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Foreword

This volume stands in connection with the fellow programme of the Centre
for Religion, Economy and Politics, focusing on “Religion and Develop-
ment in the Global South”. This programme coordinated an international
group of scholars of diverse disciplinary backgrounds at the University of
Basel, Switzerland. Whereas a first publication of this two-year research col-
laboration focusses on Christian Faith-Based Organisations (Koehrsen and
Heuser (eds.), Faith Based Organizations in Development Discourses and
Practice, Routledge 2020), this volume offers multi-religious as well as inter-
religious perspectives on the connection between religion and development.
The majority of the contributions to this volume are revised papers pre-
sented at the conference “Does Religion Make a Difference? Discourses
and Activities of Religious Development NGOs”, organised by the Centre
for Religion, Economy and Politics at the University of Basel, 9%-11%
November 2016. Apart from scholars that presented their research at the
conference, we have invited various authors to expand the range of case
studies by including additional religious backgrounds and regional contexts.
Put together, both publications provide insights into a broad array of reli-
gious non-governmental organisations, their areas of developmental prac-
tice and their religious profiles.

Various colleagues and institutions deserve our gratitude: special thanks
go to Claudia Hoffmann; apart from contributing to this volume as one of
the research fellows, she administered the fellow programme activities and
organised the conference. Helen Gilroy, Anabella Da Pra, and Anna
Kihleis assisted the editing of this volume. We also thank our colleagues
from the Centre for Religion, Economy, and Politics and the Faculty of
Theology at the University of Basel for their support of this fellow pro-
gramme. In addition, the Swiss University Conference, the Swiss National
Science Foundation, the Foundation for Basic Research in Human Sciences,
and the Voluntary Academic Society Basel (Freiwillige Akademische
Gesellschaft Basel) have sponsored the activities of the fellow programme.

This volume is printed with support by the Berta Hess-Cohn Stiftung
(Berta Hess-Cohn Foundation), Basel. The publication received further
funding by the German Association for Mission Studies (DGMW).

Andreas Heuser and Jens Kochrsen Basel, March 2020
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Andreas Heuser and Jens Koehrsen

From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity:
Religious NGOs in International Development Discourse

International discourses on development indicate a remarkable shift. For
decades, secular notions of social change have dominated development
theory. In an unanticipated juncture, more recent scholarship recognises the
importance of religion in development dynamics, providing evidence for a
cooling down of the “secularization fever” (Barnett and Stein 2012: 3) that
has affected development theory across the globe. This shift is accompa-
nied by proclamations of a postsecular “religious turn” in international
development politics. If plausibility can be provided for a religious amnesia
in classic concepts of development, nowadays, credit is given to religious
social agency. In a radical shift of arguments, one can hear that “it is only a
slight exaggeration to say ‘no religion, no humanitarianism” (Barnett and
Stein 2012: 3). Despite such claims, religion remains contested, if not
marginal, in current development politics. While there are exceptions, reli-
gion still is a comparatively underrated factor in current development
politics (Oehlmann, Frost, Graeb and Schieder 2016). Although assertions
of a “religious turn” in international development politics have been
brought forward since the implementation of the United Nations (UN) Mil-
lennium Development Program at the beginning of this century, in the for-
mulation of the Agenda 2030 published in 2015, religion is not explicitly
featured in the sustainable development goals.

The “discovery” of religion and religious non-government organisations
(RNGOs) is part of what we term a postsecular quiet revolution in the
world of development. However, this revolution has not yet come to an end
due to the hybridity of RNGOs. Like other NGOs, RNGOs engage in
“secular” fields and institutions of development. However, they differ from
other NGOs in terms of their religious background.

Does this religious background actually make a difference? Some
observers believe that it does and credit specific capacities to RNGOs,
including, for instance, their grassroots reach as well as the integrity and
motivation of staff due to the faith identity of these organisations (Amri
2014; James 2009; Rice 20006). Others, by contrast, see no difference
between RNGOs and their “secular” counterparts, suggesting that RNGOs
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14 From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity

and NGOs engage in similar ways in international development (Carrette
2017; Ware et al. 2016).

This volume addresses the potentially distinctive character and capacities
of RNGOs in the world of development, asking whether religion makes a
difference. Its contributions tackle this question from different disciplinary
angles and with regard to different religions and regional contexts. In the
remainder of this introduction, we chart some of the main episodes of the
slow and mostly reluctant discovery of religion in the world of international
development and describe the hybridity of RNGOs. Based on this hybridity,
we suggest that a greater tolerance of ambiguity might allow RNGOs to
come into play more strongly for the goals of international development. In
the final part of this introduction, we map the contributions of this volume
and present an outlook.

A Quiet Revolution

Around the turn of the millennium, former UN Secretary General, Kofi
Annan (1938-2018), spoke of a “quiet revolution” in development politics.
In his view, the quiet revolution included a change towards participatory
bottom-up strategies in international relations and the field of development
politics (Annan 1998). For a long time, development policy was dominated
by state-driven agency guided by technocratic visions of catch-up develop-
ment. Since the 1960s, development concepts were framed in a grand nar-
rative whose codes were defined by economic and modernist repertoires,
nurturing images of linear, predictable social change. The “revolutionary”
component of Annan’s diction refers to the irruption of non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) into such etatist development concepts. Disquieting
experiences of inefficiency caused reorientations in global development
policy in the 1980s and affected questions of agency, structures and inten-
tions of development. Disillusioned by the grim economic outlook of post-
colonial states, international development policy implemented structural
adjustment programmes and promoted economic liberalisation processes.
A significant feature in all these shifts was the continual entrance of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) into public political arenas. Participa-
tion of civil society affected all fields of development policy, at local and
global levels. NGOs were recognised as development partners coping with
the political “agencies of restraint” (Kappel 2000: 227), the proverbial insti-
tutional weakness of postcolonial states.
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From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity 15

At the level of civil society, religious groups of different backgrounds
played an important role in questioning the postcolonial architecture; partly
due to the ‘bad governance’ performances, partly due to increasing social
misery, poverty and unemployment (Bayart 2009: 256-257). Obviously, reli-
gion remained an influential part of private and public life and marker of
identity in postcolonial societies. Drawing on statistical material on religious
belonging, for instance, in contemporary Africa (PEW 2010), one “could
hypothesize that religion has even become the primary identity for most
Africans, perhaps above national identity, which is seen as more unstable”
(Abbink 2014: 87). In retrospect, the importance of religion seemed to be
growing in contexts of politically weak postcolonial states, by providing a
sense of identity and security, and addressing existential needs for survival.

In this context, NGOs came into play as allies against the exploitative
ethos of state elites. NGOs were surrounded by an aura to subvert the
postcolonial “politics of the belly” (Bayart 2009). They were seen as notice-
able partners against authoritarian regimes accumulating national wealth
and supporting patrimonial forms of redistribution. The supposed impact
of non-governmental actors resonated in prospects of an “NGOisation” of
development. Whether the appearance of NGOs marked a profound break-
through of civil society or was, actually, a romanticisation of grassroots-ori-
ented social change, remained unresolved (Nuscheler 2012: 555).

Surely, Annan’s perception of a “quiet revolution” still transported both
the uncertainty and the high expectations about the “revolutionary” role of
NGOs in the future texture of global development governance. Yet, the
second, more discreet component of his formula relates to another marker
in the field of development policy around the turn of the century. Con-
cealed in the ambiguous “quiet revolution” is the agency of religious-based
non-governmental organisations (RNGOs), a specific type of NGOs.
Almost invisible in the previous history of development decades, RNGOs
began to feature within development discourses. Religion appeared as a
factor for social change. Again, the subtle part of the quiet revolution
encapsulated another ambivalence that concerned the role of religion in
development politics: whether religion is “a help or hindrance to develop-
ment” (Mtata 2013), whether it mobilises or obstructs social change.
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16 From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity
The Reluctant Discovery of Religion

Engrained in the notion of a quiet revolution is the slow and “reluctant dis-
covery” of RNGOs. Early voices asking for a deeper recognition of the reli-
glous impact on socio-economic change remained scarce (Lucken 1989).
Also, the religious legacy of RNGOs remained an unspecific referent in
development circles. Since post World War II the few pioneering RNGOs
operating within UN developmental networks were simply seen as any
other intermediary organisation and therefore not recognised as “religious”
(Lehmann 2016). And seen from a broader RNGO perspective, the historic
narrative around RNGO is anchored within global Christianity.

Historically, RNGOs emerged around the 1950s in a context in which
global development policy was taking shape. Some pioneering organisations
with a Roman-Catholic background formed part of the early networks
linked to the UN. Christian NGOs became more engaged with the procla-
mation of the “first development decade” in 1960 which had a particularly
strong impact on mainline Christianity. This legacy is still felt today, as the
vast majority of RNGOs at the UN has a Christian background (KKoehrsen
and Heuser 2020). The emergence of Christian development agency
deserves a closer look.

The announcement of the first development decade by the UN was a
conscious step into a global framework of development. It gave way to the
formulation of development theories, and paid closer attention to methods
and practices in the implementation of development projects. Predominant
discourses of development, however, tended to exclude religion from the
picture and mostly focussed on economic development. Against this back-
drop, religious actors raised criticism against prevalent notions of develop-
ment which they perceived as too economic-centred and neglecting broader
concepts of self and visions of social life.

In global mainline Christianity, political theologies of different kind
requested a Christian contribution to social change in the so-called Third
World. Contextual theologies described root-causes of poverty and “under-
development”, asking churches to venture away from benevolent charity
programmes to consider structural issues and demanding participatory
practices in development-related projects. In this broader horizon of social
transformation, churches offered their participation as agents of change.

Ideas for a professionalisation of Christian development agency materi-
alised already around 1960. Two major Christian NGOs were founded in
Western Europe to be part and parcel of the new development policy era.
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From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity 17

In 1959, Bread for the World was founded in Germany, seconded in 1964 by
1CCO (Interchurch Coordination Committee for Development Projects) in
the Netherlands. Others followed in due course. Their establishment under-
mined the functional separation into secular and religious spheres, heeded
in political development discourses of the time. Equipped with enormous
fundraising capacity and a definite mandate to operate in developing coun-
tries, these RNGOs inserted peculiar faith-based perspectives into the
global tapestry of development and social change at large. Driven by the
performances of Christian NGOs, the idea of contributing to development
expanded within Christianity, reaching a rising number of Christian com-
munities.

These developments climaxed on a global scale in the Fourth Assembly
of the World Council of Churches (WCC) at Uppsala (Sweden) in 1968.
The outcome of the WCC Uppsala Assembly marks the “formal beginning
of the intentional and organized engagement of the ecumenical movement
for development cooperation” (World Council of Churches, Lutheran
World Federation and ACT Alliance, 2018: 25). The Uppsala Assembly for-
mulated some key terms and principles of church-related development
work. It affirmed mutual participation and transparency in development
projects across diverse socio-cultural contexts. The Uppsala claims con-
structed a more complex notion of development, overcoming the sole
development criteria based on needs of the homo oeconomicus. The Uppsala
Assembly emphasised the need for grassroots legitimacy of any develop-
ment work. This included responsiveness to local communities and the call
for accountability in the use of resources. In addition to principles of
responsible administration and accountability, critical self-evaluation was
part of the Uppsala call for professionalisation of church-related develop-
ment work (Moltmann 2008). Uppsala 1968 shaped the development
agency in mainline Christianity. In some respect, it prefigured quintessential
requirements for sustainability discussed today. In any case, in a long-term
effect it oriented Christian international development towards issues of jus-
tice rather than models of charity: Christian NGOs became interested in
transferring the power to the recipients of development work in the long
run.

However, the continuing dictum of secularisation still nourished a
neglect of religion in development circles. The “reluctant discovery” of
RNGO gained pace only in the late 1990s. In a review of development the-
ories and policies at that time, Kurt A. Ver Beek still testified a negligence
of religious dimensions in development policies. In a self-critical note, he
stated that “little is known about the role of spirituality in the development
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18 From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity

process, and little or no guidance is given to development practitioners as to
how address spiritual issues, resulting in less effective and even damaging
development efforts” (Ver Beek 2000: 38). The religiousness of RNGOs
received some more attention with the coining of the UN Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) in 2000. Inspired by turn-of-the-millennium enthu-
siasm, the MDGs designed a plain purpose of international development
policy. They articulated eight main goals, a clear time frame and a prime
purpose of action, namely to halve poverty in the Global South by 2015. In
order to do so, the MDGs envisaged consolidating grassroots participation.
By expressing several key goals, the MDGs no longer strategised develop-
ment in the linear, material growth-based vision of previous development
decades. On the part of RNGOs, the MDGs found strong support as the
“longest standing paradigm that has ever emerged in developmental
thinking” (ACT Executive Committee 2013: 2). Inversely, the MDGs accel-
erated a sensitivity for RNGO-participation in development politics.

RNGO agency gradually became more discernible in the context of a
new era in developmental geopolitics. In the early 2000s, the growing
awareness of RNGOs became apparent in a number of new initiatives on a
national and international scale. Bretton-Woods institutions pioneered the
scenario (Haynes 2007). From 1998 until 2005, the World Bank organised a
consultation process, headed by Wold Bank president James D. Wolfen-
sohn, and the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey. The joint
initiative resulted in the foundation of the World Faiths Development Dia-
logue (WFDD).

Already in 1999, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) staged a
programme on "Social Capital, Ethics and Development" that brought
together political and religious leaders as well as political economists. In
analogy the World Bank department on Development Dialogue on Value
and Ethics was founded in 2000 in order to build up stronger relations with
RNGOs. Subsequently, numerous national development agencies built up
clusters on religion and development and conducted research projects
about the impact of religion on development. In Europe, the Swiss Devel-
opment Cooperation launched a long-term research project about religion
and development in 2002. On the one hand, this project provided case
study approaches on development in diverse countries, and in view of dif-
ferent religious actors, cultural and social contexts. On the other hand, the
tindings supported the ambivalence of religious agency in development
processes, including sometimes destabilising effects and support of funda-
mentalism (Holenstein 2009). Similarly, the British Department for Interna-
tional Development instigated the ‘Religions and Development Program’
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from 2005-2010. Its research focus was on religious norms and values in a
multi-religious perspective, resulting in a set of ‘Faith Partnership Princi-
ples’ (Rakodi 2011). Other initiatives by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs or, in case of US development policy the Berkley Center for Reli-
gion, Peace and World Affairs, founded in 2006, provided platforms for
interaction of political development agencies with RNGOs (Berkley Center
2012). They expressed a need for long-term cooperation and aimed at cre-
ating awareness for the peculiar challenges in development cooperation
between state and religious institutions. Above all, the mapping of poten-
tials and risks longed for more intense studies on the specific profiles of
RNGOs, their diverse approaches, and institutional backgrounds. A few
years later, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development authored a Future Charta that conceptualised earlier findings.
In 2014, the Ministry coined its novel concept of a value-based develop-
ment policy: “Religion Matters” sought to safeguard cultural and religious
plurality and to fully respect RNGOs as potent partners in development
cooperation (German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development 2016).

By then the political narrative of RNGO discovery opened another
decisive page. In 2015, the UN implemented the Agenda 2030, heralded as
a decisive passage into a “great global transformation” (Nuscheler 2012).
The global arena of development politics went into the era of the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). Yet, the story of a reluctant discovery of
RNGOs continues on another page.

The Great Global Transformation

Officially designated as “Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development”, the SDGs present a comprehensive set of gen-
eral aims and a broad range of targets (http://www.un.org/sustainabledevel
opment/). Signed by 193 countries, the Agenda 2030 seeks continuity with
the Millennium Development Goals, at first glance. As such, the first goal
of the SDGs affirms to end poverty in all its forms and everywhere. How-
evert, in the MDGs, the optimistic prospect to drastically curb poverty rates
by 2015 turned out to be illusionary (Grin, Rotmans, Schot, and Geels
2010). Soon any hopes of eradicating poverty levels were contradicted by a
persistent “bottom billion”, signalling “large islands of chaos” in which one
billion poor people live alongside six to seven billion people under remark-
ably better conditions (Collier 2007). “The twenty-first-century world of
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material comfort, global travel, and economic interdependence will become
increasingly vulnerable to these large islands of chaos. And it matters now.
As the bottom billion diverges from an increasingly sophisticated world
economy, integration will become harder, not easier” (Collier 2007: 3—4).
The agenda’s preamble already indicates ways to handle such “islands of
chaos”. First, it mentions sustainable development as an integral process.
Second, and in difference to the MDGs priority on the Southern hemi-
sphere, the SDGs pursue sustainable development on a global scale. Third,
the “great transformation” envisions sustainability by a collection of 17
development goals with related 169 targets. By consequence, the SDGs
widen the scope of development and invite for more flexible approaches in
development practice. Sustainable development signifies an enormous com-
plexity of parameters and practice characterised by an interplay of sustain-
able modes of production, consumption, and resource use. The SDGs
combine social and ecological justice, addressing violations of human rights,
gender inequality, and measures to combat climate change. Amongst others
more, the agenda promotes well-being for all and across generational lines.
The visionary-like SDG 16 is committed to establish “peaceful and inclu-
sive societies”, providing “access to justice for all and build effective,
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels”. In sum, the Agenda
2030 ofters an aspiring platform welcomed by large sections of RNGOs, as
the contributions in this volume illustrate.

In fact, the Agenda 2030 is the result of a consultative process. In con-
trast to the implementation of the MDGs, which were coined by a selected
number of experts, it is characterised by a multi-stakeholder, participatory
and value-oriented approach to sustainable development. Amongst the
stakeholders in civil society contributing to the formulation of the Agenda
2030 were numerous RNGOs, representing diverse faith traditions and reli-
glous communities. Surprisingly, however, the Agenda 2030 contains no
single reference to religion. How about all the studies and programmes on
the impact of “religion” that had appeared following the adoption of the
MDGs? By the time of the adoption of the SDGs, religion had become a
prominent topic in academic debates about development: the once criti-
cised religious illiteracy had turned into an appreciation of the connection
between religion and development (see, for instance, Boehle 2010a; Born-
stein 2002; Berger 2003; Carrette and Miall 2017; Clarke 2013; Haynes
2007; Marshall 2014; Mtata 2013; Sider and Unruh 2004; Stensvold 2017).
In development theory, RNGOs were increasingly profiled as identifiable
development actors in their own right. The Agenda 2030 orientation
towards human rights, rural and grassroots issues consolidated long estab-
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lished options in the development work of RNGOs (Clarke 2008; Baum-
gart-Ochse and Wolf 2019). This had stirred a growing interdisciplinary
attention given to RNGOs, accentuating the transformative potential of
religion (Deneulin and Rakodi 2011; Lehmann 2016). Academic contribu-
tions were even suggesting a substantial “religious turn” in developmental
geopolitics (Jahnel 2018), as the quiet revolution seemed to be breaking
through in an overwhelming diction as a “newfound enthusiasm” (Occhip-
inti 2015: 333) over RNGOs.

Against this backdrop, it is astonishing that the involvement, collabora-
tion and participation of RNGOs is only stated implicitly in the envisaged
Great Global Transformation. The impression of a “religious turn” in inter-
national development politics appears as premature, if not a chimera. The
“newfound enthusiasm” about the transformative potentials of RNGOs
had continually been met with a hermeneutics of suspicion, as the assumed
potentials were subject to substantial critique (Jones and Petersen 2011).
One can discern a cyclic return of criticisms that highlight the dualistic fea-
tures of RNGOs in international development. As such, still today RNGOs
cannot escape the “help or hindrance” (Mtata 2013), the numinous “visible
and invisible actors” (Carrette and Miall 2017) and the “polarizers or medi-
ators” (Baumgart-Ochse and Wolf 2019) dualisms in development politics.
In sum, the Agenda 2030 continues with the reluctant discovery of
RNGOs, as the “quiet revolution” prolongs into the Great Global Trans-
formation.

RINGOs’ Abilities in Sustainable Development

Apparently, the development agency of RNGOs is troubled by an innate
ambiguity. This ambiguity nuances the “newfound enthusiasm” about reli-
gion and identifies limitations of RNGOs in development work. This
demands a more accurate look at RNGOs.

Generally speaking, RNGOs share some of the advantages and also
some of the disadvantages of NGOs. Both NGOs and RNGOs are part of
and engaged in mobilising civil society. They access the social and moral
capital of a society for the sake of greater grassroots participation in pur-
suing common goods. They seek to provide resources for long-term social
transformation, including advocacy in critical issues of sustainable develop-
ment. On the other hand, RNGOs also share weaknesses of NGOs. In
most cases, they pursue small-scale projects that have little impact on
broader structural development issues. Like some NGOs, RNGOs are also
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known for applying moralising strategies in fund-raising activities
(Nuscheler 2012: 558-561). But how to classify the (potentially) distinctive
abilities of RNGOs?

RNGOs’ grassroots orientation places strong emphasis on basic needs in
the field of poverty eradication, but they may also engage for goals that are
related to the newly established focus on environmental sustainability in the
SDGs (Koehrsen 2018). RNGOs are known for their ability to establish
trust-building relationships at the margins of any society. Their expertise in
mobilising civil society in the fields of education and ecology, of public wel-
fare and in conflict mediation facilitated their increasing integration into
participatory bottom-up discourses (Boehle 2010b; Olivier 20106). In addi-
tion, RNGOs can rely on local networks needed in the global outreach of
the Agenda 2030: they can usually draw upon the support of long-standing
local faith communities (Berger 2003; Kirmani 2012; Ware et al. 2010).
RNGOs are intertwined with global and local networks, at times built-up in
long-standing, historic relationships between institutional partners in both
Northern and Southern hemispheres. This enables them to use existing
communication channels, indispensable for advocacy activities. Due to their
normative orientations, RNGOs can also produce effective counter-publics
that challenge established elites or confront official development policies.
Furthermore, they often have established extensive fundraising networks
over many years that facilitate the continuous influx of resources from pri-
vate and public donors. Other advantages are sometimes lower administra-
tion costs, coupled with management expertise of small-scale, but also of
large-scale projects. Moreover, the integrity of leadership and the access to
skilled staff appear to constitute additional features (World Council of
Churches, Lutheran World Federation and ACT Alliance 2018: 55-57). Put
together, RNGOs seem to unite characteristics of trusted social agency in
sustainable development.

However, disillusionment about RNGO-based development projects is
also part of the RNGO narrative (Nuscheler 2012; Stockmann 2016).
Entangled in the implementation of projects are cases of corruption. Hier-
archical structures and gender imbalances sometimes mitigate the success
of development projects. RNGOs “should therefore be self-critical when
affirming their own strengths and distinctive values” (World Council of
Churches, Lutheran World Federation and ACT Alliance 2018: 75).

At closer look, there is one characteristic suspicion against RNGOs: they
would follow a hidden proselytism agenda (Bornstein 2002; Clarke 2008;
Haynes 2013). Such controversies can be identified in secular development
milieus, on the one side; and on the other side, they are even raised between

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748907633
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

From a Quiet Revolution to the Tolerance of Ambiguity 23

religious actors in projections about development ideologies of other-reli-
gious communities (Barnett and Stein 2012). The reservations are serious in
matter, as they suggest that RNGOs are violating the humanitarian ethos of
development by promoting their religion or exclusively favouring the adher-
ents of their faith tradition. Instead of subscribing to the consensus of
impartiality, non-discrimination and equality, development activities of
RNGOs run the risk of limiting the outreach to specific constituencies (cf.
Wortld Council of Churches, Lutheran Wortld Federation and ACT Alliance
2018: 70-75). However, RNGO development approaches depend on the
types of RNGOs involved as well as on their ideological anchorage (Sider
and Unruh 2004). The contributions in this volume show that RNGOs
differ in degree and shape; they also show that the controversial issue of
proselytism is treated with utmost care within (most) RNGOs (see, for
instance, the chapters by Gez, Maya and Benvenisti and by Langewiesche in
this volume).

The dispute over proselytism is intimately connected to another major
concern often voiced by secular development actors: in their perspective,
the normativity of RNGOs is seen as problematic, indicating limitations in
developmental vision and practice. This concern relates to a central feature
of RNGOs: their religious identity and normativity. It is precisely the nor-
mative distinctiveness of RNGOs that caused their rather slow discovery in
developmental geopolitics. Contributions in this volume highlight the fact
that RNGOs do not play out their religious identity card by all means. They
differ enormously in making their religious identity in public. Most, though
not all (see, for instance, Dehn; Petersen in this volume), RNGOs open
their humanitarian ethos to all humans irrespective of their religious
belonging. More importantly, normativity guides all development practice
and social action, including those of secular actors (Paech 2012; Ziai 2014,
Marshall 2014; Stockmann, Menzel and Nuscheler 2016). No development
practice can escape normative foundations. Notwithstanding, the religious
identity of RNGOs continues to provoke qualms over their legitimate par-
ticipation in development politics.

Given the aforementioned criticisms, any romanticisation of RNGOs
seems out of place (Heuser 2019). RNGOs appear as hybrid actors moving
between the world of religion and secular development circles. Therefore,
we suggest to handle RNGOs by a “tolerance of ambiguity”.
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Tolerance of Ambiguity

Tolerance of ambiguity paves a way for another variant of the “quiet revolu-
tion”: It challenges “othering” discourses on RNGOs, still prevalent in the
political development milieus of the Agenda 2030 era. As described above,
the “quiet revolution” has lead to the reluctant discovery of RNGOs. The
integration of religious agency in development discourses intensified from
the 1980s and accompanied the “NGOization” of development gover-
nance. However, its slow acceptance endures in the era of the SDGs.

The critical perception of RNGOs mostly refers to their ambivalent, or
“hybrid” profile (Berger 2003), blending the arguably separated — worlds of
religion and secular development. RNGOs undertake development activi-
ties potentially guided by a religious background and mix them with secular
language and development practices. On the one side, RNGOs are charac-
terised by their rootedness in distinct religious traditions and their connec-
tions to specific religious communities. On the other side, they have
become successful players in the national and international arenas of devel-
opment, and are equal partners in development initiatives. Tolerance of
ambiguity deals with this hybridity and the uncertainty that it may cause. It
allows “secular” development actors to engage in collaborations with
RNGOs and avoids the “newfound enthusiasm” as well as the “hindrance”
discourses. Rather than perceiving the normativity of RNGOs as problem-
atic, tolerance of ambiguity depicts it as central to their developmental pro-
ductivity. Tolerance of ambiguity involves the ability to navigate between
different discourses of development. By offering this term, we suggest a
constructive understanding of the ambivalent nature of RNGOs. Their
hybrid character even facilitates their adaptability to diverse political and
religious cultures.

Elsewhere we termed RNGOs as “boundary agents”, with reference to
(mainly protestant) Christian RNGOs (Koehrsen and Heuser 2020; cf.
Koechrsen 2017). This volume presents empirical case studies which allow
for expanding the notion. The contributions provide evidence that non-
Christian RNGOs can be understood as resourceful “boundary agents™
RNGOs adapt their visions, their language, and their approaches to
changing contexts and allow for mediating between different stakeholders
of international development (e.g. state actors, religious donors, grassroots
recipients). The hybridity of RNGOs facilitates their collaboration with
other development actors in various fields. Despite their hybridity, they
have clear normative and religious foundations that guide their develop-
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ment objectives and encourages them to promote particular notions of
development in international development discourses. Through their reli-
gious value systems, RNGOs turn into what we call “developmental
entrepreneurs” (Koehrsen and Heuser 2020a). Our plea for tolerance of
ambiguity acknowledges the autonomous boundary agency of RNGOs and
testifies the sometimes precarious balancing of their hybridity (Baumgart-
Ochse and Wolf 2019). Tolerance of ambiguity considers the innate multidi-
mensionality of RNGOs’ development practice and refers to the ability of
bearing equivocalness.

Multireligious Case-Studies

This volume supports tolerance of ambiguity by adding to the scholarship
about international development in two ways. First, it provides empirical
studies on RNGOs still “underrepresented in the academic debate” (Braun-
gart 2019: 8-9). Second, this volume forays into the multireligious arena of
RNGOs. It seeks to situate RNGO agency in a multireligious perspective
and offers insights into the development activities, normative backgrounds
and organisational features of RNGOs from diverse backgrounds of faith
and geographical regions.

The spectrum of religious traditions represented here has a strong
corpus on monotheistic Abrahamic religions, portraying, for instance,
Muslim and Jewish RNGOs. The studies about Buddhist and Hindu-based
developmental engagement provides insights into an emerging sector of
RNGOs. Some articles are comparative in nature, while others engage in
internal debates over normative directions of development agency. The
focus on empirical cases helps to be cautious when it comes to generalisa-
tions. As such, the sample of cases from different backgrounds includes
particular descriptions of the peculiar competencies linked to single
RNGOs. It is also concerned with at times heterodox, self-reflective voices
of RNGOs in overall discourses on development. This becomes evident in
cases of RNGO engagement with particular SDGs, be it, for instance,
ecology and climate justice, gender, or migration. The studies show that
RNGOs are oriented towards poverty reduction and basic existential needs;
many are known for their advocacy in human rights protection and some
are engaged in conflict resolution, specifically in inter-religious constella-
tions. The cases reveal the organisational strengths of RNGOs in develop-
ment politics. In many cases, RNGOs are able to generate significant finan-
cial resources. At the same time, most RNGOs are part of international
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networks and are embedded in both political and religious contexts. Given
their financial, organisational and network features, they are often capable
of handling small-scale and large-scale development projects.

Outline of the Volume

The volume is organised around five sections. Following this Introduction
on the slow discovery of RNGOs in international development discourse,
Section I is mapping Religious NGOs and International Development
Politics. In her opening contribution, KKATHERINE MARSHALL reflects on reli-
gious engagement in development work in general terms. Recent discus-
sions about religion in contemporary international affairs tend to focus on
social tensions. They stress conflicts and violence driven by diverse forms
religious extremism. Less appreciation is given to constructive aspects of
religiously motivated agency in multiple arenas of development. Marshall
secks to map the complex roles of religious actors in the wider global
agenda as reflected in the UN 2015 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). An underlying premise of her argument is that the global agenda
of sustainable development is not possible without taking religion into
account. The central message is that religious institutions and beliefs matter
for each SDG. By defining terms, she differentiates between a belief-cen-
tred approach involving cognitive dimensions and “lived religion” that cen-
tres on practical expressions. In the context of development, this includes
institutions and service delivery, various forms of partnerships, and the
shaping of core ethical norms that underlie social cohesion. She points at
the prime importance of context, also in order to avoid generalisations that
contribute little to the understanding of religious agency. She observes that
institutions are taking on new roles especially in fragile states and in times
of violent conflicts. The chapter outlines various contemporary efforts to
engage religious actors in more systematic ways. In order to facilitate pur-
poseful religious engagement, Marshall highlights several topics that call for
dialogue and development action. Among them, she includes religion and
violence, corruption and employment opportunities, the issue of proselyti-
sation, controversies on gender, human rights, and the quality of education.
Against the backdrop of the SDGs, she asserts that the engagement with
such highly complex topics is demanding but essential.

JEFFREY HAYNES argues that the ability of religious NGOs to make a
difference depends on whether non-religious development circles accept
them as relevant actors. His contribution examines the collaboration
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between religious and non-religious actors against the backdrop of the
MDGs and SDGs. Haynes sees increases in both openness for collabora-
tion between religious and non-religious actors as well as the number of
such collaborations, with the MDGs and SDGs creating a productive envi-
ronment for these exchanges. However, despite increasing collaborations
and the sharing of similar development goals in the context of the SDGs,
there is still scepticism vis-a-vis religious organisations in secular develop-
ment circles. Moreover, religious and non-religious actors differ in their per-
ceptions of development (e.g. poverty). These differences may obstruct
long-term collaborations, as Haynes shows for the case of the vacillating
collaboration between the World Bank and the WCC. Whether and how
religious perspectives (e.g. on poverty reduction) can be implemented in the
development strategies of non-religious organisations and governments
remains a central question. Haynes indicates that among actors from both
sides, there is a need for openness and mutual learning.

RicHARD FRIEDLI'S contribution is a comparative approach to “transcul-
turation grammars” in secular and religious NGOs. Friedli suggests two
basic preconditions for development work: (a) flexibility as a balancing
identity and (b) capacity to differentiate between the fundamentalist vs. fun-
damental shift. He illustrates these two preconditions for the case of
Rwanda challenged by genocide and peace-building process. In Rwanda the
shift from fundamental to fundamentalist grammars contributed to the
genocide. The ongoing reconciliation activity therefore consists in returning
to fundamental grammars. Friedli argues that knowledge about and respect
for religion plays a crucial role for development activities. However, he also
points out that it is not fruitful to distinguish in a general manner between
religious and secular forms of action, as “both styles of acting can produce
hardening or mitigating social repercussions” (Friedli). Instead, the crucial
difference would concern “orthodoxy” vs. “openness” that relates to the
aforementioned pre-conditions of development work.

SecrioN 11 is charting RNGOs in diverse religious traditions. MARIE JuuL
PeTERSEN outlines the emergence and contemporary context of transna-
tional Muslim RNGOs in the Sunni tradition. Muslim RNGOs are
increasing in numbers and visibility in the field of development and human-
itarian aid. Petersen presents historical trajectories of Muslim RNGOs,
laying emphasis on the post 9/11 Islamic aid field. Based on case studies of
two pioneering Muslim NGOs, the chapter explores the ways in which
these organisations conceive of the nexus between religion and aid. One of
the oldest, biggest and most influential transnational Muslim RNGOs is
IIROSA, established in Saudi Arabia in 1979. IIROSA is formally part of
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the Muslim World League and cooperates primarily with other Muslim
organisations. It hardly entertains relations with Western development orga-
nisations. The majority of donors are Kuwaiti and Saudi Muslims; likewise,
recipients of aid are mainly situated in Muslim-majority countries or in
Muslim minorities in non-Muslim countries. IIROSA envisions a strength-
ened umma in the sense of a transnational community of shared values, not
a pan-Islamic political unit. The second RNGO is Islamic Relief, estab-
lished in 1984 by Egyptian immigrants in the UK. Islamic Relief is arguably
the largest Muslim RNGO. It is part of a wide range of networks and enter-
tains formal collaborations with Muslim, Christian and secular development
NGOs. Its projects are directed towards both Muslims and non-Muslims.
Islamic Relief operates similarly to other, mainstream, development and
humanitarian organisations and supports notions of sustainable develop-
ment, professionalism and neutrality. Peterson concludes that for Islamic
Relief religion is “not a defining factor but an ‘added value’ facilitating
access, communication and a religiously sensitive approach to recipients”.
Her analysis shows how heterogeneous the field of international Muslim
RNGOs is; it underlines different kinds and degrees of organisational reli-
glosity as well as it demonstrates different concepts of development beyond
the divides between ‘Muslim’ and ‘non-Muslim’, or between ‘religious’ and
‘secular’ worlds.

UrricH DEHN surveys the social engagement with regard to exemplary
Buddhist movements and one Hindu oriented organisation. He explores
their religious backgrounds and portrays the social thinking of their
founders and main thinkers. Dehn addresses first far spread prejudices
about the absence of social thinking and ethics in Eastern religions.
Branches of Hindu religion and Buddhism are stereotyped as aiming pri-
marily at individual salvation or enlightenment. The chapter deals with the
most prominent Buddhist social movement at present, the International
Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEB), founded in 1989 and based in
Thailand. It was preceded by the Buddhist Peace Fellowship, related to the
US-based International Fellowship of Reconciliation. INEB soon became a
worldwide movement embracing many Buddhist thinkers and social
activists from BEurope, the USA, Australia and other countries. Dehn cap-
tures the concepts of some of its most important figures, such as Bud-
dhadasa, Santikaro, Aitken, Thich Nhat Hanh and MARUYAMA. He states
some inter-religious influences in the making of INEB, mostly related to
Christian RNGOs. A second example is the social neo-Buddhist movement
of B. R. Ambedkar in India. Ambedkar is a key figure in India’s postcolo-
nial politics and linked to a mass conversion movement of Dalits. He set up
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social projects to fight discrimination towards socially marginalised popula-
tions in India. Dehn also traces two Hindu organisations that are ideologi-
cally related to each other. He compares the Sarvodaya Movement in India,
which stands in a (multi-religiously inspired) Ghandhian tradition, with the
Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement of Sti Lanka. The village-oriented Sarvo-
daya Movement of India relates to the caste system, which is not accepted
by Sarvodaya in Sri Lanka with its stronger anchorage in a Buddhist con-
text. Dehn's analysis shows that both Hindu and Buddhist RNGOs sup-
port their foundational theories by inter-religious exchange and conceptual
adaptations. In their social practice they do not differ substantially from
non-religious NGOs, besides a weaker professionalisation.

YonaATAN N. GEz, ADI MAYA, AND IDO BENVENISTI explore a diverse
range of Jewish RNGOs, working in East Africa. They consider the popular
notion of tikkun olam as the guiding principle of Jewish RNGOs. Tikkun
olam is described as an “often-vague Jewish imperative to make the world a
better place, which has become the rallying cry of Jewish development
activities”. An undercurrent of their argument engages with the question of
proselytism in development practice. In contrast to some Christian and
Muslim RNGOs, Jewish RNGOs usually avoid proselytising activities. This,
however, seems to contrast with their findings on ‘Jewish outreach’,
observed in two case studies involving Jewish RNGO projects in Ethiopia
and Rwanda. Despite Jewish aversion to proselytism, the authors analyse
missionary-like activities in those projects, albeit towards Jewish volunteers
and staff. Jewish outreach is not directed toward the local population.
Jewish RNGOs seek to strengthen Jewish identity, specifically among sec-
ular or assimilated Jews, who feel disconnected to Judaism as a religion. Fol-
lowing Gez, Maya, and Benvenisti, Jewish international development prac-
tice can be seen as a response to isolationist Jewish exclusivism, on the one
hand. On the other hand, Jewish RNGOs address internal Jewish dynamics
aimed at countering the loss of religious attachment in the diaspora and in
Israel.

SectioN 11T discusses inter-religious contexts and comparisons in more
detail. Based on research about Christian and Muslim RNGOs in postwar
Bosnia and Herzegovina, LEIF SEIBERT critically studies the assumption that
religion is inherently conservative and, therefore, cannot contribute to
social change, possibly even prohibiting it. He describes this assumption as
the ““cosmological constant’ that defines religion a priori as a conservative
societal force”. In regarding unestablished and reformative actors in the
religious field (“prophets”) as using ‘borrowed’ religious symbols, sociolo-
gist Pierre Bourdieu, like many of his peers, subscribes to this view. Seibert
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challenges this perspective by exploring the role of RNGOs in the religious
field of Bosnia and Herzegovina. He shows that unestablished religious
actors enjoy a high credibility, effectively countering the positions of the
religious establishment, and managing to challenge or even dictate the
“rules of the game” in the local religious field. Given their importance in
the religious field, these more reformative actors cannot be a priori excluded
from it. Moreover, Seibert uses Habitus-Analysis to study the cognitive dis-
positions of 19 members from three RNGOS (Caritas, Merhamet, and
SOZ). The analysis reveals that staff of the very same organisations endorse
two divergent narratives about social progress: on the one hand, they regard
progress as the result of properly religious mentalities; on the other hand,
they describe progress as the condition for proper religious practices. The
first narrative represents the cosmological constant view, regarding faith as
a precondition for social change and thereby distracting attention from
transformative action. However, the second narrative opposes this view: it
provides no religious consolation that could stabilize the societal status quo
and calls for action, thereby constituting a subversive faith. Finally, Seibert
argues that it depends on our understanding of religion as to whether we
perceive it as a changing or conservative force: however, if we regard reli-
glon a priori as a conservative force, we cannot witness its progressive power
because we will always categorize its creative elements as “non-religion”.

SiNnaH Kross focusses on Hindu and Christian RNGOs and studies how
religious identities of development organisations are socially constructed. In
the context of Guyana, she finds that actors are labelled as “religious”
according to their performances, and that this labelling can have strong
implications for the activities of development actors. Here, the term “reli-
gion” is strongly politicised and has negative connotations. Thus, potential
beneficiaries may avoid organisations that are labelled as “religious” and
reject its development activities. In this case, “religion” makes a negative
difference for development work, as it hampers development work on the
ground. Therefore, it is found that development actors are likely to avoid
labelling themselves as “religious” and instead use more positively charged
concepts such as “spiritual”. KloB3 concludes that there is no universal
difference that “religion” could make in development work: whether and
what difference “religion” makes depends on the local cultural context and
what “religion” means for local actors in this context.

SuwarTO ADI explores a church-based foundation (Yayasan) which locates
itself in between specific Christian motivations and inter-religious action in
developmental processes in Indonesia. Yayasan was founded by a Javanese
Pastor in Central Java, with a majority Muslim population. Although recog-
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nisable as a local Christian RNGO, Yayasan seeks to engage the community
as a whole, irrespective of religious belonging, Informed by a Good Samar-
itan theology and also by Liberation Theology, the Pastor has initiated an
educational programme for children of poor families, a socio-economic
programme aimed at capacity building for community members, and also
an inter-religious peace-building programme. Adi argues that these pro-
grammes are carried out to promote peaceful social transformation and
interreligious tolerance. He reframes a prominent myth in Indonesia that
the Christian RNGOs are primarily intended as means to convert Muslims
to Christianity.

Intra-religious transformations and changes within RNGOs are in focus
of SEcTION IV. The contribution by DENA FREEMAN questions whether
there is a fundamental difference between secular and religious develop-
ment work. Studying how the religious NGO Tearfund reorients itself to
bring a stronger evangelical focus into its development work, Freeman
shows that even these efforts lead to a development work that is not sub-
stantially different from those of secular NGOs. In the 1990s, Tearfund
starts the reorientation process that seeks for a stronger focus on the reli-
gious dimension of development. The process draws upon the theology of
integral transformation: this holistic approach encourages believers to work
towards the Kingdom of God and argues that the transformation should
become manifest in spiritual as well as social transformations. Based on this
approach, Tearfund restructures its development work around the idea of
envisioning processes that are subsequently undertaken in its local partner
churches. These processes focus on the local community and its needs (e.g.
identifying local problems). They require the church to draft plans to solve
local issues, undertake targeted action, and evaluate the activities in feed-
back processes. Although this approach is significantly different from the
eatlier development approach of Tearfund, the difference to secular devel-
opment organisations remains unclear: In the meantime, many secular orga-
nisations have overtaken a similar approach, emphasising small-scale local
projects. Consequently, Freeman concludes with regard to the development
activities of religious NGOs that their “faith may provide the motivation
for their work, but it does not shape its design or implementation”.

ANDREAS HEUSER discusses the social agency of African Pentecostal
megachurches. Recent studies remain sceptical about significant contribu-
tions of African Pentecostalism to development and social change. They
perceive Pentecostal theologising of society as dysfunctional, portraying a
dense texture of primitive impulse, negative theology, or enchanted vision
of the world. Whereas most discourses on Pentecostal societal relevance
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emphasise the controversial concept of Prosperity theology, Heuser identi-
fies Dominion Theology as a new Pentecostal master theorem of society.
Widely unnoticed Dominion Theology crosscuts Pentecostal megachurch
networks to exert hegemony over diverse “spheres” of society; this concept
includes the economic sphere with allusions made to the notion of “devel-
opment”. The material base exemplifies two prominent megachurches from
Ghana, Action Chapel International led by Archbishop Nicholas Duncan-
Williams, and International Central Gospel Church, founded by Mensa
Otabil. In order to analyse Dominion Theology, Heuser chooses a ‘thick
description’ of a first “Africa Business and Kingdom Leadership Summit”
(2017), organised by Duncan-Williams. A clear Dominion Theology imprint
is visible also in a subsequent case study on Mensa Otabil’s “Greater
Works” conferences (2017/2018). However, Dominion Theology euphotia
to transform society is contradicted by an empirical disaster, the insolvency
of a private bank with close links to Otabil. The ensuing public discourse
shows limits of the dominion theological agenda to “conquer the economic
sphere”. The chapter finally demarcates some prospects on Dominion The-
ology as a Pentecostal social theory of change. First, Dominion Theology
evolves as a visionary Pentecostal script to analyse society, organised into
different spheres. This script has already made it into the arena of develop-
ment policies in Africa. Second, the public discourse on Dominion The-
ology reveals an internal Pentecostal debate on its future directions. This
debate is about constructive Pentecostal participation in social transforma-
tion. Third, Dominion Theology offers a broad repertoire of rhetoric codes
to express hegemony over economic and financial spheres. Yet, the transi-
tion from visionary to structural implementation and structural perma-
nency seems fragile. Dominion Theology paves the way for continuous
socio-political consciousness within Pentecostal networks; however, it has
not surpassed an experimental state in terms of sustainable social practice.
KATRIN LANGEWIESCHE provides an in-depth analysis of Humanity First,
a Muslim RNGO and its local branch in Burkina Faso. Humanity First was
founded by the Abmadiyya Muslim Community to engage in religiously moti-
vated development cooperation. This chapter examines the history of
Humanity First since 1995 and its development activities. Moreover, it
investigates the religious values and moral motivations of its members. As
in general, the Ahmadiyya Muslim community in Burkina Faso faces a
twofold minority situation: it is a minority within Islam, mostly considered
heretic by majority Islam, and it represents a demographic minority. While
the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community puts a strong emphasis on missionary
commitment and supports proselytism, Humanity First is devoted exclu-
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sively to humanitarian aims. Langewiesche argues that its activities benefit
the entire population and are explicitly not associated with proselytising
practices. Humanity First focusses on social welfare programmes; it funds
hospitals, schools, orphanages, and other types of infrastructures for vil-
lagers. It organises medical camps and emergency aid in crisis situations. In
order to situate the humanitarian work of the Abmadiyya Mustine Community,
Langewiesche compares Humanity First with two other Muslim minority
groups engaged in welfare activities around the world, the Tablighi Jama’at
and the Giilen Movement. She evaluates their organisational structure and
mobilisation strategies respectively. Common characteristics of all three
movements are related to individual agency. Langewiesche identifies indi-
vidual responsibility, personal piety, and a lesser importance of the material
as such common features; she also points at a joint attitude of disengage-
ment in formal politics. This is remarkable in view of the ongoing contro-
versy on alleged involvement of the Giilen movement in Turkish politics.
Langewiesche thus portrays the effects of Muslim minority RNGOs on
social life, and situates their transformative potential within the wider
transnational and political landscape.

While all preceding contributions take a case study approach, SEcTioN V
sets a focus on RNGO activities in selected fields of sustainable develop-
ment. CLAUDIA HOFFMANN charts the quest for gender equality (SDG 5) in
recent development discourses. The article follows international declara-
tions on gender to be one of the major “cross-cutting solution areas” in
development politics. The general survey on issues of gender equality in
development contexts is followed by a case study on Mission 21, based in
Basel, Switzerland. Mission 21 has a historic legacy, as its origins are linked
to Basel Mission, one of the oldest Protestant mission societies in Europe.
This long-standing heritage layers down in measures by Mission 21 to
achieve gender equality. Mission 21 continues Basel Mission policy and aims
at quality education as a main contribution to gender equality. The focus on
education is kept irrespective of religious contexts and local conditions that
sometimes support gender inequality. Hoffmann thus states that historic
mission organisations predate current debates on gender equality. Following
her analysis, such RNGOs can even claim a comparative advantage over
secular NGOs and partly also governments in the educational sector. In
view of Mission 21, the shaping of current development projects benefits
enormously from long institutional experiences in the field. In sum, the
implementation of education-related projects by RNGOs that have close
links with modern mission history are successful in reducing gender
inequality. The chapter thus questions classic stercotypes on Christian mis-
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sion as powers of domination, as some historical Christian RNGOs antici-
pated current development discourses and practices.

The chapter by PriLier OHLMANN, MARIE-LUISE FROST AND WILHELM
GRrAB investigates the potential of African Initiated Churches (AlICs) in
South Africa for sustainable development. With AlCs, they focus, first, on a
long neglected and politically marginalised section of churches that repre-
sents the majority population in Southern Africa; and 2) with a sample of
rural and township-based AICs they draw on notions of development and
sustainability from the perspective of AICs themselves. Their sample under-
lines the importance of spiritual dimensions of development (e.g spiritual
healing) as well as family and gender-related ethics, and questions of unem-
ployment and poverty as core values in AIC approaches to sustainable
development. The authors identify a high ability of AICs in coping with
pressing issues at the grassroots level. AICs depart from liberating the indi-
vidual from life’s adversities and fundamentally affirm a person’s agency.
AICs prove a capacity to transform behavioural sets of individual people
and (small) communities. They assist people and families affected by the
rampant HIV/AIDS pandemic; they address and redirect intra-family con-
tlicts and domestic violence. AICs also implement network structures in
contexts of social need, for instance, in establishing burial associations.
Ohlmann, Frost and Grib identify such individual and social coping-strate-
gles as basic markers of how AlICs shape development priorities. These are
an integral part of the churches’ holistic and spiritual worldviews. The
authors conclude with an exploration of the potential of AICs as partners
of international cooperation for sustainable development. AICs tap values,
attitudes and motivations of individuals and communities at the grassroots
level and make them the core of their actions, resources needed for
enabling comprehensive, long-term change.

The contribution by JENs KOEHRSEN addresses the role of Muslim NGOs
in environmental sustainability. Reviewing empirical studies on this topic, it
discusses the potentials and challenges of Muslim NGOs to promote envi-
ronmental sustainability. Crucial resources for this endeavour are the envi-
ronmental teachings of Islam and the grassroots reach of these organisa-
tions. Religious scholars often stress the rich scriptural resources of Islam
for tackling environmental issues. Moreover, unlike other (secular) NGOs,
Muslim NGOs can reach local populations in Muslim-majority countries
where they wusually enjoy high credibility. Existing studies mention
numerous initiatives of Muslim NGOs to advance environmental sustain-
ability, among them radio campaigns, tree-planting activities, environmental
awareness and education programmes, the dissemination of environmental
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knowledge through religious leaders, the issuing of fatwas to declare logging
illegal, and the implementation of sustainable resource management in
Muslim organisations. Nevertheless, there are also important challenges to
this environmental engagement. The Islamic environmental ethics that
environmentally concerned Muslim scholars and activists highlight reflect
their own perceptions of Islam but not necessarily that of the broader
Muslim population. As such, at the grassroots level, there is often low
acceptance for Muslim environmental initiatives that have, consequently,
little impact. In total, while bearing specific potentials for reaching wider
populations through its grass-roots reach, Muslim environmentalism often
remains limited to the environmentally concerned Muslim organisations
and activists.

CHRISTINE  SCHLIESSER’S contribution examines the role of religious
NGOs in building sustainable peace. Religion is frequently perceived as
divisive and leading to conflict. Acknowledging the ambivalent role of reli-
gion, Schliesser points to the positive potentials of religion in creating sus-
tainable peace that have received comparatively little attention. To examine
the constructive resources inherent to religion, Schliesser discusses the rec-
onciliation activities of the Presbyterian Church (Fglise Presbytérienne an
Rwanda or EPR) in post-genocide Rwanda. Supplementing the official top-
down “Politics of Reconciliation” of Rwanda’s government, the Christian
churches engage in various bottom-up approaches to facilitate sustainable
peace and reconciliation between perpetrators and victims of the Rwandan
genocide (1994). Based on the case study of the EPR, Schliesser highlights
several capacities of Christian NGOs in peacemaking: (a) the Christian mes-
sage of peace, healing and forgiveness, (b) the creation of spaces where
emotions are socially acceptable in order to address traumatic experiences,
(c) a mixed approach that combines specifically religious (e.g. prayer, wor-
ship, sermons, Lord’s Supper) with secular resources (e.g. mediation, trauma
therapy, conflict resolution), (d) building long-term relationships and trust
with both perpetrators and victims, and (e) a holistic approach that con-
nects spiritual healing with practical and material help (e.g. development
projects).

Taken together, the contributions illustrate that RNGOs constitute
hybrid actors, as they move between the world of religion and “secular”
development circles. As actors with a religious background, they may draw
upon religious networks as well as the normative and motivational
resources of their faith. Nevertheless, they often parallel other NGOs in
their development activities. They show little difference in the type of
projects that they implement and the way in which they undertake them. In
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the end, to what extent a RNGO brings in specific abilities into the world
of development depends on its individual characteristics and the context in
which it operates. Despite the arguable post-secular turn in development
politics, religious organisations still feel encouraged to hide away their reli-
gious identity in international development settings. Against this back-
ground, a tolerance for the ambiguity of RNGOs may help to create an
atmosphere in which RNGOs feel more comfortable when drawing on
their religious resources to promote sustainable development.
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Katherine Marshall

Religious Engagement in Development Work: A
Continuing Journey

Introduction: the “resurgence” of interest in religious matters

One protagonist describes the bitter conflict in the Central African
Republic as pitting Christians against Muslims, while another argues vehe-
mently that religion has nothing whatsoever to do with the conflict.! As
international agencies mobilized vast resources to address the Ebola pan-
demic in 2014, they focused strategic attention on the positive and negative
roles of religious leaders only after public health officials recognized that
popular reactions against undignified burials of the dead exacerbated the
spread of the disease (Marshall et al. 2015a). A recent global commission on
the path ahead for education barely mentions religious institutions and
related issues that play vital roles for education systems (cf. The Education
Commission 20106). These situations illustrate how religious dimensions of
important global agenda issues can be distorted, ignored, overstated, or
sidelined. They reflect an all too common pattern that results, in part, from
legacies of the Cold War (and, it could be argued, centuries of European
and Middle Eastern history) that cast religious topics in largely political
terms, together with a “secular assumption” that often associates religion
with private beliefs, tendencies to evoke tensions, and rather archaic
practices and institutions.

This picture is changing, albeit slowly and unevenly. In many countries
and institutions, sidestepping of religious matters is giving way to motre sys-
tematic and evidence driven approaches. This shift in focus at times results
from clear-eyed reflections on global affairs and contemporary challenges
that up-end many earlier assumptions but it can also be seen as driven by a
herd tendency. The latter contributes to the phenomenon of erratic
approaches: a new focus is often not sustained or coherent, and may be
based on insufficient analysis both of the history and the stakes involved.

1 The author has witnessed several such discussions, including during a 2017 exchange at a
Ministry of Foreign Affairs sponsored event in Helsinki.
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Recognition of what is sometimes described as a “resurgence” or at least
a “revelation” of religion has prompted both academic reflection and a
range of policy and institutional initiatives. Several persistent and ugly con-
flicts in different world regions are driven by at least an element of religious
tension. The sharper focus in recent years on religious dimensions has
therefore tended to focus on extremism and violent conflict. There is less
appreciation that religious actors play multiple and complex roles in far
wider global agendas. Yet contemporary events underscore a reality that
religious institutions, beliefs, and practices are vitally important for large
segments of the world’s population (more than 80 percent, according to a
study by a think tank, the Pew Forum (2015). The large institutional assets
of religious institutions of many kinds play significant political, social, and
economic roles that extend well beyond their core spiritual functions.

This chapter examines forces that underlie the renewed interest in reli-
glous aspects of international affairs and especially development and peace-
building. It begins with a brief discussion of definitions, then highlights
topics where doubts have emerged and where exploration of religious
dimensions enriches understanding and impact in development programs,
and concludes with a discussion of outstanding issues that merit research,
dialogue, and policy action. The objective is to highlight and clarify major
topics that are debated within operational circles, pointing towards better
quality and more just development programs. An underlying premise is that
full human development is not possible without regard for essential reli-
gious values.

Definition challenges

No discussion of religious topics can escape questions that involve core
definitions. What, after all, is meant by religion? Faith? Spirituality? Secu-
larism? Who are religious leaders? Where should we draw lines between cul-
ture and religion? The term secular is used quite widely (at times pejora-
tively) as a contrast to religious, though the boundaries between secular and
religious are complex and contested. The meaning of each term is fiercely
debated, complicated by different usage and understandings in various dis-
ciplines, for example theology, anthropology, politics, and psychology, not
to speak of different languages.

The many questions that these debates pose about the nature and impact
of religious beliefs and practices are beyond the scope of this discussion; it
is vital, nonetheless, to underscore their significant impact on attitudes and
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behaviors and the ways in which they reflect deeply held views and
approaches to existential as well as daily life matters. There clearly are no
perfect definitions and recognizing different uses of terms and underlying
understandings is vital. This author prefers to avoid the term “religion” as
overly broad, instead using “religious” as an adjective pointing to, for
example, leaders, institutions, beliefs, and practices. A different but related
topic is concerns and sensitivities around what is termed “instrumentaliza-
tion”, referring to a tendency or perception that religious actors are “used”
rather than viewed as respected and equal partners.

A significant distinction that has particular relevance in exploring various
forms of partnerships is between a belief-centered approach involving intel-
lectual dimensions and what many term “lived religion”. The former might,
for example, center on religious teachings about economic motivations,
while the latter pertains more to the way in which individual behavior and
life attitudes are influenced by religious teachings or community engage-
ment. The distinction is illustrated by debates around female genital cut-
ting/circumcision (FGC). While most religious scholars and leaders state
unequivocally that no religious mandate exists for the practice, many people
continue it, giving various justifications including often their understanding
that it is required by their religion (Gaul 2012). Many topics, including
approaches to education, land tenure, agricultural practices, nutrition, health
care, and relationships between men and women have both theological
dimensions and are influenced by religious institutions and beliefs. Another
pertinent topic involves leadership. While most formal religious leaders are
men, women play critical but often hard-to-pinpoint roles. Appreciating the
complex realities of formal religious teachings and structures versus “lived
religion” and its impact on daily life and change is both an intellectual and a
practical challenge.

It is equally important to appreciate that definitions surrounding what we
call development are equally fraught and demanding, and also involve com-
plex boundaries, notably with humanitarian action and peacebuilding.
Understandings of what constitutes development and what is good and bad
are contested and change over time. It is telling that the World Bank
recently dropped use of the term “developing” countries because the dis-
tinction between “developing” and “developed” countries is no longer
clear, any more than using the term “third world” is meaningful today, long
after the “second” world took on very new forms.

The focus in this chapter is on institutions and their practical roles. A
wide variety of institutions inspired by different religious traditions and
communities are directly engaged in development programs. Many are
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prominent in debates and action involving development and humanitarian
affairs. This includes notably the large group of organizations affiliated with
or inspired by religious communities that work transnationally (Caritas
Internationalis, World Vision, Islamic Relief Worldwide, for example) or at
national and community levels (Marshall 2013; see also Marshall 2017a). A
far larger group of religious congregational structures like the Vatican,
Islamic education systems, or Buddhist sanghas, play significant roles as do
spiritual movements like the Community of Sant’Egidio, and the Ramakr-
ishna movement. Interfaith organizations like Religions for Peace and
United Religions Initiative, and intrafaith or ecumenical bodies like the
World Council of Churches engage directly on various issues and aspire to
leadership and coordination roles. Individually and collectively these institu-
tions bring substantial assets and resources to development, humanitarian,
and peacebuilding work, and many engage in partnerships with interna-
tional and national institutions, public and private.

Global agendas, religious involvement

At the turn of the millennium in the year 2000, world leaders met to revi-
talize the post World War II framework embodied in the United Nations
and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The Millennium Declara-
tion and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)? that emerged involved
soaring visions but also measurable targets with deadlines. In 2015, (when a
set of those deadlines came due) a new and broader framework was
developed, this time following a remarkably broad participatory process. It
defined seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These, too,
look to the discipline of targets (169), indicators, and deadlines.? The com-
plex structure extends well beyond “development” as conventionally under-
stood, and is designed to include all countries and societies. It is summa-
rized in five “Ps”: peace, prosperity, people, planet, and partnerships. The
goals thus encompass and constitute a broad global agenda, applicable to all
countries and communities.

A pertinent question is how religious topics are involved in various
aspects of this global agenda and to what extent religious communities
share responsibility for their implementation. Indeed there are religious
implications and relevance across the full spectrum of issues, although this

2 http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals/.
3 For the Sustainable Development Goals framework see http://www.undp.org/content/u
ndp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html.
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fact is far from universally appreciated and recognized. Various deliberate
efforts to understand and to engage with the complex array of actors and
institutions involved include a standing United Nations task force* and
efforts linked to the annual process of great power consultations known as
the G20.> The German government, USAID, and several other multilateral
and bilateral aid organizations are supporting a consortium known as the
International Partnership on Religion and Sustainable Development or
PaRD that includes both governmental and intergovernmental actors and
faith-inspired organizations.® The global interfaith organizations like Reli-
gions for Peace and the United Religious Initiative support the global goals.
These and other structures aim both to assure active involvement of reli-
gious experience and concerns in SDG implementation and to shape the
continuing global agendas in areas ranging from peace and security to
global health and action on global climate change.

The following section focuses on reasons why religious facets are often
ignored and some doubts that have hindered more productive partnerships.
That discussion should be set in the context of the numerous positive rea-
sons for engaging religious actors, and the many assets they bring. Such
assets notably include high levels of trust in religious leaders and institu-
tions; in many surveys in different world regions religious leaders are the
most trusted (politicians often are the least trusted occupation).’
Widespread admiration for Pope Francis is an example, as is the endutring
impact of leaders like Mahatma Gandhi and Desmond Tutu. Religious enti-
ties and infrastructure are often the most visible institutional presence in
communities and they are active in delivering services, notably health and
education and providing social safety nets, especially during natural disas-
ters and conflicts. Religious entities play vital if often underappreciated
roles in fragile and poorly governed states and communities. Religious
actors are noteworthy for their communication skills and increasingly work
today with social media as well as more traditional preaching, radio, televi-
sion, and print media. And religious actors frequently wield considerable
financial and political power, not least the power to mobilize volunteers,
both within countries and internationally. In reflecting on “assets and liabili-

4 http://www.partner-religion-development.org/fileadmin/Dateien/Resoutrces/ Knowledg
e_Center/UNIATF-ToR-and-2014-Overview.pdf.

5 https://www.g20interfaith.org/.

http:/ /www.partner-religion-development.org/.

7 Among numerous examples are the World Bank Voices of the Poor studies, BBC and
Gallup polls, Philippines Weather Station, and both Lationobaromotro and Africabarom-
eter studies.
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ties”, perceived and actual, that religious institutions bring to the work of
development, it is useful to bear in mind that religion can be part of the
problem as well as part of the solution.

The religious landscape in development work

Today religious actors of many kinds engage on development issues in
countless ways. In practice, all development and humanitarian actors
(whether they acknowledge it explicitly or not) confront a multitude of
questions about whether and how religious beliefs and practices are relevant
for their work. Religious institutions especially in fragile states but also in
wealthy communities are taking on new roles, at a time when violent con-
flicts and tensions around pluralism color a far wider discourse that has
development and equity as its focus. Grievances that fuel anger and the
unsettled spirit of our times on topics ranging from gender roles, quality of
education, employment opportunities, and corruption also have religious
dimensions.

Contemporary approaches to religious engagement by global and
national institutions working in international development have emerged
through various paths. The development programs of various countries
(Norway, Germany, and Switzerland are examples) were in practice strongly
influenced by church-related and missionary groups, especially in their for-
mative years. Several United Nations specialized agencies have taken on
engagement with religious institutions as a matter of course, UNICEF and
UNHCR, for example; others more recently launched increasingly pur-
poseful approaches (the World Food Programme is an example). For var-
ious multilateral agencies (the World Bank among them) personal leader-
ship from upper echelons has played influential roles. The ecumenical
World Council of Churches has had a longstanding interest both in health
policy and in various economic approaches underpinning development
work. And a wide range of non-governmental organizations originated
largely in response to the demands of humanitarian crises but have evolved
over time to focus on broad-based development programs (institutions that
are part of Caritas Internationalis, Islamic Relief Worldwide, and World
Vision are examples). The result is a patchwork of experience and a com-
plex web of institutions and of coordinating mechanisms.

The overall focus on religious matters in international relations generally
and with respect to international development has changed and increased
over time. Notable turning points were the Iranian revolution of 1979 that
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shone a spotlight on religious matters, and the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001 that forced a confrontation with terrorism couched in
religious terms. Overall there has been a trend towards broader and more
institutionalized approaches. These have come with controversies, as some
governments have questioned the merits of deliberate engagement with
religious actors in public policy settings.® The present situation therefore is
mixed, with various United Nations, bilateral, and other development agen-
cies engaged in efforts to understand and build partnerships with religious
institutions while others maintain a policy of distance or deliberate neu-
trality. Given concerns about possible bias towards or against religious
actors, institutions and individuals may mask or fudge their religious
approach and nature, even internally among their own staff. Features of the
aggregate picture include poor coordination (this is a central problem
across international development work), scattered documentation and eval-
uation, and a focus that depends unduly on senior leadership that results in
a somewhat erratic, stop and go rhythm in focus and action.

Meanwhile, the development field has become far more varied and com-
plex. As an example, private financing of development activities has out-
stripped OECD/DAC funding and civil society and private sector institu-
tions (including foundations) have multiplied and are changing rapidly in
their structure and roles. Likewise, NGOs and other non-state institutions
(including many with religious inspiration and links) have taken on new
roles and forms, at transnational, national, and local levels. There is
increasing differentiation among different country groupings, notably
middle income countries with strong management capabilities, low income
countries, and fragile and conflict-riven states. The complex reality today is
that different countries and societies are at very different stages of modern-
ization, prosperity, and income equality, and have very different needs.

A bumpy path to religious engagement

The path to constructive engagement and partnerships has in practice been
quite bumpy with numerous and often persistent hesitations about religious
roles. Some of the concerns along the path are specific to religious institu-
tions, though others (for example around appropriate civil society roles and

8 An example was the World Bank experience under president James D. Wolfensohn
launched in 1999-2000. The Executive Directors, representing member states, voiced
serious doubts as to the wisdom of a systematic interreligious dialogue about develop-
ment.
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aspects of core economic models) relate more broadly to the evolving
policy and institutional evolution of development work. The path involves
both international perspectives on development and institutional
approaches and local issues, focused at national level; examples there
include the development roles of entities like the Muslim Brotherhood and
Sarvodaya in Sri Lanka, with its strong Buddhist links. Focusing on some of
the obstacles and questions is instructive in appreciating the complex land-
scape of contemporatry approaches to religious dimensions of development
practice.

Central concerns turn around understandings of the appropriate relation-
ships between religious and public institutions. This applies especially in
countries where constitutions or traditions emphasize the importance of
distance (the United States and France are clear examples) or of synergy
(several Islamic states, for example). In various settings this can translate
into both institutional and individual unwillingness to engage with religious
actors (and sometimes vice versa with secular actors). A related issue
involves understandings of appropriate political roles of religious actors. If
the view is that religious institutions are political actors or that religious
involvement in policy is inappropriate, this can translate into unease at
engagement in a wide spectrum of issues, for example health or education
policy. Religious actors in practice are not infrequently seen in as highly
politicized, with clear interests that include power, adherents, and financial
benefit. And in many settings religious actors are seen as intrinsically con-
servative, essentially opposing changes that are associated with social and
economic development. Various challenges follow from these issues, some
legal, and some attitudinal.

An analysis by scholar and public intellectual Michael Ignatieff illustrates
the complex interplay of politics, religion, and economics in broad under-
standings of how religion relates to geopolitics and thus to development:
“We fell prey to an illusion dear to the generation of 1914, that economics
would prove stronger than politics and that global commerce would soften
the rivalries of empire [...] Until the hopes of the Arab Spring were dashed,
the moderate, globalized middle classes in the region believed they had the
power to marginalize the forces of sectarian fury.” (Ignatieff 2017) In short,
as scholar Peter Berger observed, the world is “ferociously religious” and
that reality today is hard to ignore (Berger 2015).

A second set of concerns relate to the perceived legitimacy and authority
of religious actors to engage on development topics, notably where devel-
opment is perceived as a technical, often purely economic domain.
Lutheran World Federation leader Martin Junge, speaking at an interfaith
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gathering, addressed such challenges to religious engagement in blunt
terms. As a religious leader he is asked, directly or otherwise, “Do you actu-
ally know what you are talking about?” Does he, as a theologian, a pastor,
have any right to engage in a debate about economic issues? He responded
that indeed he did. “The pastoral ministry of churches all over the world
exposes us to realities of poverty and marginalization. We know and we
serve the people and the populations who for reasons often totally beyond
their control are sentenced to a life in abject poverty, or see themselves
sliding inexorably down into vulnerability and exclusion. We know of entire
generations migrating to other countries, or entire villages migrating to the
cities.”

This reflection highlights a theoretical challenge that takes practical form
in the critical question of who sits at the tables where policy is discussed
and decisions are made. Junge’s argument and message is that religious
institutions have an incontestable right to engage because they have direct
knowledge about the realities of poverty and broader social matters. This is
especially true when the focus is on misery, inequities and inequalities, from
global to local levels. This argument also applies where conflict and peace-
building are concerned. However, bringing these insights and experience to
the table is complex because religious communities are by their nature
decentralized, with few denominations positioned to address issues in the
terms that development actors, and notably development economists, can
absorb. The religious insights vary widely as does experience.

A third issue follows from this observation, turning about authority and
“representativity’”: who can speak for the large religious communities?
Clearly there is no single religious voice or perspective, and rarely are
formal religious leaders (even, for example, the Catholic Pope) “representa-
tive” in a democratic sense. This links to significant issues around women’s
roles and gender norms. Religious community positions fall along a wide
range, notwithstanding a common assumption that there are fixed religious
positions reflecting patriarchal attitudes. In practice religious voices include
some of the strongest advocates for women’s rights as well as opponents to
them (United Nations Population Fund 2016). Nonetheless formal religious
leadership tends to be heavily dominated by men and not all of them
embrace the principle of full equality between men and women. Since
women’s empowerment is a central tenet in development approaches, exclu-
sion of women from many decision-making circles is problematic and

9 Exchange reported by the author who was on the same panel at the Sant’Egidio Prayer
for Peace meeting in Antwerp, Belgium, September 2014.
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counterproductive. Engaging women is possible (indeed an irony is that
women tend to rank higher than men on religiosity indices) but it takes a
special effort.

Differences in priorities and starting assumptions present other chal-
lenges. A recent exchange (that I witnessed) about education in the Middle
Hast, involving a priest and a development economist, illustrates some of
the issues involved. Both were keenly interested in the topic but approached
it from quite different perspectives. The priest launched into a discussion of
a proposed exchange program between a UK theological college and Al-
Azhar University in Egypt that would enhance knowledge and under-
standing among religious leaders. The economist saw no interest in the
topic. When I asked how far he engaged on the content of curriculum he
asserted that his goal was value-free education, to the priest’s horror. In this
instance, the challenges of educating religious leaders was not on the
economist’s priority agenda so he was pootly equipped to appreciate opera-
tional issues, and his reference to values-free education (by which he meant
non-ideological, non-rote) fed the priest’s worst preconceptions of secular
approaches. The discordance brought the discussion to a halt. More
broadly, while both religious and non-religious institutions have a keen
interest in education from many perspectives, differences in priorities and
even vocabulary can be barriers to meaningful dialogue and partnership.

Approaches colored by understandings of a “clash of civilizations” rep-
resent further obstacles to constructive engagement around religion. The
current focus on CVE/PVE, or countering or preventing violent
extremism, highlights religious dimensions, often in highly simplified terms.
Religious tensions dominate many discussions as does a focus on such ten-
sions within Islamic communities, even where extremist tendencies among
numerous religious traditions are acknowledged. Analysis of religious
dimensions thus tends to focus on links to violence and conflict. The
potential peacemaking and peacebuilding roles of religious actors receive
increasing focus (witness, for example, the Network of Religious and Tradi-
tional Peacemakers, supported by the Finnish government)!Y, but primarily
in the context of a focus on violence and extremism. Religious dimensions
of conflict and roles in fragile states have great significance but the focus
on violence including funding of research and action detracts from broader
agendas.

10 https://www.peacemakersnetwork.org/.
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A further concern centers on the common perception that religious
engagement frequently if not necessarily involves efforts to convert those
involved to a religious community. Proselytism is widely perceived as a pri-
mary motivation for religious engagement in humanitarian and develop-
ment work, even though international norms and the missions of leading
faith inspired organizations are clear that linking evangelism and develop-
ment work is inappropriate, especially when any quid pro quo or condition-
ality is involved. There is need for clearer codes of conduct both to reassure
those concerned about the issue and to offer clear guidelines as to where
appropriate boundaries lie.

A final obstacle is limits in knowledge and understanding of the complex
worlds of religious institutions and practices. Many professionals working
on development issues have benefitted from scant educational exposure to
religious history and contemporary institutions: “religious literacy” is as
much an issue for them as technical “development literacy” may be for reli-
glous actors. Various efforts are underway, for example a Harvard Divinity
School program!! and a series of strategic learning exchanges within the
United Nations'?, to remedy this issue but when lack of understanding is
compounded by preconceptions and over-simplified views partnership is
especially difficult. On other topics, for example roles of gender and remit-
tances in development situations, research and solid evidence has played
vital roles in changing attitudes and shaping policy. Similar marshaling of
evidence on religious experience is indeed needed and can make a signifi-
cant difference. However, the topic is vast and the knowledge gaps are not
easily filled, especially if analysis is colored by efforts to “prove the case”.
Religious data is notoriously complex and difficult to come by. Efforts to
provide operational analyses of religious landscapes and engagement on
development topics are an important first step.!®> Rarely will it be possible
or indeed desirable to demonstrate that religious engagement is intrinsically
different from other approaches. However, better information and analysis
is a critical need, for example in moving forward towards sound partner-
ships on topics like education and smallholder agriculture where religious
roles are significant but quite poorly mapped.

11 Harvard Divinity School Religious Literacy Project, https://tlp.hds.harvard.edu/.

12 See for example https://www.unfpa.org/events/strategic-learning-exchange-faith-and-d
evelopment.

13 'The country mapping work of the Berkley Center/Wortld Faiths Development Dialogue
for Cambodia, Bangladesh, Guatemala, Kenya, Senegal, Nigeria, Philippines, and others
are examples of such work. See https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/wfdd/countries.
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Eight live topics to address on religious engagement
Religion and violence

Concerns about religious roles in conflict and violence tend to dominate
many approaches to contemporary discussions about religion, including in
diverse aspects of development work. This has operational importance both
because it contributes to unease in positive engagement with religious insti-
tutions and because religious actors play vital roles in many if not most
fragile state situations but are rarely engaged in conflict resolution, reconcil-
iation, and development in strategic ways. Recent history in South Sudan
and the Central African Republic are examples. One reason, highlighted by
scholar Karen Armstrong in her book, Fields of Blood (2015), is the tendency
to blame violence and conflict on religion (as the scapegoat) far beyond
what is reasonable. This can obscure a sober analysis of the complex roots
of conflict and paths towards conflict resolution The CAR example cited in
the opening paragraph is a case in point as are debates about the nature of
religious engagement in the complex conflicts in Nigeria. What is needed is
an open-eyed analysis and a sharper focus on the peacemaking and peace-
building potential of religious actors.

Motivations and boundaries: the issue of Proselytizing

In many world regions, a central concern is the disruptive potential of
active proselytizing aimed at conversion. This stands in contrast to human
rights principles that look to freedom of religion and belief and evidence of
the benefits of religious freedom. Where development and humanitarian
programs are concerned, the primary concern is the actual and perceived
links between development work by religious organizations (for example as
first responders following natural disasters, providers of health care, sup-
port to orphans, and running schools) and efforts to evangelize within the
affected communities. Enticements to participate linked to benefits and
possible discrimination are particular concerns. In humanitarian situations,
both practical guidelines and agreed ethical norms are quite well established
(Geneva Conventions), though some religious organizations contest them,
arguing that spiritual comfort must be an integral part of humanitarian
relief. Most faith-inspired organizations, however, fully adhere to humani-
tarian norms. The issues are more complex where development programs
are concerned, as there is a dearth of clear and explicit codes of conduct.
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This is significant because of the widespread perceptions that link religious
organizations and proselytizing. Further, there are grey areas, for example in
appropriate curricula in religiously run schools and in care for vulnerable
populations, notably orphans and people rescued from situations of traf-
ticking. There is a need to sharpen dialogue on issues and solutions and to
advance important work undertaken to date to define appropriate norms
and codes of conduct (Marshall 2015b).

Controversies on gender

Equal rights for women and programs that work to empower women,
starting with equalizing gender enrollment in education at all levels, are a
core strategic objective embedded in the MDGs and SDGs and in most
development strategies. This involves in most societies significant changes
in gender roles and norms, as a fundamental facet of modernization and
development. Much progress has been made, notably with enrolling girls in
schools and in family planning, but there are still stubborn areas where
progress is slow, for example in ending child marriage and practices like
female genital cutting (FGC). The issue of rights of LGBT communities
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) is proving especially contentious, with
over 70 countries with discriminatory legislation on their books. The roles
of religious bodies in these areas is complex. There are religious communi-
ties that actively support reforms and changes in norms. However, in many
situations there is unease, outright opposition, or backlash and back-
tracking. Some topics are well defined, for example sexual rights and abor-
tion, where there is organized opposition. The issue extends beyond these
visible areas of tension. For example, at national levels or at the United
Nations, even efforts to end domestic violence encounter opposition
grounded on religious arguments (the interests of preserving family unity,
for example). The rather slow progress in implementing UN resolution
1325 that aims to engage women in peacebuilding extends also to still
slower progress in engaging religiously affiliated women. Common percep-
tions equate religious institutions with persistent patriarchal norms and
behaviors. These are not fictional: a Bangladeshi newspaper in August 2013
reported the voice of a madrasa principal arguing: “You women should stay
within the four walls of your houses. Sitting inside your husband’s home
you should take care of your husband’s furniture and raise your children,
your male kids. These are your jobs. Why do you have to go outside?” He
compares women with a tamarind, “a fruit that any man would like to
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taste”, and asks, “Why are you sending your daughters to work in garment
factories?” Girls should stop school after four or five years, just enough to
keep their husband’s accounts (Marshall 2017a).

Given the importance of women’s rights to progress towards equitable
and prospering societies, deeper understanding of the obstacles and dia-
logue aimed at changing attitudes has particular importance in this area,
which stands as one of the major obstacles to progress in engaging religious
actors more constructively across development fields.

Coordination and harmonization

The question of who coordinates development work and who is coordi-
nated has particular sensitivity where religious actors are concerned. A first
issue is that there is a tendency to fragmentation of activity and a lack of
harmonization of work by religious institutions, whether led by interna-
tional organizations or local communities. The lead responsibility for aid
coordination normally falls to governments who often do not integrate an
understanding of religiously led work in their strategic plans. There are
varying roles of large players and smaller institutions. This is a significant
challenge that is rarely well addressed.

Governance issues

Governance, a term used in a wide variety of ways, poses numerous core
and complex issues, ranging from constitutional and practical relationships
between government and religious institutions as well as international part-
ners, to more specific issues such as efforts to curtail corrupt practices. As
noted above, the political roles of religious institutions are often at issue, as
is the caliber and role of the state in managing development policies and
programs. Accountability is a central concern: to whom, and by whom, and
how is it defined, measured, and judged? Transparency involves access to
information about financial transactions and policy approaches, for
example toward extractive industries and management of state budgets.
Roles of religious actors on all these fronts are at issue.

Corruption is a special issue and concern, and given the impact on poor
communities and its ethical nature, there are reasonable expectations that
religious actors would play leading roles. This does take place on occasion,
but less than might be expected. The reasons for muted religious roles ate
numerous and include the fact that the financial affairs of many religious
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organizations are often less than fully transparent and defensible. Some reli-
gious actors tend to set their understanding of corrupt practices in a broad
setting of social justice involving inequality and global power relations. The
“bottom line” here is that there is a need for more active and effective
advocacy in many countries and, globally, for stronger religious presence
and voice in integrity alliances, for example in the Transparency Interna-
tional organization and in the biannual IACC (International Anti-Corrup-
tion Conference).

Lnstrumentalization debates

Religious actors bristle at the suggestion that partnerships will involve them
serving as implementors of development strategies and programs designed
without their active engagement. This does occur in too many settings. The
reverse can also apply, with religious actors seen as “using” their develop-
ment partners to their own ends. The importance of balanced and carefully
thought through partnership arrangements is thus important. It is crucial (if
not always easy) to assure reasonable approaches to engaging relevant part-
ners, including religious actors, in policy discussions that can range from
varying visions of the models that underlie development programs to prac-
tical program planning. The “power of the purse cleatly plays vital roles in
relationships, but one key to stronger partnerships is to assure that non-
financial knowledge, relationships, and contributions are valued.

Human rights

Human rights are core principles of United Nations, and provide the ethical
scaffold for many organizations, including some that are religiously
inspired. They involve fundamental notions of respect. However, various
religious actors are uneasy about or contest aspects of human rights, some-
times arguing that the Universal Declaration is in essence “Western”. This
may lead to tepid support and questions, for example on LGBT and
women’s rights and freedom of speech. The common gulf between advo-
cates of freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) and broader human rights
poses questions that deserve response.

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748907633
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

58 Katherine Marshall
Debates about models

What is the “right” development model? The appropriate “theory of
change”? The ideal society aspired to? The Papal Encyclical Laudato S/
(2013) is an example of fundamental questions about care of the earth, the
role of markets and capitalism, the need to distinguish good management
from the nature of the essential, core model that underlies policies as well
as the role of state, role of consumption, and debt and interest. The poten-
tial for constructive dialogue on these interwoven topics has rarely been
taken to a satisfactory level.

Monday morning: what comes next?
The following are priority areas for action:

* Support leadership among development actors so that they recognize,
engage, broaden visions, and offer training to encourage strategic
engagement by religious actors;

* Engage key countries/governments at national level or regional levels
(e.g. ASEAN) more directly on these topics;

* Pursue thoughtfully the need to enhance both religious and develop-
ment literacy

* Address the question of how to enhance formal religious engagement at
priority policy “tables”, along the lines of religious engagement in
UNAIDS;

* Tackle priority issues where there are noteworthy tensions between sec-
ular and religious entities (for example extractive industries, gender roles,
financing for development, private sector engagement, entrepreneur-
ship, and youth engagement;

* Address specific areas of tension like proselytizing linked to develop-
ment work;

*  Support research and information dissemination;

* Address religious roles in fragile states more boldly and strategically,
starting with a systematic review of religious landscapes in several fragile
states and engaging with the G7+ organization which represents those
countties;

* Build on ecumenical and interfaith alliances and approaches starting
with specific priority sectors and linked to the SDG framework (e.g.
health and education).
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There has been progress towards reflecting better the array of religious
roles on development topics, but there is far to go before this is a main-
stream part of development work. Next steps should involve appreciating,
learning, and acting in the light of experience that highlights the complexity
of religious dimensions. Resilient religious values can help development
actors to enrich their diagnoses and prescriptions for action. Looking
ahead, sharp divisions between “people of faith” and “others” need to be
avoided. Secking to engage a “faith” sector” as a distinct, separate entity
can involve pitfalls; there are too many institutions involved and far more
complexity than a simplistic approach would warrant. Defining understand-
ings of what religious engagement involves is obviously needed by the pet-
tinent institutions; measures to develop better data about religious institu-
tions and activities, as well research to enhance understanding of the impact
of varying levels of religiosity is a priority need, as is stronger evidence
about how religious experience intersects with other dimensions (for
example evolution of private markets for health and education).

The key questions, though, are often subtle and call for nuanced reflec-
tion and dialogue: what new ideas does appreciation of religious roles
bring? And what are the implications for policy and action? How can con-
structive voices best be identified, amidst what can seem a cacophony?
Some religious actors are at leading edge of global reflections: true
prophets. Some, however, conform to stereotyped images of patriarchy,
support for autocratic regimes, and resistance to change. While it is impor-
tant to understand the concerns of and work with formal leaders and insti-
tutions, it is equally important to seek out religiously linked women,
younger voices, and different, often emerging types of institutions and
leaders. New geopolitical roles of religious actors on topics like fighting
atrocities can also have significance for development work.!*

Mahatma Gandhi offered wise advice in his admonition to seck the best
in religious teachings and institutions (for example the focus on solidarity
and compassion), while ignoring what is less fine, for example discrimina-
tion like caste and racial bias. Similar counsel is pertinent both for religious
actors committed to implementation of the SDG framework and working
to address global issues and to the development actors who seek to engage
with them as partners.

14 Faith central to hope and resilience, highlights UN chief, launching initiative to combat
atrocities. http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57183#.WWpTyIPytsO.
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Jeffrey Haynes

The United Nations and Development: What do Religious
Actors Add to Debates about Achieving Better Outcomes?

Introduction

The United Nations (UN) has long been concerned with secking to
improve international development outcomes in the global South. At the
UN, discussions about improving international development outcomes typ-
ically involve both state and non-state actors, including religious actors. The
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs; 2000-2015), a blueprint to
improve development outcomes, were a result of such deliberations. The
MDGs helped inform the subsequent Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs; 2015-2030), agreed at the UN in September 2015. The SDGs are
ambitious, with wide-ranging goals. Unlike the eight MDGs, which
focussed exclusively on the global South, the 17 SDGs are worldwide in
scope, involving 169 objectives.

The aim of the chapter is to examine (a) why many religious leaders and
organisations have a higher profile today in relation to development issues
compared to a few decades ago and (b) the impact of this change in terms
of their involvement at the United Nations in the context of the MDGs and
SDGs. The first section of the paper discusses the role of religion in devel-
opment at the UN. The second section of the paper is a brief case study of
the relationship between a religious organisation the World Council of
Churches (WCC) and a UN entity, the World Bank, in relation to the
MDGs. The third section of the paper looks at the involvement of several
UN entities and religious actors in relation to the SDGs. The paper con-
cludes that in the decades since the MDGs were introduced up until today,
with the SDGs in the process of being institutionalised at the UN, there is
more openness regarding the idea of secular and religious entities working
together in pursuit of development goals. On the other hand, some secular
actors continue to express uncertainty about what they see as the ambiva-
lence of the role of religion in development, while some religious organisa-
tions continue to see secular development objectives as being unconcerned
with spiritual outcomes. In sum, in relation to the main question of the
book “Does religion make a difference?” the chapter makes the following
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observation: with regard to development policy at the UN, selected reli-
gious actors bring their philosophies to improving development outcomes
while also showing high levels of pragmatism, manifested in their willing-
ness to work closely with secular actors in pursuit of shared development
objectives. Yet, whether they can make a difference at all will depend on
their acceptance in “non-religious” development circles.

Development concerns at the United Nations

The United Nations is the world’s only universal international organisation,
founded in 1945. The UN has long had both secular origins and ethos. It
emerged following World War 11, when religion seemed not to be an issue
of concern for international relations, at a time of burgeoning secular ideo-
logical division between the USA and the Soviet Union. More recently,
however, the UN has increasingly paid attention to what it refers to as
‘faith-based’ organisations (Haynes 2014). Religious organisations are often
involved in development efforts, especially on the ground in many coun-
tries in the global South (Offut, Probasco and Vaidyanathan 2016). Already
active in many areas of development including health, education, and
poverty relief there is clearly overlap between what religious and secular
actors do in relation to development; the UN is a forum where they often
interact. Yet, this is not always trouble-free, not least because secular devel-
opment agencies and religious organisations that engage in development
work have different ways of measuring human welfare, and this is reflected
in different guiding principles; each ‘side’ needs to respect those of the
‘other’.

The background to the increasing involvement of religious organisations
in development efforts in the global South was the general failures of eco-
nomically liberal structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) in the 1980s
and 1990s, which paved the way for the formulation and founding of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Despite significant commitment
and contributions from several UN agencies, including the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), SAPs had failed to overcome
development shortfalls in the countries where they were applied, and led to
strong critiques from many quarters, including: secular NGOs, grassroots
movements, and some religious organisations, such as the World Council of
Churches (WCC). A common accusation was that both the World Bank and
the IMF promoted and supported a narrowly economistic conception of
development via SAPs, which crucially lacked a holistic focus on human
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development (Joshi and O’Dell 2013). Religious critics of SAPs wanted to
see a shift away from state and market-led approaches to broader, more
holistic, conceptions of development, focussing on interactions of civil
society, human development, and grassroots participation, informed by reli-
gious values. To pursue this different vision of development, some religious
actors, including WCC, developed ‘human development’ outlooks, which
focussed, #nter alia, on opening development spaces to non-state, including
religious, actors, in order to augment development work undertaken by
governments and non-state international development agencies.

More generally, the MDGs helped to stimulate the involvement of reli-
glous organisations in international development issues, including at the
UN, leading to some, such as World Vision and Islamic Relief, becoming
“legitimate actors in the field of development and humanitarian aid”
(Petersen 2010: 2). However, while the focus of religious organisations dif-
fered, generally they were interested both in the general thrust of improve-
ments to international development, often with specific interest in the fol-
lowing MDG goals: arresting the spread of HIV/AIDS, and, in relation to
gender issues in particular, reducing infant deaths, providing universal pri-
mary education and reducing adult illiteracy (Haynes 2007; 2013).! In addi-
tion, working on the premise that there can be no real or sustained
improvements in global justice without peace as a starting point, many reli-
glous organisations work at the UN for contflict alleviation, conflict resolu-
tion and peace-building, which can complement work on improving devel-
opment outcomes in the global South.

In sum, there was increased involvement of religious organisations at the
UN from the 1990s, especially in the areas of development and conflict res-
olution and peacebuilding. The MDGs coincided with a new global public
policy focus on civil society involvement in development which included
both secular and religious entities which sought to move on from the egre-
glous failures of SAPs to arrive at improved methods to achieve qualitative
international development improvements.

The rise in numbers of religious organisations at the UN since the 1990s
coincided with an international religious resurgence and increased promi-
nence of ethical and moral (often overlapping with religious) concerns in
debates about values, norms and behaviours, focussed in questions of
global justice (Haynes 2007; 2013; 2014). This occurred in the context of
post-Cold War, deepening globalisation, which led to many questioning the
values and norms of international behaviour. Today, partly as a result, faith

1 MDGs are listed at http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/.
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views and opinions are frequently heard in relation to ethical and moral
controversies in the context of post-Cold War globalisation, in relation to,
inter alia: increasingly polarised international development outcomes, “cli-
mate change, global finance, disarmament, inequality, pan-epidemics and
human rights” (Carrette and Miall 2012: 3); that is, core global justice con-
cerns. Put another way, contemporary campaigns at the UN for improved
global justice are often significantly influenced “by the moral resources that
“religions” offer and agencies of global governance need an awareness of
what religious actors are doing and sensitivity to religious difference” (Car-
rette and Miall 2012: 3). More generally, this attribute, that is, an awareness
of the morality of better and more widely shared development to incorpo-
rate those left behind in the context of post-Cold War globalisation, is a
shared attribute of many non-state religious actors at the UN.

Pimbert ez a/. (2005) identify four main factors responsible for polarised
development outcomes: (1) growing power of multinational corporations
(2) diminishing land and water resources (3) climate change and deforesta-
tion, and (4) the impact of free market, neo-liberal economic policies. First,
Pimbert e# al. (2005: 2) point out that in recent years small numbers of
multinational corporations (MNCs) have acquired a large degree of control
over the world’s food system. These MNCs control not only seed, livestock
and agrochemical industries but also transport, processing and retailing; in
the process they take a large and growing share of the price paid by con-
sumers. The result is that farmers around the world including the devel-
oping world are compelled to accept falling farm gate prices. Some, as a
result, face bankruptcy. Second, diminishing land and water resources
around the world exacerbate both hunger and poverty. The situation is
made worse by the apparently uncontrolled appetite for industrially pro-
duced livestock, typically fed on grains and starchy vegetables, a process
that uses millions of hectares of land that could be used for food produc-
tion for humans. In addition, huge areas of land in developing countries
employed for intensive farming in the post-1960s ‘green revolution’ are
now poisoned by pesticides; some are also salinised by poor irrigation. The
consequence is that yields are stagnating or falling, while pressure mounts
to convert land to produce biofuels for the affluent (Pimbert ez 2/ 2005: 2).
Third, environmental catastrophes including climate change and deforesta-
tion are the main causes of both lower rainfall and drought in many parts of
the developing world. These factors can fundamentally affect the ability of
small farmers in the developing world to produce sufficient for their own
needs. This has become a major problem for food production. The
problem is caused by less frequent yet inordinately heavy rainstorms, with
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declining numbers of trees causing erosion, reducing soil quality and pro-
ducing meagre harvests (Pimbert ez 2/ 2005: 21). Finally, according to Mul-
vany and Madeley (20006), “free market, neo-liberal economic policy has
encouraged and justified the elimination of small-scale food producers” in
the developing world. The result, Pimbert e¢f a/. claim, is that small-scale
“farmers and indigenous peoples are seen as ‘residues’ of history people
whose disappearance is inevitable. Throughout the world, small farmers,
pastoralists, fisherfolk and indigenous peoples are increasingly being dis-
placed” (2005: 1) by powerful economic interests.

In sum, efforts to build stronger and better development in the global
South are fighting a losing battle against powerful economic interests,
including multinational corporations. In addition, linked to post-Cold War
globalisation, the impact of the free market, neo-liberal economic policies
coupled with environmental factors including diminishing land and water
resources and accelerating climate change and deforestation, is leading not
to improvements in human development but to its opposite.

The World Bank, the WCC and the MDGs

A Wortld Bank study, Ivices of the Poor (2000), highlighted the potential
importance of religion in the context of development, not least by the
assertion that many poor people in the developing world had more confi-
dence in their religious leaders than in their own governments. The MDGs
coincided with this new global public policy focus on civil society involve-
ment in development which included both secular and religious entities
which sought to move on from the egregious failures of SAPs to arrive at
improved methods to achieve qualitative international development
improvements.

Among the eight MDGs was a key goal: eradication of ‘extreme poverty
and hunger’. When governments met in early November 2006 in order to
assess the extent of progress made in achieving the goal of a 50 % cut in
food hunger by 2015, there was a worrying lack of progress to report, an
issue that many religious organisations, including the WCC, had noted
(Kobia 20006). Data released contemporaneously by the UN’s Food and
Agriculture Organisation indicated that there had not been a reduction as
planned but in fact an increase of more than 25 million chronically under-
nourished people during 19962006 (www.fao.org/). As a result, there were
850 million such people, more than 13 per cent of the global population of
6.5 billion. According to Mulvany and Madeley (2006), this was ‘testament
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to how current global policies, far from working, are consigning the hungry
to stay hungry’. Failure to achieve progress on this issue, according to an
NGO active at the UN, World Forum for Food Sovereignty, was not due to
a lack of but oo much political will. The Forum pointed to “advances of trade
liberalisation, industrial agriculture, genetic engineering and military domi-
nance”, claiming them to be the chief causes of the growing problem of
hunger and poverty in the developing world (‘Final Declaration of the
World Forum on Food Sovereignty’, 2001).

It was not only secular development actors who noted the polarising
impact of globalisation on development outcomes in the global South.
Lynch (2012) notes that when religious organisations ponder international
development they typically move from an initially moral dimension to con-
sider a highly material factor: “neoliberal competition of the ‘market’ [in]
international development”. From there it is but a short jump to consider
how more current conditions of globalisation encourage or exacerbate an
already unjust and polarised world, where the rich benefit disproportion-
ately. It has however taken the UN a long time to get to the stage where it
recognises religion as an equal partner in efforts to improve development
outcomes in the global South.

The situation noted in 2006 by the WCC followed a decade of action led
by James Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank between 1995 and
2005.2 The World Bank is one of the main UN agencies concerned with
development, and the fact that Wolfensohn was a keen supporter of
increasing the role of religion in development policies and programmes was
an important step forward in the UN more generally recognising the poten-
tial importance of religious organisations in advancing the development
agenda. There were two main reasons for this: First, Wolfensohn saw
failure to involve religious organisations in development as irrational, given
their great importance to many people in the global South. Second, the late
1990s and early 2000s were a period when the UN generally and the Bank
in particular were actively seeking to engage with civil society, following
criticism during the furore about the disappointing outcome to most SAPs,
that the Bank was not always willing to listen to voices from below to
improve them (Interview with senior World Bank employee, 23 January
2012). Wolfensohn believed that it was a missed opportunity not to harness
potentially productive resources for improved development outcomes. For

2 Wolfensohn was strongly supported in his efforts by Katherine Marshall, see also her
chapter in this volume.
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Wolfensohn, religious organisations could play an important role in in rela-
tion to development, in two main ways:

* Bottom up pressure on policy makers and consequential influence on
policy formation. This could occur by engendering and/or influencing
policy makers' values and outlooks, in turn affecting formulation of spe-
cific development policies;

* Bringing together or dividing communities along faith lines. This could
cither improve or worsen pre-existing social and/or political conflicts
centring on access to improved development opportunities.

The second bullet point suggests that Wolfensohn did not believe that
building three-way relationships between governments, secular develop-
ment agencies and religious organisations would necessarily be easy. He saw
involvement of religion in development as rational for the following rea-
sons:

* Religious organisations of various kinds including, churches, mosques,
religious charities and religious movements are important aspects of civil
society in most developing countries. Their involvement in development
policies and programmes could potentially help achieve improved devel-
opment.

* Religious organisations already play a key role in providing education
and welfare in many developing countries, so it seems logical to involve
them in development issues and outcomes.

* Religious organisations may share many values. Coming together in pur-
suit of development could help not only to achieve improved develop-
ment outcomes but also, as a result, assist religious/cultural undet-
standing in developing countries.

Developing relations between the Bank and religious organisations were
exemplified in the burgeoning relationship of the World Bank with the
World Council of Churches (WCC). The WCC was founded in Amsterdam
in 1948. It is an international, interdenominational Christian organisation
which brings together around 345 Protestant, Anglican, and Eastern
Orthodox churches. WCC headquarters are in Geneva.

Following initial informal discussions, the Bank’s formal dialogue with
the WCC began in early 2002, continuing until August 2008, with a meeting
in Accra, Ghana, which also involved the IMF (‘The WCC-IMF-WB high-
level encounter’, 2004). From then until 2015, a period of nearly seven
years, there were no further meetings between the Bank and the WCC
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(‘WCC general secretary meets president of the World Bank’, 2015). Rela-
tions between the Bank and the WCC deteriorated following the departure
of Wolfensohn. Subsequent presidencies of the Bank saw individuals
leading the Bank who appeared unsure of the legitimacy and value of
including religious organisations in development. It was not until the
appointment of Jim Yong Kim in 2012 that the Bank overtly resumed its
relationship with religious organisations, including the WCC, in the pursuit
of improved development outcomes.?

The WCC became sceptical about the benefit of dialogue with the Bank,
expressing ‘far-ranging reservations about the motivations, governance
structures, policies, and programs of the Bretton Woods institutions’,
including the Bank (Marshall and Van Saanen 2007: 196). There were at
least four reasons why the World Bank/WCC relationship cooled for sev-
eral years from the late-2000s. First, the two organisations had apparently
incompatible worldviews which apparently made it impossible for them to
work together. Second, there was a strong ‘secularist’ bias within the top
echelons of the Bank. This meant that very few senior Bank figures openly
sided with Wolfensohn in his pro-religion initiative. Third, many Bank
employees at both junior and senior levels were uncertain about how practi-
cally religion could be factored into development initiatives. Linked to this
was a concern expressed by several senior Bank operatives. They expressed
the belief that improving development outcomes is most likely to be
achieved through secular development initiatives and that religions ate
often divisive within many countries, including in the global South (Inter-
views with former and current senior World Bank employees, 25, 26, 27
January 2012).

Fourth, the perceived ‘neo-liberal’ orientation of the Bank focussing on
issues such as ‘liberalisation’, the ‘private sector’ and ‘privatisation’ did not
chime well with the WCC’s outlook, which corresponded to a wish to see a
structural reform of the global system, with more influence in the hands of
countries in the global South. This focus is understandable when we bear in
mind that the WCC groups together churches, denominations and church
fellowships from more than 100 countries, representing over 500 million
individual Christians from numerous non-Roman Catholic traditions. Most
of the WCC member churches come from the global south, including: Sub-
Saharan Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, the Middle East
and the Pacific. This contrasts from when the WCC was founded in 1948,

3 After Wolfensohn, the presidency of the World Bank was filled by Paul Wolfowitz (2005—
2007), Robert Zoellick (2007-2012) and from 2012, Jim Yong Kim.
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when members mainly came from Europe and North America. The WCC’s
ideological position can be seen in a WCC mission statement from 2013,
whereby member churches:

* “are called to the goal of visible unity in one faith and one eucharistic
fellowship;

* promote their common witness in work for mission and evangelism;

* engage in Christian service by serving human need, breaking down bar-
riers between people, seeking justice and peace, and upholding the
integrity of creation; and foster renewal in unity, worship, mission and
service”. (‘About us. What is the World Council of Churches’, 2013)

In sum, while the language of the Bank in the late 1990s and early 2000s
emphasised the perceived desirability of ‘liberalisation’ and ‘privatisation’,
that of the WCC stressed the importance of ‘serving human need; and
secking justice and peace’. These apparently incompatible goals were clearly
in the short-term not conducive to developing a beneficial relationship
between the Bank and the WCC, despite an initially promising initiative in
the context of the MDGs. The result was a cooling of relations for several
years.

The World Bank, the WCC and SDGs: Building Cooperation between
Religious and Secular Development Actors

The SDGs, running from 2015 to 2030, followed the MDGs. The SDGs
broaden out the aims of the MDGs, specifically pursuing global concerns in
relation to sustainable development.* Important religious organisations,
such as the WCC, and development-focussed religious NGOs, including,
Wortld Vision and Islamic Relief, worked in pursuit of the introduction of
the SDGs (Karam 2015).

The SDGs are a context and stimulus for a renewed focus on relations
between the UN and religious actors, including that between the World
Bank and the WCC. In February 2016, Dr David Nabarro, the UN Secre-
tary-General’s Special Adviser on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment, spoke to a meeting of senior leaders of the ACT (Action by
Chutches Together) Alliance, Anglican Alliance, Caritas Internationalis and
Lutheran World Federation, in a meeting convened by the WCC. During his

4 SDGs are listed at https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300.
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address, Nabarro spoke of religious organisations’ seven characteristics,
which he believed were conducive to taking forward the SDGs:

*  “Promoting the inclusion of different groups;

*  Offering peaceful channels for conflict resolution;

* Upholding the human rights of the most vulnerable;

* Reminding political leaders of their duty to enable all people to realize
their rights;

* Helping ensure that investment takes place in communities, with people
at the local level making those investments with their own resources;

* Mobilizing people everywhere, especially young people;

* Sharing expertise on how to deliver services to those who are hardest to
reach”. (Tveit 2016)

The role of the WCC in convening the meeting with the UN was illustrative
of its desire to work more closely with UN agencies, including the World
Bank. Eatlier, on 4 May 2015, the WCC’s General Secretary, Rev. Dr Olav
Fykse Tveit, met with Dr Jim Yong Kim, president of the World Bank, in
Washington, D.C. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss ‘possible col-
laborative actions to end extreme poverty’ in the context of the SDGs. The
meeting between Tveit and Kim followed a statement on the moral and
spiritual imperative to end extreme poverty, signed by more than 30 global
religious leaders in February 2015 (World Bank, 2015). After the February
2015 meeting, Kim invited the WCC to explore what could be done
together, “in a kind of mutual commitment of the two organizations”. The
point is that the SDGs encouraged closer relations between the UN and
religious organisations and this can be illustrated in the warming relation-
ship between the World Bank and the WCC.

In addition, while the SDGs provided the context, the different
approach of Kim, compared to his immediate predecessors, was instru-
mental in highlighting the importance of secular and religious entities
working together if the goal of achieving the end of extreme poverty was
realistically to be achieved during the SDGs. Kim noted that

“Faith-based organizations and religious communities are often doing the essential
work on the frontlines of combatting extreme poverty, protecting the vulnerable,
delivering essential services and alleviating suffering, We are looking to expand the
World Bank Group’s partnerships with faith inspired organizations toward reaching
our shared goal to end extreme poverty within a generation.” (“The World Bank
Group’s Engagement with Faith-based and Religious Organizations’, 2015)
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At their May 2015 meeting, Tveit commended the World Bank president on
his efforts to end poverty by 2030 by addressing issues of inequality, human
dignity and climate change. He said, “The WCC Pilgrimage of Justice and
Peace addresses structural, moral and political issues, and the WCC works
collaboratively with other like-minded organizations to promote sustainable
solutions to end poverty.” For his part, “Kim shared his assessment of the
global poverty situation and stated that faith communities and organiza-
tions play an indispensable role in combatting and ending extreme
poverty. The World Bank is already working with faith communities in sev-
eral countries through their governments, he noted” ("WCC general secre-
tary meets president of the World Bank’, 2015).

The World Bank hosted a major conference in Washington, D.C. from
7-9 July, 2015, entitled: “Religion and Sustainable Development: Building
Partnerships to End Extreme Poverty”. The conference brought together
secular and religious entities to discuss working together to achieve the
SDGs. In his address at the conference, Kim referred to the social teaching
for “a preferential option for the poor”, supported by the ecumenical
movement as well as by the Catholic Church. In addition, he claimed that
every religion shared this fundamental commitment to the poorest and
most vulnerable and that this provided a common platform with the inter-
national development community aim to end extreme poverty. Kim also
stated that: “We are the first generation in history that can say we can end
extreme poverty in our lifetime. (...) We can’t get there without all of you.
We need prophetic voices to inspire us and evidence to lead the way”
(World Bank, 2015).

The goal of bringing together secular and religious entities in pursuit of
improved development outcomes was reflected in the make-up of the sup-
porters and organisers of the conference. Convened and co-hosted by the
World Bank Group, the conference also benefitted from involvement from:
Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development,
the USA’s Agency for International Development, and the UK’ Depart-
ment for International Development. Co-sponsors included the Catholic
Medical Mission Board, Catholic Relief Services, Islamic Relief USA, Teat-
fund, American Jewish World Service, IMA World Health and McKinsey &
Company. In addition, other religious NGOs also attended, including:
GHR Foundation, World Vision, and the Joint Learning Initiative on Faith
and Local Communities, a coalition of religious organisations and academic
institutions. Overall, the conference attracted a vatried group of ‘movers and
shakers’, including: policy makers, multilateral and bilateral agencies, reli-
gious leaders, development professionals from religious organisations and
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academics. The purpose of the conference was to build links between sec-
ular and religious entities in the context of the SDGs, specifically to con-
nect “frontline policy makers to the evidence base and expertise to support
more effective partnerships with religious and faith-based groups in the
common cause of ending extreme poverty and promoting sustainable
development” (Wotld Bank, 2015).

The SDGs emerged at a time of significant global changes, many of
which are linked to the impact of globalisation on people and communities
around the world. In Europe, for example, many countries have seen
increasing religious pluralism and multi-religious societies, as well as ‘high’
levels of migration and massive flows of refugees from war-torn and con-
tlict-filled parts of the world (Haynes 20106). Religious leaders are seen to
have an important role to fill in this context, focussing their efforts on
building successtul, stable and secure communities in the face of such pres-
sures. In particular, religious leaders are looked on to not only to build
cooperation across faith boundaries but also to show pronounced concern
for justice, reconciliation and peace. How can this be built and imple-
mented? It is widely recognised that fine words are not enough; what is
essential is practical cooperation on the basis of shared values, concerns
and goals, to provide necessary tools for increased and deepening common
understanding and mutual recognition. This is the only way to defeat the
extremists those who unleash religiously-inspired violence and justify ter-
rorist activities by their lack of ability to live together with those of different
faiths. But religious leaders should not only be concerned with and active in
improving conflict resolution and peacebuilding; they should also be con-
cerned about improving development, so as to make extremism less likely.
But on what basis can religious leaders and their organisations work closely
and fruitfully with secular entities in pursuit of peace and development?
Today’s leading development policy approach the rights-based approach
refers to the idea that all people have certain rights and it is an imperative
that development seeks to achieve them. The rights-based approach brings
together development practitioners who agree on the need to bring about
change at several levels, including: policies, practices, beliefs, values and
ideas. Can one talk usefully and more importantly work successfully on
implementing development policy about a rights-based approach when
trying to integrate the work of secular and religious organisations?

As the General Secretary of the WCC, Olav Fykse Tveit (2016), points out:
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“a fuller understanding of religion’s role will help complete the picture. Hitherto,
development actors have generally engaged mostly with the two top levels (policies
and practices) and avoided engaging with the foundational level of ‘beliefs, values
and ideas’, even if this is probably the most important level for sustainable change.
An example is the promotion of more equal gender relationships between women
and men (SDG 5) or, in our [that is, the WCC] terminology, a Just Community of
Women and Men.”

Such issues were not only a concern of WCC General Secretary Tveit.
Schelenz points to the desirability of including all members of a community
not only those who adhere to a certain religious faith in order to reduce
“discontent and frustration” and lead “to more harmonious and healthy
community life. A rights-based approach to development” as supported by
the WCC “is therefore important for the development of communities,
countries, and regions” (Schelenz 2016: 11). Typically, in the context of the
SDGs, UN initiatives, including those with WCC involvement, aim to bring
together religious and secular organisations in pursuit of shared goals,
including in relation to improved wellbeing for women and children in the
global South, one of the SDGs. What motivates the partners in such devel-
opment initiatives is shared commitment to improving health of children
and women in the global South, while reducing men’s violence against
them. Perhaps the on/y language which is possible to combine activities of
both faith-based and secular actors in this endeavour is rights-based.

A rights-based approach provides a firm basis for the coming together of
secular and religious efforts toward ending extreme poverty and more gen-
erally towards the achievement of the SDGs. Yet, doubts have been
expressed about the difficulties inherent in trying to achieve an undoubtedly
ambitious and wide-ranging set of 17 goals along with 169 associated tar-
gets over a relatively short period of time (2015-2030). In addition, from
the point of view of religion the SDGs lack any mention of what might be
seen as core values. At a gathering of representatives from 24 religious
organisations who met in a UK city, Bristol, in September 2015 to present
to a UN representative their reactions to the challenges of the SDGs, a rep-
resentative of the Baha’i faith, Daniel Perell, stated that in “Agenda 2030,
words like selflessness, sacrifice, love, compassion, duty, generosity and
charity are entirely absent”. Perell’s comment seemed to be taken seriously
by the UN representative at the conference, Paul Ladd, in charge of map-
ping out a post-2015 agenda for humanity at the UN Development Pro-
gram. Ladd stated that: “More than 80 % of the wotld's people express a
religious affiliation (...) knowing this it becomes clear that the UN needs to
work closely with faith communities over the next 15 years if the new
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global roles for sustainable development are to be achieved” (The
Economist, 2015). The overall point is that the involvement of religion in
development and the potential for secular and religious organisations to
work more closely together in a sustained fashion to achieve desirable
development outcomes, both within countries and in the context of the
SDGs, is ambivalent, with both plus and minus points.

In a recent comment, Leininger and Striebinger (2016; see also
Ohlmann, Frost and Grib in this volume), note the efforts of the German
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) in
relation to incorporating ‘religion’ into development. BMZ hosted an inter-
national conference in Berlin on 17-18 February 2016 “to explore the
potential of religion for promoting sustainable development”. The title of
the conference “Religion as a partner for change” suggests to Leininger and
Striebinger that for the BMZ, “religion has a fundamentally positive impact
on the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals”. They sug-
gested however that there is an ambivalence in the involvement of religion
in development, which implies that it should not be seen as an unequivocal
force for good in all circumstances and contexts. As with religion’ role in
conflict resolution and peacebuilding, Leininger and Striebinger note that it
can contribute usefully to sustainable development, including at the UN.
This can be seen, for example, in the successful relationship that the United
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) has developed with women’s pro-
choice faith entities, united in pursuit of the third MDG goal (‘Promote
gender equality and empower women’) and SDG5 (‘equal gender relation-
ships between women and men’. In addition, the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) works closely with some conservative religious
leaders in the Arab world, especially in developing shared initiatives per-
taining to MDG goal number 6: ‘Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other
diseases’ and SDG3 (‘good health and well-being’).

Finally, as Leininger and Striebinger claim, “different religious positions
can serve to intensify societal and violent conflict”. Although religious
believers would normally regard their chosen religious expressions as both
benevolent and inspiring, religious faiths are sometimes linked to violence
and conflict both between and within religious groups (or at least entities
with a religious veneer, for example, various armed groups around the
world, such as al Qaeda or Isis, which claim religious justification for their
often-murderous activities). In recent years, a growing literature has
appeared on religious contributions to both conflict and peacebuilding. Yet,
alongside the now conventional understanding that religious hatreds and
differences are central to many recent and current conflicts, especially in the
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developing world, there is also a growing body of evidence that religious
leaders and organisations can play constructive roles in conflict limitation,
conflict resolution and peacebuilding (Haynes 2011)

In sum, the ambivalence noted here regarding the involvement of reli-
gion in pursuit of both development and peace makes it highly important
that while international policy makers, including at the UN in relation to the
SDGs, should seek to deepen and extend their interactions with religious
leaders and their organisations, they should also be aware that engaging in
dialogue with them and actively involving them in pinpointing and exe-
cuting solutions is not a simple or straightforward process. Secular policy
makers need to find common ground with religious leaders and their orga-
nisations, with both ‘sides’ moulding their view of the world to incorporate
and draw on consensual values while agreeing to advance a shared outlook
stressing a rights-based approach to development.

Conclusion

“What we have stumbled upon through the MDGs is the common currency of
development (...) so we share the determination to ensure that this framework is
supported by all of us as we move beyond 2015.” (Olav Kjérven, Deputy Adminis-
trator of UNDP and Director of the Bureau for Development Policy)

Religious organisations active at the UN in pursuit of improved develop-
ment outcomes, especially in relation to the global South, have two key
characteristics. First, they are in a good position to bring bottom up pres-
sure on policy makers and consequential influence on policy formation.
This may occutr by engendering and/or influencing policy makers’ values
and outlooks, in turn affecting formulation of specific development pol-
icies. Second, especially as a result of interfaith dialogue efforts, religious
entities are well placed to bring together or divide communities along faith
lines. This could either improve or worsen pre-existing social and/or polit-
ical contflicts centring on access to improved development opportunities.

Overall, whether religion can make a difference in relation to develop-
ment outcomes, seems to depend on whether important secular develop-
ment actors (such as the UN in general and the World Bank in particular)
are convinced that religion can make a beneficial difference, encouraging
them actively to collaborate with non-state religious entities. In other words,
as the quotation above suggests, if religious actors are perceived as bringing
in important specific capacities, there is a chance for them to help make a
beneficial difference to development outcomes.
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We saw that various UN entities including the World Bank, UNFPA and
UNDP engage regularly with assorted religious organisations, including the
WCC, to pursue improved development in the context of the SDGs. The
UN’s engagement followed realisation that both secular and religious enti-
ties share a pronounced concern with development outcomes in the global
South, including in relation to ending extreme poverty, as a crucial first
stage in more generally improving development outcomes. Common
ground linked them to a growing consensus that underpins adoption of the
SDGs.

We examined two main questions in this article: Why do many religious
leaders and organisations have a higher profile today in relation to develop-
ment issues compared to a few decades ago? What is the impact of this
change in terms of their involvement at the United Nations in the context
of the MDGs and SDGs? We started by highlighting the sobering failure of
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) of the 1980s and 1990s, which
paved the way for the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals
from 2000. Generally, SAPs led to disappointing outcomes in the global
South and the MDGs reflected a wide recognition that a new approach to
development was required. It also reflected an understanding that many
religious leaders and the organisations they represent have the support of
ordinary people to a degree that many governments lack. It is often uncon-
troversial, as a result, to think of religion and development working
together not least because many ordinary people in the global South may
well believe that it is entirely correct that religion should be an influential
voice in helping resolve development problems and be part of the quest for
improved strategies in this regard. Yet, many governments the huge
majority of which are explicitly secular in their orientation and outlook tend
to regard the prospect of religion’s institutionalised involvement in develop-
ment with apprehension or suspicion, a perception often linked to what
they see as problematic involvement of religion more generally in secular
political, social and economic issues. To an extent, although it is impossible
to be precise at this eatly stage of the implementation of the SDGs, the UN
can provide a crucial forum and environment where both secular and reli-
glous entities can work together in pursued of shared development goals.

Second, there are marked differences in perceptions of poverty and
development between religious entities, on the one hand, and many govern-
ments and secular international development agencies, on the other. That is,
while many governments and secular international development agencies
see economic growth per se as the most important achievement, religious
leaders and organisations often see things differently: they prioritise a range
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of ways of understanding the notions of poverty-reduction and develop-
ment, over and above achievement of higher incomes alone. The key prac-
tical question is how and in what ways can governments and secular develop-
ment agencies constructively integrate religious perspectives into poverty
reduction strategies, such as the SDGs? O, to put it another way, bow and 7in
what ways can religion constructively influence governmental and secular
development agencies’ perspectives on poverty reduction strategies and by
extension development in the context of the SDGs? It seems clear that
while the SDGs theoretically provide a new impetus towards achieving
better and more durable partnerships between secular and religious actors,
in practice this is going to be a difficult issue to resolve, one that will
require sustained commitment and involvement from all involved.

Finally, while often paying lip service to the involvement of religion in
development, it may be that both governments and UN agencies either lack
the ability or are simply not interested in integrating alternative including
religious perspectives into wider development programmes and policies,
including poverty reduction strategies. In the late-2000s, this issue strained
the relationship and undermined confidence between the World Bank and
the World Council of Churches and it took some years and a change of per-
sonnel at the top to get the relationship back on track. There is potential
for such relationships now to burgeon and improve in the context of the
SDGs. What is necessary for this to happen is both open minds and a will-
ingness to compromise and the development of vigorous and constructive
debate about poverty, followed by concrete and sustained steps to build on
the MDGs in the context of the SDGs, consistently drawing on and
learning from both secular and religious insights.
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Transculturation Grammars in Secular and Religious

Development NGOs

Richard Friedli
1 Introduction

Having been involved for more than fifty years with “religious” and “sec-
ular” development agencies both as a direct actor and as a consultant the
question “Does Religion Make a Difference?” is, to me, more than a topic
for academic exercise. In fact, it is an invitation to: (1) evaluate and discuss
past personal development expetiences and religious options, and (2) to
highlight two key skills that can be used within humanitarian projects,
namely, the capacity to act as a “balancing identity” and the ability to differ-
entiate the fundamental from the fundamentalist behaviour, whether this be in a
religious or secular context. These are the tools 1 will use to review in the
following two development contexts in which 1 was previously involved: (i)
religious components in United Nations (UN) family planning pro-
grammes, and (ii) the religious factor in the context of the genocide in
Rwanda. Combining these different theoretical and concrete inputs, in my
concluding remarks I will present some personal reflections on the “reli-
gion” factor in terms of the profiles and preparations undergone by devel-
opment agents actors in a predominantly transculturation process.

The concept of “transculturation” was introduced into the analysis on
colonial policies by the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz. In that con-
text, the term “transculturation” denounces forced “acculturation” in line
with social models imported from the American and European West (Jobs
and Mackenthun 2013). Of course, it is not with this denunciatory meaning
that I am using the concept here but rather as a process of going beyond
the international status quo towards a global future as designated by the
recent United Nations Declaration on the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) 2030. By “transculturation” 1 am referring to that horizon, under
which present-day societies are invited to develop in the direction of a
renewed international culture.

The article of Christine Schliesser on reconciliation processes in post-
genocide Rwanda in this volume provides a concrete example of the com-
plex undertaking of “dealing with the past” and building a new future.
Given that, for the last 50 years, I have been actively involved with and con-
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cerned by developments in the Great Lakes region of Central Africa, these
challenges continue to touch me on a personal level (Friedli 2012; Friedli
2013: 225-233; Friedli 2018: 82—84). It offers me the opportunity to actu-
alize that Rwandan past in general and, particularly, my commitment in
developmental projects and memory of the genocide events 1994, wherein
many of my friends were involved both on the victims and on the perpetra-
tors side.

In fact, by doing so, it is not so much a question of the overall tools
taken from the comparative sociology of religions, but rather of my basic
understandings of the terms culture, religion, violence, conflict or even reconcilia-
tion (Frazer and Friedli 2015: 10-15, 31). Each of these concepts is defined
differently by dozens of theories and hermeneutic approaches (Hock 2002).
However, to position myself, I work in the frame of the Wissensoziologie and,
more specifically, according to the tradition of constructivism-functionalism
(Berger and Luckmann 1966; 2004). And, as far as the methodology for
facilitating the processes of integrated development and positive peace is
concerned, the keys provided by Johan Galtung have proven most often to
still be operational (Galtung 1998: 133-138, 341-363). 1 will not go back
into that here.

In my article, I refer to the following set of conceptual options and theo-
retical choices:

Development

As mentioned, development processes are to be understood here as social
changes qualified as “transculturation dynamics”. This social transition can
be described according to the “Economy and Humanism” school inspired
by the economist Vincent Lebret as the passage from less “human” living
conditions to conditions that are more “human”. Of course, this approach
is not yet highly operational because it does not give a clear indication of
what “human” implies and how this is universally applicable. In fact, the
human condition is always historically situated

Religion
Neither is it a question here of discussing the multiple theories on the reli-
glous factor - for example, the different schools of history, functionalism,

constructivism, culturalism, comparative sociology, linguistics, ethics, the-
ology and psychology, besides many other interpretations.
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In fact, in our current discussion on the link between development and
religion, suffice it for me to describe the religious factor as a “Soczally enacted
relation to an ultimate concern”. 1 would, however, add to this the following
comments because “religion” understood as “an ultimate concern” com-
prises two important elements that need to be taken into consideration in
the field: (1) “religion” as, on the one hand, a public socio-political reality
and a motivating option on a personal level, and (2) on the other hand,
“religion” as a civic, secular, lay reality. In this way, “religion” defines the
space held by the sacred as separate from the secular milieu, the area of per-
mission and the taboo contexts. The spaces held by the “in-group” and
“out-group”, the included and excluded, are similarly delineated. Needless
to say, these kinds of divides have important strategic consequences for all
development planning,

Spirituality

However, “religion” also indicates an actor’s personal choice his or her per-
sonal motivations for engaging in development work and his or her choice
in terms of values. This form of “religion” as a personal lifestyle is fre-
quently designated with the term “spirituality”.

Still in relation to this term “spirituality”, it is, however, not easy to find a
common denominator from among the various historical religions. Cur-
rently, and in line with the logic of my description of “religion”, I would like
to propose the definition of “spirituality” that was elaborated on at the
World Conference of Religions for Peace (WCRP III Princeton 1979),
namely: “The consciousness of responsibility rooted in an ultimate con-
cern”. This foundational reality, “an ultimate concern”, is not an abstract
formulation. It derives from the historical and biographical socialisation
particular to the development actor, for example, clan ancestors, the
Buddha, Christ, the Quran, the resurrection, human dignity, human rights,
the revolt against injustice in the world. In this way, the motivation to
become part of a development project can be both “religious” and “sec-
ular”.

Secularity
Therefore, in the logic of the sociology of knowledge to which I am refer-

ring here, the foundational element of an “ultimate concern” can take both
a “religious” and “secular” form. What is essential is that development
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agents have a non-negotiable personal foundational reference, which is
applied within the concrete space of a project.

In this limited framework, I find two competencies to be useful- Evi-
dently, between others, competencies such as empathic capacities, confi-
dence building, or language skills are useful, however, in this limited frame-
work, I find two competencies to be of primary use in facilitating develop-
ment projects and international cooperation:

1. Acquiring a "balancing identity"
2. Being able to make the semantic distinction between the "fundamen-
talist" configuration and the "fundamental" option.

I would like to go into these two skills a little more deeply in the two sec-
tions that follow, appying them to the context of the Rwandan Genocide in
section 4.

2 The “balancing identity” skill

Personal and social identity underpins an individual’s basic personality. It is
the element learnt from the prevailing culture. Culture here is understood,
in the constructivist line of cultural anthropology, as the complete set of
internalised codes, which permit members of a society to survive materially,
socially and religiously/ideologically (Berger and Luckmann 2004: 36-39,
49-72). According to this perspective, the social goal is, therefore, to guar-
antee the survival of a society in economic, political and religious terms. We
will come back to the social factor “religion”, but I would like now to
emphasise that I am referring here to “religion” as a relative cultural factor
and not as an absolute transhistorical reality. Given my personal sensitivity
for the religions connotations in political contexts, I would like to examine
two of them a little more deeply here: (a) Elements of cultural anthropology
and the sociology of religions and (b) Elements of communication skills.

2.1 Elements of cultural anthropology and the sociology of religions

Ensuring the “identity” of members of the new generation is, the outcome
of the process of “primary socialisation” ensured by “significant others”
(signifikative Andere), who ate responsible for the 'integration' of a petson
into his or her “basic community” parents, elders, teachers, religious author-
ities (Berger and Luckmann 2004: 51-98, 118-124). However, what inter-
ests us in our discussion on “development NGOs secular or religious” is
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the psychological quality of the actors who have decided to work as go-
betweens in a development process aimed as “transculturation” partial or
complete.

We are, therefore, concerned with a specific identity the outcome of a
“secondary socialisation”. I am referring here to the role of a “facilitator”
or “mediator”, which necessitates in addition to a person’s basic identity the
specific competency that the communication specialist Ludwig Krappmann
has designated as a “balancing identity” (Krappmann 1971). For this
German pedagogue, “balancierende Identitit” characterises a type of per-
sonality that is solidly structured, but which is, at the same time, sufficiently
flexible to be able to enter into the logic of a different personality to be able
to understand the underlying origins of that logic and the ways in which it is
expressed and justified. In short, a core socialisation that remains, however,
open to other options. And it is within these kinds of different ethical and
religious systems that solutions based on responsible and viable compro-
mise need to be claborated. As such, in line with my understanding of
development as a process of transculturation, towards responses that are
“more human”, acquiring the competencies of a “balancing identity” is an
essential precondition. The anthropologist and economist Amartya Sen a
well-known expert in projects dealing with literacy, health, agriculture and
micro-credit banks in India stresses that identity is multi-faceted (Sen 2006).

2.2 Elements of communication skills

The profile of an identity is not only multi-faceted in terms of the histor-
ical, culture-based context, but also as far as its psychosocial configuration
is concerned. It is in this way that Manuel Castels a Spanish specialist in
inter-personal communication and social media distinguishes between the
“traditional identity” and the “utopian identity” and, in the face of the
developmental transition towards modernisation, various forms of “resis-
tance identity” often developed (Castells 1999: 428-435). In order to be
able to work in this kind of fluid socio-political context, development
workers should, therefore, have a “balancing identity” profile and this in
relation to each of the three large cultural areas, namely, economics, politics
and religious factors. Therefore, in addition to their own socialised cultural
grammar, development workers have to learn the grammars, logics and
“languages” used by the partners economically, socially, culturally. They
need to learn a new way to express themselves, understand and give value
to things under the horizon of a new perspective on a common reality. It is
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a process of going beyond (Berger and Luckmann 2004: 142-148). Not
wanting to look for this kind of common “transcendence” must be desig-
nated as mental colonisation and “epistemic” violence. A purely “technical”
transfer of occidental instruments to other inculturated contexts is not pos-
sible. As mentioned in my introductory remarks, this type of imposed cul-
tural change is rejected by Fernando Ortiz as colonialist transculturation.
But, in our understanding, transculturation is a dynamic process.

To sum up, “balancing identity” is an indispensable prerequisite for all
development actors be they secular or religious. It is the capacity to effec-
tively articulate themselves in multiple grammars and cultural logics.

3 The differentiation skill: “fundamentalist vs fundamental”

In the prevailing international political context for instance, south-eastern
Myanmar or Sti Lanka, the Middle East or Sub-Saharan Africa the “reli-
gion” factor is clearly a divisive element (Frazer and Friedli 2015: 9-15, 31).
This “religion” factor can be either a real or an exploited-instrumentalized
element, depending on the context and political leaders. Here again, like
with the anthropological and sociological connotations of the concept or
tool of “balancing identity”, it is clearly not possible to open the debate on
the definition of “religion” in the science of comparative religions (Geertz
1973: 44-95; Hock 2002; Saler 2000).

3.1 Conceptualizing religion

In the core group of Culture and Religion in Mediation CARIM (Research
group at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich), we began
our guidelines on “Approaching Religion in Conflict Transformation” by
making an inventory and analysing more than two dozen schools/theories
on “religion” including the “atheist” variant. Initially, we grouped them
under five categories religion as community, religion as teaching, religion as
spirituality, religion as practice, religion as discourse. But for the go-betweens
and facilitators in the field, both in mediation and development, it still proved
to be too complicated to understand and work with the respective gram-
mars and logics on the ground, for example Shamanistic, Buddhist, Hindu,
Christian or Islamic, not to mention their local or even sectarian variants. In
the end, we decided to stick to the following working definition: “Re/gion”
can be understood as a socially enacted relation to an wultimate concern. But the
practitioners on the ground still did not find this semantic contraction to be
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easy to use. Therefore, we opted for the practical choice of considering
“religion” to be whatever partners on the ground designate as their fields of “religion”
(Frazer and Friedli 2015: 9, 13).

In contrast, when it comes to development projects, it seems to be of
much more operational value to know how to diagnose the fundamentalist
variants and the fundamental options in any religion. Thus, here also, some
semantic clarifications and definitional differentiations should be made
around the unclear journalistic, and even academic, use of the term “funda-
mentalism”, to distinguish, for example, between dogmatism, fanaticism,
orthodoxy and ultra-orthodoxy, or extremism and radicalisation (Marty and
Appleby 1996: 15-47; Mayer 2001).

3.2 Fundamentalist and fundamental

The interiorisation and socialisation of a given ultimate reference be it reli-
glous or secular is attained either in a rigid and repetitive way or in a flexible
and situational manner. I qualify the normative and closed method of
applying moral precepts as “fundamentalist”. In contrast, I designate as
“fundamental” a contextual approach based on values which, although cer-
tainly unconditional, can be interpreted according to the concrete needs
and emergencies on the ground. In short, it is a question of guaranteeing
the “fundamentals”.

These mentalities either fundamentalist or fundamental can be observed
within development policies, be these “religious” or “secular”. The “funda-
mentalist” label, in particular, often remains very vague and controversial.
Which is why, in order to render such categorisations operational, it is crit-
ical to indicate the different levels on which they can have an impact. For
this reason, in this article, I more concretely discuss four “fundamentalist”
analytical aspects: doctrinal; moral; psychological; and political; along with
their “fundamental” correlations.

It is not always easy to perceive this shift, but this is where the transition
towards hard “fundamentalist” aspects in communication happens. In order
to be able to analyse and possibly break down these kinds of psycho-social
dysfunctions, I find it useful to disentangle, in a very emotional, commu-
nicative, often blocked “fundamentalist”, the different levels on which a
“fundamentalist” attitude manifests theoretically and practically. Without
forgetting that, on the ground, it is, actually, neatly always the other person
who is “fundamentalist”’, never one’s self. Nevertheless, the results of a

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748907633
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

90

Richard Friedli

developmental project are conditioned by the clear analysis and perception
of these fundamentalistic oppositions to any social and cultural change.

3.3 Fundamentalism and fundamental options: sociology of comparative religions

In order to render visible some of the issues underlying the shift between
“fundamentalist” and “fundamental” perspectives, I will begin by pre-
senting a taxonomical table that contrasts the “hard” and the “soft” ele-
ments of a religious mentality or, as John Lederach said: the two distant
shores “fear” and “love” (Lederach 2005: 41-43).

Table 1: Comparison between “hard” and “soft” religions

THEOLOGICAL ROOTS

The transcendent god is both the
absolute source of life and the
implacable judge of good and evil.
Totalitarian political organisations
gain their legitimacy through him.

ASPECTS FUNDAMENTALIST FORMS OF RELI- FUNDAMENTAL FORMS OF RELIGION
GION
1. MONOTHEISTIC PRINCIPLE OMNIPRESENT DIVINE MILIEU

The profession of faith in a universal
god relativizes every historical reli-
gious institution and every dogmatic
formulation. All temporal reality is
conditioned.

2.
SociaL CONSEQUENCES

PROSELYTE DYNAMISM

This kind of absolute affirmation
justifies the conviction of pos-
sessing the truth. This sort of reli-
gious understanding is not apt for
consensus. On the contrary, it is
formulated around an aggressive

EMPATHIC AVAILABILITY

The dichotomy between “us” and
“them” is abolished. “De-enemising”
love breaks down the walls of separa-
tion and bridges divides through
“compassion”.

classified as “chosen” or
“damned”. This latent readiness to
crack down can turn into an
uncontrollably destructive rage
over the smallest thing.

mission.
3. DEMONISING LABELS RIGHT TO RECOGNITION
PSYCHOLOGICAL The transcendent god is opposed Hateful denial of the other becomes a
BEHAVIOUR by the absolute force of evil in the | ridiculous form of gesticulation.
wortld. These kinds of satanic Difference does not incite the need to
forces are identified in the social destroy, but instead becomes an invi-
sphere and have to be eradicated. tation to a convivial way of life.
4. MILITARISTIC MENTALITY BEAUTY OF COMPROMISE
STRATEGIC In alignment with this kind of The ideal model is not the crushing of
APPROACHES opposition ideology, humans are the foreign non-believer or the soft-

ening up of any opposition, but the
search for promising and productive
synergies.
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According to the operational description of these two types of behaviour,
the “fundamentalist” mentality hardens contexts, whilst, on the contrary,
the reference to the “fundamentals” of a basic tradition religious or secular
can mitigate a context and facilitate cooperation. The capacity or compe-
tency that we are discussing here to discern involves understanding of the
deep culture (Tiefenkultur) as a sort of container, which holds values and
memories related to being both open to neighbours and closed towards
others or strangers.

3.4 The fundamentalist radicality

The following are some of the characteristics of the “fundamentalist”
grammar of a mentality:

i. Cognitive level: binary thinking

According to the monotheistic mentality, the transcendent god is under-
stood to be the creator and source of life. He manifests his eternal will, to
which obedient submission is required. He inexorably judges between good
and evil, between what is allowed and what is taboo. In fact, I am
describing here the monotheistic mentality according to the Jewish-Chris-
tian-Muslim perspective (Askari 1987: 129-132). However, according to the
phenomenology of religions, the “monotheistic” point of view goes beyond
historical facts in relation to Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions and
designates any mentality that has “inclusion-exclusion”, “choosiness-rejec-
tion” or “faithful-infidel” social polarisations (Galtung 1998), be it religious,
philosophical or cultural.

However, in the context of development projects this exclusivist inter-
pretation of God as an omnipotent creator often brings with it immediate
consequences for developmental project implementation in relation to, for
example, responsible family planning policies or other interventions aimed
at emancipating girls and women (literacy, professional training, family
model, homosexuality). The recourse to this monotheistic principle by dele-
gations from Muslim countries or the Vatican resulted in the failure of the
UN summits in relation to demography (Cairo 1994), human rights (Vienna
1995) and women’s rights (Beijing 1996). On the ground, this “fundamen-
talist” theological reference can block or prevent projects that work to
advance or protect women, mothers and their children (FPriedli 2013: 233—
237; Friedli 2018: 79-82).
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il. Social level: proselyte dynamism

The claim to be chosen by god (“choosiness” (Galtung 1998)) and, there-
fore, to possess the only salvific truth, is not apt for negotiating solutions in
changing social circumstances. It cannot foster consensus. On the contrary,
this “missionary” psychological profile engenders opposition in the com-
munity and political persecution.

iii. Psychological aspects: hardening around morals

The fundamentalist mentality can be characterised by its rigid mentality
(“rigidity” (Galtung 1998)) and punitive attitude (“punitivity” (Galtung
1998)). These kinds of reflexes can of course play out reciprocally between
actors in a development project, and implementation can get stalled as a
result. The threat of withdrawal can be bandied around by one side and
another. There are examples of broken trust and actions taken to force
people out.

iv. Strategic procedures: eradicating the stigmatised reality

The fundamentalist perspective divides the world into “chosen” and
“damned”. Johan Galtung calls this the “DMA syndrome” “Dogmatism,
Manichaeism, Armageddon/Apocalyptic” (Galtung and MacQueen 2008:
92-97). As indicated eatlier, this psychological tendency is characterised by
“punitivity”, which can result in violent interventions. Depending on the
circumstances economic, demographic and massmedial contexts this syn-
drome can easily turn into collective, even military (not to mention geno-
cidal and terrorist), destructiveness. This is the “fundamentalist” aspect,
which is the destroyer of any socio-political interventions.

3.5 The fundamental option

In order to ensure that a developmental project is not blocked, it is critical
to know how to capture, in the same “monotheistic” religious container,
the different constructive potentialities of the “religion’s” own narrative,
which lie at the heart of its collective memory (Lederach 2005: 41-43, 141—
147). In fact, and in contrast to the destructive “fundamentalist” reactions, 1
am referring here to the “fundamental” constructive dimensions of a given

religious tradition. In relation to development projects, it is precisely a
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question of being aware of the risks inherent in the destructive “fundamen-
talist” spiral and trying to redirect the current towards a constructive “foun-
dational” outlet instead. In parallel to the “fundamentalist” mentality, the
following are, in the same tradition, some “fundamental” characteristics:

i. Theological cognitive level: axiological difference between the “divine
milieu” and subsequent socio-political manifestations

The “fundamental” faith in a “universal god” relativises all related historical
institutionalised expressions of faith. Only “God” is absolute. And the reli-
glous traditions are conditioned depending on their cultural history. There-
fore, the Christian-catholic saying extra ecclesiam nulla salus (“Outside the
Church there is no salvation") is a political reduction of this profession of
faith, in which the “Church”- rather than “God”- is perceived as the abso-
lute religious reference. And to take another monotheistic context, “Allah”
transcends all the historical manifestations of Islam. On this subject, the
Pakistani sociologist Hassan Askari continually emphasised that wanting to
make external, historical manifestations of Islam absolute, the Ummah, is a
blasphemy that has to be denounced as a disastrous fundamentalist schism
(Askari 1987: 129-132). In short, the monotheistic affirmation of one tran-
scendent God becomes a sort of “monolatry” a detrimental form of idol-
atry.

ii. Social level: empathic availability

The dichotomy between the “in-group” and the “out-group” has long been
accepted in sociological research (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 122-138;
Friedli 1974: 69-75). However, this dialectic between “in-group” and “out-
group” in the biblical tradition is fundamentally relativized. In this context,
the Jewish theologian Pinchas Lapide speaks of “Entfeindungsliecbe”
(Lapide 1984). This German formulation is difficult to translate other than
by using a contrasting affirmation like “de-enemising love”, but its social
horizon is clear: take the emotionally aggressive association away from the
enemies (“Feinde”), whilst allowing them to continue to be adversaries
(“Gegner”). Inside this calmer space, doctrinal, organisational and even
moral differences can and should be discussed, evaluated and negotiated.
But they are no longer deadly. In the frame of this kind of dynamic, libera-
tion theologists as well as Christians, Buddhists or Muslims speak of “com-

b3

passion”, “maitri/karuna” and “rahma”.
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iii. Psychological level: the right to difference

In this way, hard fundamentalist aspects become no more than empty ges-
ticulations. Which does not, of course, entirely remove their deadly threats.
However, under this “foundational/fundamental” horizon, the invitation to
convivience is affirmed, where the right to difference is respected. In this
context, the American ethicist Michael Walzer defines tolerance as ‘“‘the
process that civilises difference” (Walzer 1998; Senghaas 2004: 30-52).

iv. Strategic level: beauty of compromise

The model of behaviour is, therefore, for neither to crush the other be it
the stranger or the non-believer nor to deny differences, but to search for a
lucid and constructive compromise. This kind of intellectual and practical
method is not an invitation to a harmonizing conversation, but rather a call
to a practical approach that I will qualify as “diapraxis” -dialogue beyond
dialogue - a dialogue on the practical consequences of a doctrinal system
and not a theoretical exchange on absolutely affirmed truths (Poli-
torbis 2011; Lindbeck 2009: 18-27, 59-74).

3.6 Findings on the ‘fundamentalist vs fundamental” shift

In the frame of my actual presentation on “fundamentalist vs fundamental”
transitions, there is no need to enter into further detail. What is important
is to shine a light on the four theoretical levels underlying social change
processes: doctrinal, moral, psychological and political. This is with regard
to both fundamentalist radicalisation and fundamental deradicalisation. In
fact, what is important here is to highlight the case that the personal obser-
vation skills and the practical clear-sightedness required by development
workers are the same, independent of whether they belong to a religiously
affiliated or to a secular NGO.

The following is, therefore, our conclusion: there is no difference in the
approach to be adopted by a development project, be it religious or secular.
This is because both religious and secular NGOs must remain alert in order
to detect any slides of the “fundamental” theological option towards “fun-
damentalist” social radicality. However the risk of a “fundamental-funda-
mentalist” shift should be the concern of all partners in a development
project religious as well secular.
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4 Development NGOs during the Rwandan genocidal processes

The sociological typology of levels that I am presenting here, according to
which the fundamentalist mentality or the fundamental option can be
defined, is the result of multiple past engagements. The most significant
being in the context of the evolution of post-genocide Rwanda. My remarks
should be considered as a further illustration of the reflections made by
Christine Schliesser in this volume on recent socio-political developments
in new Rwanda. In fact, Christine Schliesser describes in her article, in a
very concrete way, the reconciliation and development initiatives currently
offered by the churches in Rwanda. In contrast, I will provide a more gen-
eralised and strategic perspective. To do this, I started by interpreting the
fundamentalist-fundamental issues in the line with the sociological concept
typology. This kind of approach is more abstract and, therefore, less exis-
tential. However, it highlights and systemises certain socio-political histor-
ical factors, framing them within a holistic analytical perspective.

This article leaves aside the controversies that surround in the Rwandan
context each historical reference and the, often contradictory, interpreta-
tions that have been made in their regard (Braeckman 1994; Scherrer 1997),
I refer to the material and testimonies gathered as a member of a rogatory
commission appointed by the Swiss Government as soon as the murderous
events that occurred in Rwanda from April to July 1994 were brought to
the public's attention by the international mass media. Swiss public opinion
was all the more troubled by the news because hundreds of Swiss develop-
ment workers, missionaries and NGO staff had worked for decades in
Rwanda.

As a member of this commission of inquiry, made up of a professor of
international law, an economist, a member of the Swiss Parliament’s
National Council and myself as a sociologist of religions, I participated
from 1994 to 1996 in the hearings of more than a hundred political actors
of the time and witnesses of the genocide. Because they lasted around four
hours per person, the hearings took place in Switzerland, Belgium, France
and Rwanda. Minutes were taken during each of these comprehensive inter-
views by the two secretaries assigned to the commission. These documents
have been filed at the Federal Archives of Switzerland in Bern (Voyame
1996). I am using them now as a database to illustrate the typology of pro-
cesses that are qualified as either “fundamentalist” or “fundamental”.
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Table 2: Rwandan genocide and reconstruction

Richard Friedli

King, to
1990: Ten Command-
ments of the Muhutu

Ubuntu philosophy:
Desmond Tutu

DIMENSIONS FUNDAMENTALIST: FUNDAMENTAL: TYPOLOGY
EXCLUSIVE RADICALITY INCLUSIVE OPTION

DocTrRINAL 1949: Rwanda conse- Imaana overall DocmaTISM

Roots crated to Christ the Rwandan presence; Vs

GLOBALISED ULTIMATE CON-
CERN

Socio-PoLITICAL
CONSEQUENCES

Radio/ TV Mille
Collines: animalisation:
Batutsi = inyenzi = cock-
roach

Banyarwanda detrib-
alisation: Paul
Kagame’s policy

FanaTiCism

VS
TOGETHERNESS
BHN

PsycHOLOGY

Ubnbatke feudal system
Tutsi-Hutu apartheid

Twese hammwe =
widows solidarity;
Muslims in Nyami-
rambo

FUNDAMENTALISM
Vs
UNCONDITIONAL SOLIDARITY

POLICY STRATEGY

Radio/TV:

gukora = weed = geno-
cide April-July 1994;
Death lists (8 April 1994)

Gacaca = popular tri-
bunal

Unminganda =
solidarity work

RADICAL EXTREMISM

vs

DEALING WITH THE PAST
NEW BEGINNINGS

Reconciliation: Pres-
byterian Church

4.1 Fundamentalist Rwandan radicality

In order to avoid being a passive observer of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda,
it is necessary to identify its origins. In fact, it is not sufficient to understand
this tragedy in the way I have often heard it referred to by people around
me as a kind of unforeseeable epidemic that suddenly overran Rwanda.
Instead, we ought to try to understand the related historical triggers.

This is not the place to go into an in-depth analysis of the factors that
led to this tragedy in Central Africa. Even less so is it the time to debate the
various explanatory theories that have been presented (Friedli 2013), for
example, the Belgian colonial past, the Catholic mission, the demographic
explosion, the influx of refugees in the region, urbanisation, the fall in the
price of coffee or the international context of the Cold War.

Table 2 reflects my attempt at a typological systemisation by presenting
an overview of the four levels of fundamentalist radicalisation and funda-
mental deradicalization applied to the context of the genocide in Rwanda.
In this way, I illustrate how complex it is for development NGO staff
-whether religious or secular - to identify the socio-political realities that are
at high risk of becoming deadly let alone to intervene in a practical way to
break the spiral of violence.
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i. A binary doctrinal argument

The ideological radicalisation of the two socio-ethnic groups in Rwanda,
Batutsi and Bahutu, can be illustrated by two significant political-religious
events: (1) the solemn consecration of Rwanda to Christ the King by the
Catholic mission in 1949, and (2) the almost “biblical” affirmation of Hutu
purity vis-a-vis the Tutsi tradition (Ziircher 2014: 65-94).

The solemn consecration of Rwanda to Christ the King by the Catholic
mission in 1949 does not in itself pose a political problem (Rutayisire 1984).
It concretises, within the Catholic Church in Rwanda, the spiritual affirma-
tion proclaimed in 1925 by Pope Pius XI that the Kingdom of Christ is a
religious weapon against the forces of destruction in the world. In fact, this
dogma highlights the Christian vision according to which all nations should
obey Christ’s evangelical counsels. However, in the specific colonial and
political context of Rwanda, where governance of the country was
entrusted to the power of the king and the Batutsi chiefs, this proclamation
sacralised feudal Tutsi power. At the time of the Social Revolution led by
former Bahutu serfs from 1959-1961, during the great wave of decoloniza-
tion, this political-religious consecration put the Catholic Church on the
side of the Batutsi social enemies (Friedli 1997).

Nevertheless, the public space in Rwanda continued to be impregnated
by Catholic catechism and sermons. This was evident on many occasions.
One example being the Ten Commandments of the Mubutu published in
December 1990 in the Kangura journal of the governing Hutu party
(Chrétien 1995: 38-42, 373).

In the solemn style of the Old Testament in the Bible, this “Decalogue”
of political correctness reminds the Bahutu citizens of their obligations and
the behaviour that is expected of them vis-a-vis the Batutsi. The following
are some of the commandments (Chrétien 1995: 39-40):

* Commandment One: Every Mubutu must know that all Ummntutsikazi (Tutsi
women), wherever they may be, are working for the Tutsi ethnic canse. Consequently,
any Hutn is a traitor if be:

o marries a Mututsikazi
*  has a Mututsikazi concubine
*  has a Mututsikazi secretary or protégée.

o Commandment Five: Strategic positions be they at the political, administrative, eco-

nomic, military or security-level nust be given to the Bahutu.
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o Commandment Seven: The Rwandan Armed Forces must be exclusively Hutn. This
has been tanght to us by the war of October 1990. No soldier is permitted to marry
a Mututsikaz.

o Commandment Eight: The Babutu must stop taking pity on the Batutsi.

ii. Socio-political consequences

The radio station Radio-Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (Chrétien 1995:
63-82), played a major role in the process of social division that occurred in
Rwanda prior to the April-July 1994 genocide, by diffusing strong messages
of segregation and hatred towards the Batutsi. In these radio broadcasts,
the Batutsi were designated as they had been since the beginnings of the
wave of decolonisation and democratisation by the nickname zxzyenzs, which
means “cockroach” (Chrétien 1995: 127-138). This animalisation of men
and women is a decisive ideological step that makes the murder of human
beings acceptable since it is no longer considered a homicide but rather a
cleansing of the public sphere and a clean-up of the environment like in
Nazi Germany when the public space was purged of traces of members of
the Jewish community, who were disqualified as weeds or vermin (Zim-
bardo 2007: 287-310).

Moreover, dehumanisation and commodification of the enemy are pro-
cedures used in military camps to take away from soldiers and torturers the
innate human inhibition that prevents the killing of other human beings.
Removing the human quality from men, women and children makes it
easier for military personnel to execute the order to massacre them. It was
in line with this dehumanising logic that the messages broadcast by Radio
Mille Collines prepared the mentalities and psychologies in Rwanda for the
acts of cruelty and genocidal murder that were to follow. Consequently, in
the space of one hundred days, from April to July 1994, more than one mil-
lion women, children and men were executed without the slightest remorse
or inhibition (Hatzfeld 2015).

iii. Psychology hardening around morals

Much eatlier than 1994, the socio-economic consequences of this racist
vision had partitioned and stratified daily life and the economic system in
Rwanda. I am referring here to the wbubake system, a feudal structure that
allowed the Tutsi lords to exploit the Hutu serf farmers and herdsmen who
were in their service (Scherrer 1997; Friedli 1998). As we have just seen, this
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type of relationship was made sacred by the Church’s reference to Christ
the King In addition, and very secretly, rites of initiation and Axbanwa
shamanistic ceremonies consolidated this public authority structure by inte-
grating the forces of imdana “chance”. The Christian missionaries, from the
Catholic, Protestant and Anglican confession, tried to combat this multi-
formed and ambiguous zwdana “witchcraft” by identifying the Christian
God as the sole transcendent [mdana (Kagame 1976: 129-150; Coupez
1975; Friedli 1974: 172-173,188-192; Rapold 1999: 299-419). Conse-
quently, the symbolic and religious environment became extremely con-
fused and ambiguous right at the time when Rwanda was consecrated by
the Catholic missionaries to Christ the King, In this artificial and complex
context, all references to fundamental, humanitarian, and developmental
ethics imploded.

iv. Police and military consequences

In the frame of this multifaceted religious confusion, the international con-
text of decolonisation and democratisation was further strengthened. Polit-
ical changes were announced and inexorably put in place. The Ten Com-
mandments of the Muhutu mentioned eatlier is an example of this. How
could development aid workers and technical staff from Belgian, Canadian,
Swiss and French humanitarian agencies orient themselves in this context?
Not least because throughout the day the local radio was asking people to
go out to “gukora” on the hills and in the valleys! Now, this verb gunkora at
first sight means to work or weed. However, the verb is polysemous. And
the request to go out to “clean” can be understood as a call to “massacre”
the detested Batutsi /nyenezi. Thanks to this ambiguity, the spiral of geno-
cidal massacres was set in motion. However, staff of the amentioned Swiss,
Belgian, French and Canadian development aid NGOs understood these
messages as a call to engage in rural development and reforestation
(Voyame 148-150, 186-189).

4.2 Fundamental options in the Rwandan context

It was the fundamentalist descent to hell. How could the way back to
Rwandan fundamental values and humane reflexes be envisaged? What
were the ethical parameters needed in order for that to happen? How could
the socio-economic conditions necessary for reconstruction be identified?
How could people distance themselves in their daily lives from the mur-
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derous fundamentalist reflexes and behaviours? Is it only a question of
obeying the new political authority in Rwanda, as some theories suggest?
According to this interpretation from cultural sociology, politics ordered
the killings in the first place and now it was ordering the return to a way of
life founded on good neighbourly relations. This interpretation seems to
present an understanding of the genocide that is overly superficial. Indeed,
in order for a new public order to be able to calm, heal and reconcile the
Rwandan population, I would say it was necessary to evoke and internalise
some renewed dimensions of the values that lie at the heart of the Rwandan
fundamental deep culture (Sibomana 1997: 201-229; Friedli 2018: 83-84,
86).

In principle and, again, by way of a brief outline, it is a question of rene-
gotiating and reorientating the four societal levels highlighted eatlier with
regards fundamentalist processes (cf. above Table 1): (1) from rigid dogma-
tism with its exclusivist, binary logic towards the reference to non-nego-
tiable, inclusive human values; (2) from exclusivist, moral demonization and
dehumanization towards the unconditional will to be together; (3) from
dualistic, ethnic extremism towards unconditional human solidarity; (4)
from exclusivist, racist fanaticism towards the new horizon of supportive
and inclusive beginnings of convivience. Although these four levels on
which cultural change is based may sound like a good Sunday sermon, in
actuality they represent the essential points of a consistent developmental
roadmap in transitional justice, community healing and human security
policy (Lederach 2005: 131-149). The following are some of the main
related points:

i. The encompassing “divine milieu”

As we have seen, in Rwandan tradition, transcendent reality is designated as
imdana. This can be interpreted as something that is beyond Batufsi and
Bahutn ethnic divisions. However, was this interpretation still possible given
the Catholic and Protestant churches had interpreted imdana as being a valid
designation for the biblical monotheistic God? Moreover, a linguistic ana-
lysis of Rwandan proverbs reminds us that the iwdana energy field refers to
the ambivalent role that fortune plays in the lives of abantsu humans (Coupez
1975: 90-94; Rapold 1999: 299-419; Friedli 1974: 188-192). In his Bantu-
Rwandan philosophy, the Rwandan philosopher Alexis Kagame (1976: 129—
150) further reminds us of this characteristic of the Rwandan deep culture.
It is for this reason that, in the context of the anthropology of bantu cul-
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tures, South African Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu preferred the
trans-ethnic dimension of the concept of #buntn “humanity”, which desig-
nates the human value of solidarity.

However, I doubt that in the 21st century this kind of return to precolo-
nial Rwanda through the reference to iwdana could have a mobilising effect,
particulatly among post-genocide young people. It might be more feasible,
in the theological context of the Catholic Church, to consider a prudent
reinterpretation both spiritual and apolitical of the theological affirmation
of “Christ King of the Universe”?

ii. Fundamental empathy

These kinds of religious dimensions could be an invitation to go beyond
the Hutu-Tutsi ethnic divide without ignoring the banyarwanda anthropolog-
ical, foundational dimension. Moreover, Paul Kagame, the current president
of Rwanda, has stressed this banyarwanda foundational reference in his
politics for the new Rwanda. In doing so, his intention has been to detrib-
alise both public opinion and political practice. In order to achieve that, of
course, Rwandan history needs to be rewritten and, thereafter, taught to the
new generation.

However, numerous local and international observers have pointed out
that, notwithstanding the egalitarian official political discourse, striking
human rights violations and new forms of clientelism, subtle clan systems
are reappearing (Henkel 2011). In addition, there is a worrying, growing
divide between the urban milieu and the living conditions in rural areas. Yet,
how is it possible to verify these evaluations?

iii. Solidarity in difference

The following two initiatives demonstrate that even in the midst of the
1994 genocidal explosion and all the hateful and murderous fury it was still
possible to behave in ways that were based on human solidarity:

* In the solidarity umbrella organisation “Pro-Femmes Twese Hannve nous les
femmes ensemble”; since late 1994 mothers and widows from different
ethnic and social backgrounds have helped each other in order to
(re)construct houses for their children and orphans. This women’s sup-
port association enabled displaced and disorientated children to receive
emotional counselling, food and shelter irrespective of their ethnic affili-
ation.
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* 'The Baswabili Muslin community in Nyamirambo/Kigali saved many of
their neighbours in the days of the genocidal hunt by hiding them in
their homes during the daytime under the roofs of their houses and huts
or even in their toilets and septic tanks.

These are two examples of significant actions that were based on the values
of hospitality, which are more fundamental than tribal divisions. Values that
are not broken by ethnic ideologies or religious cleavages.

iv. Political level

Some initiatives that referred to the fundamentals of the Rwandan culture
proposed the implementation of post-genocidal, post-trauma psycho-social
actions. These constituted an important step in the urgently-needed process
of engendering mutual support and, as it was said by Naason Munyan-
damutsa a Rwandan psychiatrist (1958-2016), helped in “reconstructing
souls”. Nevertheless, these therapies remained at the personal level, mean-
while it was the entirety of the Rwandan society that had to be open to
living together again in a new way, in terms of its social structures, develop-
mental energies and political conditions. In order to achieve this, Rwanda
has some traditional negotiation and reconciliation processes called
“gacaca”. This system of talks “under the tree” and “on the lawn” (= loose
translation of gacaca) was used in the past for neighbourhood conflict reso-
lution in the context of rural, self-sufficient societies and near-home rela-
tions.

This kind of negotiation mechanism could not function without some
adaptation in the context of the one hundred days of genocide where there
was a need to bring to light the atrocities that had been committed
throughout the country, evaluate who was responsible, decide on appro-
priate punishments, avoid reprisals and guarantee new societal beginnings
(Rutayisire 2012). In order to do this, new juridical tools were required,
which would be complementary to the popular gacaca tribunals. The recon-
struction of post-apartheid South Africa and, appropriately, the leadership
and vision of Desmond Tutu were instrumental in highlighting transitional
justice procedures that could constitute the new juridical tools that were
needed (Clark 2010).

Indeed, with the help of 150,000 judges, who were trained in the space
of a few weeks, popular tribunals held in the villages judged those respon-
sible for the atrocities and abuses committed during the three months of
genocide in 1994. Between 1996 and 2011, this work was done according to
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the following four axes (Rutayisire 2012; Friedli 2013): right to truth, right
to justice, adjudication of punishments and guarantee of non-repetition.

In addition to this judicial procedure by the newly adapted gacaca com-
munity-tribunals, another important contribution to the restoration of fun-
damental Rwandan values was monthly community service in the form of
days of public #mmuganda reforestation, road maintenance, the repair of
homes, communitarian fieldwork. This diapraxis being a way of building
solidarity.

5 Outcomes and new beginnings on development and religion issues

This article on two development contexts and projects one international
(UN) and the other national (Rwanda) demonstrates, in my opinion, that
differentiating between “religious” and “secular” approaches is not helpful.
Both “religion” and “secularity” can produce constructive or destructive
consequences i.e. both styles of acting can produce hardening or mitigating
social repercussions. The divide is not between “religion” and “secularity”,
but rather between “orthodoxy” and “openness” between the evangelical-
secular radicalization complex on the one hand, and the human—spiritual
capacity to “transcend” on the other hand. Rigidity or flexibility, repetition
or creativity. The skills of a “balancing identity” and the “capacity to differ-
entiate” are two decisive development competencies. They permit a person
to understand and enter into the cultural grammar of the other, be it within
a religious or a secular context.

In so doing, cooperation can start under a common horizon indicated by
the Basic Human Needs approach: survival, wellbeing, identity and hope. In
this contribution, I have presented two cognitive skills that are, in my
opinion, indispensable preconditions to realise sustainable development
projects, conceptualised as a desired process of “transculturation”: flexi-
bility as a balancing identity and discernment of #he fundamentalist vs. fundamental
shift. The Rwandan context we analysed -pre-genocide, genocide 1994, and
post-genocide - dramatically illustrates how both competences are neces-
sary for developmental agents working in complex human contexts,
wherein in some way or another the factor of “religion” was involved (Mat-
shall 2011: 10-13).
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In all these areas, the knowledge of the “religious” factor plays a pivotal
role on at least two levels:

(1) RELIGION As A TOOL: The “religion”, even in its “secularised” form, is a
key cultural component to know about and respect in order to enable a
development project to advance.

(2) REGION AS SPIRITUALITY: The experiences I have shared with go-betweens
engaged in serious and long-term development projects and on the field
of political conflicts have taught me that they are driven by what they
themselves call “spirituality” (Frazer and Friedli 2015: 12-13, 21, 29-31).

However, for us, it is impossible to define this term “spirituality” in a tran-
scultural manner. But we do think, that its meaning is to be sought in an
“awareness of responsibility rooted in an ultimate concern” with socio-political
consequences. The reference to this “ultimate concern” ought to be ascer-
tained 7z situ as valuable religious grammar Buddha, the Resurrection, Allah,
the Kingdom of God, Human Dignity, etc. The personal spiritual roots of
agents in Developmental NGOs religious or secular should be understood
as an individual basic choice, but not a public proclamation.
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Marie Junl Petersen

Islam and Development: International Muslim NGOs

Introduction

The last three or four decades have seen the emergence of an increasing
number of international Muslim NGOs engaged in the provision of aid to
the poor. This chapter is about two of them—the British Islamic Relief and
the Saudi Arabian International Islamic Relief Organisation (in the fol-
lowing ITROSA).! Despite similarities in their names, the two organisations
present two very different understandings of religion and its role in the pro-
vision of aid, and—consequently—of their own role in the field of develop-
ment and humanitarian aid. Based on micro-sociological case studies of
these two organisations, this chapter explores some of these differences,
identifying and analysing dominant narratives on the nexus between Islam
and aid. What is the role of religion in the work and identity of these orga-
nisations?? The purpose of the analysis is not to provide a comprehensive
mapping of the field of international Muslim NGOs as such, but to present
emblematic examples, or what Flyvbjerg (2000) calls paradigmatic cases, of
different kinds of contemporary international Muslim NGOs and their
conceptions of aid and Islam.? For this purpose, the selection of Islamic
Relief and IIROSA seems apt, insofar as these two organisations represent
two ‘typical’ examples of international Muslim NGOs; positioning them-

1 This chapter builds in large part on previously published work, in particular the article
Islamizing Aid’, published in Voluntas 2011, and my book For Humanity or for the
Umma, Hurst 2015. I would like to thank Voluntas and Hurst for permission to reprint.

2 Recent years have seen a surge in literature on Islam and aid provision. For literature on
international Muslim NGOs, see e.g Kaag (2016; 2017), Kirmani and Khan (2008),
Palmer (2011), Lacey and Benthall (2014), Clarke and Tittensor (2016), Juul Petersen
(2011; 2012a; 2015). For literature on local Muslim charities and aid organisations, see e.g.
Harmsen (2008) and Wiktorowicz (2001) on Jordan, Sparre and Juul Petersen (2007) on
Jordan and Egypt, Clark (2004) on Jordan, Egypt, and Yemen, or Salehin (2016) on
Bangladesh.

3 Paradigmatic cases are, according to Flyvbjerg (2006: 232) cases that highlight more gen-
eral characteristics of the societies in question, in this case the group of transnational
Muslim NGOs after 9/11. As such, the selected cases are not paradigmatic in the sense
of being ‘average’ or ‘representative’, but in the sense of containing the most informa-
tion, the richest narratives, the broadest range of characteristics.
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selves (and being positioned) in different ways in the aid field.* The first
two sections of the chapter give a brief history of the emergence and con-
temporary context of transnational Muslim NGOs, outlining some of the
main events and developments that have shaped the trajectories of these
organisations. The third and fourth sections present the case studies of the
two Muslim NGOs, analysing dominant organisational narratives on the
role of religion in the provision of development and humanitarian aid.
Finally, the conclusion sums up the main points of the analysis.

The Emergence of International Muslim NGOs

Naturally, international Muslim NGOs are not the first institutions of aid
provision in the history of Islam.> Although not direct equivalents of con-
temporary development aid, traditions of charity (sadaqa) have existed since
the birth of Islam, and historically, zakat and waqf have been important
institutions for the redistribution of wealth in Muslim societies. Contempo-
rary Muslim aid organisations, however, grew first and foremost out of a
general Islamic resurgence. Starting in the early 20th century, the Islamic
resurgence denotes a global movement of renewed interest in Islam as a rel-
evant identity and model for community, manifested among other things in
the introduction and strengthening of Islamically defined organisations and
institutions (Lapidus 2002: 823). The Muslim Brotherhood and the Jama’at-
e Islami, the transnational and pan-Islamic missionary movements of the
Gulf, and the Muslim migrant organisations in Europe and North America
were forerunners to today’s international Muslim NGOs, contributing in
different ways to shaping conceptions of aid provision. For the Muslim
Brotherhood and Jama’at-e Islami, aid was about moral education, or zar-

4 The majority of data for the analysis was collected during field visits to the headquarters
and country offices of the two organisations. The visits were carried out in 2008 and
2009, each lasting between one and five weeks, altogether a period of approximately four
months. During my visits I conducted a total of approximately 100 interviews, including
interviews with headquarter staff in Britain and Saudi Arabia, and country office staff in
Bangladesh, Jordan and Lebanon; as well as background interviews with representatives
from other Muslim NGOs, Christian and secular NGOs, governmental donor agencies
and intergovernmental organisations. Alongside interviews, observations were also car-
ried out, in particular at project sites but also at staff meetings and meetings with partner
organisations. Finally, documents about and by the organisations were collected,
including, for example, website information, project documents, reporting formats,
annual reports, brochures, policies, promotion videos, photos and newspaper articles.

5 FOR A MORE THOROUGH ACCOUNT OF THE HISTORY OF INTERNATIONAL MusLiMm NGOSs, SEE
PETERSEN (2012B), AND BENTHALL AND BELLION-JOURDAN (2003).
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biya, aimed at building up the individual Muslim and strengthening the
Muslim umma, understood primarily in a national context. The organisa-
tions from the Gulf, on the other hand, emphasised a more transnational
approach, expressed in the provision of relief, missionary activities, net-
works and conferences on a transnational level. Finally, migrant Muslim
organisations in Europe and North America introduced a focus on com-
munity activism, informal practices of transnational giving as well as profes-
sional NGOs, modelled after Western NGOs.

The end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s saw the emergence
of some of the first international Muslim NGOs. As Yaylaci (2008: 14)
notes, contemporary forms of Muslim aid mostly originate from a rally to
support Muslims in catastrophic situations, essentially those in war and nat-
ural disasters. One of the first disasters to attract the attention of Muslim
organisations was the famine in the Horn of Africa, motivating the estab-
lishment of several NGOs with the purpose of providing food aid,
medicine, and other kinds of emergency relief to people in affected coun-
tries such as Ethiopia, Sudan, Chad and Somalia. Islamic Relief, founded in
Britain in 1984, was one of these new organisations; IIROSA was another,
established in Jeddah in 1979. Parallel to the involvement in Africa, Muslim
NGOs increasingly got involved in other areas of the world, especially the
war in Afghanistan—interpreted by many as an attempt by an atheist Soviet
to intimidate a pious Muslim population. Drifting into civil war, the Afghan
conflict was later replaced by the war in Bosnia as the Muslim cause par
excellence, leading to another wave of Muslim NGOs. Financially, the surge
of Muslim NGOs was partly facilitated by the explosion of oil prices in
1979, meaning that huge funds were suddenly available to Middle Eastern
regimes, intergovernmental institutions, businesses and individual donors
(Ghandour 2004: 329). Some of this money was channeled through Muslim
NGOs, in particular the Gulf-based ones. Another flow of funds had its
origin among Muslim immigrants in Europe and North America, who
would pay their zakat to Muslim NGOs. Today, the aid field accommodates
around 400 transnational Muslim NGOs. The majority of these are estab-
lished in Europe and North America, in particular Great Britain, while the
Gulf countries have also fostered a large number of organisations. Recent
years have also seen the emergence of a number of Turkish NGOs.
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International Muslim NGOs in the Post 9/11 Aid Field
International Muslim NGOs and the Global War on Terror

In the first decade or two of their existence, international Muslim NGOs
were living an almost parallel life in the periphery of the aid field. Getting
most of their funding from Muslim individuals, businesses and sometimes
governments, they did not need European or North American donors; they
cooperated little with UN and other international institutions; and they did
not participate in international forums for NGO cooperation, placing
themselves outside the reach of common mechanisms for control and
accountability. Suspicions of involvement in militant activism would surge
from time to time, in particular in relation to the work of Muslim NGOs in
Afghanistan and Bosnia. Here, several NGOs were suspected of funding
militant camps and facilitating logistical support to the mujahedeen. While
US and other governments would initially turn a blind eye to such relations,
seeing the mujahedeen as their ally in the fight against the Communists, this
changed with the end of the Cold War and the shifting political dynamics.
The alleged involvement of a number of Muslim NGOs in the 1993 and
1998 attacks on American territories—first the World Trade Center and
then the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania—only strengthened this neg-
ative attention to Muslim NGOs, leading to increased control, arrests of
individuals and bans of certain organizations. Muslim NGOs were increas-
ingly seen Muslim NGOs were increasingly seen as de facto accomplices in
radical Islamist terrorism. This assumed linkage intensified with the 9/11
attacks on the Twin Towers and Pentagon in 2001. Within a year of the
attacks, a number of transnational Muslim NGOs had been designated by
the US government, accused of supporting Al Qaeda. Several other govern-
ments followed suit, banning transnational Muslim NGOs from working in
their territory. In the following years, a wide range of new laws, policies and
regulations were introduced, attempting to prevent and obstruct NGO
involvement in terrorist activities. Some of the most important measures in
what came to be known as the War on Terror have been the so-called desig-
nation lists of organizations and individuals with alleged links to militant
Islamist networks, including Al Qaeda, Hamas and Hizbollah. Aside from
these lists, governments and intergovernmental organizations have intro-
duced a number of strategies, policies and regulations, aimed at strength-
ening financial accountability and transparency of NGOs (Cotterrell and
Harmer 2005: 19).
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Religious NGOs in the Field of Development and Humanitarian Aid

These ‘hard’ measures to crack down on ‘terrorist’ NGOs were coupled
with ‘softer’ counter-terrorism approaches seeking to encourage coopera-
tion with Muslim NGOs in order to prevent radicalisation (Howell and
Lind 2009: 47) and to strengthen relations with potential bridge builders. In
this, governmental aid agencies have played an important role. In particular
the British Department for International Development, DfID, has been
active in strengthening cooperation with Muslim NGOs, and supports sev-
eral organisations financially. In Switzerland, the Federal Department of
Foreign Affairs established an initiative titled “Towards cooperation with
Islamic charities in removing unjustified obstacles’, also known as the Mon-
treux Initiative (see Lacey and Benthall 2014); and in Germany, the
Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit, GTZ (in Eng-
lish, German Agency for International Cooperation), launched a range of
projects focusing on Islam and development aid, including ‘Islam and
Development Cooperation in Africa’, and ‘Instruments of Development
Cooperation and Islamic Values in Asia’.

This focus on Muslim NGOs coincided with a general interest in reli-
gious NGOs (or faith-based organisations) among governmental and intet-
governmental development agencies, as the chapters in this volume show.
While religious organizations have historically played an important role in
the provision of aid (see the chapter by Hoffmann in this volume), their
efforts for many years went largely unnoticed among mainstream develop-
ment agencies. Shaped by narratives of modernisation, dominant concep-
tions of development have historically been largely secularist, based on an
understanding of religion as a traditional and conservative force, and as
such an obstacle or, at best irrelevant, to development. Ver Beek’s 2000
survey of the policies of several major development agencies testifies to
this, concluding that none of them had any policies on religion or spiritu-
ality, and that they sought to avoid the topic in programmes and projects.
Religion was, he claimed, a ‘development taboo’ (Ver Beek 2000: 31). Today,
the taboo has been broken (de Kadt 2009). Failures in mainstream aid pro-
vision, among other things, have forced development agencies to look for
alternative ways of providing aid—and in this, many have turned to reli-
gious NGOs, seeing them as the new panacea. Underlying this new interest
is an understanding of religion as an ‘added value’ to development. Building
on large constituencies and enjoying trust and credibility in local communi-
ties, religious NGOs are expected by development agencies to have great
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potential as promoters of development and humanitarian aid, capable of
galvanizing moral commitment, translating principles of aid into the idioms
of faith and mobilizing popular support for donor initiatives (Clarke 2007:
80). In this perspective, the religious identity of organisations is considered
an instrument in the effective implementation of aid activities, primarily
serving as a tool for access to and communication with constituencies that
may otherwise be untreachable.®

To sum up, this is (part of) the context in which contemporary transna-
tional Muslim NGOs find themselves today. Historically, they have been
largely invisible in the aid field, getting funding from individual Muslims,
and avoiding Buropean and North American donors. In particular, since
9/11 and the War on Terror, this parallel life is no longer possible—every-
body is watching the Muslim NGOs, navigating in an environment of
increasing regulation and control, but also with openings for cooperation
and funding, Different NGOs have reacted differently to this situation.
Some have withdrawn or have been pushed to the periphery, isolated from
mainstream development actors, while others move still closer to the centre,
cooperating closely with other actors in the field. The remainder of this
chapter takes a closer look at two organisations that have had very different
trajectoties since 9/11, exploring the ways in which they understand reli-
gion and its role in development and humanitarian aid as well as the ways in
which they understand their own position in this field.

International Islamic Relief Organisation: ‘It’s all in Islam!’

Established in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia in 1979, IIROSA is the oldest of the
two organisations discussed in this chapter—and one of the oldest transna-
tional Muslim NGOs in the world. The IIROSA is formally part of the
Muslim World League whose secretary general is the chairman of the
ITIROSA General Assembly. IIROSA has its headquarters in Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia, with fundraising offices all over the country. The organisation is
firmly anchored in a conservative Muslim environment. Founders, board
and assembly members are all ‘Islamic dignitaries’ with strong personal and
professional relations to key Islamic organisations and persons. All staff
members in the organisations are practicing Muslims; many have experience
with other Muslim organisations; and a few have experience with Western
development organisations. Likewise, the vast majority of donors atre
Kuwaiti and Saudi Muslims wishing to pay their obligatory religious tax,

6 For a critical discussion of religion as an ‘added value’, see e.g. Jones and Petersen (2011).
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zakat, voluntary alms, or sadaqa; partners are primarily other Islamic orga-
nisations and institutions such as the OIC, the International Islamic
Council for Da’wa and Relief, national Ministries of Awqaf and Islamic
Affairs, as well as local Muslim organisations; and recipients are mainly
Muslim majority countries or Muslim minorities in non-Muslim counttries.

The IIROSA used to be one of the biggest and most influential Muslim
organisations. In the 1990s, it had more than 80 country offices all over the
wortld—including Latin America—and a budget close to $100 million USD,
employing several thousand staff members. By 2010, the budget had been
cut to less than $20 million USD (IIROSA 2011: np), and several country
offices and programmes had been closed. Since then, IIROSA’s activities
have diminished further; there are even rumours that the organisation is
largely defunct today. One of the main reasons for this downfall is the per-
sistent suspicions of links with Al Qaeda and other militant Islamist groups,
leading to severe restrictions on the organisation’s activities. These suspi-
cions have surrounded the organisation since its eatly years, in particular in
relation to its activities in Afghanistan and Bosnia, where the organisation
was suspected of supporting the mujahedeen,” but intensified after 9/11,
when IIROSA was accused of financing the instigators of the attacks. In
2000, the Philippines and Indonesia branches were accused of ties to ter-
rorist organisations by the US, claiming that they were ‘facilitating fund-
raising for al Qaeda and affiliated terrorist groups’. At the same time, the
ITROSA has been subject to increasing control by its own government. The
organisation has, in other words, been subject to a wide range of ‘hard mea-
sures’ in the name of the War on Terror, leading to its deterioration and iso-
lation.®

7 Later, the IIROSA was suspected of involvement in the 1998 bombing of the US
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, leading to the ban of the organisation by the Kenyan
government.

8 In August 2002, the organisation was, together with seven other NGOs, seven interna-
tional banks, the Sudanese government and a number of individuals, sued by a group of
families of the 9/11 victims (Saudia Online 19 August 2002, cf. Immigration and Refugee
Board of Canada 2003). The case is still ongoing. The director of the Philippines office,
Mohammad Jamal Khalifa, is the brother-in-law of Osama bin Laden and was considered
by the US to be a senior Al Qaeda member. The Indonesia office was accused, among
other things, of financing the establishment of training facilities for use by al Qaeda asso-
ciates. The purpose of this analysis is not to determine whether this treatment is justified
or not (to date, the organisation has not been convicted of any crimes).
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A dignified life and a strengthened umma

Through its work, IIROSA “aims to alleviate the suffering of distressed and

needy people wotldwide”.? As stated in one of the organisation’ reports
(ITROSA 20006: 8):

“IIROSA drives inspiration from the blessed land of the Two Holy Mosques,
adopting the prophetic guidance in relieving the distressed, helping the needy and
consoling the grieved. It strives to provide food for the hungry, medical care for the
sick, clothes for the unclothed, helps wipe tears of the orphans, provides shelter,
social and educational care for those who have lost their homes due to wars or nat-
ural disasters, such as earthquakes, floods and drought. [...] Allah Almighty said in
His Holy Scripture: {And they feed for the love of God, the indignant, the orphan
and the captive (Saying), “We feed you for the sake of God alone: No reward do we
desire from you. Nor thanks} (Verses 8 & 9, Sura 76/Holy Qut’an).”

Through the provision of aid, the organisations seek to enable the poor and
needy to take care of themselves, so that they will no longer be humiliated
and ashamed, but will be able to re-gain their God-given dignity, living “a
decent and useful life” (IIROSA 2008b: 10). For IIROSA, poverty is not
only about hunger, diseases, and lack of education; it is also about religious
ignorance, humiliation and backwardness. Poverty is, in other words, both
spiritual and material and as such, markedly different from secular develop-
ment conceptions of poverty. This understanding of poverty builds on con-
ceptions of the inseparability of the material and the transcendent, under-
lying most contemporary Islamic movements and groups.

By assisting individual Muslims, ensuring their right to Islamic education
and encouraging “observance of Islamic morals, sharia virtues, [and] activa-
tion of da’wa” (IIROSA 2008a: 40), IIROSA not only ensures their self-
reliance and a dignified life, they also contribute to strengthening the
Muslim umma (see also Kaag 2008: 5). The umma is threatened at different
levels: from within, by ‘immoral’ and ‘ignorant’ Muslims on one side, and
religious extremists and fanatics on the other; and from the outside, by
what is seen to be strongly proselytizing Christian NGOs, as well as by
“baseless allegations” launched against Muslim NGOs by “some people in
the West” in particular after 9/11 (IIROSA 2007: 2f). To be a good Muslim
is not only about individual piety and dignity, but about rescuing and main-
taining the distinctively Islamic character of society. As such, the moral
reform of the individual is linked to that of society (Hatina 2006: 182),

9 TIROSA, website, http://www.egatha.org/eportal/index.php?option=com_content&vie
w=article&id=2&Itemid=2 (last accessed, 28 April 2018).
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strongly echoing Hassan al-Banna’s ideas of Islamic activism. Aid provision,
in other words, is not only for the poor individual, but for society. This is
what Thaut (2009), in her analysis of Christian NGOs, calls an evangelistic
humanitarianism: “they provide relief and development assistance largely
with the goal of helping to extend the church, build up the community of
Christians globally, and serve the spiritual needs of humanity” (Thaut 2009:
342).

For ITIROSA, then, aid entails not only access to health, education, food
and housing, but also religious education and facilities for worshipping. Aid
is at once spiritual and material. As such, Islam is not restricted to a specific
‘Islamic’ department or programme for ‘seasonal activities’, but influences
and shapes all sectors of the organisation’s work. This is very visible and
concrete in the Engineering Department, responsible for building and
maintaining mosques, and in the Holy Qur’an and Dawa Programme,
offering Qur’an memortization courses; but practices of aid and religion also
merge—albeit in more intangible and indirect ways—in other programmes.
An example is the Social Welfare Programme, which—at least at the time of
the current studys fieldwork—offered financial support, education,
medicine and basic necessities to almost 100,000 orphans across the world
with a budget of almost $15.5 million USD. “The Prophet Muhammad
himself was an orphan and he said that whoever took care of an orphan
would be like this with him in heaven”, people tell me, illustrating the close-
ness between the sponsor and the prophet by holding together two