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DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE BY RELIGIONS

AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
An Overview of Development Scenario in Keralam

J. Prasant PalakkappillW

1. Introduction

Religion, economics, and development: do the three terms relate?

Definitely, the last two are often discussed as inseparably linked, With the

former, however, the initial response could be that of an unholy alliance

between 'God and Mammon',J Usually, religion spoke about and

presented a world beyond the realm of matter and economics, There had,

of course, been people like Kumarappa, who spoke of an 'Economics of

Permanence' in a very religious or spiritual sense, without losing the

reality of economics, However, coming to practice, one finds, that just as

religion touches almost all plains of life, including economics, economics

does the same, perhaps, all the more, including the religious plane, This

could manifest in modes on a continuum between the very subtle to the

very gross,

In the subtle, oft unexamined levels, a human being calls upon

hislher religious resources, including God(s), for prosperity and economic

development, and is glad and obliged to his/her God, when slhe manages

to attain economic development They believe that they owe it to God,

and the gratitude is manifested in the form of tithes for religious

establishments, zakkat, daan, etc" all of which have implications for the

economic growth of many a dependent one.

2. Religion-Inspired Economic Development

The invariable religious precept of 'love for others' or 'do good':' has led

to numerous activities in the domain of economics (by way of transfer of

economic resources, directly or indirectly). It was by striking the
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religious establishments, such as temples, mosques, churches, generating

income for people providing the religio-spiritual services through these

establishments, b) satisfying the religious needs of the devotees, and c) of

sustaining the livelihood and income of those involved in the supply of

these goods. (2) Economic activities and economic advancement as a

resultant of religious ethos: The latter goes true more with personal

economic advancement based on the inspirations from one's religious

beliefs. Both of them, in effect, are channels turned towards physiological-

safety and security needs of human beings, or those of self-

aggrandizement.

A casual observation of the past few decades shows great flourishing

of religions - all religions - in India. This is indicated by the growth of

places of religious worship, like temples, churches, mosques, and other

centres of fellowship of various permutations - combinations of Hindu-

Christian religions. They, indeed, show prosperity, while the actual

numbers of the poor in any of these religions have not decreased, though

their percentage might have. This apparently ironical situation of material

affluence of religious (read spiritual) centres has been aptly criticized by

the Malayali poet Madhusoodhanan Nair. His critique is focused on faith

mansions with increasing purchasing power, and religion (dharmam) that

comes into notice of the public in their process of measuring wealth, and in

the process is becoming irreligion (adharmam). According to him, the

basis of such an increase in economic prosperity is based on devotion that

borders around hysteria (unmada bhakti):

ponnu kanikka vanchi tan va pilarnnamarunna

kraya seshi vardhicca viswasa metagal ...

Panattotalannalunna-dharamavum kantuvo?5

Indeed, the economic growth and prosperity of both institutionalized and

charismatic religions have been amazing that they grow, proliferate, and

erect structures that vie with one another in their uninhibited exhibition of

wealth.

Centres of pilgrimages become centres of great commercial activity,

which either directly or indirectly sustain the lives of thousands of people.

The examples are Velankanni, Sabarimala, Thirupathy, Puttparti,

'v. Madhusoodanan Nair, "Bharateeyam" in Naranattu Brantan, Kottayam:

DC Books, 1992 (2003), 103-104. "The wide mouthed golden collection boxes, the

faith mansions with increasing purchasing power ... and have you seen, the religion,

or rather, irreligion which indulges in measuring its material wealth?"
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Credit Unions served as a strategy for Community Organisation; pooling

in of a weekly remittance by the individual members and easy access to

credit in the neighbourhood motivated people to come together. This

coming together led to other areas of collective action for common good.

The model initiated by the academic economist Muhammad Yunus of

Bangladesh became a household model in the entire developing world.

This had the added emphasis of involvement of women of the

neighbourhood, their empowerment through access to timely credit and

income generation. The model was eagerly taken up by the voluntary

sector on the whole, and by Christian development organizations in

particular. While Credit Unions in the segment could be traced to early

80s, we find intensive promotion of SHG concept in the late 90s. By the

first five years of the new millennium, the trend was accepted and co-

opted in many states into the state poverty alleviation and welfare

mechanisms. A unique initiative from Keralam, called Kutumbasree

(Family Prosperity), has been hailed a functional model; on this front,

success stories galore in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh initiatives.
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(Note: All the figures are approximate for the year 2007-08)

The above table shows a sample of the inputs in the development-

welfare front in a few key sectors of housing, IGP, EGP, agriculture

promotion, and SHG strategy. In Keralam alone, there are about 30

Catholic dioceses, with their social outreach wings! The rows 1 and 2 are

indicators as to their input in socio-economic development in monetary

terms. Besides these, numerous Catholic religious congregations with each
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excellence in education. In this trend, the Church-based institutions have

been in the lead, while others, like the Muslim Education Society, SNDP,

and similar other bodies have not been out of the picture. In this phase,

while the stress on quality, facility, and infrastructure has been undeniable,

these education ventures invariably got transformed into business ventures

with a concern for costs, ranging from a desire for a no loss status (break

even) to that of generating handsome revenues. This has also been the case

with centres of higher and technical education.

In the last one decade, in the state of Keralam, the contribution of

religious institutions, Church-based institutions being outstanding among

them, in the field of higher and technical education has been very

significant. A new wave of starting such institutions of higher learning,

with superior infrastructure, has had great economic impact. From a very

superficial assessment, there has been around 15000 jobs - professional,

para-professional and others - created from about 30 odd such institutions

run by various religious groups. Apart from that, the economic

development around such institutions by way of establishing various

service outlets - food, lodging, stationery, etc. - has also been substantial.

The savings generated by the native population, by availing the locally

available centres of education, rather than going elsewhere in the country

have also to be taken into account.

While, on the whole, the media and political parties have created a

very negative picture of this initiative, and the various religions, especially

the churches and their authorities, have been much maligned as profit

seekers, the economic impact and contribution to economic development

of the localities and of the region, as a whole, are yet to be studied

systematically. Towards the latter part of this phase, such institutions

started by the Church groups, especially the Catholic section, have

introduced tangible measures that would help the economically backward

sections.

5.2. Healthcare

This has been another traditional service sector, the religions, more so the

Church organizations (here again, Catholics being more conspicuous),

have done tremendous work purely with service orientation. The care of

the sick and the infirm was seen as a mission. This has been traditionally

so with the rest of the healthcare professions as well. While the modem

trend of healthcare is that of providing quality service for which the clients
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organizations themselves. The monopolistic market thinking has not been

without its impact on the domains ruled by religions as well.

A fourth criticism of such initiatives is the lip service done to the

vital principle of sustainability through participation. In operation,

participation happens only at the levels of implementation and of receiving

the benefits. Very rarely does it go to the realms of conceiving, designing,

and evaluating, and above all, in owning. The initiatives do not sustain; if

at all they sustain, it is because the external organization sustains, and not

because local organizations have grown capable of sustaining such efforts.

The question whether the target groups want to own or take responsibility

is a moot one, something which is to be thoroughly researched before

jumping into a conclusion.

A fifth area of negative performance is the involvement with the

basic production sector of agriculture. The present involvement of the

development organizations having a religious basis has failed in promoting

the primary sector of development, i.e., agriculture. While we experience

a food security threat and the world over development sector speaks about

'food sovereignty', the involvement and initiative of development front of

religions have been minimal. While development organizations led by

inspired individuals like Vandana Shiva (Bij, Delhi) or community

initiatives, like that of Anna Hazare (perhaps not without a religious

foothold), have really made an impact and have gone to the extent of

influencing thinking and policy across the globe, the rather well

established development organizations are conspicuous by the absence of

their contribution in this sector.

A final threat of religious economics is that of the economics of

fundamentalism and terrorism. Eli Berman, an associate professor of

economics at the University of California at San Diego, finds economics

working behind the religious choices of fundamentalism, martyrdom, etc.

It implies what is thought to be sacrifices by motivated young men (and

rarely, women) from average socio-economic background. He proposes

that prosperity through freer markets might reduce this economics of

religions. Laurance Iannaconne proposes disruption of the firms that

sponsor such religious involvement, rather than freer markets as the

solution.7

6Joseph Weber and Peter Coy, "Religion of Economics," Business Week,

December 6, 2004.

7Weber and Coy, "Religion of Economics."
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