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ABSTRACT

The relationship between religion and development is a relatively new research area,
complicated by the arguably secular reductionism® and materialistic determinism’ of
mainstream development theory and practice.

Against this backdrop, this doctoral study examines the relationship between Islamic
and mainstream development discourses, analysing the complex power relations at
work within the discursive practices of the development field through a conceptual
apparatus comprised of a Foucauldian notion of power and discourse and a
Laclauan view of hegemony.

The objective of this study is to develop a better understanding of how Islamic
development policy making and makers have made meaning of the central issues of
development and progress as expressed in the body of theory and practice that
makes up the development field.

Interestingly, Islamic thinkers were already criticising the Euro-centric nature of the
development discourse in the 1950s and 60s. They proposed an Islamisation of
knowledge, particularly in the field of economics, as a way of overcoming a perceived
Western® domination.

In pursuit of the question as to how Islam’ relates to the issue of development and
progress, this thesis explores the genealogy of the mainstream and the Islamic
development discourses, illustrated by a selected case study within the development
field in Bangladesh. Having re-cast development within an Islamic framework, and in
opposition to what is perceived to be the secular-materialist mainstream, the Islami
Bank offers an insight into how particular truth claims are formulated and upheld in
the battle to fill the concept of development with meaning.

Theoretical and methodological implications emerging from this research study
demonstrate the value of applying a more rigorous use of the concepts of power and
hegemony within a post-development framework by mapping the complexity of
discourses struggling within a given terrain in order to better understand power
relations and their effects.
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INTRODUCTION TO THIS DOCTORAL RESEARCH

This doctoral research study focuses on conceptualisations of development within an
Islamic context, illustrated by a single _teling‘ case study situated in the development
policy field of Bangladesh. The underlying objective of this study is to gain a better
understanding of how Islamic development policy making and makers have made
meaning of the central issues of development and progress. These issues appear to
be primarily a Western® concern, expressed in the body of theory and practice that
makes up the development field in the form of the academic discipline of
development studies and the activities of bi-lateral and multi-lateral agencies such as

the World Bank and a host of governmental and non-governmental organisations.

The claim that development' is primarily a Western or Euro-centric endeavour is one
of the key criticisms raised by the critique of development' itself, posited by
_alternative’ and _mwst-development’ thought. From the late 1980s onwards this
_school of thought' started questioning the very nature and desirability of
_development’, adding to a host of already existing, somehow diametrically opposed
positions on how to achieve _avelopment’, ranging from modernisation theory to
participatory approaches. Interestingly for this study, Islamic thinkers such as Abul
Ala Maududi and Muhammad Baqir Al-Sadr were criticising the Euro-centric nature
of development in the 1950s and 60s. They proposed an Islamisation of knowledge,
particularly in the field of economics, as a way of overcoming a perceived Western’
domination, although their criticism was not underpinned by a deep analysis of power

relations or a hegemonic theory.

In more systematic fashion, inspired by the French philosopher Michel Foucault,
post-development scholars suggest that development is a discourse that creates and

orders the problem that it seeks to address, whilst they urge an analysis of the



apparatuses of power and domination. Foucault (1977) argued that power relations
are embedded within social relations, exercised through institutional practices that

discipline thought and action.

This study, therefore, seeks to understand how meaning is made of development in
the Islamic discourse against the backdrop of mainstream ideas pertaining to
progress and modernity. In doing so, this study will take a critical and non-

essentialised approach to investigating both Western' and Islamic’ discourses.

In pursuit of this research question the study explores how development has been
conceptualised in the mainstream and the alternative Islamic discourses. It is not
about development practice or how poverty may manifest itself (income, capabilities
etc.), different dimensions of poverty (rural, urban, child etc.), how poor people

perceive their situation or the impact of poverty reduction-type interventions.

The key underlying question for this research is how discourses frame the making of
meaning, particularly in the Islamic development field. In pursuit of the research
question, the thesis addresses some of the complex power relations at work within
discursive practices of the development field, using a conceptual apparatus
comprised of specific Foucauldian interpretations of power and discourse combined
with Laclau‘s hegemonic theory. By focusing on the internal workings and
discourses of the development field, the author argues that this exploratory study
enables us to gain new insights into theoretical and practical dilemmas inherent
within making truth claims about development, be it in the mainstream or alternative
Islamic discourses. To do this, genealogies of the mainstream and Islamic
development discourses are offered, against which the contextualised policy practice
of a selected Islamic development actor is explored to understand various

hegemonic practices and formations within the development field in Bangladesh.
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Chapter overview

After problematising the arguably antagonistic relationship between mainstream and
alternative Islamic articulations of development, this thesis offers in Chapter 1 a
series of definitions and interpretations of the key theoretical concepts employed in
the study. The conceptual apparatus is comprised of theoretical interpretations of
power, discourse and hegemony, informed primarily by the works of Foucault and
Laclau. By using this conceptual apparatus, the author argues, important dynamics
in the relationship between development and religion in the policy-making process

can be explored.

The concern for understanding how discourses constitute knowledge and power in a
particular field, as argued by Foucault, was taken on by the post-development
school. Yet, post-development is not without considerable and valid criticism either.
To overcome the theoretical weaknesses around the essentialised use of concepts of
power and hegemony apparent in the post-development literature, the author
combines a number of theoretical approaches to provide a robust conceptual toolbox

for this research.

Chapter 2 provides a discussion as to how this conceptual framework was turned
into an analytical strategy, consisting of Foucauldian genealogical approaches and
critical discourse analysis. Data gathered to support the study include genealogical
material, open-ended interviews, experiential and participant observation field notes

and a review of a variety of documents (policies, organisational publications, etc.).

In order to understand where the issue of development arose from, Chapter 3

provides a genealogy of the mainstream development discourse. It identifies three

dominant assumptions embedded within the mainstream development project: the
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importance of economic growth and modernisation and the reign of a materially-

determined understanding of poverty in the policy-making field.

Chapter 4, in turn, provides a genealogy of how Islamic thought has made meaning
of the issue of development, which appears to have only been a concern to Muslim
intellectuals as a response to the economical, military and cultural expansion of the
West'. In response to this, Islamic revivalist movements arose that dealt with issues
of progress and development in fundamentally different ways, whilst the moral
concern of poverty has remained largely unaddressed despite a body of knowledge
called Islamic economics that seeks to set out a system to achieve socio-economic

justice.

After establishing the global or macro structures of the mainstream and Islamic
development discourses, Chapter 5 investigates the meso structures of these
discourses in the field of development policy making in Bangladesh, contextualised
by what this study refers to as the Bangladeshi political rollercoaster’. The struggle
of the semiotic process around development in Bangladesh manifests itself in the
form of an antagonistic frontier between political Islam and more secular worldviews
ranging from socialist to neo-liberal. These appear to be united by their opposition to
those that see Islam as a complete way of life, in which all affairs, including

development policy-making, must be governed by Islamic principles.

Chapter 6 explores the local or micro articulations of the discourses identified in the
form of a single _teling’ case study of the Islami Bank Bangladesh’s Rural
Development Scheme. This sheds light on the question at the centre of this doctoral
thesis as to how discourses frame policy-making. Data supporting this case study
(interviews, field notes, published and unpublished organisational documents)

illustrate the severity and complexity of struggles between a range of discourses and

-11 -



practices. Informed by hegemonic theory, concepts of floating signifiers and nodal
points are applied to illustrate and discuss hegemonic practices and formations
within a unifying logic along the antagonistic frontier between mainstream and
Islamic articulations of development. Several issues emerge as a result of this case
study, which underline the value of enriching discourse analysis through the use of

ethnographically inspired field research.

Chapter 7 concludes this dissertation, summarising the key findings, which point to

several considerations for further research, in terms of theory and method generally

and development dialogue specifically.

-12-



CHAPTER 1: LOCATING AND CONCEPTUALISING THIS STUDY

1 Introduction: setting the scene

There is increasing evidence to suggest that not only is religion regarded by the poor
themselves as an important factor contributing to their well-being (see, for example,
the World Bank’s Voices of the Poor’ study, Narayan & Petesch, 2002), but also that
religious institutions or faith-based organisations have a significant contribution to
make to development (Marshall & Marsh 2003; Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003;
Berger 2003; Clarke 2006 & 2007; Clarke & Jennings 2008; Deneulin & Bano 2009;

Ter Haar 2011).

This doctoral study examines the relationship between the religion of Islam and
development at the level where Islamic religious discourses (see section 1.2 on how
religious discourses are understood) have been constructed as global® normative
narratives that seek to order economic, social and political affairs in relation to
worldly progress akin to development (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of the Islamic

development discourse).

The relationship between religion and development is a relatively new research area,
as in the social sciences and especially in development studies there has been very
little substantive engagement of the topics together (Ver Beek, 2002; Sellinger, 2004,
Deneulin & Rakodi 2011)". Clarke outlines the underlying problematique:

-Bevelopment studies has traditionally neglected the role of religion and faith
and their role in the lives of the poor throughout the developing world. Like
other social sciences, it was heavily influenced by secularisation theory. [...]
This influence was evident in two key respects: in _seular reductionism‘ — the
neglect of religious variables in favour of other sociological attributes such as
class, ethnicity and gender — and in _materialistic determinism’ — the neglect

! There seems to be, however, a new trend, signified by, for example, the Religions and
Development Research Programme at the University of Birmingham, where the author was a
research associate.
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of non-material, especially religious motivations in explaining individual or

institutional behaviour.” (Clarke, 2007: 77)
Therefore, it is assumed that the relationship between mainstream development
studies and religious discourses pertaining to progress, both in the material but also
in the spiritual sense, is antagonistic. However, despite the claim that development
had been reduced to a secular-materialistic endeavour, a resurgence of religious
discourses in international relations (Huntingdon, 1996; Haynes 2007, Rees 2011)
and a growing awareness of religious development actors (Benthall and Bellion-
Jourdan 2003; Berger 2003; Clarke 2006 & 2007; Clarke & Jennings 2008, Deneulin
& Bano 2009, Ter Haar 2011) has taken place. This resurgence might lead us to
assume that the relationship between religion and development is further
characterised by conflict and antagonisms, ranging from diverging conceptual
understandings of what development might entail and how it should be understood,
to strategies and priorities for doing’ development. The assumption of an
antagonistic relationship between religion and development will be further

investigated in section 1.2.

The hegemony of mainstream development and the antagonism hinted at above
might also be evident in the way development, both as a philosophical concept and
human endeavour, has been criticised. Amongst the broad range of critiques and
alternatives offered are social theories of religious traditions which have postulated
alternative development approaches, such as those espoused by, for example,

Islamic economics.

The focus of this doctoral research study lies in developing a better understanding of
how Islamic development policy making and makers have made meaning of the
central issues of development and progress that appear to be primarily a _W\éstern’
concern. Of particular interest is seeking to understand how mainstream and

alternative, in this instance Islamic, development and poverty reduction strategies
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have been conceptualised, respectively, and what kinds of relationships these

conceptualisations engender in the development field.

The claim that development is primarily a Western® endeavour is one of the key
criticisms raised by the critique of development' itself, posited by alternative’ and
_post-development’ thought (see section 1.4. for a more detailed discussion on post
and alternative development). This school of thought started questioning the very
nature and desirability of development, adding to a host of already existing,
somehow diametrically opposed positions on how to achieve development, ranging
from modernisation theory to participatory approaches. Inspired by the French
philosopher Michel Foucault, post-development scholars suggest that development is
a discourse that orders and creates the problem that it seeks to address (Escobar,
1995), whilst they urge an analyses of the
-apparatuses of power and domination within which [the] texts of
[development] are produced, circulated and consumed ... [and] the links
between the words, practices and institutions of development, and between
the relations of power that order the world and the words and images that
represent the world” (McEwan, 2002: 129).
After this brief introduction, the remainder of this opening Chapter sets out the

objectives of the study, identifies its location, conceptual framework and the key

terms for the research.

1.1 Objectives of this doctoral study

Against the backdrop of the problematique described above, this study seeks to
explore how development has been conceptualised in the mainstream and an
alternative discourse, namely that underpinned by Islamic social theory and claimed
to be operationalised in various degrees by Muslim institutions working in poverty

reduction and development.
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In exploring how issues of development and progress have been conceptualised,
understanding of how meaning is made, both through the mainstream and alternative
Islamic development discourses, is imperative. The research is not about
mainstream or alternative development practice, how poverty may manifest itself
(income, capabilities etc.), different dimensions of poverty (rural, urban, child etc.) or
how poor people perceive their situation or the impact of poverty reduction-type
interventions. Rather it seeks to explore how, at the assumed antagonistic frontier
between mainstream development theory and Islamic social theory, Islamic

development approaches have been framed.

This study does not focus on truth seeking’ but strives to provide understanding’ of
how truths' are produced and sustained in the development field. Truth and
knowledge are regarded as plural, contextual, and historically produced through
discourses, which demands, within the context of this study of development, an
analysis of texts, language, policies and practices of the different actors. Such an
analysis is of course an interpretation within the confines of the researcher imposing
his or her world view upon an object’. But inevitably all qualitative research is
interpretative, seeking in the critical hermeneutic tradition to understand but not

necessarily to explain (Kincheloe and McLaren 2003).

As religious discourses pertaining to development are at the heart of this study, the

next section will offer some preliminary definitions of the key concerns and terms.

1.2 Religious discourses and development: Antagonisms between

mainstream and alternative discourses in development

In the development studies literature, multilateral, bilateral and secular non-

governmental organisations based in the OECD member states have been classified
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as _manstream’ development actors. More recently, a number of scholars (Escobar
2001; Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003; Clarke 2006 & 2007; Clarke & Jennings
2008) have begun to focus on alternative development actors that fall outside this
mainstream category, whether they are termed Southern NGOs', faith-based
organisations (FBOs)’ or global justice networks® (Dugger 2011). However, the
question of what exactly distinguishes these actors from those of the mainstream
remains unanswered, primarily because not much conceptual work has been

undertaken (see exceptions, for example Clarke, 2006, for a typology of FBOs) .

The problematique that this knowledge gap constitutes appears not just to be related
to what Clarke (2007) termed the hegemony of material determinism’ in
development thinking, but also to the way religion and religious discourses are re-
produced, conceptualised and understood in the social sciences. In this light,
Haynes, for example, stresses the function of religion not just as a personal belief
system but also as giving rise to -a desire to grapple with social, economic or political
issues” (Haynes, 2007: 30). This reflects Clarke's (2007) charge that development
studies is a social science that gives priority not just to the secular over the spiritual
but also imposes that the spiritual ought to remain confined to the religious sphere,
as has been the case in political development and secularisation from the European

Enlightenment onwards.

Reflecting the complexities of dealing with religion in development, Deneulin and
Bano (2009) suggest that a reductive approach, based on a secular conception of
the social world, which focuses only on the strengths or weaknesses of a particular
religion in relation to specific developmental objectives, is not a helpful mechanism to
understand, evaluate or engage religious actors. These complexities appear to

revolve around the difficulty of conceptualising religion, particularly across cultural
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boundaries, compounded by the absence of a universal understanding of the role of

religion between the occident and the orient (Asad, 1993).

In general two approaches are offered, which seek to define religion either
functionally or substantively. Functional definitions focus on the role of religion in
terms of the construction of norms and views. The renowned anthropologist Geertz
proposes that religion is a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful,
persuasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in its adherents by formulating
conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions in an
aura of factuality that makes the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic
(Geertz, 1973: 90). Therefore, in the functional definition, religion provides a
mechanism by which meaning is made and priorities established and legitimised. On
the other hand, for those who focus upon substantive definitions, religion is all about
content: a belief in the supernatural, transcendental and the sacred (Flood, 2006).
Both definitions have been contested and debated since the religious sociologist
Bellah pointed out in the 1960s, in search for a contemporary, more universally
applicable understanding which he termed civic religion’, that it is extremely difficult
to come up with a brief and simple definition of religion (Bellah, 1964). Even though
this study is concerned with the relationship between religion and development, it
cannot delve into this lengthy and inconclusive debate. However, what is relevant to
this investigation is the more recent argument by social constructionists, who have
pointed out that the definitional debate is misplaced since religion is a modern
concept that developed in the unique historical context of Christianity and cannot be
regarded as universal. Asad, for example, argues that -there cannot be a universal
definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements and relationships are
historically specific, but because that definition is itself the historical product of

discourses” (Asad, 1993: 29).
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This thesis adopts Asad’s genealogical understanding of religion as a discourse that
is driven by time and place and, in turn, also shapes time and place. This approach
mitigates the lack of definitional and conceptual clarity of the elusive concept of
religion and also has the potential to populate the conceptual vacuum in dealing with
the relationship between religion and development, particularly the semiotic

processes involved.

As mentioned previously, due to the assumed focus of mainstream' development
discourses on secular materialism (Clarke 2007) and the assumed focus of religious
discourses on other-worldly’ concerns, an interesting - real or imagined -
antagonistic frontier has come into existence vis-a-vis the way meaning is made of
issues such as development® and progress'. This antagonistic frontier is
underpinned by opposing assumptions about the role of secularism and religion in
society, economics and politics, although both development and religious discourses
are concerned with the meaning of progress’ or a _etter life’ (Deneulin and Rakodi,
2011). The conflict appears to be further fuelled by a dialectic relationship between
religion and development, where both discourses define themselves in opposition to

each other.

This antagonism is particularly relevant for the conceptual dimension of this study
which seeks to investigate the relationship between Clarke's (2007) materially
determined _manstream’ development discourse and _dternatively’ constructed
articulations of concerns for progress and development. The term antagonism used
here refers in the social sciences to a force or factor that is an active resistance,
opposition, or contentiousness in relation to another entity. Especially in discourse
theory, which seeks to understand the struggle for meaning, it is a key concept for
denoting conflict. An antagonistic frontier, moreover, is the space in which two

discourses collide (Winther, Jargensen and Phillips 2002: 47-48).

-19-



In the relationship between mainstream and religious development discourses, this
antagonism, arguably, goes beyond disagreements about the objectives of
development, touching upon how development is conceptualised, what kind of
ontology underpins it and how development knowledge can be derived (Haynes,

2007).

Such a complex antagonistic frontier is clearly underpinned by power relations
between different discourses in the process of making meaning of development.
Power is a complex concept within the social sciences and various disciplines offer
different approaches. Flyvbjerg (2001), summarising this debate, categorises these
different approaches into those that conceptualise power as entity* and those that
view power as force relations’. The power as entity’ approach is concerned with
power in terms of its possession, sovereignty and control. Power as force relations’,
on the other hand, conceives of power as applied in strategies and tactics, contingent

upon context and social relations.

Offering particular insights for this study, Foucault argues against a view of power as
something that someone or something can possess or acquire, much in line with the
_power as relations® tradition (see Flyvbjerg and Richardson, 2002). In Foucault's
sense, power is exercised' through social relations (Foucault 1978). This study
adopts Foucault's conceptualisation of power, which will be further discussed in

section 1.5.1.

The next section briefly introduces the rationale for selecting Islamic development

thought as an alternative development discourse.
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1.2.1 Islam as an alternative development discourse

Particularly relevant for this doctoral study is the lack of research investigating the
meaning-making processes around the notion of development in Islamic thought.
The reason for selecting Islamic religious discourses here as an alternative
development discourse lies in the fact that proponents of, for example, Islamic
economics claim that the religion espouses a model of development that is distinct
from the mainstream (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of the discourse of Islamic
development). Rakodi (2011) singles out Islamic alternative approaches as a more
recent challenge to conventional models that have failed to provide economic growth
in Muslim countries: {tJhe quest to develop theory and practice in Islamic economics
has been particularly noteworthy in this respect’ (Rakodi 2011, b: 35). This
perspective is also more generally highlighted by post-development scholars such as
Rist (2003), who refer to the conceptual landscape of dissent’ from mainstream
development (Rist 2003: 43) that can be found in indigenous and alternative visions

of development such as in Islamic economics.

More specifically, contemporary Islamic thinkers such as Ziauddin Sadar (1977,
1987, 1999) stress the suitability of Islam as an alternative development paradigm
that challenges the hegemony of Western-type' development models. Sardar (1977)
quotes from the manifesto of the Muslim Institute as a way of justifying the need for
Islam’s alternative development discourse on the basis of failings of other
discourses:

-Gonversely, after about 200 years of sustained growth, development and
world domination, the Western civilization (including the communist
experiment) has predictably failed to provide mankind with a viable framework
for social harmony, moral and spiritual fulfilment and satisfaction and
international peace; Western civilization has in fact created more problems of
greater complexity for mankind than those it has solved. [...] The Western
civilization's greatest achievement — the production of goods and services on
an unprecedented scale — has, because of the nature of social relationships
in both capitalism and communism, destroyed the moral fabric of human
personality and society, and has led to mortal conflicts at social, political,
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economic and international levels.” (Sardar, 1977: 55, c.f. The Muslim

Institute, Draft Manifesto)
This statement is not unproblematic (see Chapters 3 and 4 for a fuller discussion of
mainstream development and Islamic social theory) but it delineates the battle lines’
of this specific antagonistic frontier between the truth and counter-truth claims made
by proponents of mainstream and Islamic development discourses. Whilst these
claims might be based on what Rakodi (2011b: 35) regards as the setting up of
_straw men’ that construct mainstream development as Western‘ and monolithic and
counter-construct the alternative along opposing claims, they appear to be driven by
and drive the relationship of actors in the development field. The underlying real or
constructed antagonism informs the way actors, such as those associated with the
process described by Sardar above, articulate their policies and practices and might

also frame development interventions.

Hence, the battle ground for this real or imagined conflict of ideas and concepts
particularly pertaining to what might be called development knowledge, lies at the
heart of this study. Truth claims about the conceptual nature of development, its
desirability and modes of and priorities for operationalising development are likely to
offer insights about the power relationships in the struggle for meaning between

mainstream and alternative Islamic development discourses.

The next section, therefore, discusses how the discursive relationships between
mainstream and alternative Islamic development discourses and their internal
semiotic processes can be conceptually understood within the problematique of this

study.
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1.3 A conceptual framework for understanding mainstream and

religious development discourses and their relationship

Problematically, due to the neglect of religion in development studies, there is no
generally accepted conceptual framework for studying the relationship between
religion and development (Rakodi, 2007). This opens up both challenges and
opportunities. The challenges revolve around the validity of truth claims made in the
absence of a generally accepted conceptual framework, whilst the opportunities
centre around allowing for a more exploratory, discursive and hermeneutic approach
that assembles a conceptual/th