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BOOK REVIEW
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Does Religion Shape
Development?

This book by Dr.
Carole Rakodi, who
is an Emeritus
Professor at the
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Development Department, School of

Government and Society, University
of Birmingham, UK, was published
in 2023. She is also serving as the
Director, Religions and
Development Research Programme
in the University. A notable scholar
in the field of urban studies and
development, her work primarily
focuses on the dynamics of
urbanization, informal settlements,
and social policy, particularly in
developing countries.

However, in her recent research
she has focussed on an important
issue of religion and the way it
relates to society. In an important
work in 2019, she had dwelt on how
understanding of beliefs, practices,
organization influence social
imagination and thinking on
development in particularly Asia
and Africa. Dr. Rakodi also explored,
in this earlier work, the intersections
of religion and development,
particularly how religious beliefs
and institutions influence social and
economic development in urban
settings. Her research often
highlights the role of faith-based
organizations in addressing issues



such as poverty, health, and
education.

Her most recent book, which is
being reviewed here, focuses on the
organizational traits of faiths and
civilizations and expands on her
earlier examination of how religious
practices, beliefs, and values affect
social behaviour and relationships,
particularly within families. She
explores how religious organizations
may mobilize resources and deliver
social services; frequently filling
gaps left by state institutions. She
also examines the ways in which
religious beliefs impact community
priorities and development
strategies, which in turn affect social
cohesiveness and resilience.

The book explores the ways in
which Muslim, Christian, Hindu, and
Buddhist organizations operating in
various settings in Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) convey the
religious ideals of altruism and
compassion through useful
endeavours aimed at enhancing
societal welfare. The book, which is
based on substantial empirical
research, maps the organizations
involved, pointing out the parallels
and contrasts between the many
religious traditions and explaining
the reasons for their choice of
activities, financing sources, and

organizational structures. It
examines the role played by religious
actors in worldwide humanitarian
relief and reconstruction efforts, as
well as in education at the school
level. It also responds to the
argument that religious
organizations have unique
advantages over other types of
organizations.

Dr . Rakodi posits in the book based
on her research that “the evolution
of Islamic organisations and their
social engagements have some
common features in South Asia and
SSA, but there are also many
significant subcontinental, regional
and national differences”. Her
research on India is particularly
instructive. She has tried to gather
facts regarding missionary activities
in India and held that the historical
links between British Colonialism in
India and Christian missionary is
quite complex. She goes on to say
that initially the colonial
administration looked at
missionaries as impediments to its
commercial interests. However, as
colonial rule stabilised, by early 19th

century, it not only tolerated
missionary activity but encouraged
it in the north-eastern India.

She has given some figures which
could add fuel to right wing concerns
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in India today, unless of course it is
contextualised in a non-political
manner. The data she has gathered
for her research reveals that during
the twentieth century, the number of
mission organisations and
missionaries continued to grow
rapidly, to 4,300 agencies and 320,000
missionaries by 1994. Although
Roman Catholic missionaries still
outnumbered those associated with
other churches, the share of American
Protestants in the total grew from 27%
of 18,000+ missionaries in 1900 to 59%
of about 76,000 by 1992, backed up
by increased and sustained funding,
although the number of long-term
American missionaries fell and the
number of short termers and local
missionaries rose. (p. 114)

She has also taken up for her study
new religious groups in India formed
around gurus, who have created their
own communities of believers and
questioned the role of the state and
the dominant religious practices.
Cultural organisations like Rashtriya
Swayam Sevak Sangh (RSS) also
finds mention in her work. She goes
on to say that such sangathans
“organised around various activities
called seva, which among other aims
sought to enable individual sevaks
(volunteers) to acquire a new religio-
political identity, that of an imagined
Hindu nation”(p. 142). A brief history

of RSS is provided in the book with a
tentative view that “the tensions
between religious and sociopolitical
aims inform the analysis of
contemporary Hindu organisations’
social involvement that follows”(p.
143).

She also notes that because of
widespread mistrust of secular
NGOs and state organisations,
individual and group donations in
India are often directed towards
religious organisations engaged in
building temples and shrines.
“Support for Hindu nationalist
organisations and their welfare arms
is used for purposes that are
ostensibly religious (e.g. temple
building) or apparently secular (e.g.
education)”, she concludes.

Overall, it is an engaging book and
a must read for scholars engaged in
research on religion and its growing
influence in developing societies in
the post-colonial context. The role of
religious values and organisations in
resisting or promoting social change,
focusing on women’s movements,
especially their campaigns for
changes in family law, and the quest
for social and legal recognition for
gender minorities.

The book’s wide coverage of two
subcontinents in the Global South
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and several important religious
traditions will be of interest to
researchers and students in the fields
of sociology, international
development, religious studies,
anthropology and area studies, as

well as to those engaged in policy
and action who are looking to
improve their understanding of the
complex social, cultural, political and
religious contexts in which they
work.
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