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Abstract 

The Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca is among the most significant religious obligations in Islam, but in low-
income contexts it also functions as a powerful marker of social status. This paper examines the 
relationship between performing Hajj and social mobility among Muslim households in Northern 
Ghana, one of the country’s poorest regions. Using a mixed-methods design quantitative surveys with 
150 households and semi-structured interviews with 25 participants across urban (Tamale), peri-urban 
(Sagnarigu), and rural (Kumbungu) communities we find that pilgrimage is associated with enhanced 
social status (80% of returnees), increased community leadership roles (55%), and improved perceived 
economic decision-making (48%). However, 35% of returnees report prolonged financial strain 
requiring 2–3 years to recover, with some selling productive assets such as livestock and land. We argue 
that Hajj functions largely as a form of conspicuous religious consumption a signal of piety and status that 
does not reliably generate corresponding economic returns. While the title Al-Hajj confers respect, 
trust, and leadership opportunities, the material costs can undermine long-term household welfare. We 
propose a post-Hajj economic reintegration framework that includes financial counseling, asset 
replacement support, and peer networks. The paper contributes to sociological literature on religion 
and stratification and to development policy on managing large religious expenditures in low-income 
settings. 
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1. Introduction 

For Muslims worldwide, the Hajj pilgrimage is a profound spiritual obligation one of the five pillars of 
Islam. Yet in communities where poverty is widespread and household incomes are low, the decision to 
perform Hajj involves more than religious devotion. It requires years of disciplined saving, often the sale 
of productive assets, and complex negotiations between spiritual aspiration and material well-being. 
This paper asks: What happens to households after the pilgrimage? Does the enhanced social status 
of Al-Hajj translate into measurable improvements in economic or social standing? Or does the financial 
burden of Hajj leave pilgrims in prolonged distress? 

In Northern Ghana, where poverty rates exceed 50% in some districts and average monthly household 
income is approximately GH¢1,850 (approx. US$120), the cost of Hajj reduced from GH¢75,000 in 2024 
to GH¢62,000 in 2025represents three to five times annual per capita income. Performing Hajj is 
therefore an extraordinary economic event, not a routine expenditure. The title Al-Hajj (or Al-Haji in 
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West Africa) is widely recognized as a marker of piety, trustworthiness, and moral authority. Pilgrims 
are often preferred for community leadership roles, including serving on mosque committees, 
mediating disputes, and representing communities to district authorities. 

But the sociological literature on pilgrimage and stratification has documented a tension. While 
pilgrimage can elevate status, it can also deplete household wealth (Buitelaar, 1993). Recent work from 
Indonesia suggests that Hajj increases perceived social status but has no measurable effect on objective 
economic outcomes such as income or assets (Shahab, 2018). This paper extends that inquiry to West 
Africa, a region largely absent from the literature on pilgrimage economics. 

Drawing on quantitative and qualitative data from 150 Muslim households in three Northern Ghanaian 
communities, we examine: (1) how Hajj returnees perceive changes in their social status and community 
roles; (2) the prevalence and severity of post-Hajj economic strain; and (3) the mechanisms social, 
religious, and economic that mediate the relationship between pilgrimage and mobility. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Conspicuous Religious Consumption 

We adapt Veblen’s (1899) concept of conspicuous consumption to the religious domain. Conspicuous 
religious consumption refers to expenditures on religious practices (pilgrimage, large-scale charity, 
religious education) that signal piety, moral commitment, and group membership. Because the signals 
are costly requiring substantial financial sacrifice they are credible to observers. In contexts where 
formal institutions for verifying piety are weak, costly religious signals can efficiently allocate status and 
trust. 

Hajj is a paradigmatic case. It is expensive, physically demanding, and requires prolonged preparation. 
Completing it credibly signals that the pilgrim prioritizes religious obligation over material comfort. In 
return, the community grants the pilgrim enhanced status, trust, and moral authority. However, 
conspicuous religious consumption does not necessarily generate economic returns. If status does not 
translate into income or asset accumulation, the household may be left with higher status but lower 
material welfare. 

Our framework distinguishes between social mobility (changes in status, respect, leadership) 
and economic mobility (changes in income, assets, consumption). Hajj may produce the former without 
the latter. Moreover, when households sell productive assets (land, livestock) to finance pilgrimage, they 
may experience downward economic mobility even as their social status rises. This trade-off is the 
central puzzle we investigate. 

3. Methods 

3.1 Study setting – Tamale (urban, Muslim majority, banking access), Sagnarigu (peri-urban), 

Kumbungu (rural, limited banking). 

3.2 Sample – 150 households (50 per community), stratified by Hajj status (performed within 5 years, 

n=72; actively saving, n=78). 

3.3 Interviews – 25 participants: prospective pilgrims (12), Hajj returnees (8), Islamic scholars (3), 

GCB Bank officials (2). 

3.4 Analysis – Descriptive statistics for quantitative data; thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

for qualitative interviews. 

4. Findings 

4.1 Enhanced Social Status and Community Leadership 
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Eighty percent of Hajj returnees reported that their social status had increased after pilgrimage. The 
title Al-Hajj was described as transformative. A 52-year-old trader from Tamale stated: 

“Before Hajj, I was just Alhassan. After Hajj, I am Al-Hajj Alhassan. People greet me differently. They ask 
me for advice. They ask me to lead prayers. My children are proud of me.” 

Fifty-five percent of returnees reported taking on new community leadership roles, including mosque 
committees, dispute mediation, Qur’anic teaching, and representation to district authorities. A 48-year-
old farmer from Kumbungu explained: 

“After I returned from Hajj, the chief appointed me to the community development committee. Before, 
they would not have considered me. But now they see me as someone who has completed the spiritual 
journey someone who can be trusted.” 

Nearly half (48%) described improved household economic decision-making, though this was self-
perceived rather than objectively measured. A 44-year-old trader commented: 

“When I go to the market, people know I have been to Hajj. They assume I am honest. They give me 
credit more easily. It has helped my business.” 

4.2 Prolonged Financial Strain 

Despite these status gains, 35% of returnees reported prolonged financial strain requiring 2–3 years to 
recover. A 50-year-old farmer who performed Hajj in 2023 stated: 

“I sold three cows to go to Hajj. Those cows were my savings, my retirement. Now I have nothing. My 
children are struggling to pay school fees. My wife is selling charcoal to buy food. I am happy I went to 
Hajj it was the best thing I have ever done. But I am not going to pretend it did not hurt us financially. It 
did.” 

Asset liquidation was common. Among households that had performed Hajj, 45% sold livestock and 8% 
sold land assets that generate ongoing income or consumption. Borrowing from moneylenders at high 
interest rates was reported by 18% of households. 

4.3 Negative Social Consequences 

A minority (8%) reported negative social consequences, including envy and pressure to give charity 
beyond their means. A 46-year-old female returnee explained: 

“After I came back, people started coming to my house asking for money. They said, ‘You have been to 
Hajj, you have Allah’s blessings, you must share.’ But I had spent everything I had. I had nothing left to 
give. Some people became angry. They said I was selfish.” 

4.4 Islamic Scholars’ Perspective on Affordability 

Islamic scholars emphasized that Hajj is only obligatory for those who are mustati’ (able)and that ability 
includes financial capacity without neglecting dependents. A 65-year-old imam from Tamale stated: 

“Some people think they must go to Hajj even if it means starving their children. That is not Islam. Allah 
is merciful. He does not require what you cannot give.” 

This religious framing provides an important counterweight to social pressure to perform Hajj 
regardless of cost. 

5. Discussion 

Our findings reveal a sharp disjuncture between social and economic mobility following Hajj in 
Northern Ghana. Pilgrimage reliably enhances status and opens leadership opportunities consistent 
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with conspicuous religious consumption theory. However, it does not reliably improve household 
economic welfare, and for over a third of returnees, it creates prolonged financial strain. 

This disjuncture has implications for how we understand religious practice in low-income settings. The 
decision to perform Hajj is not irrational. Participants consistently described it as “the best thing I have 
ever done” even while acknowledging hardship. Status itself is a valued good it affects social esteem, 
marriage prospects for children, and influence in community affairs. For many households, the trade-
off between spiritual fulfillment and material well-being is acceptable. 

But the trade-off has limits. When pilgrimage pushes households into asset poverty selling land that 
could have provided intergenerational wealth the long-term costs may outweigh the status benefits. Our 
finding that 35% of returnees require 2–3 years to recover suggests that for a substantial minority, the 
trade-off is too steep. 

We propose a Post-Hajj Economic Reintegration Framework with three components: 

1. Financial counseling – Helping returnees manage remaining debt, rebuild savings, and 

avoid predatory lending. 

2. Productive asset replacement – Micro-loans or grants for returnees who sold livestock or 

land, enabling them to re-establish income-generating assets. 

3. Hajj returnee associations – Peer support networks for sharing economic opportunities, 

business referrals, and mutual aid. 

These interventions would not discourage pilgrimage but rather reduce its harmful economic 
consequences. 

6. Conclusion 

Hajj in Northern Ghana is simultaneously a religious obligation, a status marker, and an economic shock. 
It elevates the pilgrim’s social standing while often depleting the household’s material base. Policy and 
community interventions should not aim to prevent low-income Muslims from performing Hajj that 
would be both impractical and paternalistic. Instead, they should reduce the economic harms: through 
financial counseling, asset replacement, and peer support. Future research should use longitudinal 
panel data to track household asset portfolios before and after Hajj, and to compare outcomes across 
different financing methods (formal savings accounts versus asset sales versus borrowing). 

The pilgrims of Northern Ghana demonstrate extraordinary faith and sacrifice. They deserve a Hajj that 
honors both. 
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