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Reviewing internat ional  exper ience and lessons f rom KossovoRel ig ion and grassroots pol i t ics in Afr ica

Muslim community-based  

organisations in Mozambique:  

Exclusion or inclusion in development 

aids projects

Maj-Lis Follér and João Vembane 

In a secularised world, a divide between religion and politics is many times 
taken for granted, but reality shows us that this is not always the case 
(Morier-Genoud 2007). In Mozambique, 20 percent of the population 
is Muslim, 30 percent Catholic, 30 percent Protestant, and indigenous 
African religions are prevalent. Religion plays a vital role in people’s daily 
lives, and faith-based organisations (FBOs) played an important role as 
drivers of change in fostering the peace agreement of 1992, promoting 
election transparency and governance monitoring.1 

The focus of this article is to study development activities within the 
Muslim community, mainly related to HIV/aids projects. We will explore 
the role of Muslim values, and Muslim FBOs as political drivers of change 
in a secular state where Islam is a minority religion. Furthermore, we want 
to find out whether there is a tendency to exclude/include certain topics 
or certain groups of people (non-Muslims; women) in Muslim FBOs that 
work with projects related to aids. 

Muslim organisations have long worked with charity, including social 
and health issues, and have been involved in development projects. Since 
HIV is mainly spread through sexual intercourse, condom use and sexu-
ality are vital topics to discuss in information about the epidemic. How 
do Muslim organisations work with questions related to aids? What is 
included or excluded, and on whose terms? Are issues such as polygamy 
and sexuality – according to the hegemonic aids discourse vital issues – 
excluded?

Published in Faith in Civil Society: Religious Actors as Drivers of Change (2013), 

Heidi Moksnes and Mia Melin (eds), Uppsala: Uppsala University
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The study approach 

The struggles of many social movements revolve around the inclusion 
of the voices of the excluded, the visibility of those made invisible. Such 
processes of inclusion, however, are complex, asymmetrical, and often 
contradictory (Lorenzoni and Follér 2011). In this article, we want 
to examine the politics of exclusion and inclusion within the Muslim 
community in Mozambique, focusing on work related to HIV/aids and 
with a gender approach. 

In many societies, people living with HIV/aids are excluded from work 
and health services and ostracised by their own families. Community-
based organisations (CBOs) working with human rights, discrimina-
tion/stigma, and social exclusion are rendering people living with HIV/
aids (PLWHA) visible in society. However, the border between being 
included and excluded is blurred and precarious. Examining some voices 
from the Islamic community in Mozambique, and undertaking inter-
views with Muslim leaders, we want to analyse how the aids epidemic 
is contextualised.

Muslims in Mozambique have experienced conflicts with Christians 
since the Portuguese colonisation, but from 1987, Islam has been gradu-
ally transformed from a marginalised, and at times oppressed, religion 
into a socially and publicly important faith (Morier-Genoud 2007; von 
Sicard 2008). In 1983, FRELIMO officially recognised the new national 
Council of Muslims of Mozambique – CISLAMO (Conselho Islâmico 
de Moçambique).

The aids epidemic and the politics of aids in Mozambique 

The response to aids in Mozambique dates back to 1986, when the 
first case was detected. The first national strategic plan was prepared 
2000/2002 with a strong focus on prevention. From 2004, the epidemic 
was considered multi-sectoral, and besides the Ministry of Health, other 
ministries, the private sector and civil society – religious groups included – 
were invited to participate in the preventive work. Mozambique received 
aid from Brazil, and the Brazilian model was copied, as it was seen to be 
a successful aids-model (Follér 2011). The pillars of the programme were 
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prevention (especially promotion of condom use), and strengthening of 
the health centre infrastructure with units for HIV testing. The strong 
emphasis on condom use made religious communities hesitant to join 
the work. When more emphasis was directed into mitigation, eg through 
economic support to PLWHA and their families, as well as other preven-
tion strategies, eg through propagating for abstinence and behavioural 
change with recommendation of having sexual relations at later age, an 
entry point for religious communities’ involvement was opened. 

Challenges of Muslim participation: The Islamic Council of Mozambique 

(CISLAMO) 

The HIV prevention campaigns with focus on condom use, the ‘Westerni-
sed’ or secular forms for governance and financing structures, government 
politics, as well as models for civil society organisation, all functioned as 
excluding factors for Muslim involvement in the work. The official view 
was that HIV was spread via occasional, transactional, and commercial 
sex, and the campaigns were organised around promoting either condom 
use or reduction of sexual partners (including none-acceptance of poly-
gamist marriages). A response from Muslim leader Sheikh Muhammad 
Giva was that “… the campaigns were seen by Muslims as promoting 
immoralities, liberation of sex out of marriages with promotion of 
condom use…” (Interview, January 2012). 

The majority of the Muslim communities are located in the northern 
and central parts of the country, and most of them support the political 
opposition to the governing party, FRELIMO. They feel neglected by 
the ruling elite, and excluded from access to development projects. Most 
HIV prevention campaigns have targeted youth and have prioritised the 
southern regions, where education infrastructure and human resources 
are better distributed than in the central and northern regions. The 
government’s neglect in relation to these parts led to protests and activities 
from communities and CSOs, Muslim included, with the result that some 
financial resources became available. Funds came partly from the National 
aids Council (CNCS), but mainly from the UN and bilateral agencies. 
There were strings attached to the funds, and the organisations had to 
comply with specific conditions that for various reasons excluded the 
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Muslim FBOs. They were politically and ideologically seen as being anti-
FRELIMO, and thus not part of the hegemonic politics in the country.

The first national call for religious action related to aids came from the 
World Conference for Religion and Peace in 2003. Religious leaders from 
the major religions were invited to create an Inter-Religious Council, the 
aim of which was to formulate political and strategic goals with econo-
mic support from UNAIDS – the joint United Nations Programme on 
HIV/aids and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). 
CISLAMO received funds and started to implement small (from USD 
10,000 to 100,000) community-based projects. 

The focuses of CISLAMO’s projects were capacity-building, and the 
mosques became places of implementation for: 1) training of the Imams 
and their wives to promote and implement care and support to PLWHA; 
2) training of youth activists from various mosques to promote preven-
tion (abstinence and being faithful – in marriage); 3) implementation of 
community counselling and testing; 4) radio programmes with debates 
related to HIV prevention. The CISLAMO projects, with few exceptions, 
were implemented in mosques, mainstreaming messages into worship 
activities as well as organisation of specific events. The activities were 
therefore only targeting the Muslims who frequented mosques, excluding 
those who were not participating in mosque activities. A major challenge 
faced by CISLAMO was to include women, since they participate less in 
mosque activities, and to make sure women’s organisations had access 
to major funding, so they could implement long-term and scaled-up 
projects, with qualified human resources. 

CISLAMO projects on gender: The challenge of women participation 

During the year 2000, civil society and media highlighted religious aspects 
of a draft Family Law. The debates focused on the need for legal recog-
nition of religious and common law marriages, since only civil marriages 
were legal. One contentious issue was Muslim opposition concerning 
polygamous marriages. CISLAMO was pro-polygamous marriages, but 
groups of Muslim women had demonstrated against polygamy. Some 
Muslim groups opposed the section of the law that would raise legal 
marriage age to 16 for both men and women (von Sicard 2008, p 484).
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The final, approved version of the Family Law (10/2004) recognises 
the legal status of religious marriages, and it allows marriage before the 
age of 182, for men and women alike, and only monogamous marriages 
are considered. However, as Sheikh Abdul Carimo Sau (General Secretary 
of CISLAMO) points out: “…the Family Law has been controversial, 
with none acceptance of polygamist marriages in our society where many 
families, religiously or traditionally married are already in that situation; 
with approval of marriage of children bellow 18 years… However, the Law 
is still important and useful for Mozambicans. The main challenge now is 
to make the law known and followed among our citizens throughtout the 
country, including Muslims…” (Interview, 2012-01). Most communities 
still resolve family issues in ways based on non-institutional and traditional 
habits that are often patriarchal in their structure. They promote that 
girls marry prematurely. Since such habits are not acceptable neither to 
the Islamic Law (Sharía) nor to Mozambican law (Sau 2008), CISLAMO 
decided in 2003 to develop projects that focus on Muslim women’s 
empowerment and on the promotion of their rights, and base them on 
both the Mozambican Family Law and on Sharía (CISLAMO 2007). 

The Muslim community in Mozambique funds many charity projects, 
but development projects on aids are not prioritised. This may, according 
to Sheikh Muhammad Cassamo Giva, be explained by “… the lack of 
awareness among our Muslim brothers on the importance of develop-
ment projects and human rights, associated with low knowledge of Islam 
principles related to these issues. I’d say we have resources within our 
community to implement many projects, however those which are carried 
out are charity oriented [such as building mosques, paying salaries to the 
staff of the mosques, running Madrassas, etc] and not the ones directed 
towards development and human rights…” (Interview, January 2012).

Muslim women’s organisations in Mozambique are active in Maputo; 
few organisations are found in the provinces, CISLAMO making up the 
only exception as it is established in all provinces. However, CISLAMO 
structures are basically made out of men and therefore unlikely to be 
sensitive to women’s issues and gender balances. CISLAMO therefore 
contracted Muslim women activists of human rights (scholars of Educa-
tion and Law) as consultants to deliver trainings on the rights of women 
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and children, and assured a fifty/fifty participation for men and women. 
Imams were then expected to disseminate the messages to the general 
public in their mosques and madrassas; female participants were expected 
to spread it within women’s meeting groups that met weekly in many 
communities. The projects were of short duration and not very effective. 
There is a gender difference in the Muslim community that – even though 
not explicitly pronounced – affects also attitudes, knowledge and preven-
tive behaviour concerning HIV/aids. It is well known that women are at 
an informational disadvantage and are disproportionately vulnerable to 
infection, a phenomenon that is seen worldwide (Agadjanian 2005). The 
emerging women’s empowerment might give new visibility and become 
a driver for change to women.

Conclusions 

Our study leads us to conclude that in Muslim movements, issues related 
to social life, health and HIV/aids are not prioritised. Thus, Muslims in 
Mozambique cannot be seen as main drivers for change when we consider 
development programmes and HIV/aids. “In the wake of the retreat of 
Muslim activists and as a consequence of the current policy of the party in 
power, it seems that activist Muslims have given up their direct political 
ambitions” (Morier-Genoud 2007, p 272). There are initiatives for more 
engagement in civil society, especially from women’s organisations, in the 
struggle against HIV, but especially in civic education. Both Muslim and 
Christian FBOs promote national development through free education 
services and the running of health services. They also teach citizenship 
in the communities and discuss ethical issues: against corruption, and 
for social responsibility, solidarity and peace.

In the projects we have examined, Muslim FBOs are acting gender 
inclusively, in the sense that women’s voices are becoming stronger within 
the Muslim communities. CISLAMO encourages women to participate 
in information events related to aids, which must be seen as an attempt 
to socially include Muslim women. Capacity-building directed to imams 
and their wives could be a starting point for further integration, but it is 
exclusive to participants in mosque activities – in itself a rather exclusive 
group.
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However, in the discussions concerning the new Family Law, the 
gender imbalance was considered but not fully taken into consideration. 
Women have – in Muslim as in many other religious and secular organi-
sations – been made invisible and been excluded from the religious order. 
In discussions concerning polygamy and the age of marriage, though, 
Muslim women became politically engaged in women’s groups that were 
working against polygamy. 

There is an emphasis on Muslim identity as a vital core value in 
Muslim-run projects, and identity politics seem resilient – something 
that may be seen as excluding non-Muslims. On the other hand, the rest 
of society is hesitant towards and sometimes rejecting Muslim values. 
The rapid social transformation that takes place in the Mozambican 
society – be it called neo-liberal or Westernising – results in a paradox: 
secularisation leads to a fragmentation of earlier social norms and struc-
tures while at the same time religious identities, such as the Muslim, 
re-emerges in new forms of religiosity. Religion therefore must be seen 
as a political variable. Even if faith-based organisations are not the main 
drivers for development in Mozambique, today’s development cannot 
be understood without taking religion into account. In the multi-ethnic 
and multi-religious country’s ongoing reconciliation work, one important 
question is how faith-based organisations will influence and shape the 
burgeoning civil society in Mozambique. 

Notes

1. Muslim and Christian organisations were members and participated in the Electoral 
and Development Observatories in partnership with secular academic organisations.

2. In Art #30, point 2 of the law “A woman or a man older than sixteen years, exception-
ally, can contract marriage…”
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