved in every part, in every cell of the body”  (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 
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 Still others see spiritual practice as important not because, in itself, it magically 

transforms the world, but because spiritual practice can create a transformation of human 

consciousness that will inspire practical actions to create a more equitable and wise use of 

material resources in the modern world.  The Liberation Theology tradition discussed in Chapter 

2 provides a classic example of that belief.  So, too, does the tradition of Gandhian Economics 

discussed in Chapter 5.  In counterpoint to the follower of Sri Aurobindo just quoted, a fellow 

Indian respondent who saw himself following in line with Gandhian philosophy, argued that 

spiritual values and cultivation are useless without practical and material application.  For him, 

spiritual practice leads to development not simply through the transformation of human 

consciousness, but through the inspiration of engaged, political actions aimed at social change:  

 “You will find many, many good universal values.  These values need to be put 

together and they should not be left like a sacred spiritual text or anything like 

that.  They should be made relevant for the people, for the poor that is exploited.  

These values of truth, love, compassion and justice, wherever they are obtained, 

they should be cultivated.  They should be made a force, ideological force, 

philosophical force.  Around these values we should have economic development, 

we should have political systems organized, we should have the education, 

curriculum. We should have everything, a holistic perspective.” (Personal 

Interview, India, 2007) 

 In this light, this respondent explained that he was trying to rework the meaning of an 

annual Hindu pilgrimage.  He said:  
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“We are initiating an all together new, modern program. [Each year] there are 

about 3.5 million to 4 million youth, young men, who carry Ganga water, Ganges 

water on their shoulders, all the way from Haridwar up to their village or 

whatever Shiva Temple.  After about nearly 11, 12, 13 days they pour that water 

on some Shiva Linga. This year we are saying that instead of just doing it for 

yourself, for salvation or devotion, add a social dimension to it –  that is, the 

world is passing through a crisis of global warming, climate crisis. So they should 

plant a tree and minimum one tree each one of them, and secondly they should 

raise slogans and take a pledge to fight against female infanticide… You see our 

movement slowly is trying to bring two messages together: spiritualize politics 

and socialize the religions.”  (Personal Interview, India, 2007) 

 For this respondent, spiritualizing politics meant bringing a foundation of universal 

spiritual values, such as an understanding of the oneness of humanity and the equality of all 

people before the divine, into progressive activism and social movements.   This attempt to bring 

spiritual principles into progressive social change movements is a common tactic of many 

religious and spiritual activists.  Though religions have always had, to varying degrees, social 

dimensions and teachings promoting universal or “brotherly” love; in the 20th century a number 

of “engaged” spiritualities emerged throughout the globe which have placed greater importance 

than ever before on the social dimensions of spirituality (Noy 2008).  Gandhian philosophy and 

Liberation Theology are both examples of this, as is a Buddhist movement called “Engaged 

Buddhism.”   



270 

 

 A proponent of “Engaged Buddhism” in Thailand, described how he sought to bring 

Buddhist spiritual transformation to become the basis of struggles for social justice and 

environmental protection in his country.  He spoke of one example of particular in his efforts 

towards that goal: 

 “Dissidence must develop spiritual foundation with non-violent resisting. That’s 

the key. I got arrested seven years ago obstructing the gas pipeline and the one 

who started it was a shopkeeper woman, very powerful, very nice and so on, 

saving the poor and so on.  I kept on telling them you know you need the feminine 

approach, which also means you need more meditation, you know.  Transforms 

anger into loving kindness you’re on the right track.  But not become goody, 

goody.  You must see the structural violence is wrong but don’t hate those on top 

of the structure.  I think they begin to understand that.”  ((Personal Interview, 

Thailand, 2007) 

 The idea that faith can inspire and guide practical action towards the improvement of 

human society is shared also by people who may not have as politically radical an agenda as 

Liberation Theologians, Gandhian activists, and Engaged Buddhists.  Indeed, perhaps the most 

common of all ways that religion and spiritual practice shapes people’s approach to development 

is by inspiring charity, voluntarism, generosity, and commitment to development.   The 

Lifemakers concept of “development through faith” discussed in Chapter 3 is an excellent 

example of this.   

 Spiritual concepts have been used as the theoretical basis for developing alternatives to 

contemporary neoliberal capitalist models of development, as Chapter 5 demonstrated.  
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However, at the same time, spiritual belief has also been seen by some as creating the moral 

foundation which allows neoliberal market capitalism to work.  For example, an officer in the 

East African Development Bank explained to me that religion helps to enhance people’s moral 

backbone and as such their propensity both to engage in honest business and to pay back any 

loans the bank gives them.  He told me: 

 “Generally you tend to find that the more religious a person is, and if he is 

genuinely religious, the more unlikely it is that he will willfully default [on a 

loan]. The project [he has received a loan for] can still go off, but it will be not 

because of the action of the sponsor.  But because either the economy was 

performing badly or some controls were not put in place or some reason.  But not 

because of the intentional action of the borrower…. It doesn’t matter whether he’s 

Christian or Muslim or any of the other religions. But as long as he believes, he 

has got a faith in some supernatural being who oversees his actions…. In the 

sense that, it’s not a matter of what somebody else is seeing what you are doing, 

but it’s your belief that there is somebody up here who is watching over me.  And 

is not just watching what I am doing, but even he is able to see through me and 

tell what I’m trying to think about.  That tends to keep people who are religious in 

line. And, that, then controls their actions and their interactions with the rest of 

the environment. And it’s through that that, then, we are able to see, we are able 

to get, as a financier, the best from the sponsor. The probability of him 

intentionally deceiving us in order to get away with our money is much more 

reduced the more religious the individual is.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 
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 In short, spirituality plays a varied, complex, and contradictory role in shaping people’s 

approach to development.  Indeed, the belief in the importance of spirituality to human well-

being and social development cuts across political lines and development ideologies.  Even as 

some radical social movement actors see spirituality as crucial to inspiring protest movements; 

some proponents of market-based, capitalist development see spirituality as laying an important 

foundation for the function of the market.  Conversely, people from the very same spiritual 

tradition will often invoke the very same teachings or sets of values to justify incredibly different 

sets of actions.  Indeed, this book is rife with examples of how individuals adhering to the same 

religion held totally different views about the implications of their traditions’ spiritual beliefs for 

development.   

 Values such as compassion, justice, solidarity, love, oneness, and honesty were 

mentioned again and again across interviews as necessary for true social development.  These 

values were often seen not only as a means to the end of economic growth, but rather as an end 

in themselves, just as important to the development of a good society as is the production of a 

new highway or the increase of national income statistics. However, the fact that the same values 

like compassion or human dignity were mentioned as the key to human development by so many 

respondents across so many different and, at times, conflicting religious and ideological 

perspectives creates a deep dilemma in trying to come to any concrete formulation of a 

transcendent, universal meaning for them.  I doubt that a single respondent I spoke with would 

deny the importance of human dignity or of compassion; but many would sharply disagree over 

the question of how to put these concepts into action and what their limits are.    
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 Thus we again return to the point that trying to understand what it would mean to 

integrate spirituality into development, ropes us into a tremendously difficult philosophical and 

methodological dilemmas.  We must go deeper in our analysis than simply listing words like 

love, dignity, or peace. What is more important is the difficult task of asking how these can be 

specifically defined and implemented.  And it is in the implementation that politics, self-interest, 

and the negative face of religion so often comes into play. 

 Nonetheless, the complexities and contradictions of applying spiritual practices and 

concepts to development, does not deny the fact that so many of the people interviewed for this 

book believe that the future of humanity may depend on completely re-imagining the world, the 

goals of development, and the purpose of human life in light of the collective wisdom of 

humanity’s transcendent faith and philosophical traditions.   They believe that the modern over-

exaggeration of the material over the spiritual has blinded development theorists and policy 

makers to the reality that is at play around the globe, as well as the potentials and forces which 

may still yet find a solution to the crises of war, poverty, and ecological destruction which 

humanity is inflicting upon itself.    

 Respondents throughout the developing world criticized Western nations as having 

meaningless, materialist, consumerist societies which were destroying the planet. Many also 

worried that their own nations were following suit. These respondents felt that without 

consideration of the spiritual dimension of life, development becomes a soulless enterprise of 

expanding material production which traps humans in consumerism and materialism, leads to 

environmental destruction, displaces people from their lands, fragments communities, destroys 

ancient cultures, and leads to massive inequalities.  They believe that integrating spiritual 
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principles and insights into development and into our understanding of human well-being can 

help to mitigate these destructive results of modern development.   

 These criticisms were especially strong from representatives of indigenous organizations.  

Indigenous respondents in Mexico, Guatemala, Kenya, and Ghana all pointed to human 

relationships with the natural and spiritual world as an important aspect of creating a good 

society which was overlooked by the modern development enterprise.  Because modern 

development lacked an appreciation of nature, because it promoted individualism at the expense 

of collective harmony, and because it did not respect the spiritual dimension of life, they saw it 

as a threat to their well-being.  Some, though not all, of these indigenous respondents dismissed 

modern development entirely as an extension of European colonialism, and as an attempt to 

enslave them by alienating them from their deeply meaningful relationships with their 

communities, ancestral culture, nature, and spirits.   For example, a Guatemalan Mayan leader 

and intellectual who represented this view explained to me:   

“We are putting forward our visions against the universal model that is called 

development that they have tried to impose on us by force. For us, this model 

does not represent the possibilities for seeking the reign of peace, for seeking 

balance and harmony… With the development of the whole industrial civilization, 

indigenous peoples became human resources, with the development of capitalism, 

in its highest expression it then no longer said that we are human resources, but 

told us that we are human capital.  Trees are ecological capital, because this is the 

economistic mind.  We did not accept that because we are neither human 
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resources nor are we human capital.  We are human talents, the trees are neither 

resources nor capital, but are gifts of life.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 2006) 

 Similarly, the representative of an indigenous organization in Kenya explained that many 

of the indigenous communities rejected the Western, materialist model of development:   

“Generally the way the world believes what is development is very different from 

what indigenous communities believe in. For example we are working with one of 

the sites called Karima Forest. And also the other one in Meru. These are people 

who have been able to see development and they have used it. They have seen 

piped water, they have seen good roads, they have seen good schools, they have 

seen all manner of good modern things or what the world normally see as 

development. But even after going through all these processes, they have come to 

realize that this development has been injurious especially towards the livelihood 

support system that they are living with.  And also the community has realized 

even the sort of education that is being taught in school is also not geared toward 

improving the life of the people based on the ecosystem of where they are coming 

from because it is too general. It is too general. The community had started 

organizing themselves and they had come with a council of elders, trying to see 

how they can be able to use the traditional indigenous knowledge to improve their 

livelihood better.” (Personal Interview, Kenya, 2007) 
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Transcending Divisions 

 In integrating spirituality into development, the goal should not be to simply create a new 

paradigm of development.  If anything, what is needed is an approach to development that 

transcends and bridges paradigms.  What is needed is a multi-dimensional approach to 

development which recognizes multiple aspects of human progress and seeks to balance them in 

local and culturally specific ways.    

 Since Thomas Kuhn’s seminal work, the idea of the paradigm  has become a predominant 

conception used by social scientists for comparatively understanding different theoretical 

approaches to a broad array of topics (Kuhn 1963).xxi  However, this use of the concept of the 

paradigm, especially in relation to development studies, is misleading. xxii  Kuhn originally 

coined the idea of the paradigm specifically in reference to the scholarly community engaged in 

natural sciences.  In his later works,  Kuhn actually disclaimed the relevance of his theory of 

paradigms for the social sciences – though as Terence Ball pointed out in 1978, this disclaimer 

“fell on deaf ears” (Ball 1979: 265; Kuhn 1978).   Kuhn explains, in The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, that scientific paradigms form particularly because of the isolation of scientific 

communities and the specific process of initiation of new natural scientists largely through 

textbooks.  In contrast, Kuhn writes, a student in the humanities or social sciences “is constantly 

made aware of the immense variety of problems that the members of his future group have, in 

the course of time, attempted to solve” (Kuhn 1963: 165).  

 This is all the more true for development practitioners and policymakers.  Interviews 

conducted for this research found that the bulk of development practitioners working in NGOs 

and government agencies do not frame their work as completely adhering to one theoretical 
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concept of development or another.  Rather development practitioners tend to be more 

pragmatic, adopting multiple viewpoints on development, while still perhaps emphasizing one 

conception as predominant in their approach.    

 In arguing here that we should find ways to integrate spiritual insights into development, 

I am not seeking to create a new unitary paradigm of spiritual development.  Development is not 

one thing, but many.  Development is about the economy, the state, social relationships, 

standards of material living, internal qualities of mind, ethics, morality, spirituality, 

consciousness, and humanity’s relationship with nature all at once.  Progress depends on 

balancing together these many factors in locally, culturally appropriate ways.  Progress depends 

on joining together the best of the modern and the premodern, of the religious and the secular, 

while mitigating the drawbacks that might come from the extremes of any one of these.    

 As I have argued throughout this book, finding ways to analytically see through the 

conceptual line dividing the secular and the religious is crucial to understanding development 

efforts in countries throughout the non-Western world where religious institutions are often key 

players in development efforts, and where many staff of even the most secular development 

agencies motivate and understand their work as part of their religious life (Giri 2004; Harper 

2000; Ryan 1995).  Tyndale explains that, “Religious involvement in matters that are now 

broadly described as ‘development’ – health, education, agriculture and so on -- is as old as the 

hills.  The dichotomy we now experience between religion and development, spirit and matter 

was unknown before the dualistic ways of thinking brought in by the European thinkers of the 

Enlightenment” (Tyndale 2006: xvii).   
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 Moreover, even as this dividing line between secular and religious is permeable, specific 

religious adherence is not the only or even most important category by which to categorize 

different development visions across the world.   A common tactic within the study of religion is 

to solicit viewpoints from each of the different religions, i.e. the Christian perspective on 

development, the Islamic perspective on development, the Hindu perspective, and so forth.  

However, quite often, religious respondents interviewed in this research had more in common in 

their views of development with respondents of other religions, than they did with some people 

who share the same faith as them.  For example, there were Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, and 

Hindu respondents all of whose views on human society fell closer to each other than with other 

people of their own religion. How these respondents interpreted and employed the symbols and 

doctrines of their religion in relation to questions of development and social change strategies 

was often more important than the specific confessional doctrine or religious identity to which 

they adhered.   

 This situation parallels the finding of some scholars that denomination is no longer the 

central organizing principle of religion in America.  Wuthnow, for example, argues that religion 

in the United States has come to be organized along a conservative – liberal axis that cuts across 

denominations (Wuthnow 1988).  Taking this argument even further, Hunter claims that this split 

between what he calls the orthodox camp and the progressive camp in American religion has 

come to trump theological or doctrinal disagreements across different religions (Hunter 1991). 
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Conclusion: Capabilities and Potentialities 

 In this chapter, I have argued that development studies must grapple with deep 

normative, spiritual, and philosophical questions about the nature of human reality and the 

meaning of human progress.  One way to incorporate the spiritual dimension into development 

theory would be to build upon Sen’s “capabilities approach” (Sen 1999).  A core supplement that 

could be added to Sen’s theory would be the proposition that in order to build a good society, it 

is not sufficient simply to increase people’s capabilities or to expand their “freedom” to do “what 

they have reason to value,” as Sen calls for.  In addition to expanding people’s capabilities, 

development – to truly lead to a better society and to expand human well-being – should also 

enhance people’s “potentialities” to use their “capabilities” well. Potentialities are habits of mind 

and energetic dispositions including qualities like compassion, honesty, wisdom, and 

consciousness of interconnection.   

 As with Sen’s proposition of “capabilities,” the goal here is not to propose a list of 

“potentialities,” but to highlight a new “space for evaluation” of development,  to suggest that 

development theory should consider people’s inner being, and not just their outer freedoms.    

Implicitly, development already fundamentally is a process which seeks to promote inner 

transformation.  As I showed in the discussion of micro-finance and human rights training in 

Chapter 2, development interventions already are very much about the shaping of people’s  

moral and ethical senses, their subjective habits and energies.xxiii   

 Calling for an increased focus on the ethical, spiritual, and subjective dimensions of 

development, points back to Max Weber’s classic work on the Protestant Ethic.  Better 

specifying and uncovering what human potentialities are in relation to development will require 
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taking forward the work of modern social theory in conversation with the many wisdom 

traditions of the world.   
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Chapter 8: Which way forward? 
Economic, Political, and Spiritual 
Solutions for Humanities Future 

 
 

 Religiously inspired development formulations such as Sufficiency Economy, Islamic 

Finance, Gandhian Economics, and Gross National Happiness all seek to integrate spiritual 

wisdom into economic, social, and political development.  Though these approaches are different 

in many ways, they all share a common claim that development must incorporate the multi-

dimensionality of the human being; not only economic and political dimensions, but also 

spiritual, ethical and moral ones.   Economist and micro-finance pioneer Muhammad Yunus, also 

spoke to the importance of understanding the multi-dimensionality of human nature in his 2006 

Nobel Peace Prize Lecture.  He said:  

“I am in favor of strengthening the freedom of the market. At the same time, I am 

very unhappy about the conceptual restrictions imposed on the players in the 

market. This originates from the assumption that entrepreneurs are one-

dimensional human beings, who are dedicated to one mission in their business 

lives − to maximize profit. This interpretation of capitalism insulates the 

entrepreneurs from all political, emotional, social, spiritual, environmental 
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dimensions of their lives. This was done perhaps as a reasonable simplification, 

but it stripped away the very essentials of human life.  

 Human beings are a wonderful creation embodied with limitless human 

qualities and capabilities. Our theoretical constructs should make room for the 

blossoming of those qualities, not assume them away.” (Yunus 2006) 

 Respondents representing both secular and religious development organizations across 

countries and faith traditions, echoed Yunus, claiming that spirituality were crucial to promoting 

positive development.  These respondents believed that the well-being of human societies may 

depend not on the bulldozing of religion to pave the road to modernity, nor the containment of 

religion into the private sphere, but rather on the sifting out and lifting up of the best that religion 

and spirituality has to offer into the conceptualization of development.   The director of an 

evangelical orphanage I spoke to on the outskirts of Guatemala City, explained this point to me 

in straightforward terms: “Most people think of development as communities prospering 

economically, but development must be integral, it must be intellectual, spiritual, and also about 

values, about all that entails morals, ethics, so many things.”  (Personal Interview, Guatemala, 

2006) 

 However, despite the common refrain heard in voices throughout this book that religion 

and spirituality are crucial to promoting positive development, there is no single model of 

religious or spiritually oriented development.  Indeed, the complex and contradictory variety of 

ways that religion and shapes people’s understandings of and approaches to development is 

dizzying.   Adding to this dizziness is the blurriness of my broad definition of religion in this 

book. I do not make a distinction between religion and spirituality, but use the catchphrase 
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religion to include both dogmatic, institutionalized religious traditions, as well as loosely 

affiliated and defined spiritualities.  The rationale for using such a broad definition is that the 

goal of this book is to expand our vista of development, to open up new space for consideration 

of the interrelationship between development and religion in its many forms.  While the tendency 

in science is towards specialization, reductionism, and narrow categorization; there is also a 

complementary need for expansion of perspective, metaphorical thinking, and fuzzying of 

definitions.   The problem with too much specialization and reductionism is that it can trap us in 

sophomoric debates in search of hard and firm conclusions about irrelevant minutia.  The 

problem with too much expansion and metaphorical thinking is that is leaves us in a blurry world 

full of contradictions.   

 As a work aimed at expansion of our viewpoint, this book has indeed marshaled 

countless anecdotes and case studies to support its central argument that religion and spirituality 

are intricately interconnected to development both in terms of shaping understandings of what 

development is, as well as, how development is undertaken in societies throughout the world.  

The problem, of course, from a reductionist standpoint is that this proves absolutely nothing – it 

tells us nothing about causal forces or about the specific relationship between particular social 

variables.  It gives us no real leverage to explain anything.  It is, in a word, descriptive.  

 But description need not be a bad word.  Indeed, descriptively oriented research can often 

create more powerful and practically useful findings than hyper-specialized studies aimed at 

explaining abstract variables (Noy Forthcoming).  Descriptive research is especially important, 

as in the case of this book, when we must question the fundamental assumptions of a particular 
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body of literature.  It is through careful observation of the details and complexities of reality, that 

we find the anomalies in our normal science models of that reality.   

 Moreover, the very diversity of human experience and of human worldviews is, in itself, 

something that is utterly fascinating.  The 200 interviews from which this book derived involved 

such a tremendous range of respondents representing institutions and 

organizations across Africa, Asia, and Latin America: from Buddhist nuns to Liberation 

Theology Catholic Priests, from senior staff at international development banks to armed anti-

capitalist revolutionaries, from corporate leaders to informal groups of grandmothers in urban 

slums, from militant Islamic organizations to radical feminist nonprofits, from New Age spiritual 

retreat centers to micro-finance institutions, from unions of sex-workers to finance ministers and 

high level politicians, from networks of sustainable eco-communities to pesticide promoting 

bureaucrats.  These respondents held an amazing bouquet of viewpoints about religion, social 

progress, and human development.   In this concluding chapter, I draw upon and synthesize these 

many secular and religious, material and spiritual views to propose a synthetic framework for 

multidimensional development. 

A Synthetic Framework for Multidimensional Development 

I found that six general families of approaches to human progress exist in the world: 

market based approaches, human rights approaches, radical movement approaches, spiritual 

purification approaches, transformation of consciousness approaches, and indigenous eco-

community approaches. Each of these approaches contains a set of conceptual tools by which to 

understand society and how to improve it. These approaches are complex, diverse, nuanced, and 
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overlapping. Each of the approaches are themselves not single pathways or unified ideologies, 

but are complex families of strategies for human development.  Thus rather than seeing them 

strictly as distinct battling “camps,” they should be seen as conceptual toolkits which can be 

variously drawn upon in orienting development policy and activities (Swidler 1986, 2003).  

The first three of these approaches are primarily oriented towards material and political 

dimensions of development, whereas the last three are primarily oriented towards spiritual and 

cultural dimensions of development.  However, there are obviously important overlaps between 

all three.  I will briefly describe each of these development approaches and provide a few 

examples of the types of development strategies that each approach involves. 

 

Market Based Strategies for Development 

 

Market based approaches emphasize the power of human creativity and determination 

played out in private enterprise to lead to historical progress, rising standards of living, increased 

mutual respect, peaceful co-existence, and technological solutions to environmental challenges. 

Market based approaches seek to cultivate a diligent work ethic and an entrepreneurial attitude.   

 One popular strategy of market based development is to seek to expand and extend the 

participation of poor people within the market.  Programs such as micro-finance, job training, 

and fair trade all seek to both expand poor people’s access to the market, as well as to improve 

the share of market value they are able to capture through their work.  Market based 

development strategies can also focus more on the level of the nation as a whole, seeking to 

increase the value that poor countries are able to capture from the global economy.  Programs 
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which aim to increase small and medium business capacity, as well as to foster entrepreneurship 

in poor countries are examples.   

 Another strategy that falls within the family of market based development approaches is 

to use market mechanisms in order to expand poor people’s access to basic services and needed 

goods.   These social enterprises are double or triple bottom line organizations, which seek to 

remain financially sound, but which have the primary mission of directly providing low-cost, 

high quality services to poor or marginalized peoples.   An example would be a company that 

provides low cost medicine, mosquito nets, or water filtration.  Relatedly, a final important 

example of market based development methods is green enterprise.  Again, green enterprises are 

financially sound organizations able to support themselves sustainably within the market, but 

which aim to address or solve an environmental issue.  A clean power producer could be an 

example.  

 

 

Human Rights Strategies for Development 

 

Human rights approaches to development seek to insure a minimum standard of wealth, 

health care, education, political, and civil rights for all humans. Human rights approaches often 

emphasize the importance of legal frameworks for human rights, as well as the empowerment of 

citizens to claim those rights from the state. Human rights approaches seek to cultivate a 

consciousness of the universal dignity and equality of all people, as well as respect for human 

rights covenants. 
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 Examples of development strategies which fall within this human rights approach are as 

plentiful as there are human rights.  Human rights are often divided into social, cultural, 

economic, and political rights.  Economic human rights include those such as access to health 

care, housing, and work.  Development organizations across the world frame their work in terms 

of these rights, and seek to uphold them through a combination of basic service projects and 

policy advocacy.  In recent years, human rights promoters have often sought to explore how 

Information Technology can be used to also help insure access to these economic rights.   

Political human rights include protection against political abuse, intimidation, and 

violence.  Human rights promoters often seek to promote these rights through a combination of 

monitoring, advocacy campaigns, and legal prosecution against those who violate rights.  Some 

advocates seek an expanded understanding of political human rights to not only include the 

absence of abuse, but also the active presence of political participation.  These human rights 

activists see grassroots input into policymaking and the local organizing of community both as 

rights in themselves, and as crucial to insuring all other human rights.  

 Finally, one of the most important domains of human rights is women’s rights.  The 

global development enterprise is filled with organizations that seek the empowerment and 

respect of women as a basic human right.  Some of the many strategies used to improve women’s 

rights include consciousness raising, forming women’s productive cooperatives, mainstreaming 

women’s equality into all aspects of government policy, and explicitly challenging unjust 

cultural traditions.  The banner of organizations formed in order to champion women’s well-

being in society spans a vast range from highly conservative religious women’s groups that 

promote traditional male-headed households to sex worker’s unions which seek to organize sex 

workers to improve their work conditions and social acceptance. 
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Radical Movement Strategies for Development 

 

Radical movement approaches to development promote social justice through the 

redistribution of power and capital in society. They mobilize social movements and organize 

political struggle by the poor and their allies against elites, corporations, structural injustice, 

imperialism, and capitalism. Radical social movement approaches seek to cultivate oppositional 

consciousness to unjust power structures, as well as a sense of solidarity, mutual struggle, and 

sacrifice amongst and between the poor, the oppressed, and their allies. 

 Like human rights strategies for development, radical movement strategies are as varied 

as there are causes and movements in the world.  There are strong overlaps between human 

rights and radical movement strategies.  The main distinction being that while human rights 

strategies tend to emphasize the importance of legal frameworks for human rights, radical 

movement strategies tend to emphasize oppositional consciousness and organizing.  This 

happens at the local, national, and global level; with examples stemming from anti-caste 

campaigns, to land rights movements, to protests against global development institutions like the 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund.  

 Alongside oppositional protest, radical movements are also often involved in constructing 

alternatives to the current economic order, such as through workers collectives or through the 

solidarity economy model.  Radical movements can also enter into the state, such as with 
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Venezuela’s Bolivarian Revolution under Hugo Chavez.  Obviously, tensions exist between 

many radical development strategies and market based strategies.  

  

Spiritual Purification Strategies for Development 

 

Spiritual purification approaches aim to develop a good society by developing good, 

moral individuals. Spiritual purification approaches variously emphasize the cultivation of strong 

ethical character, individual charity, and adherence to religious laws or dogma.  Spiritual 

purification as a strategy for development can focus on universal qualities needed for the 

integrity of modern social institutions.  For example, generating basic values like honesty and 

compassion are needed for market function, for reducing economic exploitation, and good 

governance.  Some see spiritual purification as necessary for counter acting the greed and 

alienation engendered by modern institutions of capitalism and party based politics.  Religiously 

sanctioned systems of charity, such as Islamic Zakat and Buddhist Dana, are development 

strategies which seek to spiritually purify the giver of charity while attending to the needs of the 

receiver.    

 Spiritual purification as a strategy for development also aims to reduce social evils 

through the moral purification of individuals.  Many people see spiritual purification as 

necessary for reducing crime, violence, alcoholism, and drug abuse in society.  Often, ideas of 

spiritual purity are framed around ideals about appropriate gender relationships and standards of 

sexuality.  In these cases, conflicts can arise between some spiritual purification strategies with 

human rights and radical movement strategies.  This can become the most pronounced when 
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spiritual purification as a development strategy is specifically framed as adherence to religious 

law and dogma. 

 

 

Transformation of Consciousness Strategies for Development 

 

Transformation of consciousness approaches to development posit that there exists a 

directly manifest link between the state of the external world and the inner spiritual energies of 

individuals. Often these approaches seek to create a new social, political, and economic order 

through the cultivation of transcendent consciousness.  The simplest form of the transformation 

of consciousness approach are magical remedies to poverty and disease, such as ceremonies and 

praying for wealth or health, and making offerings for good karma.  Transformation of 

consciousness strategies often seek total transformation of the social order through individual 

spiritual evolution.  Politically active universalist spirituality aimed at social transformation 

through higher consciousness, such as Ganhdism and Engaged Buddhism, represents an engaged 

version of this development approach.   New Age philosophies which seek global transformation 

and human evolution through spiritual progression, but without active political engagement 

represent a different version of this approach.   

 Eco-pagan and Goddess oriented spiritual movements often embrace another 

transformation of consciousness strategy for development.  These movements see the restoration 

and valorization of the divine feminine key to creating a better society and world.  These 
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movements often overlap with the final approach to development, the Indigenous eco-

community approach. 

 

Indigenous Eco-Community Strategies for Development 

 

Indigenous eco-community approaches to development  emphasize the interconnection 

between humanity and nature, and seek to learn from and preserve traditional indigenous 

cultures. These approaches support a total vision of human wellbeing including harmony with 

nature, community, and the spirit world. Often, indigenous eco-community approaches see the 

creation or reinforcement of alternative, local, sustainable communities as the future of 

humanity. 

Indigenous Eco-Community approaches to development often see traditional native 

practices as representing strategies for harmonious development.  For example, traditional places 

of connection with native spirits, such as sacred groves, serve as ecological preserves necessary 

for sustaining the community.  The endogenous development movement has sought to harness 

the power of these traditional practices and spirit connection in active development projects. 

Indigenous movements for cultural sovereignty and political autonomy, such as the 

Zapatista movement, often promote indigenous understandings of the planet and humanity’s role 

on it as an important alternative to mainstream development visions.  Non-indigenous 

communities have also been inspired by and adopted indigenous attitudes towards nature and 

human society.  A global network of eco-villages currently exists seeking to find alternative 

ways of living on planet Earth, and to transform human culture through global networks of 
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learning and sharing.  On a more mainstream level, a number of sustainable and ecological 

techniques have also taken inspiration from traditional indigenous practices and consciousness, 

including natural medicine, natural builders, and many organic farmers. 

 

Finding Balance 

The Western scientific version of development is only one of many approaches to 

development, and like all approaches to development, it is grounded in a particular set of beliefs 

about the nature of the universe, the earth, and the purpose of human life. This book has touched 

briefly upon a number of other visions of development, each of  them a blueprint for humanity’s 

future.  Taken together this book represents a dizzying combination of ideas pushing and pulling 

each other across regions and religions and political ideologies. It is a snapshot of an ongoing 

collective conversation of humanity – diverse and creative and ever seeking truth amidst the 

possibilities of heaven and the terrors of history. 

The six development approaches just described is one attempt to cut out of that chaos 

some orderly slices. These slices, however, are not straight and simple.  The six development 

approaches are not entirely mutually exclusive.  They overlap, interrelate with, and support each 

other in numerous ways.  However, there are also real contradictions amongst some of these 

different development strategies.  The goal here is not to resolve these contradictions, but rather 

to suggest that these contradictions may actually be useful tensions that can balance each other 

out.  This is because each of these 6 approaches have specific benefits and drawbacks.  In 

particular, the drawbacks of each of these 6 approaches are most pronounced at the extreme (i.e. 

violent revolutionary movements, violent religious fundamentalism, market fundamentalism/ 
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completely unregulated free markets, total neo-luddite renunciation of technology). When these 

6 approaches are brought together, however, the benefits of each tends to provide a 

counterweight to the drawbacks of others.  The key to integral, multi-dimensional development 

of humanity is to implement a balance of each of these 6 approaches in locally, culturally 

appropriate ways.     

The six different approaches to development elaborated here demonstrate a range of 

stories humanity uses to explain to ourselves what is happening in the world, what should happen 

in the future, and how we can create positive change in our societies.  The fact that these stories 

are diverse and at times contradictory, may disturb the rationale mind which seeks one 

unmitigated truth to cling to.  However, the path to human well-being may not be mapped 

through an elegant rational statement of truth or through the elevation of one value proposition 

above all others.  While the truth of this universe may indeed be unitary, human language and the 

human mind will always refract it into myriad shades.  In a globalized world, humanities 

progress depends then on the open balance of multiple values, truths, and possibilities all 

together.    

One of the most marvelous qualities of humankind is our collective ability to live in so 

many worlds, even as we walk upon one single Earth together.   Seen from above, humanity’s 

ability to envision the world in so many ways is like a majestic garden with flowers of every 

shade.  And yet, these different shades can become prisons – like Babel – preventing us from 

knowing each other. We humans have too often wilted with suspicion, grown our thorns, 

prepared for war, and killed for our beliefs. We have stood above each other with our Gods, our 

sciences, our ideologies and we have conquered and demanded obedience.  Still, each day, 

despite the tragedies and stupidities of our species, we come closer to each other in a globalized 
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world. Our science and technology has made it inevitable – we can no longer avoid bumping into 

each other. Understanding each other is more important than ever before, and much more 

complex. We are no longer – and perhaps never were – distinct groups of peoples, religions, 

nationalities, and beliefs. In the global world, we have emerged beyond a time of cultural 

simplicity and essentiality. Contrary to the greatly debated thesis of the late Samuel Huntington, 

we cannot simply categorize distinct and isolated civilizational worldviews that make up the 

Earth. Worldviews are not like military barracks with clear well-guarded borders. They are fluid, 

and they pour across this earth shaping and reshaping each other in a kaleidoscope of 

interconnected human dreams, six billion pixels deep.   The six development approaches 

described here are but one observer’s attempt to gleam the outlines of some solid formations in 

this ever-changing kaleidoscope of dreams.   
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Appendix A: Methods 
 

 The scope of “development” examined in this research is massive.    Presenting a broad 

theorization of the relationships between religion and development through interviews with 

respondents engaged in development work is no small task.  The most difficult part of this 

investigation was selecting which organizational representatives to interview.  There are 

thousands of formal and informal human organizations working towards transforming and 

progressing society throughout the world, and not every type of organization could possibly be 

sampled.  This research focused especially on interviewing representatives of some of the most 

prominent movements and development ideologies within specific countries in the global south.   

The aim was to conduct truly global research.  Such research is broad, though not particularly 

deep.  It provides a necessary big picture view to accompany the typical in-depth, case study 

approach of academic investigations. 

 The first step in this research was to select a sample of countries that represented a 

diversity of positions across the global south.  Three countries were selected from Africa, three 

from Asia, and three from Latin America.  These nine countries were: India, Thailand, Malaysia, 

Kenya, Ghana, Egypt, Mexico, Guatemala, and Venezuela.   These countries were selected to 

represent an array of economic, religious, and political situations.  Figure 7 demonstrates some 

of the key differences across these nations, with statistical information drawn from the online 

CIA Factbook, and the political information from interviews with respondents (CIA 2008). 
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Figure 8: Basic Information on Sampled Countries 

  
 

GDP per 
Capita 

Religion Political Situation Population 

India $2,700 Hindu 80.5%, Muslim 
13.4%, Christian 2.3%, 
Sikh 1.9% 

Federal Republic. Largest 
Democracy in World.  Frequent 
violence between religious and 
caste groups. 

1,129,866,154 

Thailand $8,000 Buddhist 94.6%, Muslim 
4.6%, Christian 0.7% 

Constitutional Monarchy, with 
highly revered king.  At the time of 
this research, ruled by a military 
coup government. 

65,068,149 

Malaysia $14,400 Muslim 60.4%, Buddhist 
19.2%, Christian 9.1%, 
Hindu 6.3%, 
Confucianism, Taoism, 
other traditional Chinese 
religions 2.6% 

Constitutional Monarchy.  With 
ethnically based political parties, 
and strong rising Islamist 
movement and political party. 

24,821,286 

Kenya $1,600 Protestant 45%, Roman 
Catholic 33%, Muslim 
10%, indigenous beliefs 
10% 

Republic.  In 2008, massive social 
unrest and ethnic violence emerged 
around presidential election. 

36,913,721 

Ghana $1,400   Pentecostal/ Charismatic  
Christian 24.1%, 
Protestant 18.6%, 
Catholic 15.1%, other 
Christian 11%, Muslim 
15.9%, traditional 8.5% 

Constitutional Democracy.  
Includes in its governance a strong 
formal role for traditional tribal 
chiefs, and indigenous governance.  
Most stable country in West 
Africa. 

22,931,299 

Egypt $5,400 Muslim (mostly Sunni) 
90%, Coptic Christian 
9%, other Christian 1% 

Republic.  With limited democratic 
elections, highly unpopular 
president, and strong Islamist 
opposition party. 

80,335,036 

Mexico $12,500 Roman Catholic 76.5%, 
Protestant 6.3% 

Federal Republic.  Long history of 
one party rule up until 2000.  In 
2006, presidential elections 
strongly contested with many 
claiming fraud.  

108,700,891 

Guatemala $5,400 Roman Catholic, 
Protestant, indigenous 
Mayan beliefs  (No 
accurate census of 
percentages) 

Constitutional Democratic 
Republic.  Still recovering from a 
36-year, bloody civil war that 
ended officially in 1996.  Large 
indigenous population. 

12,728,111 

Venezuela $12,800 Roman Catholic 96%, 
Protestant 2% 

Federal Republic. Hugo Chavez, 
president since 1999, seeks to 
implement "21st Century 
Socialism." 

26,023,528 

 

 After selecting these nine countries for investigation, this research focused on sampling 

organizations involved in a variety of development activities within each country.  A large set of 



297 

 

possible organizational cases was identified for each country using key informants, development 

directories, organizational rosters, and web searches of governments, multilateral institutions, 

civil society organizations, foundations, and academic sources.  For countries such as India, the 

compiled list included thousands of possible organizational cases.   

 From these lists, organizational cases were then prioritized for contact according to the 

strategy of creating a sample which maximizes range (Weiss 1995).  The objective in this 

selection was not to generate a random sampling of a particular population, but rather to 

maximize the diversity of perspectives and positions across interview cases.  In the end, 

organizations selected represented a broad range of different organizational types and different 

substantive focuses of work.  Religious organizations came from a variety of different traditions, 

and included both development organizations directly integrated into specific churches or 

religious institutions, as well as Faith-Based and Faith-Inspired Organizations.  Secular 

organizations involved multi-lateral and intergovernmental development institutions, government 

agencies, non-governmental organizations, development banks, industry associations, social 

businesses, and social movement organizations. Organizations whose representatives were 

interviewed operated at the local, national, and transnational level; and had varied interests and 

expertise in themes related to key development debates, such as economic policy, gender, 

environmental sustainability, rural-urban migration and inequalities, micro- and meso-finance, 

development financing, human rights advocacy, radical social movements, and governance.   

 Once the sample of organizations was prioritized for a country, contacts were made and 

interviews were scheduled.  Generally one or two representatives were interviewed from each 

organization selected and, when available, organizational literature was gathered from these 
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representatives.  A roughly equal number of organizations were interviewed across Africa, Latin 

America, and Asia.  Just under half of the interviews were with representatives of secular 

organizations involved in development programs, development advocacy, development policy, 

provision of community services, and promoting alternative models of development.    Just over 

half of the interviews were with representatives of religious groups, religious oriented non-

profits, churches, and spiritual communities similarly engaged in development or community 

activities, development policy, or promoting alternative models of development.  Representatives 

of Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Indigenous Based Traditional, Sikh, Baha’i, and New 

Age religious organizations were interviewed.    Respondents were sampled across all 9 

countries such that the total proportion of the respondents from these religious organizations 

roughly corresponded to a rank order of the total proportion of their religion in the world’s 

population.   

 Figure 9 summarize basic characteristics of the 155 organizations from which 

respondents were interviewed.  It shows which religions the religious organizations represented, 

and the organizational types of the secular organizations. 
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Figure 9: Characteristics of Sampled Organizations 

Religious Based Organizations Number of 
Organizations 

Christian (including Catholic, Protestant, and 
Charismatic)  26 
Islamic (including mostly Sunni and some 
Shiite) 18 
Hindu 10 
Indigenous Spirituality (including African and 
Mayan Traditions) 9 
Buddhist (Theravada) 8 
Ecumenical, New Age, Sikh, and Baha’i 9 
  
Total Religious: 80 
  
  
Secular Organizations  
Multinational Development Organization / 
Bank 11 
Governmental 16 
International NGO 5 
Local NGO or Social Business 27 
Social Movement Organization 16 
   
Total Secular: 75 
  
Total Secular and Religious: 155 
 
 In total, 200 in-depth interviews were conducted with representatives of these 155 

organizations.   Most interviews were one-on-one, though some involved conversations with 

multiple people, and on a few occasions interviews were conducted with groups of more than ten 

people at once. Interviews generally lasted at least one hour, and frequently longer.  All but a few 

interviews were recorded.  Respondents were guaranteed confidentiality.  When necessary, 

interviews were conducted with the assistance of translators.   



300 

 

Because respondents were guaranteed confidentiality in interviews, so I do not use their 

names at all.  Because so many different respondents are quoted in this book from so many 

different organizations, it would be confusing to use pseudo-names for the individuals or their 

organizations.  There are simply too many varied people quoted in this book to try to introduce 

each organization or individual.  

 Instead, I protect respondent’s identities by simply referring to them as “respondents,” 

often accompanied by the country they are from and/or a general description of their 

organization [i.e. “a respondent from an Islamic development organization”].  On the limited 

occasions when I am extensively describing one particular organization, such as in Chapter 3 

when I profile a few specific Faith-Based Development Organizations, I use the real name of the 

organization.  However, I provide only very general information about respondents, so as to 

maintain confidential their identity.   

 Interviews were approached as loose and open ended conversations with expert 

informants, structured around a number of primary themes.   Respondents were initially asked 

about their vision of what development is, or about how their organization promoted the 

development of their community.  In some cases, respondents rejected the idea of development, 

as a Western or imperialistic concept.  They were, then, asked to describe their vision of a good 

society and how they would like to advance their current society.   Respondents were further 

asked about the specific activities and strategies of their organization, about the ethical and 

spiritual dimension of development, about what is necessary overall for human well-being, about 

the type of internal transformation of humans needed for development, about the process of 

urbanization and modernization as part of development, about the relationship between their 
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religious beliefs and development,  about the role of religion in development and the creation of 

a good society,  about the tensions and dangers of religion in the public sphere, and about 

changes of gender relations in their society.    

 By interviewing both secular and religious organizations, this research allows for a 

comparative analysis of the parallels, divergences, and interconnections between spiritual and 

secular discourses as part of the development process.   Investigating the perspectives of 

respondents across such a large range of global regions and religions is particularly important 

given that the modern development project and development theory are global in scope.  While it 

is not possible here to create an exhaustive list of all specific visions of development, it is instead 

the purpose of this book to identify some common types of interactions between religious and 

secular approaches to development, as well as to identify a discrete set of ideal type visions of 

development.  In a sense then, this research parallels, in some ways, Weber’s classical work 

examining the developmental trajectory of various religious worldviews (Weber 1993).  

However, rather than working through archival reconstruction of historical processes, this 

research empirically examines current day projects. 

 This research follows from Weber not only in terms of subject matter, but also in terms of 

analytical approach.  In the opening lines of Economy and Society, Weber writes, “Sociology (in 

the sense in which this highly ambiguous word is used here) is a science concerning itself with 

the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with causal explanation of its course 

and consequences.  We shall speak of ‘action’ insofar as the acting individual attaches a 

subjective meaning to his behavior  -- be it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence.” (Weber 

1968: 4)  The starting point for sociological investigation along the lines Weber lays out is to 
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understand the meanings which inform people’s actions.  That has been the starting point of all 

interviews conducted for this research.   

 A more contemporary work which sets the standard for the type of research conducted 

here is Habits of the Heart.  In Habits of the Heart, Bellah et al. (1996) employed an interpretive 

sociological approach to examine the cultural foundations of American society.  They explained, 

“we wanted to know what resources Americans have for making sense of their lives, how they 

think about themselves and their society, and how their ideas relate to their actions. For this 

reason focusing on representative issues in representative communities seemed the best choice” 

(Bellah et al. 1996: xliv).   The goal of the authors of Habits of the Heart was to understand the 

cultural logics by which primarily middle class Americans make sense of their lives, and the 

cultural logics by which they strive to live morally coherent lives.    Like Habits of the Heart, the 

primary data for much of this research is interviews, and an important part of these interviews is 

making explicit the assumptions of respondents.  Like Habits of the Heart, these assumptions are 

compared to the assumptions of other respondents.  Finally, this research is also similar to Habits 

of the Heart because it seeks to take respondents seriously as theorists, while also putting their 

perspectives into conversation with theoretical and philosophical traditions that have deep 

historical roots and which continue to shape life in the world today.  

 The most important limitation of the data collection method used here is that it cannot 

provide any sort of quantitative estimate about the distribution of beliefs about development.  

Because the sample was intentionally chosen to maximize range, there is no statistical validity to 

it.  The research serves to qualitatively show the diversity and range of opinions and 

organizations that exist, but not their quantitative prevalence.  
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Endnotes 
 

i The classical sociological predictions of secularization were first directly contested by the “new 

religious economy” writers such as Finke and Starke  (Finke and Stark 1992; Warner 1993).  The 

new religious economy approach claims that in modernity, rather than religious decline, levels of 

religiosity and religious attendance have actually increased.  The disestablishment of churches in 

modern times has ended religious monopolies allowing religious competition, and thus provided 

the impetus for an upsurge in religious forms, participation, and entrepreneurship.  Competition 

has increased religious vitality and drawn people into ever increasing levels of religious practice 

and commitment.   

 Gorski, Chaves, Casanova, and Smith each try to find some way to either bridge or 

transcend the debate between the secularization theories positing religious decline and the new 

religious economy theories positing religious upsurge.  While they still discuss secularization, 

they see it not as a vast, inevitable, and uniform shift inherent to modernity, but rather as a 

historical, varied process, which involves multiple types of transformations, and which can 

emerge differently in different places according to specific conditions (Casanova 1994; Chaves 

1994; Gorski 2000; Smith 2003).   

 Casanova (1994) begins by claiming that the secularization hypothesis can be divided 

into three distinct sub-theories.  The first is that religion is declining.  This sub-theory, Casanova 

claims, has been disproven by evidence about continuing or increasing levels of religiosity in 
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current times.  The second sub-theory is differentiation, which claims that the religious sphere 

and religious authority have become differentiated from other social spheres and functions.  

Casanova accepts that this has, indeed, happened.  The third sub-theory is privatization, which 

claims that religion will become more private and less public in its activities.  Casanova centers 

his own work on this sub-theory.  He claims that while much, perhaps most, religiosity is 

privatized in modern times, there was a tremendous upsurge of public religion in the 1980s 

throughout the world, showing that privatization is not an inevitable or uniform result of 

modernity.   

 Gorski (2000) takes a different tact, attempting to put the secularization debate into a 

long historical perspective by drawing on evidence about religiosity in the middle ages and in the 

confessional era.  He claims that neither differentiation nor religious decline are uni-directional, 

teleological processes.   Rather, he emphasizes that religion has been transformed; however, the 

transformation has happened in historically specific, contingent, and reversible ways. The crucial 

undercurrent of religion’s transformation in modernity has been towards the rationalization and 

ethical systemization of religion.   For example, Gorski takes to task the view of some new 

religious economists who claim that religion has surged since the middle ages and base this 

claim on evidence that in the middle ages people attended church less and followed religious 

personal ethics less than they do today.  Gorski argues that one cannot use these measures to 

compare religiosity in the middle ages with contemporary religiosity, because in these two 

different epochs religiosity have entirely different characteristics.  In the middle ages, religion 
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was much more magically oriented, so church attendance or following rationalized ethical 

prescriptions would not apply as well as it does today as an indicator of religiosity.    

 Gorski similarly takes to task the differentiation hypothesis of secularization theorists by 

looking at how the relationship between the state and religion is historically variable.  Gorski 

claims that the middle ages involved far more differentiation than the early modern era.  In fact 

the early modern era was marked by de-differentiation.  During the middle ages, the church and 

state were two primarily parallel institutions each having power over their own spheres, offices, 

and resources.  Then, during the confessional age, just as the modern era was starting, religious 

conflicts and the reformation lead to a closer fusion of religion, religious institutions, and the 

state apparatus.   It was not until later on in history that conflict between secular and religious 

elites, as well as the incompatibility of religious values with the functions of other social spheres, 

lead to re-differentiation.  

 Chaves (1994) adds to Gorski and Casanova’s attempts to analyze and historicize 

secularization by suggesting that religious authority may be seen as the primary measure of 

secularization.  Chaves proposes that secularization could be measured: 1) on a social level by 

looking at declining influence of religious elites over other institutional spheres; 2) on an 

organizational level by looking at declining religious elite influence over organizational 

resources; and 3)on an individual level by looking at declining religious elite influence over 

individuals’ actions.  In many ways Chaves’ claim is compatible with both Gorski and Casanova, 

even though Gorski and Casanova include a broader range of phenomenon than simply religious 

authority in their discussion of secularization.   
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 Smith (2003) infuses Chaves’ concern with religious authority and with the influence of 

religious elites into a dynamic story of secularization as arising from political conflict, 

intentional agency, and social movement dynamics.  Smith looks at the processes by which 

battles over secularization occur between religious elites and elites in other social spheres.  Smith 

claims that secularization is neither a teleological shift of social structure, nor simply the 

unfolding of a dynamic or tendency inherent within the evolutionary trajectory of Western 

religious doctrines.  Like Gorski and Chaves, Smith sees secularization as a historically 

contingent and specific process; but he adds to them concerns for the role of specific individual 

agents, social-political interests, and strategic action.  Writing about secularization within the 

American context, Smith portrays secularization as a revolution fought by non-religious 

intellectual carriers who seek to gain from secularization, specifically by creating a space of 

legitimate cultural authority for themselves.   

 

ii An analysis of degrees is in line with the most recent discussions of secularization amongst 

sociologists of religion (Gorski and Altniordu 2008).   

iii Of course, the inverse to these interrelationships also exists – beliefs associated with the Post 

World War II global development enterprise have reshaped religious conceptions and 

cosmological interpretations; development policies and programs have lead to adaptations in the 

practices of religious organizations; and particular development programs and organizations have 

been created in order to further religious missions.   
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iv Habermas’s assessment suggests a vital and expanded new role for sociology as an empirical 

social science involved in the study of development. Sociological research can play a crucial role 

in aiding the dialogic learning process between secular and religious worldviews.  The baseline 

knowledge needed for this dialogic learning process can be generated through empirical 

investigation of comparative, normative secular and religious ideas of human progress and well-

being.  While development studies has been dominated by the intellectual field of economics, 

sociology is uniquely equipped to undertake comparative normative analysis and investigation of 

development.   

 Empirical investigations of post-secular development possibilities can start with some of 

the hallmarks of classic sociological investigation, such as comparisons of different religious 

worldviews, categorization of belief systems, and analysis of the impact of belief on practical 

developmental action.  Surveys such as the World Values survey are one approach to identifying 

these logics of human progress  (Inglehart 2003).  These surveys must also be complemented 

with other sources of thick, rich, and deep data collection.   Indeed, what is called for is a 

contemporary update of Weber’s classic examination of the normative and ideological 

trajectories of the world’s faiths (Weber 1946, 1993).   In a globalized world this will involve not 

just a list of the world’s religions and their trajectories, but also an updated “ideal typology” of 

the kinds of spiritual and secular logics of human progress and development that cut across both 

religious and non-denominational spiritual traditions.   The research presented in this dissertation 

tries to take a step towards such a task. 
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v Though there also exists a substantial current of Liberation Theology within the black church in 

America, including the teachings of Martin Luther King 

vi In the United States, Chaves (2004) found that churches have generally been providing the 

same level of social services throughout the last 100 years.   

vii In addition to expanding direct support of FBOs, during his tenure, Bush also signed 

controversial executive orders which critics believed imposed conservative religious ideals onto 

USAID policy.  In January 2001, as one of the first acts of his presidency, Bush reinstated the 

“Mexico City Policy,” restricting funds to any USAID grant recipients that support any abortion 

related activities  (Hwang and Stewart 2004).  Additionally, through ordering the “prostitution 

pledge” he required USAID to insure grantees have a policy explicitly opposing prostitution and 

certify that none of their organizational activities advocate the legalization of prostitution 

(Masenior and Beyrer 2007).    Both the “Mexico City Policy” and “prostitution pledge” have 

been criticized as religiously driven, as having negative impacts on public health, and as 

repudiating effective evidenced-based policy.    

viii A current field of research, stemming in part out of Putnam’s study of social capital decline in 

the United States, is also examining “spiritual capital” and “religious social capital” as a 

dimension of 

 supportive community ties  (DiIulio Jr 2002; Putnam 2000; Saguro 2000).      
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x It is important to note that the methodology of maximizing range employed in selection of 

cases for this research is an intentional sampling strategy which aimed to qualitatively 

understand the range of different organizational positions, but cannot make any statistical or 

probability claims about their prevalence (Weiss 1995).  The goal of the analysis therefore is not 

to examine how many cases fall into each cell in the chart, as this would have no statistical 

validity, but rather to describe the types of organizations that fell into the cells.   

xi Ammerman et al.’s full argument is that congregations have four possible responses to this 

disconnect.  The most common is to just hold course according to the way things have been done 

previously and steadily decline.  Another response is to reorient.  This can be done either by 

moving to a new location, or by becoming a niche marketer, offering specialized services that 

will draw members from a broader geographical range.  Another option is to adapt.  This can be 

done by changing the structure of the congregation, culture, programming, marketing, and 

governing.  A final option is to begin anew.  This can happen either when a congregation on the 

brink of death totally re-invents itself; or more commonly when a new congregation which has 

not existed before is born.  The choices the congregations make happen within a larger 

community ecology in which old congregations are always dying, new ones always being born, 

and existing ones transitioning.   

xii Singh later became Prime Minister of India in 2004. 

xiii Here I am reversing the common usage of the sociological concept of embeddedness, which 

traditionally is used to explain how action such as economic or political is embedded in social 
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relationships (Grannovetter 1985; Polanyi 1944).  I am using the term conversely to describe 

how religious social relations and practices are embedded in political institutions. 

xiv Even in North America, a recent poll in Canada found that 53% of Canadian Muslims 

believed Sharia law should be recognized as a legal basis for settling family disputes – though a 

large majority of the total Canadian population disagrees (Khan 2009).   

xv This organization is considered a development organization here both because it sponsors 

charity projects and because it seeks to promote an overall Islamic development of society. 

xvi Still, scholars studying fundamentalisms often do not fully agree on what the term denotes, 

and much of their effort is spent trying to generate typologies of fundamentalisms (Armstrong 

2001; Marty and Appleby 1991; Riesebrodt 1993).    

xvii Because of Thailand’s strict Lèse majesté laws, I omit discussion of this debate and 

respondents’ comments on it. 

xviii Just as the fact that Christ preached non-violence does not mean the majority Christian 

nations never go to war.    

xix The GNH movement embodies a new dimension of the role of emotions in social movements 

and should prove interesting to social movement scholars.  In the 1950s and ‘60s, scholars 

frequently understood social movements as the result of social strain and the alienation of mass 

society (McAdam 1982).  Movement participants were portrayed as pathological and engaged in 

collective behavior because of negative and hateful emotions (Goodwin et al. 2001b; Klapp 
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1969).  However, as academia filled with a new generation of scholars who were shaped by the 

movements of the 1960s, theories of pathological activists were replaced by structural and 

organizational approaches (Goodwin et al. 2000).  By the end of the 1980s, a new common 

agenda had emerged among most scholars of social movements. It emphasized four interrelated 

components: movement mobilization structures, political process/opportunities, repertories of 

contention, and framing (McAdam et al. 2001; McAdam 1982; McAdam et al. 1996; McAdam 

and Scott 2005; Tarrow 1998).  This agenda applied both to traditional class-based social 

movements and to cultural and identity-based “new social movements” (Buechler 1995; Melucci 

1989; Pichardo 1997).   

 More recently, the study of emotions has re-emerged in the social movements literature, 

this time in a more positive light (Goodwin et al. 2001a).  Jasper (1998), one of the leaders in this 

re-examination of emotions in social movements, provides a useful typology of emotions.  He 

distinguishes between transitory emotions that respond to external events (such as anger or fear) 

and underlying emotions (such as loyalty to groups and moral principles).  He also differentiates 

between emotions that lead individuals to join a movement and those that keep them in it. 

Together these emotional states are essential to the formation and maintenance of social 

movements and their directions. Wood’s (2001) research on Salvadorian peasant movement 

activists takes this analysis further. She shows that emotions are important not only to explain 

why peasants joined the movement or how the movement was maintained, but to understand 

what benefits participants sought from it (Wood 2001). She notes that a sense of pride and 

dignity were central benefits that movement participants gained from their participation.  
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 The Gross National Happiness movement demonstrates yet another possible link between 

social movements and emotions.  It shows that a movement may directly frame its strategic 

policy goals in terms of emotions.  This is because the Gross National Happiness movement not 

only seeks the happiness of movement participants, but also attempts to reorient national state 

policy to make happiness its central measure and aim. It is this effort to reorient policy around 

emotional, subjective goals that distinguishes the Gross National Happiness movement and that 

may allow it to significantly contribute to the World Social Forum’s attempt to formulate 

alternatives to neoliberalism.    

 Rather than simply positioning emotion as a driver or sustainer of social movement 

activity or as a result or benefit of movement participation, the GNH movement frames emotion 

as the goal of the policies around which it mobilizes.   

 
xx Take two scholarly definitions for example: The Scottish Council of Churches defines 

spirituality as “an attempt to grow in sensitivity to self, to others, to nonhuman creations and to 

God who is within and beyond this totality”  (Nagler 2005).  In After Heaven, Wuthnow defines 

spirituality as “all of the beliefs and activities by which individuals attempt to relate their lives to 

God or to a divine being or some other conception of a transcendent reality” But how much do 

either of these definitions help in setting a development agenda? 

xxi A search by the author in CSA Illumina social science abstracts found 4218 citations with the 

word “paradigm” in their title between 2000-2006 alone.    
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xxii  Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, development theory went through a 

number of twists and turns from modernization theory, to dependency theory, world systems 

theory, state centric theory, neoliberalism, and postmodern development theory.  Three layers of 

context shaped the intellectual production of each of these theories.  The first layer was the 

scientific pursuit of truth.  As social scientists, development theorists conceptualized the meaning 

of development, determined theories and variables explaining it, defined and measured their 

variables, and empirically tested their theories.  At the heart of all science is a process of 

simplifying complex reality into manageable, observable variables and theories which are, then, 

empirically tested.   When enough empirical anomalies appear, the current theories are reframed 

or discarded as new theories replace them.   

  A second layer of context shaping development theory has been political and especially 

geopolitical forces.  Throughout the second half of the twentieth century a grand battle was 

occurring between the capitalist and communist blocs, and this battle set the stage both for the 

creation of the development enterprise and for the formulation of development theory.  The 

development enterprise as offered by Truman and the West was part of a grand package of 

carrots and sticks aimed towards encouraging former colonial nations to become free market 

societies.  Modernization theorists were the intellectual architects of this free market enterprise; 

while, their dependency critics were often aligned with socialist struggles and nations throughout 

the world.  Similarly, when neoliberalism emerged, it came paired to the rising power of 

multinational corporations in the global economy: an ideological reflection of a shift in political 

power.   
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 A final layer of context shaping development theory has been the dynamics of the 

academic field.  Academic theorists stake their careers on providing unique theoretical 

perspectives that dominate and shape the work of others within their closed field of action.  The 

key to success in the field is to follow a Hegelian dialectic of thesis and anti-thesis, wherein the 

theorist criticizes the work of those who came before them in order to gain ascendency in the 

field.  Theorists gain in intellectual standing by critiquing those who come before them.  The 

dependency theorists, for example, sought to intellectually obliterate the modernization theorists 

and to replace them at the top of the intellectual totem pole.  Each successive theoretical position, 

while earnestly based in the scientific process of trying to explain anomalies of the predecessor, 

was also made more pronounced, absolute, and totalistic by the careerist need to distinguish 

oneself, and one’s contributions as an intellectual from the contributions and theories of others.   

 Thus, the study of development, shaped by the contexts of the scientific process, 

geopolitics, and the intellectual field over the last fifty years has been a succession of camps, of 

paradigms, vying for adherents in a grand battle to explain humanity's history and future.   But in 

the current day, on the ground, development actors, policy makers and practitioners, are not 

simply ideological carriers of one paradigm or another.   To the contrary, they hold within their 

minds a vast array of different perspectives and approaches which they call upon in various ways 

to explain and understand development and the actions they must take to promote development.   

xxiii Neoliberalism, as the currently dominant political-economic regime, is itself a system of 

practices which shape the normative dispositions of everyday life.  Neoliberalism injects market 

values and market concepts deep into human culture, relationships, and self-understanding.   
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Under neoliberalism, market values seep into our pores and shape our inner life and our very 

understanding of our own nature in a process that Hochschild refers to as market creep 

(Hochschild 2006).   
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