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It is lunchtime. I am sitting in the small courtyard of a friendly hotel in the 

Northern Ugandan town of Lira. Across the table sits Father Peter, a Ugandan 

priest. Over a plate of rice and chicken we discuss Father Peter’s experiences in 

working with young people on HIV/AIDS. Our conversation takes place in English, 

for neither of us our mother tongue. Father Peter, who is past retirement age, has 

served the Catholic Church as a pastor and teacher and was active in justice and 

peace work during the violent civil war in North Uganda.1 A few years ago he 

co-created, with an Anglican colleague, an organization focused on improving 

basic education in Lira and its surrounding communities. This initiative is based 

on the belief that education is crucially important in creating opportunities for 

future generations. However, Father Peter has discovered new challenges as well. 

Young people run the risk of getting infected with HIV/AIDS, and need to be 

educated on how to protect themselves against the deadly disease. This confronts 

him with a dilemma, as he explains to me during our lunch:

The Catholic Church preaches that in order to challenge HIV/AIDS one has to 

abstain from sexual behaviour (…), but for many people it is hard to abstain. 

The Catholic Church goes further by saying abstain, (…) don’t use the condom. 

Many young people have (a) problem; they are sexually active and not married 

yet. How should you handle this? You tell them to abstain and they find it hard 

to abstain. We are at a crossroads here.

For Father Peter the crossroads he refers to reflects a personal struggle between 

compassion and dominant religious norms. The struggle of Father Peter, as much 

as it is the personal struggle of a priest, can also be seen in a larger context. Our 

conversation takes place during the lunch break of a workshop on sexuality 

education organised by the Educaids network, a network established by three 

Dutch development organizations among their partner organizations in Uganda. 

A group of Ugandan participants, most of them working for Christian organizations, 

are being trained in improving the quality of sexuality education for young people 

by two Dutch trainers. It is the third workshop in a series. Constructive sessions in 

which policies are prepared alternate with debates on how sexuality education 

should or should not be approached by Christian organizations in Uganda. These 

debates often focus on the contrast between what are considered as dominant 

Christian sexual morals and the ‘actual’ sexual behaviour of young people, a 

contrast between ideals and realities. The need to protect young people from HIV/

AIDS is an important motivator of all actors participating in these debates. 

1 For an overview of the ambivalent role of Christian churches in violence and in reconciliation in 

Northern Uganda cf. Kevin  Ward’s. ‘The Armies of the Lord: Christianity, Rebels and the State in 

Northern Uganda, 1986-1999’. Journal of Religion in Africa. Vol. 31.2. (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 187-221.
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 The discussions between the participants in the workshop in Uganda take place  

in the context of development cooperation and the development agendas that 

inform the work of Dutch and Ugandan organizations. Dutch organizations’ 

policies on the prevention of HIV/AIDS focus on so-called open conversations with 

young people about sexuality and the prevention of HIV/AIDS. They consider the 

Christian and traditional sexual moralities that inform the policies of their 

Ugandan counterparts problematic because it hinders open conversation about 

sexuality as well as the ability of individual people to make their own choices 

regarding their sexual lives and in safeguarding their health. In their policies they 

centralize young peoples’ needs and behaviours, and offer training to staff of 

Ugandan counterpart organizations to design their programmes accordingly.  

In the personal expressions of Father Peter, the discussions among Ugandan 

development professionals observed in the workshop as well as the views expressed 

by the Dutch development professionals that initiated the Educaids network and 

shape the networks programmes and activities, HIV/AIDS comes across as a 

contested issue. Yet, it is a question of how HIV/AIDS is contested, by whom and in 

which context. While religious conservatism is easily associated with rigid sexual 

morals, research on secularism in historical and contemporary Western Europe 

has suggested that secularism has produced and fostered specific sexual moralities 

as well. Historian Joan Scott has coined the term ‘sexularism’ to describe this. 

 Thus, rather than assuming that contestations around HIV/AIDS are indeed 

primarily informed by conservative religious moralities on behalf of the Ugandan 

organizations, this thesis takes the angle of researching Dutch Christian organizations 

and their interactions with Ugandan Christian organizations in Uganda. When 

using the term cultural encounter in this study, I mean the meeting and interacting  

of different cultural trajectories, focusing in particular on how these manifest 

themselves in religious and secular claims with regard to HIV/AIDS and sexuality. 

Development practitioners and policymakers in the Netherlands have expressed 

considerable attention for religion and development in the new Millennium.  

In this study I will therefore pay attention to how religion and secularity are 

constructed in development policies and programmes designed in the Netherlands.  

I consider this important for arriving at a better understanding of how contestations 

around HIV/AIDS can be understood as cultural encounters that involve both 

Ugandan and Dutch actors. 

 I refer to these constructions of religion and secularity, HIV/AIDS and sexuality 

as discourse. By this I mean that speaking about religion, sexuality or HIV/AIDS does 

not only serve the purpose of describing but also constructing things. This means 

that religion is discursively constructed in the contestations around HIV/AIDS. The 

use of the concept of discourse, which is further explained in chapter two, also 

means that this study pays attention to how development policies and programmes 
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attribute meaning to religion in the context of broader power dynamics. The 

cultural encounters researched in this thesis take place in a transnational field of 

development. When using the term transnational social field or transnationalism in 

this study, I refer to the development networks that stretch beyond the borders  

of nation states and involve a multiplicity of actors, including the religious 

organizations and non-governmental organizations that are the empirical focus 

in this study. I use this term in particular to refer to what development practitioners 

and policymakers also understand as development cooperation or international 

development. The use of this concept of transnational social field, that will be further 

introduced in chapter two, enables me to address attention to the complex power 

relations in development cooperation by which certain religious and secular 

discourses of HIV/AIDS and sexuality are ascribed more authority than others. 

This thesis aims to research how the cultural encounter between development 

actors unfolds in practice, and how in this context understandings of HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion are negotiated in relation to broader discourses and power 

relations in the transnational field of development. The analysis in this thesis is 

informed by the following research questions: How can contestations over HIV/AIDS be 

understood in relation to the discursive construction of religion in cultural encounters in the 

transnational field of development?

1. How do Christian development organizations attribute meaning to religion in  

the context of broader discourses on development cooperation in the Netherlands?

2. How do Christian development organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda 

attribute meaning to religion in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality?

3. How do discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion meet and interact in 

the cultural encounter between organizations that participate in the Educaids 

network?

This thesis is intended as an ethnographic analysis of religion and development. It 

combines discourse analysis of religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality with an analysis 

of how these discursive constructions shape everyday interactions in the field of 

development. The different aspects and elements of these questions will be briefly 

introduced in this chapter and further embedded in a theoretical and 

methodological framework outlined in chapter two. 

1.1  Researching religion and development
In 2006, some months before the start of the research project that has informed 

this thesis, the then Dutch minister for Development Cooperation Agnes van 

Ardenne stressed the importance of directing attention towards religion in 

development in a public speech. She stated that:
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Culture and religion are the principal unifying factors of our time: if the 20th 

century was an age of ideology, the 21st will be an age of identity. If we do not 

use those identity-forming factors for peace and prosperity, others will misuse 

them for war and personal gain.2

What motivated Van Ardenne – and others who stressed the importance of paying 

attention to religion – to address religion as part of the development agenda? 

While it was clear that Van Ardenne wanted to direct attention to the importance 

of religion for people around the world, it is questionable whether she would have 

made this statement if the events that had highlighted the role of religion in 

political and social change in Dutch media had not happened: the Iranian 

Revolution, the emergence of the Christian right in the US and its influence on 

international development, or the ‘war on terror’ following the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks in the US. In addition, in the Netherlands the assassination of Pim Fortuyn 

and Theo van Gogh that for different reasons has fuelled a domestic debate on the 

compatibility between being religious and being a good citizen, in the case of 

Dutch Muslims. Van Ardennes’s statement indicates that concerns about the role 

of religion in development cooperation as voiced in the Netherlands have a political 

dimension. While Christian development organizations in the Netherlands have 

historical roots in church, mission and religious inspired social movements with 

transnational networks, these organizations also interact with broader national 

and international political actors around the theme. When exploring sub-question 

one How Christian development organizations attribute meaning to religion in the context of 

broader discourses on development cooperation in the Netherlands, a complex arena of 

social, cultural and political factors on diverse national, transnational and 

international levels needs to be taken into account. 

 The background to the interest in Christian development organizations and 

how they construct religion in relation to development, is first of all the lively 

debates on religion and development emerged in international development 

around or shortly after the Millennium. As recently as the year 2000, based on a 

review of development journals and the policies of faith-based organizations the 

development sociologist Kurt Alan Verbeek, concluded that spirituality was a 

development taboo. Only one year later Katherine Marshall, an advisor to the 

World Bank, would state that religion is such a pervasive and vital force that it 

2 A. Ardenne van der Hoeven ‘A dialogue on dignity and difference’. A speech held at the University 

of Sana’a, February 22nd 2006. The speech was available on  http://www.minbuza.nl/en/news/speech-

es_and_articles,2006/02/a_dialogue_on_dignity_and_difference.html until December 13th, 2006. 

A Dutch language article based on this speech was printed in Agnes van Ardenne- van der Hoeven 

‘De spotprentencrisis: een vertekend beeld’ in NRC Handelsblad (28 February 2006), last accessed on 

January 8 2015. Available on http://www.nrc.nl/handelsblad/van/2006/februari/28/de-spotprenten-

crisis-een-vertekend-beeld-11089768 
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cannot be ignored.3 In 2003 Wendy Tyndale of the ‘World Faiths Development 

Dialogue’ that was co-established by the World Bank, published an article in which 

she argued that religious communities are particularly motivated by their faith 

and spirituality to improve the lives of poor people.4 Religion has clearly become a 

theme of interest in the international field of development, as reflected in many 

reports and articles that have been published since then.5 The interest in religion 

in journals on development has increased as well.6 The agendas of donors and 

universities have increasingly become interconnected, amongst others through 

funding by development donors for academic and applied research programmes.7 

Two cases in point are the ‘Religion and Development Programme’ of the University 

of Birmingham that was funded by the Department For International Development 

(DFID) in the United Kingdom, and the endowed chair on religion and human 

rights at the Institute of Social Studies established by two non-governmental donor 

organizations in the Netherlands.8

3 Katherine Marshall. ‘Development and Religion; A different Lens on Development Debates’. Peabody 

Journal of Education. Vol. 76.3/4. (London: Taylor & Francis Ltd., 2001), 339-375. In 2004 and 2005 she 

published two books on the issue, both on behalf of the World Bank. Katherine Marshall and Lucy 

Keough. ‘Mind, heart and soul in the fight against poverty’. (Washington DC: World Bank, 2004), 

Katherine Marshall and Lucy Keough.  ‘Finding global balance: common grounds between develop-

ment and faith’. (Washington DC, World Bank, 2005).

4 Wendy Tyndale. ‘Idealism and Practicality: The Role of Religion in Development’. Development. Vol. 

46.4. (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 22-28.

5 Some examples of papers and reports on religion and development that have been published by 

development organizations, governmental or non-governmental, are: Mandere, George J. ‘Report: 

responses by faith-based organizations to orphans and vulnerable children’. (Lilongwe, Malawi: 

Public Affairs Committee, 2003); Parry, Sue. ‘Responses of the faith-based organizations to HIV/

AIDS in Sub Saharan Africa’. (Geneva: World Council of Churches Ecumenical HIV/AIDS Initiative 

in Africa, 2003); Tiendrebeogo, Georges, and Michael Buykx. 2004. ‘Faith-based organizations and 

HIV/AIDS prevention and impact mitigation in Africa: a desk review’. (Amsterdam: Royal Tropical 

Institute, KIT Development, Policy and Practice, 2004); United Nations Population Fund. ‘Culture 

matters lessons from a legacy of engaging faith-based organizations’. (UNFPA 2008) last accessed 

on January 8 2015. Available on http://www.unfpa.org/publications/culture-matters; Karam, Azza. 

‘Concluding Thoughts on Religion and the United Nations: Redesigning the Culture of Develop-

ment’. Cross Currents. Vol. 60.3. (New York: Wiley, 2010), 462.); UNAIDS. 2006. A Faith-based Response 

to HIV in Southern Africa: The Choose to Care Initiative. Geneva: World Health Organization.

6 Examples of Journals that have devoted attention to religion and development are: Development, 

journal of the Society for International Development which has published an issue on religion and 

development in 2003: Development, Vol. 46.4. (Basingstoke UK: Palgrave MacMillan, September 2003); 

Environment and Planning devoted a guest editorial to the theme of Transnational Geographies; rescaling 

development, migration and religion. Cf. Environment and Planning A, Vol. 38, issue 5. (2006); Gender and De-

velopment published an issue on ‘Faith Communities’. Cf. Gender and Development, Vol. 14.3. (London: 

Taylor and Francis, November 2006).

7 Ben Jones and Marie Juul Petersen. ‘Instrumental, Narrow, Normative? Reviewing recent work on 

religion and development’. Third World Quarterly. Vol. 32.7. (London: Taylor and Francis, 2011), 1291-

1306.

8 Chapter 2 will discuss the extra-ordinary chair on religion and human rights more extensively.
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 In addition to policymakers, academics have argued that religion is a social and 

political reality that cannot be ignored in development cooperation as well. Ellis and 

Ter Haar, for example, have argued that religion matters in development cooperation 

because in Sub-Saharan Africa most people engage regularly in some form of 

religious practice, and religious ideas govern people’s views and relations as well as 

the networks in which they are embedded. They call for an engagement with these 

religious dimensions of social life in development relations between African 

countries and the European Union.9 The increased interest in religion in the field of 

development can be seen as a positive development, especially in the light of Ver 

Beek’s observation that religion was almost entirely ignored in development studies 

until 1999.10 However, anthropologists who have analysed contemporary discourses 

on religion and development have rendered problematic the specific constructions 

of religion within academic literature on development. The tendency within 

international development contexts to emphasize those dimensions of religion that 

are visible and tangible, as Jones and Petersen have stated, suggest that research on 

faith-based organizations in development has been done against the background of 

a dominant secular discourse on religion. Consequently, as Fountain has argued, a 

‘myth of religious NGOs’ has been constructed in the field of development that has 

contributed to a perceived deepened dichotomy between religion and the secular.11 

 Exploring how and why faith-based organizations have become the focus of 

research and reflections on religion and development term, it becomes apparent 

that the term ‘faith-based organization’ is an American innovation of the 1990s 

that has become popular in development circles. 12 In the new Millennium quite a 

number of articles and books have been published that introduce definitions or 

typologies on faith-based organizations in development cooperation.13 Despite 

9 Cf. Gerrie ter Haar, and Stephen Ellis. ‘The role of religion in development: towards a new rela-
tionship between the European Union and Africa’. The European Journal of Development Research. Vol. 
18.3. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 351-367; Stephen Ellis and Gerrie ter Haar. ‘Religion and 
Development in Africa’. (2004). Online Research Paper.  https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/
handle/1887/12909/ASC-071342346-174-01.pdf?sequence=2 (last checked on 1 November 2014)

10 K. Alan Ver Beek. ‘Spirituality: A Development Taboo’. Development in Practice. 10.1. (New York: Routledge, 

2000), 31-43. 
11 Philip Fountain. ‘Myth of religious NGOs, Development studies and the Return of Religion.’ Interna-

tional Development Policy | Revue internationale de politique de développement. (Geneva: Graduate Institute 
Publications, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 24.

12 Cf. Gerard Clarke. ‘Faith-Based organizations and International Development. An Overview’.  Development, 
Civil Society and Faith-based organizations: Bridging the Sacred and the Secular. Gerard Clarke and Michael 
 Jennings eds. (Basingstoke UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 27-45; Tara Hefferan. Twinning Faith and 
 Development. Catholic Parish Partnering in the US and Haiti. (Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press, 2007).

13 Cf. Sabine Alkire. ‘Religion and Development’. Elgar Companion to Development Studies. David Alexander 
Clark ed. (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd., 2004) 502-510; Clarke (2007) ‘Faith-based orga-
nizations’; Hefferan (2007) ‘Twinning’. For a related discussion on religious organizations in the UN, cf.: 
Julia Berger. ‘Religious Nongovernmental Organizations: An exploratory Analysis’. Voluntas: International 
Journal of Voluntary and non-profit Organizations. Vol. 14.1. (Doetinchem: Springer, 2003), 15-39.



27

INTRODUCTION

their efforts to create a more nuanced and practically applicable understanding of 

faith-based organizations, these typologies of faith-based organizations are 

problematic since they set apart faith-based organizations as an exclusive category 

within international development.14 The construction of a category of faith-based 

organizations erroneously suggests that faith-based organizations have more 

shared characteristics than differences.15 

 Ethnographic studies of so-called faith-based organizations indicate that it is 

a widely diverse category.  Examples range from World Vision, the largest Christian 

NGO worldwide that was studied by Bornstein, via the local catholic parish in 

Haiti in Hefferan’s book on Twinning Development, to the Muslim development 

organizations that struggle to be acknowledged in Petersen’s study.16 While many 

of these organizations fit the faith-based category, these studies also suggest 

fundamental power differences between these organizations. Inequalities between 

Christian and Muslim organizations in the field of development are a case in point.17 

Muslim organizations are highly contested and often treated with suspicion by 

western governments and international organizations, in comparison to their 

Christian counterparts.18 It is therefore questionable whether these organizations 

can be lumped together into one category at all. 19 In addition, the suggestion that  

some faith-based organizations are political actors while others are emphasized or seen 

as politically neutral downplays the political meanings of spiritual acts.20 Thus, 

the categorization of faith-based organizations erroneously suggests neutrality 

14 For examples on typologies of FBOs, cf. Clarke (2007), ‘Faith-based organizations’. 26; Tara Hefferan, 

Julie Adkins, and Laurie A. Occhipinti. ‘Bridging the Gaps: Faith-based Organizations, Neoliberal-

ism, and Development in Latin America and the Caribbean’. (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009). 

15 Ben Jones and Marie Juul Petersen (2011), 1291-1306; Fountain ‘Myth’ (2013), 10.

16 Bornstein (2011), ‘Forces’; Tara Hefferan. ‘Twinning’ (2007); Marie J. Petersen. For Humanity or for the 

Umma?: Aid and Islam in Transnational Muslim Ngos. (London: Hurst & Company, 2014).

17 Peter Tumainimungu. ‘The development activities of faith-based organizations in Tanzania’. Reli-

gions and development in Tanzania a preliminary literature review. Amos Mhina ed. Birmingham: Uni-

versity of Birmingham, 2007. International development department. Religions and development 

research programme. Accessible on http://epapers.bham.ac.uk/1537/1/Mhina_Religions_Develop-

ment_Tanzania.pdf (last checked on July 9, 2015).

18 Cf. On Muslim development organizations Cf. M.A. Mohammed Salih. Islamic NGO’s in Africa: The 

Promis and Peril of Islamic Voluntarism. (Copenhagen: University of Copenhagen, 2002), accessed on 

January 8, 2015, available on http://teol.ku.dk/cas/research/publications/occ._papers/salih2001.pdf; 

Jamal Krafess. ‘The influence of the Muslim religion on humanitarian aid’. International review of 

the Red Cross. No 858. (Geneva: International Committee of The Red Cross, 2005), 327-342; On the 

comparison of Christian and Muslim organizations cf. Cecelia Lynch. ‘Religious Humanitarianism 

and the Global Politics of Secularism’ in Calhoun, Craig J, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan Va-

nAntwerpen. Rethinking Secularism. (Oxford, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2011) 

19 The Christian organizations I visited in Tanzania attracted substantial sums of funding from (pri-

marily) western donors. The Muslim organizations I visited were small, without foreign funding 

and usually worked through volunteers rather than paid professionals.

20 Wilson (2014), 347-365.
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and similarity, while ignoring fundamental power differences and political 

aspirations between and among faith actors. 

 This study will pay attention to how different cultural trajectories influence 

the cultural encounter between development organizations. In focussing on 

cultural encounters, this study takes an innovative approach because it does not 

only focus on religion but also devotes attention to how secularised cultural 

trajectories are influential in these encounters. It will pay attention to how 

discourses on secularity and religion are entangled with discourses on sexuality 

and HIV/AIDS, and ask how these discourses are shaped and entangled differently 

within the different cultural trajectories in Europe and Africa, the Netherlands 

and Uganda. This allows for reflection on how dominant understandings of 

religion and development are shaped in the context of broader historical and 

contemporary dynamics.

 This study also offers a different perspective on religion, development and 

faith-based organizations by understanding the Christian identity of a development 

organization as something that needs to be deconstructed and analysed to 

understand how this relates to broader secular and religious dynamics. For this 

reason, I will avoid the term faith-based organization altogether and be as context 

specific as possible. The organizations in this thesis are therefore referred to as 

Christian development organizations, or even Protestant or Catholic. In addition, 

while addressing both Dutch and Ugandan organizations as Christian development 

organizations, this thesis does not assume that Christian faith and identity 

determine the relationship between these organizations. Rather, it explores how 

Christian faith and identity are given meaning in the context of broader power 

relations. While the focus of this thesis is the cultural encounter around HIV/AIDS 

between Dutch and Ugandan organizations, for methodological and practical 

reasons I have accessed this field from the perspective of the Dutch organizations 

and their interaction with their counterparts in Uganda. In view of the alleged 

‘secular myth of religious NGOs’, critical reflections on how religion becomes 

meaningful in relation to development in discourses emerging from within 

secularized contexts are needed. The question of how Christian development 

organizations attribute meaning to religion in the context of broader discourses on development 

cooperation in the Netherlands invites such reflections. These considerations have 

therefore informed the choice of the first sub-question as a point of departure for 

the research.

1.2  HIV/AIDS as a prism
Religion and development as concepts or categories have different meanings in 

different contexts. In Tanzania, where I did preliminary exploratory fieldwork in 

2008 religion, and development were not considered as important or relevant 
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concepts in the daily work and practice of my interlocutors. At the same time, HIV/

AIDS appeared as a contested issue in interviews that I conducted in the initial 

phase of the research with development professionals working with Christian 

development organizations in the Netherlands, Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda. In 

these contestations, and in particular in how these were framed in public speech, 

often only either/or options were presented. In the course of 2008, I was presented 

with an opportunity to do more in-depth research on the Educaids network and in 

particular on the programmes of Christian development organizations in the 

Netherlands and Uganda around the prevention of HIV/AIDS in Uganda. This has 

allowed me to do more in-depth research in answer to sub-question two: How do 

Christian development organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda attribute meaning to 

religion in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality? This second sub-question has been 

researched through combining literature research, interviews and participant 

observation.

 The crossroads in Father Peter’s story illustrates the need or pressure to choose 

one road over the other that was more often voiced by my interlocutors. Hearing 

about such experiences raised my interest in how people working in the field of 

development understand and deal with such choices. Do development professionals 

experience pressure to choose between the different options presented to them? 

To what extent do these choices present themselves or are perceived as a crossing 

of the road of religion with the road of secular development? How do such choices 

influence development professionals’ practical work in the prevention of HIV/

AIDS? How are various religious and secular understandings of HIV/AIDS, sexuality 

and health navigated against the background of the historical power relations 

that shape the field of development? These considerations feed into sub-question 

three: How do discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion meet and interact in the 

cultural encounter between organizations that participate in the Educaids network?

 The central empirical focus in this book is on the Educaids network for which  

I conducted fieldwork between 2008 and 2010. The Educaids network was founded  

in 2004. The name Educaids is based on the words education and HIV/AIDS, 

underlining the aim of the network to improve the quality of education on HIV/

AIDS. The subtitle of the Educaids network reads: ‘A Christian Alliance on 

Education and HIV/AIDS’. The Educaids network is the result of an initiative of 

three Dutch development organizations, ICCO, Edukans and Prisma. All three 

organizations share a Christian identity, but differ in their history and positioning 

in the Protestant Christian and development context, as I will further explain in 

chapter two. These Dutch organizations have invited their counterparts working 

in the education sector in Tanzania, Uganda, Ethiopia, Kenya and Malawi to 

become part of the network to integrate HIV prevention in their education 

programmes. The organizations in these countries are often Christian, but also 
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include organizations without an explicit religious identity. The reason for starting 

the network was that the Dutch organizations experienced difficulties in discussing 

the prevention of HIV/AIDS with their Christian counterparts in Africa and they 

wanted to stimulate conversations and exchange on these issues. Religion was under - 

stood as a factor relevant to the contestations around HIV/AIDS.

 HIV/AIDS has revealed underlying dynamics, structures and inequalities that 

had little significance or remained marginalized. Their significance became 

apparent when the disease was affecting so many people that it emerged as a social 

problem in many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1980’s and 1990’s.21 In the 

search for comprehensive solutions to the problem of HIV/AIDS, the epidemic has 

significantly influenced transnational and international relations. It has brought 

the most intimate aspects of human life into the realm of international politics. In 

many ways, HIV/AIDS has ‘revived old spectres’ of processes of selfing and othering 

that play a role in the cultural encounters around concerning HIV/AIDS.22 In this 

thesis I see HIV/AIDS primarily as a prism to study the cultural encounter between 

Christian development organizations from the Netherlands and Uganda. Like a 

prism that bends the light, making visible that white light encompasses all colours, 

HIV/AIDS is approached as a problem that reveals a complex entanglement of 

discourses. The second sub-question that I have formulated is therefore: How do 

Christian development organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda attribute meaning to 

religion in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality? 

 The impact of HIV/AIDS has changed the relations between Christian development 

organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda, visible in the shift that occurred in 

the period of research in the Educaids network from a focus on HIV/AIDS to a focus 

on sexuality education. Adams and Pigg have pointed out the increasing influence 

of a science based politics of sexuality that suggests neutrality of such approaches 

to sexuality and therefore is claimed to be universally applicable. At the same 

time, however, these programmes introduce specific sexual moralities that may 

not be accepted or acknowledged cross-culturally. 23 Therefore, I will pay attention 

to how the promotion of evidence-based sexuality education in the Educaids network 

has influenced or invited contestations around HIV/AIDS. The third sub-question 

of this thesis is: How do discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion meet and interact in 

the cultural encounter between organizations that participate in the Educaids network? 

Acknowledging that the Educaids network was initiated by Dutch organizations, 

this study will pay attention to how interactions with Ugandan organizations are 

21 Jean Comaroff. ‘Beyond Bare Life: AIDS, (Bio)Politics, and the Neoliberal Order’. Public Culture: Bulletin 

of the Project for Transnational Cultural Studies. Vol. 19.1. (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2007), 197-219.

22 Ibid.

23 Vincanne Adams and Stacy L. Pigg. Sex in Development: Science, Sexuality, and Morality in Global Perspective. 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 12.
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shaped in the context of different meanings attributed to religion. This means 

that this thesis will pay ample attention to how development programmes are 

shaped in the context of discourses on religion and development in the Netherlands. 

Yet, it will also explore how the interaction with Ugandan organizations and their 

responses to the programmes are shaped in the context of political and Christian 

discourses on HIV/AIDS in Uganda and broader Sub-Saharan Africa. Further 

theoretical perspectives and concepts to guide the analysis of sexuality education 

and HIV prevention programmes in relation to broader discourses on sexuality 

will be explained in chapter two. 

1.3  A relational and processual approach to religion and development
Religion tends to be instrumentalized in the academic literature, meaning that 

religion is mainly addressed in view of its utility for development.24 This has 

resulted in a specific normative view of religion in which aspects of various 

religions that support development aims are emphasized. Moreover, development 

itself is exclusively framed in the context of the goals and activities of development 

organizations. However, anthropologists of development have argued that the 

field of development comprises complex arenas of engagement in which under-

standings of religion and development are constantly (re-)constructed.25 This means 

that alternative understandings and approaches to religion and development and 

how these are conceptualized in research, policy and practice are needed. In this 

section I will discuss some alternative conceptualisations of religion in relation to 

development and introduce the ethnographic perspective in this study.

 The instrumentalization of religion for development purposes and the narrow 

focus on religious institutions that have been observed by Jones and Petersen are 

based on a specific Western understanding of religion in the public sphere. As 

International Relations and Religious Studies scholar Erin Wilson has argued in 

her research in the context of International Relations Theory, a dichotomous view 

of religion is promoted that highlights those aspects or dimensions of religion 

that are more easily understood within a secular discourse.26 Wilson proposes to 

use ‘relational dialogism’ to address the influence of dualism on how religion is 

understood and approached as a more comprehensive framework for analysis that 

seeks to include those aspects of religion that are easily downplayed or ignored. 

Relational dialogism critiques how religion is defined as ‘primarily institutional, 

24 Jones and Petersen (2011).

25 Ibid.; Joe Devine and Séverine Deneulin (2011), 59-76; For a study on how development policy is 

reconstructed in relation to the complexities of practice cf. David Mosse. ‘Cultivating development 

an ethnography of aid policy and practice’. (London: Pluto Press, 2005).

26 Erin K. Wilson. After secularism: Rethinking religion in global politics. (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2012), 1.
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individual, and irrational’ and thus in terms that draw too much on the secular 

distinction between the public and private spheres.27 Instead, it proposes to look  

at how the institutional, individual and irrational aspects of religion are related  

to the ideational, communal, rational elements and the embodiment of religion. 

In a recent paper Wilson illustrates her argument by analysing the case of the 

involvement of faith-based activists that critique the politics of asylum in Australia, 

drawing attention to the religious dimensions of political activism.28 

 Religion is multifaceted and in different cultural contexts certain aspects may 

become more important or emphasized than others. Religion thus has different aspects 

and meanings to people in different contexts; in different contexts certain aspects 

may be highlighted over others. This also applies to how secularity is implied within a 

cultural trajectory, which may influence certain aspects or styles to become more 

dominant than others, resulting in multiple secularities across different contexts.29 

Inspired by the framework of relational dialogism, this thesis pays attention to 

how Christian development organizations draw on various religious and secular 

discourses to attribute meaning to religion in the context of development. Through 

scrutinizing an empirical case study on the cultural encounter of Dutch Christian 

development organizations with their counterparts in Uganda over HIV/AIDS,  

this thesis will contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the diverse ways  

in which religion and secularism are interrelated and given meaning in the 

international field of development. 

 In order to explore how religion and secularism are entangled in the field of 

development, I find Barnett and Gross’s approach to transgressing boundaries 

between religion and secularism particularly useful. In their introduction to the 

book Sacred Aid they critique the focus on religion and secularism in studies on 

humanitarianism that often categorize faith-based organizations and secular 

organizations in contrast or opposition. However, ‘secularization’ and ‘sanctification’ 

are multi-layered, multidimensional and non-linear processes that should be studied  

in all organizations.30 ‘Secularization’ of humanitarianism refers to ‘the process  

by which elements of the everyday and the profane’ become integrated in humani-

tarianism and development.31 ‘Sanctification’, by contrast, does not necessarily refer to 

27 Wilson (2012), 5.

28 Erin K. Wilson. ‘Theorizing Religion as Politics in Postsecular International Relations Politics’. Reli-

gion & Ideology. Vol. 15.3. (London: Taylor and Francis, 2014), 347-365.

29 Multiple Secularities is a research programme in cultural sociology at the University of Leipzig.  Cf. 

Cora Schuh, Marian Burchardt, and Monika Wohlrab-Sahr. (2012), 349–383.

30 Cf. Michael N. Barnett and Janice Gross Stein. Sacred aid: faith and humanitarianism. (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), who point out on pp. 24 that secularization is a process as well as a strategy. 

In this study I illustrate how both religion and secularism describe processes and strategies in 

Dutch development cooperation. 

31 Michael N. Barnett and Janice Gross Stein. ‘Introduction’ in Sacred aid: faith and humanitarianism. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012),1-38:7.
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religious inspiration in development, but more generally to those processes that 

draw on values and ethics while not being recognized as political. Human rights, 

for example, can also have ‘sanctifying’ meanings in the context of development. 

Complementary to Wilson, Barnett and Gross aim to surpass the dualist framing 

of development as religious or secular. In addition, they offer an operational 

framework that can be applied to study discursive strands of religion and 

secularism in the specific humanitarian policies and programmes.   

 Christian development organizations in the Netherlands are neither purely 

religious, nor operating entirely in a secular framework. Instead, religion and 

secularism are closely intertwined in their policies and the implementation of 

these policies through development programmes and projects. Among the Dutch 

development organizations that have received large amounts of government 

funding, quite a number have a Christian background and identity. When policy 

makers and non-governmental development organizations in the Netherlands 

started to emphasize religion as an important theme in development cooperation 

in the Netherlands, there was already a vivid discussion going on about the 

Christian inspiration in development cooperation.32 In addition, various (anthro-

pological) studies indicate that Christianity and development are closely 

intertwined in development practice.33 On another level it is also important to 

note that discourses on development, whether secular or religious, are always 

based on particular understandings of the world and of social life. I will use the 

terms ‘secularization’ and ‘sanctification’ to point out how meanings are attributed 

to religion in the practical activities and behaviours of organizations.34 

32 Examples of how these discussions were shaped and narrated can be found in two subsequent pub-
lications on the theme based on exchanges between academic researchers and professionals from 
Christian development organizations in the Netherlands: Govert Buijs ed. Als de olifanten vechten…
Denken over ontwikkelingssamenwerking vanuit christelijk perspectief. (Amsterdam: Buiten & Schipperhe-
ijn, 2001); Gerard Verbeek, B. Goudzwaard. Recht in overvloed. Gerechtigheid en professionaliteit in de 
ontmoeting tussen arm en rijk. (Budel: Uitgeverij Damon, 2005).

33 Cf. Erica Bornstein. The Spirit of Development. Protestant NGO’s, morality and Economics in Zimbabwe. (New 
York Routledge, 2003); Erica Bornstein. ‘Transcending Politics Through the Kingdom of  God and 
Free Markets: A Case Study of Religious NGO’s in Zimbabwe’, Between a Rock and a Hard Place. African 
NGO’s and the State. Jim Igoe and Tim Kelsall eds. (Durham NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2005) 63-92; 
Sara Rich Dorman. ‘Rocking the boat?: Church NGO’s and Democratization in Zimbabwe’. African 
Affairs. Vol. 101. (Oxford: Royal African Society, 2002), 75-92; Julie Hearn. ‘The invisible NGO: US 
evangelical missions in Kenya’. Journal of Religion in Africa. Vol. 32.1. (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 32-60; Linda 
Tripp. ‘Gender and development from a Christian perspective: experience from World Vision’. Gen-
der and Development. Vol. 7.1. (London: Taylor and Francis, 1999), 62-68; Alain Waites. ‘Pursuing part-
nership: World Vision and the ideology of development- a case study’. Development in Practice. Vol. 9.4. 
(London: Taylor and Francis, 1999), 410-423; Erica Bornstein and Peter Redfield. Forces of compassion: 
humanitarianism between ethics and politics. (Santa Fe, N.M.: School for Advanced Research Press, 2011).  

34 S. Deneulin, and C. Rakodi. ‘Revisiting Religion: Development Studies Thirty Years On’. World Devel-
opment. Vol. 39.1. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2011), 45-54; Joe Devine and Séverine Deneulin. ‘Negotiat-
ing religion in everyday life: A critical exploration of the relationship between religion, choices and 
behaviour’. Culture and Religion. Vol. 12.1. (New York: Routledge, 2011), 59-76.
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 The focus of this thesis is on the cultural encounters between Dutch 

organizations with their counterparts in Uganda. While focussing on religious/

secular dynamics in development, I do not assume that cultural encounters can be 

reduced to these dynamics. I have chosen the concept of cultural encounter in 

response to the ‘narrow’ focus in debates on religion and development on 

institutions and organizations for the purpose of broadening the perspective on 

how multiple entangled discourses are in play on various levels. In my use of the 

concept of cultural encounter I also refer to what in development anthropology 

has been referred to as the ‘development encounter’, yet broadening it to other 

fields where such encounters take place. Beckman et al. have argued that while 

transnational connections profoundly influence the interrelations between sexuality, 

HIV/AIDS and religion in Africa, there is limited knowledge of the transnational 

dynamics that shape views on and approaches to sexuality and HIV/AIDS.35 

Although there are many assumptions about how African religious discourses 

feed into strong moral agendas concerning HIV/AIDS and sexuality and conflict 

with liberal development discourses emerging from Europe, insight into how 

these dynamics are in play in the interactions between Christian development 

organizations from Europe and Africa is lacking.36 A better understanding of how 

HIV/AIDS is transnational, alongside and in interaction with being ‘nationally 

contained and globally shaped’ is therefore important.37 With this research on 

how the cultural encounter between Christian development organizations from 

the Netherlands and their counterparts in Uganda is shaped in the context of the 

religious and secular understandings of HIV/AIDS and sexuality, I want to 

contribute to this research programme. 

1.4  An ethnographic perspective
Having introduced how the relational and processual approach to religion and 

secularity is linked to the focus on cultural encounters around HIV/AIDS, the 

question is how this has been translated into the specific methodologies utilized 

in the research underlying this thesis. Development cooperation is embedded in 

policies and texts, but also a lived practice. An analysis of views and approaches 

described in the paper reality of policy documents, project applications and 

evaluations, only offers a condensed perspective on the activities of the Educaids 

network. In addition, I expected them to be more closely related to the development 

policies of the Dutch organizations that initiated the network than through the 

35 Nadine Beckman et al. ‘Introduction. Strings attached: AIDS and the rise of transnational con-

nections in Africa’. Proceedings of the British Academy. Nadine Beckmann, Alessandro Gusman, and 

Catrine Shroff eds. Vol. 194.  (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1-27: 3.

36 Ibid.

37 Ibid. 
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policies of Ugandan organizations. Therefore I wanted to research the interaction 

of Dutch development actors with their counterparts in Uganda. Because this 

interaction takes place in various ways: in conferences, workshops and visits, but 

also through email, over the phone and through the exchange of documents it has 

informed the choice for mixed methods and multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork.38 

Doing ethnographic fieldwork has enabled me to contrast texts with personal 

stories about practical experience. This meant in practice that I have interviewed 

various Dutch and Ugandan actors and stakeholders and attempted to understand 

how they, from their respective roles and positions reflected on the Educaids 

network, the specific projects and activities taking place at the time and the 

broader questions and discussions arising from this. I conducted 20 interviews 

with Dutch and Ugandan actors involved in the Educaids network in the same 

period. A year later a research assistant conducted another round of interviews. All 

these interviews were semi-structured. These follow-up interviews allowed me to 

reflect on how the network and its activities evolved over time.39 In addition, I have 

applied participant observation as a way to research interactions between various 

actors. A workshop organized by the Educaids network in Uganda in spring 2009 

has been the most important example of this; chapter seven is largely informed by 

the data gathered during this workshop. In addition, I have participated in several 

formal and informal meetings with Dutch and, to a lesser extent, Ugandan actors in 

the Educaids network over the years. Ten of these more formal meetings, varying from 

conferences to smaller meetings, took place in the period I conducted the research 

between 2008 and 2012. Since 2012, I have remained in contact with the Dutch 

coordinator and several Educaids organizations in various countries for various 

purposes, including my continued interest in the network and its developments. 

 The findings and the argument of this study are validated through triangulation. 

First of all, the ethnographic approach in this study made it possible to explore 

and analyse multiple perspectives on the same case. This enabled me to explore  

the interrelations between this concrete case and the conceptual and theoretical 

debates further introduced in chapter two. The ethnographic approach also entailed a 

moving back and forth between involvement and distance with the research field, 

which I will explain more extensively in the following section. Secondly, triangulation 

was done through the combination of an ethnographic perspective with discourse 

analysis, which will be explained more extensively in chapter two. Thirdly, 

conducting interviews and participating in various workshops and meetings over 

38 Cf. G.E. Marcus. ‘Ethnography in/of the world system: The emergence of multi sited ethnography’. 

Annual Review of Anthropology. Vol. 24. (Palo Alto CA: Annual Reviews, 1995), 95-117.

39 This is inspired by Long’s actor oriented approach amongst others explained in Norman Long, Ann 

Long. Battlefields of knowledge: The interlocking of theory and practice in social research and development. 

(London: Routledge, 1992).
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a period of years allowed me to follow the work of the Educaids network over time 

and pay attention to the (in-)consistencies between findings and to investigate 

changes that occurred. Fourthly, I have applied triangulation by exploring the 

interrelations between the concrete case of the Educaids network and the discourse 

on religion and development in the Netherlands. Part of the interviews, participant 

observation and document analysis conducted in the Netherlands was dedicated 

to the latter. 

 A characteristic of ethnographic fieldwork that needs more introduction is 

the moving back and forth between involvement and distance. This means that I 

have alternated between periods in which I was more actively involved in the field, 

working with various actors and trying to understand their perspective on the 

field, and periods in which I created distance to reflect on the research and come 

to an in-depth understanding of the processes and dynamics in the field. 

Involvement also entailed that my semi-structured interviews were always adapted 

to the interviewee, taking up issues raised or addressed by my interlocutor while 

in a ‘natural’ way introducing questions and topics relevant to this study. 

Distancing then was possible through transcribing the interviews and identifying 

recurring themes and relevant insights through coding and clustering of themes 

and analysing these with reference to the theoretical and methodological 

framework of this thesis. On another level involvement and distancing were 

implied in the different roles taken throughout the research of which I offer a few 

relevant examples here. I  participated in the workshop in Uganda together with 

the Ugandan development professionals. In this workshop I was attentive to their 

questions and responses, joined them in sub-group discussions and tried to 

understand their experiences through formal and informal interviews on the 

spot. In addition, I accompanied the Dutch trainer of the same workshop on her 

visits to several organizations in Uganda after the workshop was finished. During 

the workshop and the organisational visits I was introduced as a researcher. 

 Not belonging to the target group of development professionals, acting as a 

rapporteur in conferences and meetings in the Netherlands has allowed me to 

attend particular meetings. I have also acted as a key-note speaker on a conference 

that Educaids organized for religious leaders from Kenya and Uganda in Entebbe, 

Uganda in 2010. The Educaids coordinator asked me to deliver an opening lecture 

on behalf of the Dutch organisations in the network. This has allowed me to 

participate in this conference, explore the role of a Dutch development professional 

(from the Netherlands) and familiarize myself with one of the follow-up activities 

after the project that is analysed in chapters six and seven of this thesis. Even 

though I have always introduced myself as a researcher, in these last two examples 

I was more actively affiliated with the organisers of the conferences, respectively 

the Knowledge Centre Religion and Development and Educaids.  
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 Another three remarks related to the previous ones need to be made. First of 

all, the close proximity to some of the Dutch actors compared to the Ugandan 

actors was both a practical and methodological choice. My physical proximity to 

Dutch organizations and debates enabled me to investigate internal processes of 

reflection and discussion in addition to researching how religion was addressed in 

communicating with a broader (development) public.40 I have pointed out before 

that research on Christian development organizations coming from so-called 

‘secularized’ European countries is limited. It was therefore both relevant and 

important to investigate how these organisations attribute meaning to religion 

and secularity in their interactions with Christian development organizations in 

Uganda. While focussing on the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan 

organizations, I enter this field from the perspective of the Dutch organizations 

and research how Ugandan organizations interact with and respond to the project 

and approaches introduced by Dutch organizations. This has motivated me to pay 

particular attention to the power relations in which certain frames and meanings 

of religion in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality have become more influential 

than others in the context of development relations.41 

 Secondly, it should be noted that the costs for the fieldwork as well as the 

research have been paid for through a scholarship made available by the University 

of Groningen as part of a grant for joint research projects between researchers of 

the University of Groningen and Uppsala University. Two exceptions to this are my 

participation as a conference rapporteur in a meeting organised by the Knowledge 

Centre Religion and Development and as a key-note speaker in the earlier mentioned 

Educaids conference for religious leaders in Uganda. On both occasions travel and 

lodging costs were reimbursed by the organizers. Thirdly, in addition to reflecting 

on the various roles I have taken on in the fieldwork, my own situatedness should 

be explicated. The perspective taken in this research is informed by my position as 

a young, white woman, born and raised in a middle class, Protestant (evangelical) 

family in the Netherlands. It has motivated me to study hard and always go beyond 

the obvious of what is said or claimed about religion in society, and influenced my 

40 An important source of information has been the Knowledge Centre Religion and Development 

and the documentation centre that was available on the website www.religion-and-development.nl 

until it was removed in early 2014. Since June 2012 I have worked as a programme advisor for this 

project at Stichting Oikos.  This was only after I had finished most of the review work for this thesis, 

had finalized the analysis of documents and activities by the Knowledge Centre the chapter that 

resulted from this analysis. While working for this project has influenced and enriched my general 

thinking on the theme of religion and development, it has has not been of direct influence on my 

reflections and representations of the Knowledge Centre’s work around the theme of this thesis.

41 For an extensive discussion on Dutch secularity and secular progressivism cf. Cora Schuh, Mari-

an Burchardt and Monika Wohlrab-Sahr. ‘Contested Secularities: Religious Minorities and Secular 

Progressivism in the Netherlands’. Journal of Religion in Europe. Vol. 5.3. (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 349-383. 

Chapter 1 will provide a more extensive analysis of this debate.
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choice for the academic study of religion after an initial start in nursing, I also 

recognize that this may have coloured or limited my perspective. Another relevant 

aspect of the position taken in this research is the internship and subsequent 

position at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs between 2003 and 2005, which 

has influenced my choice to focus on the field of development in my master and 

during my PhD research. In addition, in 2012, I obtained a position as an advisor 

on religion and development for the Knowledge Centre Religion and Development 

at Oikos. The chapters of this thesis in which I analyse the work of the Knowledge 

Centre Religion and Development had been written by that time. My views and 

insights on religion and development have continued to grow and change in the 

practical work with NGOs, policymakers and researchers since then. In chapter two, 

I will continue reflections on how I am situated in the research, devoting more 

attention as to how it influences the methodological approach chosen in this 

study.

1.5  The thesis
This thesis is divided into eight chapters that are written based on different 

combinations of literature and empirical research. In each chapter the specific 

methods used and the type of material derived from that will be pointed out. 

Applying an ethnographic style of presenting my findings, each chapter will also 

include quotes, stories or descriptions about specific people or situations that 

signal broader meanings or debates addressed in the chapter. In line with how 

both involvement and distance are applied in the process of research, this thesis 

also moves back and forth between concrete examples and stories, and conceptual 

analysis. The content of the different chapters is as follows. In chapter two I 

introduce the theoretical and methodological framework on which this study is 

based. I explain my use of discourse analysis in analysing how HIV/AIDS, sexuality 

and religion are constructed and negotiated in development policies and 

programmes. I will explain more thoroughly how HIV/AIDS can be seen as a prism 

that sheds light on the cultural encounter between development actors. I will 

argue that contemporary relations in the field of development must be understood 

against the background of historical discourses that shape cultural encounters, 

such as sexuality, religion, secularism, modernity and orientalism. In chapters 

three and four I provide answers to sub-question one, How do Christian development 

organizations attribute meaning to religion in the context of broader discourses on 

international development cooperation in the Netherlands?  Chapter three focuses on the 

history of Christian development organizations in the Netherlands, in particular 

on the Protestant organizations that initiated the Educaids network. I explore how 

religion and development are related historically in the Netherlands and point out 

the continuities and changes in the understanding of Christianity and Christian 
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identity. In chapter four I focus on discussions about religion in Dutch development 

cooperation in the past decade. I discuss the initiatives taken by Christian 

organizations in the Netherlands to increase attention to and understanding of 

the role of religion in development, and explore how meanings attributed to 

religion relate to political and public debates on religion taking place in the 

Netherlands at the time. 

 Chapter five broadens the focus to the transnational field of development, 

exploring the entanglement of religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality in Uganda and 

answers the second sub-question: How is religion constructed in the transnational 

response to HIV/AIDS in Africa? Chapters six and seven give answers to sub-question 

three: How do discourses on HIV/aids, sexuality and religion influence the views and 

approaches on HIV/AIDS of actors in the Dutch/ Ugandan Educaids network? In chapter six 

I analyse the problematization of HIV/AIDS in texts produced by the Educaids 

network. In chapter seven I analyse the cultural encounter between Dutch 

organizations and their Ugandan counterparts in a workshop organized by the 

Educaids network. This chapter analyses the discussions about sexuality education 

and HIV/AIDS and on the reflections of the staff of Ugandan organizations in the 

Educaids network who I have interviewed. I conclude with a reflection on the 

overall question in this book: How can contestations over religion and the prevention of 

HIV/AIDS be understood in the context of cultural encounters in the transnational field of 

development?
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In October 2010 I attended a conference for high-level religious leaders on HIV/

AIDS in Entebbe, Uganda on the invitation of the Educaids network to give an 

introduction to religion and HIV/AIDS.42 Educaids had initiated this conference to 

motivate religious leaders from Kenya and Uganda to discuss with each other the 

role of churches, and church education in preventing HIV/AIDS. As the only 

non-African participant in the conference, my otherness didn’t remain unnoticed. 

In an afternoon workshop, a pastor from Kenya discusses his ministry at the 

beaches of Mombasa. He tells the group that the beach is ‘an immoral place’. The 

first gay wedding in Africa took place on the beaches of Mombasa, he mentions as 

an example before adding that older European males have sex with young Kenyan 

girls, and older European women have young Kenyan boyfriends. Then he looks at 

me rather provocatively and says ‘there are also many Dutch prostitutes’. In a short 

moment of silence that follows, I feel the urge to respond and apologize for the bad 

behaviour of my fellow Dutchmen and to explain that in Europe sexual tourism is 

criticized as well. I remain silent however, ashamed and frustrated because I am 

somehow made responsible for the sexual behaviour of others in front of a whole 

group of clergy. Then, as a gesture to smooth the situation, the pastor says; ‘Well, 

maybe these prostitutes were not Dutch but Belgians.’ Everyone laughs and the 

awkward moment is over. 

 It is only later that I realized the multiple meanings of this encounter; it 

confronted me with my position as a white, female Dutch researcher representing  

a network of Dutch development organizations in a group of highly esteemed 

religious leaders from Uganda and Kenya who were all black, predominantly male 

and most of them much older than I. My access to this conference was determined 

by the powerful position of the Dutch organizations that had organized the 

conference to discuss the issue of sexuality education and the prevention of HIV/AIDS  

with these religious leaders. Can conversations about sexuality between development 

organizations from the Netherlands and religious leaders in Uganda ever be just 

conversations and nothing more? In this thesis I will argue that conversations about 

sexuality between Christian organizations from the Netherlands and Uganda 

always involve a cultural encounter between actors with different and sometimes 

conflicting views on sexuality. In researching the cultural encounter I focus mainly  

on religious and secular dynamics, yet in this chapter I will explore how these are 

entangled with broader discourses on identity and otherness that influence religious/ 

secular understandings of HIV/AIDS and sexuality in the context of development.

42 This conference took place after the period of gathering and analysing data on the Educaids net-

work and was not part of the Shareframe project that I have focused on in the empirical parts of 

this study. It can be considered as a follow-up activity to the Shareframe project. It was also import-

ant in shaping my further thinking and reflecting on the different entanglements of sexuality, 

religion and secularity in Uganda and the Netherlands. 
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 In this chapter I explain the theoretical framework of this thesis. I introduce 

leading theoretical debates and academic studies that will help to contextualize 

and analyse the cultural encounter around religion and HIV/AIDS in development 

cooperation. In addition, I will explain how I apply discourse analysis to analyse 

the contestations over religion and HIV/AIDS in the transnational social field of 

development. In doing so I will point out the most important tools and theoretical 

concepts that I use in the analysis of the Educaids network. I start this chapter 

with a section on orientalism in the cultural encounter over HIV/AIDS and 

sexuality (1), after which I explain how I draw upon a discourse analytical approach 

to study such cultural encounters (2). I then turn to (3) discussing literature that 

reflects on the entanglement of religion, secularism and sexuality in contemporary 

European discourses, and to literature that reflects on these entanglements in 

international development and Dutch public discourse. After that I will explore 

literature that suggests that discourses on religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS in 

Africa diverge from European ones, and I discuss historical and contemporary 

changes in the Christian landscape (4). In section five (5) I introduce a framework 

for analysis of power relations between development actors by introducing the 

concepts of capital and field. I close this chapter with situating this thesis in 

relation to other studies that take the discourse analytical approach in the study 

of religion.   

2.1 Cultural encounters
This study is focussed on the cultural encounter around HIV/AIDS. This means 

that it pays attention to how different cultural trajectories interact in the 

development response to HIV/AIDS and sexuality. Religious and secular dynamics 

are entangled with broader notions of identity and otherness. The encounters 

between Dutch and Ugandan organizations are therefore analysed against the 

background of postcolonial reflections on the construction of African and European 

identities. Edward Said was the first to address the discursive construction of 

otherness in European colonial discourses on the Middle East in his book 

Orientalism. For Said, orientalism is the ‘systematic discipline from which European 

culture was able to manage - and even produce - the Orient politically, sociologically, 

militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlighten-

ment period’.43 Said argues that the Middle East has been discursively constructed as 

‘the other’ to a ‘European self’. His book has had a profound influence on academic 

reflections on colonialism, the Middle East and relations between the west and 

non-west. 

43 Edward Said, Orientalism. (London: Penguin Books, 2003. First published 1978 by Routledge), 3.
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 Said has been criticized for presenting orientalist discourses as monoliths, 

denying both contestations within colonial discourses, as well as the agency44 of 

the colonized.45 The anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff have made important 

contributions to the analysis of how colonial and missionary projects influenced 

local Christianities in South Africa.46 In their Colonization of consciousness, Comaroff 

and Comaroff argued that colonial missionaries aimed at converting the Tswana 

in South Africa on two levels: on the level of their religious beliefs (conversion) and 

on the level of their entire world including practical and material levels 

(reformation).47 The Conversion to Christianity introduced new ideas of personhood 

as well as the transformation of society in line with protestant Christianity and 

capitalist modernity.48 For colonialists and missionaries, becoming Christian was 

also becoming modern and civilized. In addition Comaroff and Comaroff also 

show that European discourses on modernity were constructed in this encounter 

between colonizers and the colonized. The conversion process did not operate 

according to the aims of the colonizers, the Tswana people resisted much of the 

content of the messages of the missionaries while the conversation between the 

Tswana and the missionaries did lead to structural changes in Tswana society, 

introducing notions of class, division of labour and rational empiricism. The 

crucial insight for this thesis lies in that the Comarroff’s demonstrate in their 

study of the colonial project among the Tswana, that change occurs in and through 

the process of cultural encounter rather than as a result of the implementation of 

some programme for change. 

 The Educaids network was established to improve education on HIV/AIDS in 

schools. HIV/AIDS has highlighted the constructions of identity and otherness in 

contemporary discourses on Africa, as Jean Comaroff has argued. In her powerful 

essay ‘Beyond Bare Life’ she discusses how discourses on HIV/AIDS have been 

produced along the lines of an orientalist perception of sexuality in Africa.49  With 

reference to the work of Cameroonian philosopher Achilles Mbembe, she argues 

44 I will argue later in this chapter that the concept of agency is questioned in itself. At this point the 

relevance of this argument lies in its urge to focus on dynamic interaction between larger narra-

tives and local realities.

45 Peter van der Veer, ed. Conversion to Modernities. The globalization of Christianity. (New York & London: 

Routledge, 1996), 6.

46 The Comaroff’s have profoundly influenced academic debates on Christianity, colonialism and 

projects of modernity in Africa and I will refer to their (joint and individual) work on the topic 

more often in this chapter. When referring to their joint publications I will refer to them as Coma-

roff and Comaroff, I will use their first name when referring to the work of either one. 

47 John L. Comaroff,  Jean Comaroff. ‘Colonization of consciousness. Ethnography and the Historical 

Imagination’. (Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), 235-263, reprinted in A Reader in the Anthropology of 

Religion. Michael Lambek ed. (New York: Wiley, 2006); 493-510.

48 Van der Veer (1996), 9.

49 Jean Comaroff. ‘Beyond Bare Life:’ (2007), 197-219.
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that western discourses on HIV/AIDS have reaffirmed the ‘absolute otherness’ of 

Africa.50 Comaroff particularly critiques discourses that construct Africa as a 

horrific, deteriorating continent while ignoring how HIV/AIDS is impacting on 

people’s everyday lives. She argues that this construction of otherness has 

legitimized a weak response to HIV/AIDS by western development donors, because 

framing it as a problem of African others, it was not a concern for western countries 

directly. She compares the dominant western discourse on HIV/AIDS in Africa to 

the dominant western discourse on Muslim terrorism, in which the Middle East 

has been constructed as an ‘axis of evil’. This discourse has motivated active 

involvement of western countries in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In contrast, 

discourses on HIV/AIDS have constructed Africa as an ‘axis of irrelevance’ which 

only receives marginal attention in international politics.51 Interesting in 

Comaroff’s use of the concept of otherness, is that she points out that different 

dimensions of otherness may be constructed at the same time.

 Discourses on HIV/AIDS in Africa that are constructed in international 

political and development circles intersect with the experiences Africans have 

with HIV/AIDS as a reality in everyday life. As a consequence of the marginal 

attention to HIV/AIDS on a global political scale, in Africa and non-western countries 

elsewhere, suspicions have grown that the so-called ‘west’ is somehow responsible 

for spreading HIV/AIDS. This is an example of a discourse of ‘Occidentalism’, 

referring to the process of othering the west in the non-west.52 The Kenyan pastor 

in my earlier example expressed such an occidentalist argument: for him the 

immorality of the ‘west’ was a crucial aspect of the sexual problems he saw in 

young Kenyans in Mombasa. It illustrates Comaroff’s argument that local responses 

to HIV/AIDS in Africa are shaped by interactions between ‘African’ and ‘western’ 

discourses on HIV/AIDS and sexuality in Africa. Contestations over religion and 

Aids among Dutch and Ugandan development organizations are thus embedded in 

a broader context of cultural encounter.  

 Comaroff argues that in studies of HIV/AIDS ‘Africa’ should be viewed as the 

postcolony. This concept makes clear that (even) in a postcolonial era Africa 

continues to be constructed through interaction with the western world. 53 I have 

50 Achilles Mbembe. ‘On the postcolony’. (Oakland: University of California Press, 2001), 2.

51 Quotes from Comarrof (2007), 201.

52 Buruma, I., & Margalit, A. Occidentalism: The West in the eyes of its enemies. (New York: Penguin Press, 

2004), 3.

53 Some postcolonial scholars have even argued that an analysis of western discourses should be-

come more important in studies about the non-west. Arjun Appadurai has argued that it should be 

widened from a space of color to a space of whiteness Bengali historian Dipesh Chakrabarty goes 

even further by suggesting that research on the postcolony should focus on an ‘imaginary figure [of 

Europe] that remains deeply embedded in clichéd and shorthand forms in some everyday habits of 

thought.’ Dipesh Chakrabarty. Provincializing Europe : Postcolonial Thought & Historical Difference. (Princ-

eton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 4.
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chosen not to use the concept of the postcolony in this study. Not because I consider 

it vague, as Eriksson Baaz has argued, but rather because I consider the concept to 

be too strong for my purpose of analysing the cultural encounters concerning 

religion and HIV/AIDS in the Educaids network.54 The rhetorical power of postcolony 

as an analytical concept is that it supports Comaroff’s critique of the marginaliza-

tion of HIV/AIDS in geopolitics. In my exploration of how various discourses are 

entangled and interact in the cultural encounter between Christian development 

organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda, I am in need of a more open 

approach to the power relations in which these cultural encounters are embedded. 

When I use orientalism in this study I therefore use it as an analytical tool to 

explore how development actors construct their identities with reference to each 

other and to the broader historical context in which they are embedded.

 Constructions of sexuality have historically played important roles in the way 

cultural encounters between European and African actors have been given 

meaning. In colonial and missionary discourses, for example, sexuality in Africa 

was depicted as chaotic and deviant.55 Free female sexuality was depicted as a ‘root 

of evil, sin and disease’56 and associated with uncontrollable and dangerous sexual 

energies.57 In contrast, these colonial discourses constructed an ideal of sexuality 

characterized by female chastity that came to represent the high levels of European 

civilization and morality. This construction of European civilization and morality 

was closely linked to Christianity as well. African sexuality was thus constructed 

as a symbolic other to the European identity; it served to stabilize a discourse of 

African otherness. Recent research on discourses on HIV/AIDS have indicated that 

these orientalist notions of African sexuality have been revived as explanations of 

the impact of the Aids epidemic on general populations in various African 

countries.58 The construction of African sexuality as ‘free’ and ‘permissive’, without 

moral or other restraints, was used as an explanation of the epidemic by Caldwell 

et al. in 1989 as an explanation for the rapid transmission of HIV/AIDS through 

heterosexual relations. This legitimization of HIV/AIDS in Africa through the 

dominant western discourse on African sexuality was stabilized in subsequent 

publications.59 Contemporary research and policies on HIV/AIDS have been 

54 According to Eriksson Baaz the main critique of postcolonial as a concept is that is unclear what 

the post in postcolonial actually refers to: a break with colonial relations or continuity? Cf. Maria 

Eriksson Baaz. The White Wo/Man’s Burden in the Age of Partnership. A Postcolonial Reading of Identity in 

Development Aid.  Ph.D. Thesis’. (Gothenburg:  Gothenburg University, Department of Peace and De-

velopment Research, 2002).

55 Signe Arnfred ed. Re-thinking Sexualities in Africa. (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2004), 67.

56 Ibid, 67. 

57 For a comprehensive analysis of historical and contemporary discourses on sexuality in Africa Cf. 

Silvia Tamale ed. African sexualities a reader. (Oxford, U.K., Pambazuka Press, 2011).

58 Anouka H.J.M. van Eerdewijk. The ABC of unsafe sex. (Nijmegen: Radbout University, 2007), 37. 

59 Van Eerdewijk (2007), 41.
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criticized for drawing on this discourse on African sexuality, amongst others 

regarding the behavioural and cultural explanations of HIV/AIDS.60 

 The Ugandan scholar Sylvia Tamale points out that scholars have recently 

started to challenge oversimplified notions of sexuality in Africa.61 The notion of 

‘African sexuality’ as it informs contemporary discourses within development has 

been criticized. In a seminal volume bringing together a wide range of African 

scholars and activists, she proposes to speak of African sexualities in the plural.62 

Like other projects that introduce alternatives to hegemonic concepts such as 

modernity or secularism, the suggestion to speak of African sexualities is a political 

call to conceptualize sexuality outside the normative social orders and binary 

oppositions that shape culturalist understandings of sexuality. While providing a 

platform for ‘home grown’ theories of African sexualities, it calls upon researchers 

from the global North and global South to ‘develop a keen awareness of all the 

historical objectifications and derogations’ in research on sexuality.63 

2.2 Discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion
The central question of this thesis is how we can understand the contestations over 

religion and HIV/AIDS in development cooperation in the context of cultural 

encounters. The literature on discourses on sexuality in Africa that I presented 

here above suggests that constructions of sexuality play an important role in how 

cultural encounters are shaped and given meaning. In The History of Sexuality, the 

famous French philosopher Michel Foucault explained how perceptions of 

sexuality have contributed to shaping society differently in different historical 

periods.64 In the course of the 19th century sexuality became the key to knowing 

and disciplining the self, influenced by Christian confessional practice and the 

new developing secular psychiatry. In modern times sexuality became intimately 

connected to desire, with the family as its main focus. The sexualization of society 

was based on four strategies: the sexualization of children, the hysterization of 

women, the specification of perverted sexualities (including homosexuality) and 

the regulation of populations.65 Sexuality is thus constructed through a discourse 

on sexuality that controls the individual body as well as the population at the 

same time. 

60 Van Eerdewijk (2007), 41.

61 Tamale (2011), 11 and 17.

62 Sylvia Tamale. ‘Introduction’. In Tamale (2011), 2.

63 Tamale, (2011), 27.

64 The History of Sexuality was published in three volumes before his Foucault ś death in 1984. The Will to 

Knowledge (Histoire de la sexualité, 1: La volonté de savoir), The Use of Pleasure (Histoire de la sexualité, 

II: L’usage des plaisirs), and The Care of the Self (Histoire de la sexualité, III: Le souci de soi) 

65 Michel Foucault. The History of Sexuality Volume 1: An introduction. (New York: Random House USA Inc., 

1990), 121.
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Michel Foucault proposed discourse analysis in the early seventies as an approach 

to better understand social reality.66 Central for Foucault was the question of how 

valid knowledge is constructed in a certain place and a certain time. In his study 

on sexuality, as in his other historical genealogical studies on prison, medicine 

and psychiatric illness, he demonstrates how a specific connection between 

knowledge and power is operative in modern times. Foucault argued that in 

modern societies power does not mean the control of one subject over the other. In 

modern societies power is exercised through complex systems of institutions that 

discipline the social body. It is thus through power that certain knowledge 

becomes meaningful or valid. In modern societies power is not related to one 

authority, but is embedded in a multiplicity of social relations. 67 This means 

(amongst others) that power does not only work top-down, but can also be exercised 

as bottom-up forms of resistance. 

 In this thesis I use discourse as a concept that acknowledges that ways of 

speaking do not only describe things, but also construct them.68 In that sense 

discourses on religion and HIV/AIDS are ‘practices that organize knowledge’ and 

meaning in the field of development.69 Given the diversity in social life, such 

constructions are always partial and open for change. Following Von Stuckrad’s 

definition of discourse quoted above, I explore how these discourses ‘establish, 

stabilize, and legitimize systems of meaning and provide collectively shared orders 

of knowledge in an institutionalized social ensemble.’ 70 In everyday life conversations 

never refer to one discourse in isolation. Discussions on HIV/AIDS bring together 

multiple structures of meaning and societal realities, involving religious, biomedical 

and political discourses that are given different meanings by various actors in 

different contexts. The example of my confrontation with the Kenyan pastor illustrates 

this complex interplay between various discourses and forms of power. Against this 

background HIV/AIDS can be seen as a prism that sheds light on the various 

discourses that shape cultural encounters between Dutch and Ugandan actors. 

 The complex interrelations between the discourses are grasped in the notion 

of ‘entangled discourses’. Jäger and Maier speak about entangled discourses to 

highlight how a text (interview, organizational document or verbatim) refers to 

66 Siegfried Jäger and Florentine Maier. ‘Theoretical and Methodological Aspects of Foucauldian Criti-

cal Discourse Analysis and Dispositive Analysis’. Method of Critical Discourse Analysis. Ruth Wodak and 

Michael Meyer eds. (Los Angeles: Sage Ltd. 2009), 36.

67 C. Cronin. ‘Bourdieu and Foucault on power and modernity’. Philosophy & Social Criticism. Vol. 22.6. 

(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Journals, 1996), 55-85.  

68 Cf. Titus Hjelm. ‘Discourse Analysis.’ The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study of Religion. 

Michael Stausberger and Steven Engler eds. (New York and London: Routledge, 2013), 135.

69 Kocku von Stuckrad. ‘Discursive Study of Religion: Approaches, Definitions, Implications’. Method 

and Theory in the Study of Religion. Vol. 25.1. (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 5-25: 15. 

70 Ibid. 
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different discourse strands. The Educaids network (mainly studied through texts 

in this thesis) constructs, legitimizes and stabilizes the meaning of HIV/AIDS 

through its policies and activities. These may bring together several discourse 

strands in one ‘discursive knot’. The question is which discourse strands influence 

Educaids approach to HIV/AIDS and how various discourse strands legitimate and 

attribute meaning to each other in the field of development.

 The field of development can be seen as an infrastructure in which discourses 

are produced or materialized that can be referred to as a ‘dispositive’.71 The 

dispositive connects language, action and material aspects. The Educaids network 

is constructed by texts such as reports and policy documents, by actions, for 

example the training of Ugandan organizations in sexuality education discussed 

in the final chapter of this thesis and materializations such as the exchange of 

money between Dutch organizations and Ugandan organizations. Taking the 

latter as an example, within the Educaids network money is transferred from 

Dutch organizations to Ugandan organizations. This shapes power relations and 

how meanings are attributed to religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality in the network. 

A dispositive analysis therefore offers insight into how non-discursive practices 

produce and attribute meaning to certain discourses. In addition, it also shows 

how discourses on religion and sexuality are institutionalized in activities and 

materializations in the transnational field of development. In this thesis I analyse 

how meaning is attributed to HIV/AIDS in relation to religion and sexuality within 

the institutional networks of development organizations. While this thesis does 

not present a discourse and dispositive analysis as such, the interrelations between 

institutions and material aspects of development, the concrete practices and the 

ways these are made meaningful through narrative and text are important in my 

approach; linking ethnographic research material to the analysis of broader 

discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion allows me to study the interaction 

between actors and concepts in the context cultural encounter. In the following 

sub-sections I will introduce these broader discourses.

2.3 Sexuality, secularism and religion in contemporary Europe 
Discourses on sexuality and HIV/AIDS are entangled differently with religion in 

different contexts. In the example of my experience with the Kenyan pastor it was 

illustrated how ‘problematic’ sexual practices in Kenya (i.e. prostitution) were 

given meaning in relation to the influence of ‘western immorality’. In the 

Netherlands, the discourse on HIV/AIDS has often affirmed the otherness of people 

in African societies, as the following examples illustrate. 

71 Jäger (2010), 34-61.
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 In November 2010 an announcement was made that Pope Benedict XVI had 

stated that condom use is allowed for certain people such as prostitutes who are at 

high risk of getting infected with HIV.72 This news has been widely discussed in 

the Dutch media, of which two popular Dutch TV shows are particularly 

noteworthy. The first, a popular infotainment show entitled De Wereld Draait Door, 

broadcast a conversation between host Matthijs van Nieuwkerk and the Catholic 

priest Antoine Bodar, who was a regular guest on the TV show at the time. Van 

Nieuwkerk wonders why the Catholic Church has suddenly shifted its view on 

condoms. Bodar responds that the Pope has not claimed anything new or unknown. 

He explains that there is a difference between the ideals of the church and 

practical reality. In practice people are free to choose to use condoms but the 

Catholic Church will always depart from the ideals. Van Nieuwkerk responds that 

people in ‘darkest Africa are racked’ with Aids and because ‘they are very Catholic 

as well’ the Pope should tell them they are allowed to use condoms. In his response, 

Bodar defends the Catholic Church and argues that people tend to be less 

promiscuous in the Catholic communities in Africa.

 Later that day the late night news show ‘Pauw & Witteman’ discussed the same 

news with Mariska Orban, the chief editor of a weekly Dutch Catholic News 

Magazine (Katholiek Nieuwsblad). Host Paul Witteman discusses with Orban why 

men in Africa are not allowed to use a condom; ‘Talk about kamikaze, because 

Aids is a huge problem there’ he says. Orban confirms that Aids is a huge problem, 

and explains why Pope Benedict XVI has always said that condoms are not the 

solution to the problem of Aids. It is already widely known that an infected man is 

allowed to use condoms, according to Orban. By referring to prostitutes only, the 

Pope merely confirmed this widely accepted practice while upholding the sexual 

morals of the Catholic Church. ‘I wouldn’t like my husband getting twenty 

condoms, because it would enable him to have sex without consequences with his 

twenty mistresses’, explains Orban.  

 These two examples are remarkably similar in their focus on (criticizing) the 

Catholic Church and its views on condom use. Yet, what seems to be an exchange 

of diverging views on the Pope’s comments on condom use is, at the same time, a 

construction and confirmation of African otherness. In discussing Africa as 

‘racked with Aids’, van Nieuwkerk draws on orientalist stereotypes to criticize the 

morality of the Catholic Church. Bodar then denies and confirms this orientalism 

by arguing that African Catholics are exceptions to this. Van Nieuwkerk constructs 

72 Pope Benedict XVI said this in a series of interviews he had with Peter Seewald, a German jour-

nalist, published in a book entitled Light of the World in 2010. An excerpt from the book published 

a week before the book launch was widely discussed in the international media. For examples see: 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/nov/20/pope-benedict-catholic-church-condoms or http://

www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-11804798 (last checked, December 10th 2014).
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Africa along an image of chaos and disease, while Bodar in his comments gives 

this chaos meaning in moral terms. Like Bodar, Orban draws upon stereotypical 

images of promiscuity in Africa to defend the position of the Catholic Church. In 

the representation of (African) women as victims of promiscuous men, Orban 

refers simultaneously to Catholic morals on sexuality and Dutch secular morals of 

gender equality and the emancipation of women. 

 Orientalist representations of HIV/AIDS in Africa on Dutch TV demonstrate  

an entanglement of discourses on sexuality and religion that is different from  

the orientalist representation of European Christian civilization during colonial 

times. TV host Matthijs van Nieuwkerk in particular, describes people in Africa as 

submissive to and as victims of a Catholic sexual morality. This raises the question 

how sexuality and religion are interrelated in public discourse and how this 

impacts upon the cultural encounter over sexuality and HIV/AIDS in development 

cooperation. 

 Anthropologist Talal Asad has argued that discourses on religion and secularism 

have been shaped in close entanglement with Western European modernity. In his 

famous essay The construction of religion as an anthropological category, Talal Asad 

shows that definitions of religion themselves are the ‘historical product of 

discursive processes’.73 He demonstrates this by reflecting on the widely accepted 

definition of religion by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, and argues that this 

definition of religion is constructed within a specific modern, Christian/secular 

understanding of religion.74 In modern Christian discourse religion has come to 

be perceived as individual belief. Based on an analysis of the relation between 

religion and power both within medieval Christianity and 20th century Islam, 

Asad argues that this individualized notion of religion is based on a close 

entanglement between discourses on Christianity and secularism in European 

modernity.75 

 This not only makes it highly problematic to rely on universal definitions of 

religion, but also shows how the discourse on secularism informs modern 

understandings of religion. In his book Formations of the secular, Asad shows that 

73 Talal Asad. ‘The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category’ in Genealogies of religion: 

Discipline and reasons of power in Christianity and Islam. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1993), 29.

74 According to Geertz religion is:  A system of symbols which act to establish powerful, pervasive, 

and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of 

existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and moti-

vations seem uniquely realistic. Clifford Geertz. The interpretation of Cultures. (New York: Basic Books, 

1973), 90.

75 As Robbins points out, the centrality of belief in Geertz’s definition is equally problematic in the 

study of Christianity outside the ‘historical sphere of Christian dominance’ in Joel Robbins. ‘Conti-

nuity Thinking and the Problem of Christian Culture: Belief, Time, and the Anthropology of Chris-

tianity’. Current Anthropology. Vol. 48.1. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2007), 5-38.
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religion and the secular have become distinct categories in European discourses 

on modernity.76 In order to make understandable what a secular liberal 

construction of sexuality entails, I will explore Asad’s analysis of secularism. It is 

important to note that Asad understands secularism as connected to, but 

distinguished from ‘the secular’. Secularism is a political doctrine originating 

from 19th century liberal society, and the secular is an epistemological concept 

that brings together ‘certain behaviours, knowledges, and sensibilities to modern 

life’ in the contemporary world.77 The secular ‘works through a series of particular 

oppositions’. One of these is a distinction between what is public and what is 

private in society. In the modern western nation religion is seen as belonging to 

the private sphere, while the public sphere is seen as ‘secular’. In the introduction 

I have noted that the attention to religion in development and international 

relations has been one-side and rather narrow. This seems to reflect a wider 

discursive construction of religion as belonging to the private sphere. I have also 

referred to Wilson’s critique of secular politics in which religion is conceived of as 

individualist, institutional and irrational, while ignoring the communal, 

ideational and rational dimensions of religion.78 Drawing on her notion of 

relational dialogism, I have argued that it is important to explore how certain 

elements of religion or secularism, for that matter, become more important than 

others within specific cultural contexts and trajectories.

2.3.1 A myth of liberal sexuality
According to Talal Asad western Europan understandings of religion and sexuality 

are shaped in the context of a dominant secular discourse that has centralized 

liberalism. This so-called liberal myth considers the equality of man as a natural 

given, rather than an ideal of liberalism itself. In a way the liberal ‘project’ is a 

secular mission aiming at reforming society into a liberal society. According to 

Asad, the constant confrontations with inequality, injustice and suffering create a 

sense of urgency to realize the equality that liberalism presupposes. Paradoxically, 

liberal politics aims at human progress by dominating the world with its own 

liberal project. To become more concrete, liberalism suggests a kind of politics 

that is democratic and anticlerical and a morality that is based on individual 

conscience and individual right. 

 Saba Mahmood has argued that we can only understand secular liberalist 

concerns properly if we ‘examine the constitutive elements and sensibilities that 

76 Talal Asad. Formations of the Secular, Christianity, Islam, Modernity. (Stanford CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2003). 

77 Asad, (2003), 25.

78 Erin K. Wilson (2012), 4.
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comprise this discomfort’ with religious people in modern societies.79 Like Asad, 

Mahmood questions the binary oppositions between religion and secularism and 

between power and resistance. In an impressive analysis of women’s involvement 

in Islamist piety movements in Egypt, Mahmood criticizes the concept of agency. 

Agency can simply be seen as ‘the intentional or meaningful behaviour of an 

agent’.80 However, in the context of western secular liberal discourses agency is 

conceived of as ‘realizing one’s own interests against the weight of custom, 

tradition, transcendental will or other obstacles’.  This is problematic because it is 

the question of how much control one has over one’s actions given the discursive 

context in which one is situated. Moreover, by drawing upon dichotomies of 

modernity and tradition, the agentic power of religious people is ignored. 

 Mahmood introduces a new conceptualization of agency as an alternative, 

based on Foucault’s understanding of ethics. Political agency, she argues, should 

be understood in the context of its ethical agency. This means that ethics do not 

belong to the private sphere of a person’s decisions, but that ethics are public and 

part of politics. Therefore, she argues that the ‘agency’ of women who are active in 

the Egyptian mosque movement cannot be understood in the context of a western, 

feminist conception of agency. A more general consequence of her analysis is that 

western conceptions of being a free agent should be discussed in terms of the 

‘ethics’ these postulate.81 Secular liberal constructions of sexuality construct 

people as individual persons and free agents, capable of making their own 

decisions. However, since the secular and religion are constructed in opposition 

religion is easily seen as hindering the agency of people. Returning to the examples 

I gave of how HIV/AIDS and condom use were discussed on Dutch TV, we see this 

illustrated in how host Matthijs van Nieuwkerk denies the agency of people when 

centralizing the consent of the Pope in condom use among Catholics in Africa.

79 Saba Mahmood. Politics of piety: The Islamic revival and the feminist subject. (Princeton NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2005), 8.

80 C.K.M. von Stuckrad. ‘Religion and Theories of Action’. Theory, Religion, Critique: Classical and Contem-

porary Approaches. Richard King ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015). 

81 Some scholars have argued that Asad and Mahmood have reified certain categories of analysis 

themselves. Van der Veer has pointed out, for example, that Mahmood does not take into account 

how piety is shaped by Egyptian politics and economy. It is often overlooked how secular power 

plays a role in non-western societies’. Secularism is reified as a western category, and western secu-

lar liberalism has been depicted as a static and homogeneous discourse. Cf. Peter van der Veer. ‘Em-

bodiment, Materiality, and Power. A Review Essay’. Comparative Studies in Society and History. Vol. 50.3. 

(Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press CSSH, 2008). Samuli Schielke, has argued that Islam as 

a discursive tradition doesn’t take into account the meaning of religion in the daily life of people.; 

and Samuli Schielke. ‘Second thoughts about the anthropology of Islam, or how to make sense of 

grand schemes in everyday life’. ZMO working papers. Vol. 2. (Berlin: ZMO, 2010). Accessed on Decem-

ber 10th 2014, Accessible on  http://www.zmo.de/publikationen/WorkingPapers/schielke_2010.pdf.
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 Sexuality plays a symbolic role in the discourse of secular liberalism. Historian 

Joan Scott has coined the term ‘sexularism’ for the complex entanglement of 

sexuality, religion and secularism in Europe.82 The secular emphasis on de 

individual as free agent is most telling in the assumption that the free expression 

of sexuality ends the oppression of women. Scott discusses the French revolution 

as an example. In depictions of the French revolution, women are symbols of 

nationalism and liberty, suggesting that the French revolution was empowering 

women to control their own sexuality. Freeing the nation of an oppressive religion, 

and liberating sexuality became part of the republican narrative during the 

French revolution. However, misogynistic practices continued under the new 

regime. In daily life the position of women did not change so fast. In fact, European 

secular ideals are based on the privatization of religion and sexuality through a 

politics in which masculinity was connected to the public realm, while women 

were confined to the private sphere. 

 Scott concludes that gender equality and sexual liberty are a ‘secular myth’ 

rather than a natural outcome of secularism. Consequently, she argues, it is 

necessary to rethink secularism as a historical explanation for the liberation of 

sexuality in Western Europe in the 20th century and untangle the different strands 

of contemporary discourses on sexuality. Scott criticizes arguments that are 

dominant in contemporary debates on the integration of Muslims in European 

societies according to which Muslim cultures are at odds with European cultures. 

These arguments are based on the assumptions that religions are ‘relics of another 

age’ and that secularism has resolved the problem of sexual differences. However, 

rather than being an explanation for the liberation of sexuality, according to Scott 

secularism should be seen as a way in which (European) societies manage the 

difficulties that sexual differences pose for political and social organization. 

 Applying Scott’s argument to my own research, the question must be raised 

how Dutch and Ugandan organizations propose to manage sexuality in Ugandan 

society though their programmes on the prevention of HIV/AIDS. This section has 

indicated that in cultural trajectories that emerged in Europe, the discourse 

sexuality is closely entangled with specific understandings of religion and 

secularism and in this context specific approaches and practices around sexuality 

have emerged that centralizes free choice and individual rights. Related to this, it 

may be expected that understandings of how sexuality should be managed in the 

prevention of HIV/AIDS differs, influenced by how discourses on HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality, religion and the secular are entangled differently within the specific 

cultural trajectories in the Netherlands and Uganda. The questions what this 

82 Joan Wallach Scott. ‘Sexularism’, in The fantasy of feminist history,. (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2012).
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implies for the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan organizations? 

Yet, this can only be answered against the background of an analysis of how 

religion is attributed meaning in relation to HIV/AIDS, and sexuality in both 

societies.

2.4 Sexuality in Dutch development discourse 
Development cooperation emerged out of older missionary and colonial projects 

after World War II. European discourses on Christianity and development have 

been historically intertwined. From the 1950s onward views on development 

became connected to secularism, drawing on assumptions that development 

would lead to secularization as put forward by proponents of the so-called 

secularization thesis.83 Some scholars have therefore argued that development 

cooperation is based on a secularized Christian discourse of development and 

social change.84 The question is how secular and religious arguments serve to 

legitimize and stabilize discourses on development, in particular in its 

entanglement with discourses on sexuality and HIV/AIDS.

 Scholars have critically reviewed the centrality of attention to sexuality in 

discourses on development and HIV/AIDS. 85 Anthropologists Vincanne Adams and 

Stacey Lee Pigg observe a sexualization of discourses on HIV/AIDS in which sex has 

been reduced to an instrument for development in the response to HIV/AIDS. 86  

The centrality of sex in development discourses on HIV/AIDS is legitimized by 

biomedical and scientific arguments. However, as Adams and Pigg argue, scientific 

arguments are not neutral in themselves. Scientific discourses on sexuality also 

legitimize or stabilize certain meanings. According to Adams and Pigg western 

development organizations in particular contribute to creating a ‘universal 

“normal” sexuality’ by drawing on secular liberal and human rights discourses in 

their approach to sexual health.87 The point here is not to question human rights 

as such, but draw attention to how human rights in relation to sexuality and 

health are practiced and implemented within and across specific cultural contexts.  

 The technical term by which development organizations refer to sexuality is 

Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR). According to public health 

experts Beth Main Ahlberg and Asli Kulane, Sexual and Reproductive Health and 

83 After WW II it was a widely accepted view among sociologists that modernization would lead to 

secularization in such an encompassing manner that religion would lose all its social significance.

84 Anton van Harskamp. ‘Introduction’. The Development of Religion/The Religion of Development. Oscar 

Salemnink, Anton van Harskamp and Ananta Kumar Giri. eds. (Delft: Eburon, 2004), 1-6; Jan Ned-

erveen Pieterse. ‘Development Theory: Deconstructions/ Reconstructions’. (London, Sage Publica-

tions, 2001), 25.

85 Adams. ‘Sex’. (2005), 13, 19

86 Ibid.

87 Ibid.
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Rights ‘stipulates that as individuals we have the highest attainable standard of 

health, including the right to life and survival, the rights to control our sexual and 

reproductive life, and the right to make reproductive decisions, including the 

number and spacing of our children, without interference or coercion.’88 The 

proponents of the secular liberal approach to sexuality in development discourse 

emphasize individuality that endows the individual with a moral agency regarding 

sexual and reproductive health choices. This individual choice needs to be 

safeguarded and protected from the influence of powerful actors such as states, 

medical experts and religious leaders who want to overrule individual choice and 

decide what is good for people regarding their sexuality and reproduction. 

However, the focus on the individual erroneously leads to ignoring the influence 

of broader communal and structural influences on how sexuality as discourse and 

praxis. 

 The Dutch government and Dutch development organizations have engaged 

in this political battle over sexuality in Africa through their efforts on SRHR. 

Sexual and reproductive health and rights have been a priority theme in the 

development policies of the four Ministers for Development Cooperation that have 

been in office since 2003. The then Minister for Development Cooperation, Ben 

Knapen, stated in May 2011 that the Netherlands is particularly suited to put SRHR 

on the development agenda. He argued that the Netherlands was one of the first 

countries to realize the emancipation of women. Moreover, he argued that because 

of ‘our open and direct way of communication we are good in breaking taboos.’89 

The statement of the development minister is illustrative of the secular 

progressivism that has become dominant in societal and political debates in the 

Netherlands, and that has been influencing development policies on sexuality and 

HIV/AIDS.90 

 Since the 1960s, The Netherlands has experienced a rapid process of 

secularization and sexual liberalization. As the public role of religion decreased 

politics was sexualized. Part of the opposition to the establishment was opposition 

to patriarchy and hetero-normativity. The fight for individual rights, freedom and 

autonomy was closely connected to feminist, gay and lesbian movements.91 Related 

88 Beth Maina-Ahlberg and Asli Kulane. ‘Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights’. African Sexuali-

ties. Silvia Tamale ed. (Oxford U.K., Fahamu Books & Pambazuka Press, 2011), 313-396.

89 Ben Knapen, Minister for Development Cooperation quoted at http://www.moedernacht.nl/home/

moedernacht-2011/plein-in-den-haag.html, Accessible until Sept. 2012. A news article referring to 

the role of the Netherlands in tackling taboos on sexuality can be accessed through: http://www.

nu.nl/politiek/2516379/seksuele-gezondheidsrecht-blijft-prioriteit.html

90 Cora Schuh, Marian Burchardt, and Monika Wohlrab-Sahr. (2012), 349–383.

91 Paul Mepschen, Jan Willem Duyvendak and Evelien H. Tonkens. ‘Sexual Politics, Orientalism and 

Multicultural Citizenship in The Netherlands’. Sociology. Vol. 44.5. (Thousand Oaks CA: Sage Jour-

nals, 2010), 962.
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to this observation, Mepschen et al. have pointed out that gay rights are increasingly 

heralded as if they have been the foundation of European culture for centuries 

while simultaneously utilized to affirm the otherness of Muslims in Dutch society.92 

While homosexuality was once the object of repression within the context of 

nationalism, it has come to serve as a symbol for a new national consciousness that 

creates new forms of repression and exclusion.93 A similar process can be discerned 

in public concerns with gender. The concerns with the position of Muslim women 

in Dutch society that have been voiced in public and political debates since the 

early 1990s underline the otherness of these women by portraying them as the 

victims of violent men and an oppressive religion. 

 To sum up, while women’s and gay rights are both used to legitimize the 

exclusion of Muslim migrants, gender equality and homosexuality have become 

proof of a successful integration and a symbol of Dutch identity.94 Sexologist 

Laurens Buijs, however, demonstrates the centrality of perceptions about 

masculinity and sexuality in the accounts of (young) men who committed violence 

against homosexual men in Amsterdam. He concludes that this is the case for men 

with a Dutch background and men with a Moroccan background alike. The over-

representation of men of Moroccan descent as perpetrators in registered cases in 

Amsterdam is not motivated by religious or cultural arguments as prevailing 

images in the media suggest. Instead violent behaviour is based on a dominant 

masculinity that still considers heterosexuality the norm, which is in the case of 

perpetrators of Moroccan descent combined with the street culture in which these 

young men live.95 These examples bring to mind the myth of secularism that Scott 

described. They are illustrative of a change in constructions of the secular in 

Dutch society. Previously secularity was a means to balance religious and 

ideological diversity, but this is changing into a new ‘secular progressivist’ frame 

that increasingly centres on ‘a universalistic and unified secular culture in terms 

of an ideology that is justified with recourse on national integration’, as has been 

argued by Schuh, Burchardt and Wohlrab-Sahr.96 

 These changes in the discourse on secularism in the Netherlands influence a 

problematization of religion in political and public debates in the Netherlands. 

92 Ibid., 965.

93 Laurens Buijs and Paul Mepschen. ‘Naar een seksueel antinationalisme’. (Amsterdam: Waterland-

stichting, 2011). Published on www.waterlandstichting.nl. Accessible on http://www.waterlands-

tichting.nl/?p=artikelen&s=bekijken&id=1765 (last checked October 28 2014).

94 Mepschen & Buijs (2011). For a broader analysis on sexual politics and exclusion cf.  Judith Butler. 

‘Sexual Politics, Torture and Secular Time’. The British Journal of Sociology. Vol. 59.1. (New York: Wiley, 

2008), 1-23

95 Laurens Buijs et al. Als Ze Maar Van Me Afblijven: Een Onderzoek Naar Antihomoseksueel Geweld in Amster-

dam. (Amsterdam Netherlands: Amsterdam Univ. Press, 2009).

96 Schuh, Burchardt and Wohlrab-Sahr (2012), 349-383. 
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Notions of tolerance are applied to sexual minorities, while religious minorities 

are subjected to othering and exclusion. The discursive construction of the secular 

in public discourse in the Netherlands works through creating an opposition 

between sexual liberalism and religious conservatism. 

 This section has argued that sexuality has become more important in the 

context of development. It has also argued that the increasing centrality of sexuality on 

the Dutch development agenda should be seen in the context of a secular progressivist 

discourse that has become influential on how sexual difference is (proposed to be) 

managed in the social and political organization of the Netherlands. Yet, this 

raises the question how Dutch organizations views and approaches to sexuality 

education and HIV/AIDS in Uganda are informed by this discourse. Given the 

Christian identity of these development organizations and their connectivity to 

transnational networks of Christian organizations, it is both interesting and 

relevant to explore how these organizations relate to and mediate different secular 

and Christian discourses on sexuality, and to what extent they introduce alternative 

approaches and practices around sexuality and HIV/AIDS in development.

2.5  HIV/AIDS and sexuality in Christian discourses in Africa
In African contexts discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion are entangled 

differently. Uganda was the first country in which HIV/AIDS was noticed in the 

late 1970s. In the early 1990s its devastating impact had left no family or community 

unaffected. HIV/AIDS became part of the daily lives and experiences of people in 

Uganda and in many other African societies. The anthropologist Susan Reynolds- 

White has witnessed the emergence of HIV/AIDS in the rural community of 

Bunyole in Uganda. In an impressive study of how people deal with misfortune and 

uncertainties in everyday life, she shows how HIV/AIDS is socially constructed as a 

risk in relation to daily experiences of illness and death.97 People respond to 

uncertainty and misfortune in an attempt to control them in a practical manner. 

They therefore ‘pragmatically’ combine biomedical solutions with religious or 

spiritual approaches to illness and misfortune. In this perspective HIV/AIDS bears no 

radically different meaning than other illnesses and challenges in everyday life. 

 Studies that approach HIV/AIDS in a much broader sense than as only a health 

problem have increasingly emphasized the interrelations between religion and 

HIV/AIDS. 98 From these studies an ambivalent perspective on the importance of 

HIV/AIDS in shaping the lives of Africans emerges. HIV/AIDS is presented to be 

97 Cf. Susan Reynolds-Whyte. Questioning Misfortune. The pragmatics of uncertainty in Eastern Uganda. (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press 1997). 

98 An example of this type of contributions to the study of religion and Aids can be found in the publi-
cations of scholars related to RASTA, the Religion Aids and Social Transformation Network:  http://
religion-aids-africa.org/?page_id=49 (accessed on November 24th  2014).
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part of much older struggles and debates that Africans have to live through, 

including colonialism, postcolonial struggles for power, neo-liberalisation, and 

economic and political crises.99 In ethnographic reflections on people’s ways of 

dealing with the consequences of HIV/AIDS in various African countries, Becker et 

all show that HIV/AIDS is generally not perceived to be radically different from 

other challenges and diseases; many Africans experience HIV/AIDS as part of other 

misfortunes they have come across in their lives.100 

 Having said this, it has been argued at the same time that HIV/AIDS is an 

extraordinary disaster. This is the case first of all because of the high mobility and 

mortality of the disease and its social, economic and political impact, and secondly, 

because of the exceptional (inter)national response and the disproportionate 

funding for the fight against HIV/AIDS.101 A third reason relates to the way HIV/

AIDS is tied to social and cultural factors.102 HIV/AIDS is not transmitted randomly 

but (predominantly) through sexual networks, as the anthropologist Robert 

Thornton has emphasized. The human immunodeficiency virus is transmitted 

through sexual relations between people, making HIV/AIDS inherently social. 

Thornton points at the specific social structure of sexual networks. Sex is social in 

the sense that it constructs relations between people. Because these relations 

remain hidden in the intimacy between people, they are surrounded by strict 

social conditions. Sex is thus ‘imbued with deep meanings, fundamental values, 

and all the complexity of society as a whole.’103

 The impact of HIV/AIDS in Uganda and other African countries has fostered a 

sense of emergency to control sexuality as a solution to the problem of HIV/AIDS. 

In the course of the 1990s and increasingly in the New Millennium, governmental 

and non-governmental organizations have sought ways to manage people’s sexual 

health risks. HIV/AIDS was no longer a health problem of individuals, but became 

a social problem. As a social problem that needs to be solved, HIV/AIDS was linked 

to socially and culturally produced moralities that propose to organize and control 

sexual relations in society. This discursive construction of HIV/AIDS and the many 

existential questions posed by the Aids epidemic have influenced its entanglement 

with religion. 

99 At the same time this gives the HIV/AIDS epidemic a historical impact comparable with the slave 
trade, colonialism, independence wars and economic adjustment. Cf. John, Iliffe, The African AIDS 
epidemic: a history. (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2006), Barnett, Tony, and Alan Whiteside. AIDS in 
the twenty-first century: disease and globalization. (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Mac-
millian, 2002).

100 Felicitas Becker and Wenzel Geissler, eds. Aids and Religious Practice in Africa. (Leiden: Brill, 2009),11.
101 Hansjörg Dilger and Ute Luig, eds. ‘Introduction’. Morality, hope and grief: anthropologies of AIDS in 

Africa. (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 2.
102 Robert J. Thornton. Unimagined community sex, networks, and AIDS in Uganda and South Africa. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2008), 23.

103 Thornton (2008), 23.
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 Initially, religion was not addressed at all in the study of HIV/AIDS. Subsequently, 

publications focused on religious perceptions of HIV/AIDS associated with sin, 

impurity and failure. A special section on religion and Anti Retro Viral drugs 

(ARV) in the African Journal of Aids Research published in 2011, discusses the 

interrelations between religion and HIV/AIDS.104 Various articles indicated that 

the religious responses to HIV/AIDS must be understood in a wider context of 

claims to modernity made by Africans. Religious and spiritual answers to the 

problem of HIV/AIDS have emerged and gained new relevance in the wake of 

unmet expectations of development cooperation and medical science.105 Until 

ARV’s became more widely available in the new Millennium, medical science did 

not seem to provide an answer to HIV/AIDS. This resulted in a widespread 

disappointment in modern medical sciences and in the institutions that had 

‘preached’ modern medicine. 

 The mainline churches that were founded by Catholic and Protestant 

missionaries are historically important health service providers in countries such  

as Uganda.106 However, their position and credibility in the fight against HIV/AIDS  

has been affected by a general disappointment in modern medicine. Despite the 

dominance of biomedical discourses, biomedical solutions for HIV/AIDS were not 

made available for many Africans. This increased the popularity of churches that 

provided alternative answers to these modern frustrations of Africans. Pentecostal 

Churches provide an alternative path to fighting HIV/AIDS through their use of 

faith healing. When mainline churches started to play a role in the administration 

of ARV’s, their influence in people’s everyday lives started to increase.107 Religious 

and spiritual solutions for HIV/AIDS are closely related to the medical and public 

health responses to HIV/AIDS in African societies. The emergence of the so-called 

theologies of AIDS, briefly introduced in the following sub-section, should also be 

seen in this light.

104 H. Dilger, M. Burchardt, R. van Dijk. ‘Introduction-The redemptive moment: HIV treatments and 

the production of new religious spaces’ Special Issue in: African Journal of Aids Research. Vol. 9.4. (New 

York: Routledge, 2010).

105 Becker et al. (2009), 13. 

106 Mainline Mission Churches are western based churches who became established in Africa through 

missions in the colonial period. Since then they have played an important role in many societies, 

amongst others by providing health care and education. The most important Mission Churches in 

Uganda are the Church of Uganda (Anglican) and the Catholic Church. In Tanzania the Catholic 

Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania were the most important. In the Intro-

duction to Becker’s Aids and Religious Practice it is argued that the shift from mission churches to 

Pentecostal churches must be seen in the context of the entanglement of mission churches and 

biomedicine. Becker et al. (2009), 14.

107 Marian Burchhardt, Anita Hardon and Josien de Klerk. Faith Matters. Religion and Biomedical Treatment 

for HIV/AIDS in Sub-Saharan Africa. (Diemen: AMB-Press, 2009), 17.
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2.5.1 Christian theologies of Aids
Theological responses to HIV/AIDS in Africa have generally been slow.108 Martha 

Frederiks argues that this changed rapidly in the new millennium, since when a 

‘flood’ of new theological reflections on HIV/AIDS has seen light. Frederiks 

discusses several theological responses, starting out with pastoral theologies 

developed in the care for People Living With HIV and AIDS (PLWHA). These 

theologies affirm Christian communities as caring communities and they are 

considered crucial in challenging the stigmatization and discrimination around 

HIV/AIDS. Ritual and liturgical responses to HIV/AIDS also focus on challenging 

stigma and discrimination. An example is the handbook  ‘HIV sensitive sermon 

guidelines published by Musa Dube, one of the most influential theologians on HIV/

AIDS.109 Other theological responses have focused more on textual approaches to 

HIV/AIDS. Frederiks notes how in the earliest response by the Catholic Bishops 

conference in Uganda bible texts were used to express how devastating the HIV/

AIDS epidemic was. Since then, various ways of reading Biblical texts in the context 

of HIV/AIDS have been proposed. 

 Many theological responses focus on the fight against stigma and discrimination 

of people living with HIV and Aids. Musa Dube has argued that Jesus Christ had 

HIV/AIDS, calling upon churches to become active in the response to HIV/AIDS.110 

In his analysis of African theologies of HIV/AIDS, the theologian Afriaan van 

Klinken has discussed Dube’s work as well as that of other theologians.111 The 

metaphor ‘the body of Christ has AIDS’ affirms that the Church should take a 

compassionate approach to HIV/AIDS, but also emphasizes a theology of global 

solidarity with HIV/AIDS.112 Rather than a theological framework for African 

Churches in their response to HIV/AIDS, it is also a critical call upon the ‘western 

world’ to realize solidarity in the fight against social, economic and political 

inequalities. The so-called ‘theologies of AIDS’ are closely connected to the more 

intellectual and pastoral dimensions of mainline Churches and seminaries in 

Africa. Informed by recent anthropological studies, I will reflect more broadly on 

how HIV/AIDS features in views and teachings of Christian Churches.

108 Martha T. Frederiks. ‘HIV and Aids: Mapping Theological Responses in Africa’. Exchange. Vol. 37.1. 

(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 4–22.

109 Musa W. Dube ed. Africa Praying. A Handbook on HIV/Aids Sensitive Sermon Guidelines and Liturgies. 

 Accessed on October 29th 2014. Available on http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/mission/africapraying.

html#30 

110 Musa W. Dube. ‘Theological Challenges: Proclaiming the Fullness of Life in the HIV/AIDS & Global 

Economic Era’. International Review of Mission. Vol. 91. (New York: Wiley, 2002), 539.

111 Adriaan S. van Klinken. ‘When the Body of Christ has AIDS: A Theological Metaphor for Global 

 Solidarity in Light of HIV and AIDS’. International Journal of Public Theology. Vol .4.4. (Leiden: Brill, 

2010), 446-465.

112 Van Klinken (2010), 465. 
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2.5.2 Sexuality in Christian discourses in Africa
While Christianity is one of the most influential factors in the engagement with 

HIV/AIDS in Uganda and in other African countries, it was unknown how the 

relations between Christianity and HIV/AIDS have had an impact on the moralities 

around gender and sexuality in people’s daily lives. 113 Recently new studies have 

appeared, including studies that reflect on how Christian discourses themselves 

change through the entanglements with HIV/AIDS and sexuality. Bochow and van 

Dijk, for example, argue that discourses on sexuality and reproduction in 

Pentecostal churches in Botswana have changed quite recently.114 Traditionally, 

Christian churches in Africa have focused on the connection between sexuality 

and reproduction. The main messages were abstinence before marriage, and 

fidelity within marriage. This became problematic when, for middle class women 

in particular, marriage and first pregnancy gradually moved to an older age. Both 

the accessibility of contraceptives and dropping fertility rates due to HIV/AIDS 

were influential in this change. However, when (female) sexuality is addressed in 

church teachings it is usually done with reference to a strict dogma of abstinence 

before marriage.115 Under the influence of their involvement in the response to 

HIV/AIDS, churches gradually opened up to discussing sexuality more openly.116  

This influenced the emergence of a discourse on sexuality in which abstinence 

before marriage is fiercely defended while sexual pleasure is promoted as a way to 

keep a marriage healthy and sustainable.117 

 According to Bochow et.al, Christian teachings on relationships, sexuality 

and marriage are particularly attractive to women, as it allows them more 

individual freedom to make sexual decisions.118 Women remain close to Christian 

morality by practising abstinence, and use it to remain single until they have 

found the husband of their choice. Thus, conservative sexual moralities (abstinence) 

preached in Christian churches are affirmed and applied by women, who simultaneously 

gained agency in relationships and marriage. Bochow et al. therefore propose to 

look at conservative Christian sexual moralities as new social spaces. Rather than 

being a symbol of traditionalism, strict teachings on premarital abstinence can 

113 R.J. Prince, P. Denis en R.A. van Dijk. ‘Engaging Christianities: Negotiating HIV/AIDS, Health, and 

Social Relations in East and Southern Africa’. Africa today. Vol. 56.1.  (Bloomington IN: Indiana 

 University Press, 2009), v-xviii.

114 Astrid Bochow and Rijk van Dijk. ‘Christian Creations of New Spaces of Sexuality, Reproduction 

and Relationships in Africa: Exploring Faith and Religious Heterotopia’. Journal of Religion in Africa. 

Vol. 42. (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 325-344.

115 Bochow and van Dijk show that in Pentecostal Churches this is accompanied by attention to sexual 

pleasure in the context of marriage related to the Pentecostal ideal of a successful marriage as a 

route to prosperity. Cf. Bochow and van Dijk (2012), 325-344. 

116 Ibid. pp.xii

117 Ibid.

118 Bochow en van Dijk (2012), 326. 
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also be interpreted as a ‘break with the past’ that results in a reordering of the 

relations between the sexes. 

 Christian Pentecostal churches not only specifically attract women; they are 

also successful in attracting young people. Allessandro Gusman argues that attending 

Pentecostal Churches in Kampala significantly influences young people’s perceptions 

of HIV/AIDS. The impact of HIV/AIDS has motivated Pentecostal churches to 

producing specific forms of Pentecostal theology.119 The concept of salvation in 

Pentecostal theology for example, has come to refer both to notions of being saved 

in a spiritual sense with being safe in a physical sense at the same time. Young 

Pentecostals in Kampala who have adopted this ‘rhetoric of the Joseph Generation’ 

combine being born-again with a strong emphasis on abstinence from sexuality. 

By constructing themselves as a morally upright generation they contest the 

authority of the generation of their fathers, who have become associated with 

death caused by HIV/AIDS, war and famine.120 

 That a broader concern among Ugandans about the immorality of modern life 

causes complicated dilemmas for young people is also illustrated in a study of 

Pentecostal university students in Kampala. Jo Sadgrove argues that young people 

are caught between the pressure of being morally upright in a Christian sense on 

the one hand, and the social dynamics on a university campus in which 

transactional sex is common on the other.121 While constructing their identities as 

morally upright within this larger religious/moral/ national discourse, they tend 

to hide unhealthy sexual behaviour and jeopardize their protection against 

attracting HIV as a result.122 These examples of Pentecostalist discourses and 

practices illustrate the entanglement of discourses on religion and sexuality in 

modern African societies. Depending upon the specific context, discourses on 

religion and sexuality are tied into specific discursive knots with other discourses 

such as discourses on nationalism and citizenship, gender, youth and class. 

 In view of this thesis’s focus on development relations, it must be asked how 

development organizations construct Christianity as a way of managing difficulties 

that sexual differences pose for the political and social organization of society. 

How do Christian discourses construct HIV/AIDS in relation to sexuality for 

example? Considering the influence of secular constructions in European societal 

and development discourses, one point of analysis to answer the central research 

119 This entanglement will be further introduced and explained in chapter 5.

120 Alessandro Gusman. ‘HIV/AIDS, Pentecostal Churches, and the “Joseph Generation” in Uganda’. 

Africa Today. Vol. 56.1. (Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 2009), 66-86.

121 Transactional sex is engaging in sex to obtain material goods. Young and often poor women engage 

in relationships with ‘boy friends’. They benefit from the goods and gifts they get and as a favour 

have sexual relations with them. 

122 Jo Sadgrove. ‘” Keeping Up appearances”: Sex and Religion amongst University Students in Uganda’. 

Journal of Religion in Africa. Vol. 50.1. (Leiden: Brill 2007), 116-144: 138.
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question in this thesis concerns the question how Christian and secular discourses 

interact in the context of the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan 

development organizations. It should not be taken for granted that Dutch 

organizations only employ secular liberal constructions of sexuality only and that 

Ugandan organizations rely primarily on Christian ones. To start with, while 

Dutch organizations are embedded in a secularized context, they do have a 

Christian identity. Also, they have been historically part of Christian development 

networks as well. How this informs the discursive construction of religion among 

Dutch organizations will be further explored in chapters 2 and 3. 

 Also, Ugandan organizations may construct their views on sexuality with 

reference to the discourse on secularism. The volume on African Sexualities edited 

by Sylvia Tamale, for example, describes ‘home-grown’ discourses of sexuality in 

Africa.123 The volume contains several references to religion, spirituality, Christianity 

and Islam. One chapter in the book is most promising in this respect. Exploring 

the multiple entanglements between spirituality and sexuality in Africa, Izugbara 

concludes that ‘religion and spirituality are an untapped resource in the struggle 

for sexual health in Africa’. Izugbara argues that a better way of rethinking of 

geo-political discourses on sexuality and the social organization of sexual health 

programmes in contemporary Africa is much needed. 124  Yet other articles in the 

volume present an ambiguous picture of religion in relation to sexuality in African 

societies. Matua, for example, argues that homophobia is not home-grown and 

stresses that Christianity and Islam in Africa are foreign religions.125 Another 

chapter by Ahlberg and Kulane discusses religion in the context of US evangelical 

and political influence on the moralization of sexuality, putting forward the idea 

that entanglements of Christianity with sexuality are predominantly imported. 

 It is clear then, that sexuality has increasingly been given meaning in the 

context of transnational religious and political influences.126 However, focussing 

on the transnational only, would mean ignoring the influence of African Christian 

discourses, as well as the influence of other religions and spiritualities, on public 

perceptions of sexuality. The rise of African Pentecostalism and the emergence of 

specific sexual moralities in Pentecostal churches indicate that Christianity is an 

African religion and understandings of sexuality should be seen in this context as 

well. In this thesis it is therefore explored how Christian organizations in Uganda 

attribute meaning to religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS with reference to broader 

national and international discourses.

123 Tamale (2011), 25.
124 Chimaraoke O. Izugbara. ‘Sexuality and the supernatural in Africa’. African Sexualities. S. Tamale ed. 

(Oxford U.K.: Fahamu Books & Pambazuka Press 2011), 552.
125 Makau W. Mutua. ‘Sexual orientation and human rights: putting homophobia on trial’. African Sex-

ualities. S. Tamale ed. (Oxford U.K.: Fahamu Books & Pambazuka Press, 2011), 452-462. 

126 Beckmann et al., (2014), 8.
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 Notwithstanding the importance and novelty of the ‘home-grown’ reflections 

on sexuality in African societies that are presented in the book, African Sexualities 

fails to provide alternative readings of the binary opposition between sexual 

freedom and religion from an ‘African perspective’. In that sense it gives new 

relevance and support to a dominant secular liberal discourse on sexuality. The 

perspective introduced in African Sexualities, shows that a new discourse on African 

Sexualities (in the plural) has the potential to serve as an alternative to stereotypical 

and dichotomous discourses on sexuality in Africa that still prevail in research 

and policy. However, in order for a more inclusive discourse on sexuality in Africa 

to develop, a more sophisticated analysis of how religion and sexuality are 

entangled in African contexts is needed. That said, the book on African Sexualities  

is highly informative, not only because of its rich diversity in contributions on  

the topic of sexuality, but also because it indicates how secular health and rights 

discourses are shaped and appropriated in African scholarship. 

2.6   Discourses and power relations in the transnational social field 
of development

In this chapter I have introduced discourses on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion, 

explored their historical roots as well as how these are constructed in contemporary 

contexts. Scholarly work on this in Western Europe and in Africa indicates that 

these discourses are entangled differently in these different contexts. Recently a 

volume was published that indicates that transnational connections have been 

renewed, established and changed in response to HIV/AIDS in Africa, in particular in 

relation to the (forceful) introduction of sexual moralities.127 Various contributions 

to the volume open up a perspective on the rise and formation of transnational 

social fields in relation to HIV/AIDS. 

 In this thesis I consider development cooperation as a transnational social 

field in which discourses on religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality meet and interact. 

My use of the concept of transnational social fields is inspired by the work of 

anthropologist Nina Glick Schiller, who has criticized transnational studies for 

taking nationalism as the most important and dominant form of organization. 

Instead, she argues, national boundaries do not coincide with transnational networks.  

Glick Schiller proposes to conceptualize transnational social fields as ‘networks  

of networks that stretch across the borders of nation states.’128 I mainly use trans-

nationalism as a descriptive term referring to the ‘networks of networks’ in which 

127 Cf. Beckmann et. al. (2014)
128 Nina Glick Schiller. ‘Transnational social fields and imperialism: Bringing a theory of power to Trans-

national Studies’. Anthropological Theory.  Vol. 5.4. (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Journals 2005), 439-
461; Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick Schiller. ‘Conceptualizing simultaneity: a transnational social field 
perspective on society’. International Migration Review. Vol. 38.3. (New York: Wiley, 2004), 595-629.
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cultural encounters take place. However, it is important to not that in Glick 

Schiller’s concept of transnationalism nationalism and imperialism are seen as 

interrelated.129 Her conceptualization of ‘transnational social fields’ is therefore 

particularly relevant for this study because it opens up a perspective on how 

networks such as Educaids should be seen in relation to both nationalist as well  

as transnational discourses and power claims.130 

 Another element in the concept of transnational social fields by Glick Schiller 

that needs introduction is the notion of ‘field’ that was coined by the famous 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. He has defined a field as a ‘set of objective power 

relations that impose themselves on all who enter the field and that are irreducible 

to the intentions of the individual agents or even to the direct interactions among 

agents’.131 Different intersecting social fields make up societies; in Bourdieu’s 

conception ‘field’ is thus confined within the nation state. Glick Schiller’s concept 

of ‘transnational social field’ is relevant for the study of development cooperation,  

in particular because of its emphasis on mobility, social interaction and exchange. 

As Beckman et al. have also argued, this mobility should also be seen as the 

exchange of flows of ‘ideas, knowledge, images and techniques’.132 Power relations 

critically influence the mobility of discourses in the transnational social field of 

development, and they play a crucial role in how certain meanings become 

stabilized within the cooperation between development actors. 

 Power plays an important role in how discourses become stabilized within 

transnational relations. Bourdieu’s concept of ‘capital’ that demonstrates that 

specific forms of power can be distinguished is particularly relevant in the study 

129 Glick Schiller (2005), 439-461:442.

130 Glick Schiller has published extensively on methodological nationalism, often together with An-

dreas Wimmer. See for example: Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller. ‘Methodological Nation-

alism and Beyond: nation state building, migration and the social sciences’.  Global Networks. Vol. 2.4. 

(New York: Wiley, 2002), 301-334. Methodological nationalism is the assumption that nation/ state/ 

society is the natural political form of the modern world. Glick Schiller argues that through ‘meth-

odological nationalism’ nationalist agendas remain ‘tacit’ in many studies of transnationalism. 

The consequences of methodological nationalism are twofold. First, because national interests are 

mixed-up with the purposes of social science, the analysis of nationalism as an ideology in modern 

societies is neglected in many social scientific studies. Second, this leads to a tacit acceptance of 

the idea that national boundaries of nation states define our unit of analysis. In her own work on 

transnational migrants and religion, Glick Schiller shows that the imperialist hegemonic aims of 

African Pentecostals in Europe and the US are often not recognized. Migrants are predominantly 

seen as minorities in a dominant national context. Their aspirations or resistance to form a trans-

national community and their claims to power and influence within national contexts remain 

unnoticed.

131 Pierre Bourdieu. ‘The Social Space and the Genesis of Groups’. Theory and Society. Vol. 14.6. (Doet-

inchem: Springer, 1985), 723-744: 724.

132 Beckmann et al. (2014), 7.
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of development as a transnational social field.133 Bourdieu distinguishes three 

forms: economic capital, which is material and financial assets; second, cultural 

capital, which refers to the scarce symbolic goods, skills, and titles; and third, 

social capital referring to the resources accrued by virtue of membership in a 

group. 134 A form of capital that can be related to all three forms of capital is 

symbolic capital, which refers to individual honour, prestige or recognition. 135 The 

concept of capital is most relevant to this study because of the unequal distribution 

of economic capital in the transnational social field of development. Funds 

predominantly flow from western-based donors to African actors, from the Dutch 

organizations to their Ugandan counterparts in the Educaids network. 

 Anthropologists of development have heavily criticized the dominance of 

development donors in shaping the ‘development encounters’ on transnational 

social field of development.136 The discursive consequence of this has been that 

social problems137 such as poverty or HIV/AIDS have become reified in development 

133 Cf. Pierre Bourdieu. ‘The forms of Capital’. Handbook of Theory of Research for the Sociology of Education. 

J.E. Richardson ed. (New York: Greenword Press, 1986), 241-58:47.; Loïc Wacquant. ‘Pierre Bourdieu’. 

Key sociological thinkers. R. Stones ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2008), 261-277.; Craig Calhoun 

ed. ‘Cultural capital. Dictionary of the Social Sciences’. (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2002), 

online version.
134 The combination of Foucault and Bourdieu’s work in one theoretical framework may result 

in questions on the differences in their respective theories. Scholars differ in the conflicts or 
complementarity in the work of these two thinkers who have been close colleagues and apparently 
also personal friends. Staf Callewaert. ‘Bourdieu, critic of Foucault: The case of empirical social 
science against double-game philosophy’. Theory, Culture and Society. Vol. 23.6. (Thousand Oaks, 
California: Sage Journals, 2006), 73. Callewaert has published an article on Bourdieu’s critique on 
Foucault’s relativism in which he highlights the huge differences in their views on (social) science. 
Others, like Cronin, have focused on the complementarity of their work on power. C. Cronin (1996), 
55-85. Von Stuckrad points at the commonalities in the concepts of discourse and field and points 
at the shared preference for structuralist analyses. C.K.M. von Stuckrad. ‘Reflections on the Limits 
of Reflection: An Invitation to Discursive Study of Religion’. Method and Theory in the Study of Religion. 
Vol. 22.2-3. (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 156-169.

135 Cf. Wacquant (2008), 268.

136 A. Escobar. ‘Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the Third World’. (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995)
137 Social problems theory theorizes the collective subjective experience of a problem in society. Social 

problems are simply defined as ‘conditions that are widely believed to cause avoidable and remediable 
misery or frustration’. The view that religion is a solution to social problems has a long history both 
in the west and globally. The important role of FBOs in the response to HIV/AIDS, that has been 
pointed out by professionals and academics is a case-in-point. However as Beckford has argued 
 already in 1990, as a result of the changed place of religion in advanced industrial societies, religion 
is increasingly seen as a ‘social problem in its own right’. The emphasis on the hampering role of 
the Catholic Church in HIV/AIDS prevention in the Dutch TV broadcasts is a case in point since 
religion was primarily perceived as a barrier to solving the problem of Aids. Discourse analysis is 
an approach par excellence to help examine how religion is constructed as a solution to social 
problems or as a social problem itself, as Hjelm (2011, Social Problems) has argued. I use the concepts 
of social problem and in particular problematization as analytical tools to analyse how discourses 
on HIV/AIDS are constructed in entanglement with discourses on religion and sexuality. Cf. T. 
Hjelm. ‘Introduction’. Religion and social problems. Titus Hjelm ed. (New York: Routledge, 2011).
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policies as a means to develop and define a proper solution to them.138 However, 

these critics of development have in turn been criticized for oversimplifying 

discourses on development.139 In focussing solely on the unequal power relations 

between ‘developed’ and ‘less-developed’ people, they have denied the agency of 

people in developing countries. Development anthropologist Norman Long has 

stressed the importance of taking a broader and more relational perspective on 

power in development relations.140 Anthropologist David Mosse has convincingly 

argued that development organizations themselves incorporate a multiplicity of 

voices and actors, and that development policies should not be seen as only 

determined by the top-down implementation of power.141 

 Acknowledging the unequal distribution of economic capital is crucially 

important in shaping relationships between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. 

Yet, I will also stress the influence of other power sources that various actors claim  

on how religion is ascribed meaning in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality. In 

order to avoid a fossilized representation of how religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality 

are made meaningful within the Educaids network, I will explore problema-

tizations of HIV/AIDS as a way to trace how HIV/AIDS is constructed in relation  

to religion and sexuality.142 I understand problematization as referring to the 

processes and mechanisms whereby a part of culture is rendered problematic and  

138 On the role, context and outcomes of policy development cf. David Mosse, (2005).

139 Arturo Escobar, for example, has argued that development cooperation has divided the world 

into categories of the ‘developed’ and the ‘ less developed’, ‘rich’ and ‘poor’, ‘North’ and ‘South’. 

Development cooperation was seen as an apolitical operation that stabilized the meaning of 

poverty as a problem, so development could be constructed as the solution. This is done through 

three processes: first, the problematization of poverty after WW II; second, the process by which 

development and westernization were discursively connected; third, the process in which 

modernity became discursively connected to scientific and technological progress. Eriksson Baaz 

(2002) groups a number of quite diverse writers under the title ‘post-development’. All these authors 

are published in J.S. Crushes, ‘Power of development’. (London: Routledge, 1995). Eriksson Baaz is 

critical of the discourse analytical approach done without clarifying the discursive positions of 

the authors who have undertaken this discourse analysis.  Examples of post-development studies: 

Escobar (1995); J. Ferguson. ‘The anti-politics machine: “development,” depoliticization, and 

bureaucratic power in Lesotho’. (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990). Reflections on 

post-development studies: Jan Nederveen Pieterse. ‘After Post-Development’. Third World Quarterly. 

Vol. 2. ( London: Taylor & Francis Ltd., 2000), 175-191.; R.D. Grillo. ‘Discourses of Development: The 

view from anthropology’. Discourses of Development: anthropological perspectives. R. D. Grillo, R. L. Stirrat 

eds. (Oxford UK: Berg Publishers, 1997), 20; and Eriksson Baaz, (2002). 

140 Cf. N. Long & A. Long (1992).

141 Cf. Mosse (2005).

142 I take inspiration from Burchhardt’s study of the problematization of HIV/AIDS in Christian orga-

nizations in South Africa. He argues that the analysis of social problems fails to provide a frame-

work for analysis of problems such as social justice or the financial crisis, because of a narrow 

emphasis on norms and deviance and proposes to focus on the processes of problematizing. Marian 

Burchardt, ‘Missionaries and social workers: visions of sexuality in religious discourse’. Religion and 

social problems. Titus Hjelm ed. (New York: Routledge, 2011), 142-158.
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by which aspects of practice are being problematized.143 The literature discussed 

in this chapter suggests that religion may be attributed different meanings in the 

problematization of HIV/AIDS. Tracing discourse strands that constitute these 

different problematizations of HIV/AIDS may shed light on the specific discursive 

entanglements that shape the encounter between Dutch and Ugandan actors in 

the Educaids network. 

 The contestations over HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion I analyse in this book 

take place in a transnational setting, in which multiple actors and agendas meet.  

I focus on how religion has been attributed meaning in the historical relations 

between Christian organizations, and how it contributes to legitimizing or stabilizing 

discourses on HIV/AIDS and sexuality in the field of development today. The role of 

economic capital in legitimizing or stabilizing certain meanings over others, and 

the influence of national discourses on religion and secularity in shaping the 

contestations around HIV/AIDS in the transnational social field of development, 

will be at the heart of my analysis in this thesis.144 

2.7  Situating the thesis in the discursive study of religion
I conclude this chapter by situating this thesis in relation to studies that have 

taken up the discursive study of religion. Since Foucault’s work on discourse, 

discourse analysis has been taken up by several academic disciplines. The most 

general distinction that can be made in approaches to discourse analysis is one 

between linguistic discourse analysis and social scientific/ cultural studies 

approaches to discourse analysis. Engler describes the differences between 

discourse analysis in linguistics and in cultural studies.145 Linguistic discourse 

analysis is focused on texts and the analysis of speech events. Since Foucault, the 

social sciences and cultural studies have studied discourses as forms of ‘social 

practice, contributing both to the reproduction of society and to social change’.146 

According to Hjelm the social scientific approach to discourse analysis is 

particularly helpful for the study of religion, but systematic methods of discourse 

analysis have not been developed as yet.147 Instead, scholars of religion rely on 

methods of discourse analysis available in other academic disciplines. An example 

143 Burchhardt (2011), 147.

144 Glick Schiller uses the term ‘imperialist hegemonic project’ to raise awareness of how transnational 

migrant communities aspire to power positions; she points out how actors on transnational social 

fields may aspire to more hegemonic forms of power. Glick Schiller (2005), 456.

145 Steven Engler, ‘Discourse’. The Brill Dictionary of Religion. Kocku von Stuckrad ed. Vol. 1. (Leiden, The 

Netherlands: Brill Academic Publishers, 2006), 516-519. Accessed 31 January 2015. Available on Gale 

Virtual Reference Library. 31 Jan. 2015. 

146 Hjelm. Handbook (2011),135.

147 Ibid., 134.
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is Wijsens’ research on interreligious worship in Friesland.148 Wijsen makes use of 

Critical Discourse Analysis or CDA. This approach to discourse analysis combines 

insights from the linguistic approach to discourse analysis with social scientific 

approaches to discourse analysis. Within CDA a number of scholars have developed 

techniques for researching the relation between texts and the social context.149 

The analysis of discourses on religion and HIV/AIDS in this book includes meso 

and macro level discourse.150 While I can see the benefits of using CDA when 

analysing interreligious worship in one group, or the political programme of a 

political party in a specific period for that matter, I consider it too detailed for my 

purposes.151 CDA is interesting for scholars wishing to focus on a micro level 

analysis. In my own research, CDA would have limited the possibilities to reflect 

the interactions between FBOs in the transnational social field of development and 

discuss these within a larger historical context. Put differently, the uses of CDA in 

this case would imply the need of a larger research team in order to be able to give 

such a detailed analysis of texts of different actors. Recently Wijsen and Von 

Stuckrad edited a volume that provides an overview of current debates and 

applications of discourse analysis in the study of religion.152 

 Von Stuckrad’s work on the discursive study of religion set the agenda for a 

methodologically sound discourse analytical approach to the study of religion and 

has been an important inspiration to me.153 A crucial element in Von Stuckrad’s 

148 This article combines linguistic analysis of interviews with participants with micro-sociological 
analysis of the interactions between different participants and a macro-sociological analysis which 
looked at how interreligious prayer would lead to social or religious change.  Frans Wijsen and 
Corry Nicolay. ‘Interreligious worship in Friesland. A Discourse Analytical Approach’. Studies in 
interreligious dialogue. Vol. 20 nr. 1. (Louvain, Belgium: Peeters Publishers and Booksellers 2010), 58-78.

149 Cf. Engler (2006).
150 Rainer Diaz-Bone, et al. indicate this as an important difference in approach to discourse analysis. 

In their introduction to their book Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, Ruth Wodak and Michael 
Meyer present a scale of different approaches to CDA also moving from macro level to micro 
level discourse analysis. The chapter by Jäger and Maier on dispositive analysis is written within 
the framework of CDA but introduces a take on CDA that, in line with the tradition of Foucault, 
focusses more on the meso and macro-level. Rainer Diaz-Bone, et al. ‘The Field of Foucaultian 
Discourse Analysis: Structures, Developments and Perspectives’. Forum Qualitative Social Research. 
Vol. 8..2 May 2007. (Berlin: Freie Universität, Forum Qualitative Social Research, 2007). Accessible 
on http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/234/517, last checked on Nov. 11 
2014; Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer. ‘Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis’. (Thousand Oaks, 
California: Sage Publications Ltd., 2009).

151 With the reference to the study of a political programme of a political party I refer in particular 
to the work of Norman Fairclough,  a scholar working with CDA, well known for his study of  the 
language used in the British Labour Party. See further: Norman Fairclough. ‘New Labour, New 
Language?’ (London: Routledge, 2000).  

152 Frans Wijsen and Kocku von Stuckrad (eds). Making Religion: Theory and Practice in the Discursive Study 
of Religion (Brill, Leiden: 2015)

153 Engler mentions Russel T. McCutcheon’s. Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse of Sui Generis Religion 
and the Politics of Nostalgia. (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). Cf. Engler (2006), 519, In 
addition Hjelm. Handbook (2011) points out the agenda setting articles by von Stuckrad (2003, 2010). 
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argument is the claim that discourse analysis should be seen as an approach rather 

than a method, leading to a profound reflection on the study of religion as an 

academic field itself.154 Equally crucial in his argument is the realization that the 

academic study of religion and the concepts it has produced are themselves 

embedded in the historical periods where they gained their relevance. In other 

words, there is no neutral way of defining religion outside the context of power  

in which definitions of religion are constructed. As Von Stuckrad argues, the 

discursive study of religion focuses on how and in what context religion becomes  

a meaningful concept. 

 While I take the work of Von Stuckrad as inspiration, the way I apply discourse 

analysis in this thesis differs from the approach suggested. I do not focus on how 

religion has been attributed meaning within scholarly debates on religion, but 

rather on how meaning is ascribed to religion in the field of development.155 In the 

context of this study, I see discourse analysis as an approach to interpret my 

material and highlight the connections between the different types of material  

I have gathered. The analysis in this thesis combines texts and ethnographic 

material that was produced during the research for this thesis. I discuss this 

material against the background of academic and professional literature on 

religion and development, more specifically literature on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and 

religion. Discourse analysis enables me to signal interrelations and differences 

between, and contestations over how HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion are attributed 

meaning in my ethnographic observations and in professional and academic 

reflections on religion and development.

 Any analysis is always partial and open. It is therefore important to clarify my  

own position in this field. As a Dutch researcher based in The Netherlands, access 

to actors in the Dutch field of development cooperation was easier than access to 

actors in Uganda.  I have therefore gained a particularly valuable insight into how 

the dynamics in the Dutch field of development intersects with or responds to 

contestations in Dutch society. This has influenced my choice to give central 

attention to the power positions of Dutch organizations in this thesis. In that 

sense I share an interest with the proponents of the critical approach to discourse 

analysis that Hjelm describes.156 However, I feel more at home with a constructivist 

approach to discourse analysis that provides insight into the ways entangled 

discourses meet and interact in the cultural encounter between Christian 

development organizations in the transnational social field of development. 157 

While I consider it important to analyse power relations, I also consider power 

154 Von Stuckrad (2010), 163.

155 Von Stuckrad (2013), 5-25.

156 Hjelm. Handbook (2011), 140.

157 Hjelm. Handbook (2011), 140.
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relations as a structural aspect of relationships between people and organizations. 

I understand development in the broader context of cultural encounters that 

always take place in one way or the other. The way power relations are shaped in 

these cultural encounters informs how meanings are attributed. In view of this,  

it is necessary that scholars analyse how religion is attributed meaning in the 

context of cultural encounters. This can be done in a study on development cooperation  

as I have carried out, or by focussing on other discourses and transnational social 

fields, such as migration, religion or even trade. 

 As I have pointed out before, the entanglement of academic studies on religion 

and development with the discourses and agendas of development organizations 

is crucial in the attribution of meanings to religion in this social field.158 As a 

researcher on religion, I contribute to this process of attributing meaning to 

religion in relation to development, HIV/AIDS and sexuality.159 This means that  

I need to strike a balance between making religion too important and arguing 

religion away. For this reason I have referred to how the framework of relational 

dialogism as well as multiple secularities invite to a critical analysis of how certain 

elements of religion and secularity become important within certain contexts and 

trajectories. In other words, it is a balance that I hope to find through the careful 

contextualization of my empirical cases while paying attention to the religious 

and secular dynamics that play a role. While the analysis in this thesis is necessarily 

partial and open-ended, I do hope that this study ‘contributes intelligently to the 

conversations of our time’.160 

158 Cf. Ben Jones and Marie Juul Petersen, (2011), 1291-1306.

159 This study is ‘situated knowledge’, based on partial perspectives linked to my own position in the 

research. On situated knowledge cf. Dona Haraway. ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in 

Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective’. Feminist Studies. Vol. 14.3. (Maryland US: Feminist 

Studies Inc. 1988), 575-599.

160 According to Von Stuckrad this means that scholars of religion attribute meaning, rather than tell-

ing the truth. However, as part of our academic and professional ethics, we should do so by offering 

good arguments and place the analysis of contemporary issues in their historical context.
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1.

On a beautiful morning a taxi drops me off at a small junction of a road just 

outside of the Tanzanian city of Mwanza. I get off and walk up to a house at the 

end of the road. When I enter the courtyard my eye falls on a painting hanging 

in the doorway. I immediately recognize the scene, although it is different 

version from the ones I have seen before. It is a picture of an African Mary 

holding an African baby Jesus. This is the house of the missionaries of the 

White Fathers, where I meet with Father Theo. He came to Tanzania as a young 

adult in the 1960s, and devoted his life to being a missionary belonging to the 

White Fathers congregation. Father Theo explains that when missionaries 

came to the region in the late 19th century they found that the people there 

(wasukuma of the Sukuma tribe) were not interested in the Christian God. The 

missionaries started building relationships with people through social work. 

They established bush schools and health clinics, as Father Theo explains. 

That is how the Catholic Church became important providers of education 

and health care. According to Father Theo the Catholic Church is still an 

influential institution in Tanzanian society: many of today’s leaders in the 

country were trained in Catholic schools and seminaries.161

2.

I take the dalladalla heading for an interview with an employee of a street 

children’s organization. We drive along the road in the direction of Mwanza 

Airport. I see taxis, buses, and people walking along the muddy sides of busy 

streets. On our way to a neighbourhood on the outskirts of town we pass several 

churches. I first see a small house with the sign Good Samaritan Dispensary, 

then a hospital of the African Inland Church (AIC) and further down the road a 

Mosque with a dispensary attached to it emerges. The only government hospital  

is a former Catholic hospital.162 

These excerpts from the field notes I made during the first exploratory fieldwork 

for this thesis in Spring 2008, demonstrate that religion is related to social service 

provision in Tanzanian society. Churches are important in providing education 

and health care. The Christian Social Services Commission in Tanzania, for example, 

the largest social services body that represents the main churches, provides 40 % 

161 Field-notes, field-visit I Tanzania, March, April 2008

162 Field-notes, field-visit I Tanzania, March, April 2008
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of the health and education services in the country.163 I have made similar 

observations in Uganda, after I started my case study research on the Educaids 

network. The Church of Uganda, one of the churches that participate in the Educaids 

network in Uganda, governs around 5000 educational institutions in which almost  

4 million people are enrolled.164 In addition, missionaries from so-called ‘ western’ 

countries, from Europe and in particular from the United States, still come to 

countries such as Uganda and Tanzania; they often set-up social projects as part of 

their missionary or church endeavours.165 

 The examples are indicative of the historical and contemporary roles religion 

plays in societies where Dutch organizations work on development cooperation.  

It also shows that in Tanzania, religion, education and health care are closely 

related. René Grotenhuis, who, until 2012 was the director of Cordaid, a large 

Catholic development organization in the Netherlands, noted in one of his books 

that there is something strange about the way that the word development is used.  

He writes: ‘What we describe in The Netherlands adequately with the term health 

care and what we describe in Tanzania just as effectively with the same term, is in 

the relationship between The Netherlands and Tanzania suddenly called development 

cooperation.’166 Grotenhuis points out that it is a specific type of relationship that 

gives meaning to what we refer to as development cooperation. In my view it is 

more specifically a cultural encounter that stabilizes and legitimizes meanings of 

development in its entanglement with discourses on religion and secularism. 

 Particularly the first example also suggests that the development infrastructure 

is historically related to Christian missionary networks and institutions. As such, 

it is an example of the entanglement between religion and development. As noted 

already, religion and development emerged as a theme in development policy 

circles in the Netherlands in the beginning of the Millennium. Yet, religion has 

163 Peter Tumainimungu. ‘The development activities of faith-based organizations in Tanzania’. 

Religions and development in Tanzania a preliminary literature review. Amos Mhina ed. (Birmingham: 

University of Birmingham, 2007). International development department. Religions and development 

research programme. Accessible on http://epapers.bham.ac.uk/1537/1/Mhina_Religions_Development_

Tanzania.pdf (last checked on February 11, 2015).

164 Cf. website of the Church of Uganda: http://churchofuganda.org/departments/education (last accessed on 

Jan. 17 2015).

165 In missionary organizations there are often no clear boundaries between mission, charity and de-

velopment. Development in this case is understood as aiming at structural change, while charity 

is a more general reference to ‘doing good’.  Especially in my first fieldwork period in Tanzania I 

was often confronted with this: some missionary run organizations were highly professional but 

working independently from (Western) development donors; others which started as missionary 

organizations had become development NGOs; and some were Churches, yet running highly pro-

fessionalised development programmes funded by several (Western) donors. 

166 René Grotenhuis. Geloven dat het kan. Nieuwe perspectieven op ontwikkeling, macht en verandering. 

(Utrecht: Ten Have, 2008), 31. Grotenhuis was director of the Dutch Catholic Co-financing Cordaid 

until 2011. The book is written in Dutch and the translation is mine. 
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been entangled with development for a long time before that. I will therefore 

explore how religion and development were entangled in the context of Dutch 

development cooperation. In doing so, I ask how meaning has been attributed meaning 

to religion, secularism and development within the development infrastructure 

that was built since the 1950s, and more specifically in the Protestant Christian 

Development networks. In view of my focus on the cultural encounter between 

development organizations, I will also include reflections on cultural encounter 

that become apparent in the histories of these organizations. Together with chapter 

three this chapter will provide an answer to the first sub-question formulated in 

the introduction: How is religion constructed in the discourse on development in 

the Netherlands? 

 I focus in particular on the Dutch development organizations with a Christian 

background or identity that have established the Educaids network. This chapter 

combines a review of literature on development cooperation study with published 

and unpublished organizational documents, such as the annual reports of Christian 

development organizations. In addition qualitative sources such as interviews and 

participant observation were utilized in writing this chapter. I focus in particular 

on the Christian development organizations that are involved in the Educaids 

network as a way of introducing the organizations that play a role in the case study 

in this book. The chapter is organized as follows: after starting out by exploring 

the missionary and colonial roots of development practices (1), I will describe  

the emergence of non-governmental Christian development organizations in The 

Netherlands, and (2) the various phases in which the perceptions of and approaches  

to development changed and new meanings were attributed to religion in relation 

to development (3, 4 and 5). 

3.1  Development missions
Development policies and programmes tend to be studied as if it is ‘bearing no 

relation to the old imperialism of colonial times.’167 Anthropologist Inge Brinkman is 

particularly critical about the way the historical connections between development 

and the missions have become blurred in studies of development. Yet, in life  

history research among development professionals, Bebbington and Kothari found 

that transnational development networks are rooted in older colonial networks.168 

In addition, colonialist stereotypes still influence experiences of identity and 

otherness in contemporary development relations according to anthropologist 

167 Inge Brinkman. ‘Beyond the ‘development era’: Debates on colonialism, the Christian missions and 

development’. The Netherlands yearbook on international cooperation’, P. Hoebink ed. (Assen: Koninklijke 

van Gorcum, 2007), 99-117.

168 Anthony Bebbington and Uma Kothari. ‘Transnational development networks’. Environment and Plan-

ning A 38. Vol. 38.5. (London: Pion Ltd. Publishers 2006), 849-866.
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Eriksson Baaz in her study on Norwegian development professionals in Kenya.169 

Thus, a strong a-historical tendency in studies on development has suggested a 

disconnection between the field of development and the colonial and missionary 

history. This has resulted in over-simplifying the past in the ‘perpetual present’ of 

the transnational field of development according to David Lewis, who called for a 

‘re-historicization’ of development.170 

 The views of Father Theo illustrate the entanglement of development cooperation 

with mission. The emergence of development cooperation in post WWII Europe 

created new networks and relations in which older forms of cultural encounter 

were both continued and changed. This continuity can still be recognized in the 

current role of churches in combining missionary and pastoral tasks with social 

ones. Despite the apparent entanglement between mission and development, 

mission is hardly mentioned in the historical accounts of Dutch development 

cooperation.171 Generally historical accounts of development cooperation often 

focus on its emergence in the ‘First Development Decade’ as it was declared by the 

United Nations General Assembly in 1961.172 Although this announcement was 

closely tied up with the de-colonisation process, accounts of Dutch development 

cooperation tends to be disconnected from its missionary and colonial history 

much like the anthropologist above have observed for their cases. As a consequence 

development cooperation is depicted as a new type of cultural encounter between 

people, and struggles and contestations hardly get meaning in relation to the 

broader structures and dynamics in which these are embedded.173 

 Yet, the Missionary Society of the White Fathers to which Father Theo belonged 

was just one of many Catholic missions that had a base in The Netherlands at the 

beginning of the Twentieth Century, sending out missionaries all over the world. 

By contrast, Protestant missions usually worked along the colonial routes, mainly 

establishing sister churches in the Dutch colonies. Protestant mission has therefore 

been closely related to the project of colonialism in Dutch history. Protestant and 

Catholic missionaries had in common that they established schools and health 

centres and became increasingly motivated to tackle development problems on a 

169 Maria Eriksson Baaz. The Paternalism of Partnership: A Postcolonial Reading of Identity in Development Aid. 

(New York: Zed Books, 2004).

170 David Lewis. ‘International Development and the ‘perpetual present: Anthropological approaches 

to the re-historicization of policy’. European Journal of Development Research. Vol. 21.1. (Basingstoke UK: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 32-46.

171 Cf. Inge Brinkman (2007).

172 P.A.M. Malcontent and J.A. Nekkers, eds. ‘Introduction. Do something and don’t look back’. Fifty 

Years of Dutch Development Cooperation 1949-1999. (Den Haag: SDU, 2000), 16.

173 Alan Thomas. ‘Poverty and the end of development’. Poverty and Development into the 21st Century. Tim 

Allen and Alan Thomas eds. (Oxford: Open University in association with Oxford University Press, 

2000), 3-22: 5. 
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larger scale.174 These motivations came to the fore in the secular calls for active 

engagement in development that were made in the 1950s by people in The 

Netherlands.

 One of the first civil actions aimed at getting attention to development was 

initiated by the Catholic priest and trained missionary Father Simon Jelsma.175 His 

‘Plein Preken’ or ‘square sermons’ given on the square or Het Plein in The Hague in 

1954 addressed development issues and called upon the Dutch people to open up 

and connect with each other beyond the ‘pillars’ that characterized social 

organization in The Netherlands. In his first address he stated the following:

We know many people in our town, in our country and in our world who are 

honest and do not totally agree with us. But we agree about the necessity to be 

just, honest, love one another, to serve and to act for humanity. If something 

binds us, then it is our longing for peace. To achieve God’s peace, we have to 

stop producing weapons while thousands of people die of hunger.176 

This articulates a Christian motivation to stand up against hunger as well as a 

Christian horizon of God’s peace that would be achieved through providing 

development aid. Subsequently, the actions of Jelsma and his so-called Plein group 

resulted in the establishment of the first Dutch development organization NOVIB 

or Oxfam NOVIB as the organization is currently known. This new organization 

had no political, social or religious affiliation, although its founders included 

leading figures from both Catholic and Protestant communities. 

 The actions of the Plein group resulted in the establishment of a secular 

development organization that marked the start of new networks and infrastruc-

tures that became referred to as ‘the development sector’. The actions of Jelsma 

and other people involved in the Plein group raised public awareness about poverty 

in other parts of the world in the Netherlands. According to the descriptions of 

Beerends & Broere they wanted to change the images of ‘pitiful Africans who had 

to be converted’ to a Christian solidarity with people sitting at the same ‘table’ as 

the Dutch people, but without food. This is reflected in Jelsma’s statement in the 

174 A selection of accounts and analysis of Catholic missions in 19th and 20th Century have been 

 published in Peter Nissen et al. Gaan voor God. Ideaal en praktijk van missie in historisch perspectief. José 

Eijt , Hester Genefaas en Peter Nissen  eds. (Hilversum: Stichting Echo/Uitgeverij Verloren, 1998).

175 Simon Jelsma was a trained missionary, who had left service to get married. He had been in conflict 

with one of the Bisshops, but who had started the so-called Plein-group with other Catholics who 

wanted to raise awareness about poverty in the world in a different manner than missionaries had 

done so far. For a more extensive account of these first initiatives focused on raising awareness on 

poverty and development in the Netherlands, cf. Hans Beerends en Marc Broere. ‘De bewogen bewe-

ging. Een halve eeuw mondiale solidariteit’. (Amsterdam: KIT Publishers, 2004).

176 Beerends (2004), 29. Translation BB.
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preparations of the establishment of the first Dutch development organization 

called NOVIB in 1955: 

We want to educate and teach, call on the conscience of the people to pay 

attention to the needs, to raise awareness of the need for solidarity. We want 

to create an atmosphere in which the thought of giving aid can grow. We have 

a spiritual aim.177

In these first ‘development sermons’ Christian arguments of the overall aim of 

achieving God’s peace were combined with the more secular political language of 

solidarity.  It signals a change in which the cultural encounter between Dutch 

people and people in countries such as Uganda, Kenya or Tanzania was no longer 

legitimated on missionary or colonial relations.  Instead, development became a new 

way to shape these encounters. In terms of discourse analysis, this is an example of how 

the discursive context is related to the dispositive. The establishment of the new 

networks and infrastructure of development shaped and changed the encounters 

between people from the Netherlands and Uganda. Christian missionaries and 

leaders, using Christian language to motivate people to work together outside the 

social and religious structures of pillarization, still played a central role. Yet, 

religion slowly ceased to be an important or main shaper of the networks and 

relations in which the cultural encounter with people in other parts of the world 

was legitimized and stabilized. This raises the question how these changes in the 

infrastructure were consequential for the discourse on Christianity in relation to 

development and social change over a longer period of time. 

3.2 Changing meanings of religion in the context of development 
The Catholic Church initially criticized the actions of the Plein Group and its plea 

for solidarity; it represented a sense of freedom and secularization that contradicted 

Church views.178 However, in the 1960s radical changes occurred in Catholic and 

Protestant churches as to how these churches viewed their role in the world.179 

This is, amongst others, reflected in the General Assembly of the World Council of 

Churches (WCC) held in Uppsala in 1968. The meeting focused on church 

responsibility in the wider world. As the Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement states, 

it was the ‘reality that the rich are becoming richer and the poor poorer’ dominated 

177 Simon Jelsma, 1955, quoted in Beerends (2004), 31. Translation BB.

178 Beerends (2004), 22. 

179 The Catholic Church was influenced by the Second Vatican Council in 1962-65 and the Papulorum 

Progressio in 1967. For the Protestant Churches the World Council of Churches, the Genereal 

Assembly in Uppsala in 1968 in particular, was important. In general the interest in development 

can also be seen in the context of the UN and its ‘First Era of Development’ in the 1960s.
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Uppsala’s socio-political and economic discussions’.180 It was agreed among the 

member churches that churches would devote 1% of their annual budget for 

development activities.181 This was a financial challenge to Dutch churches since 

the many social activities carried out by their missionaries overseas could not be 

supported properly. Therefore, Dutch churches that wanted to become part of the 

new infrastructure of development as a way to continue or start new social 

activities had to search for other funds. 

 The possibilities of requesting funding from the Dutch government were 

explored and intensively discussed. Protestant Churches in particular feared new 

forms of colonialism when engaging with the Dutch government in development. 

The WCC became an important platform for discussing concerns about 

development internationally. In response the WCC came up with conditions for 

development projects that aimed at avoiding new forms of colonialism.182 Churches 

that were part of the WCC agreed to give sister Churches in developing countries 

the freedom to make their own decisions with regard to their involvement in 

development cooperation. The understanding that development cooperation 

would not be used to impose certain views and approaches on churches in 

developing countries was the condition for the Catholic CMC (Central Missionary 

Council) and the Protestant Netherlands Missionary Council (NMC) when they 

decided to request financial support from the Dutch government in September 

1963.  In response to their request the Dutch government designated 5 million 

Dutch guilders for non-governmental development projects in December 1964. 

 Initially other organizations could also request funding from this budget, but 

after 1968 an exclusive system of co-funding started. This co-funding system 

distributed a part of the government budget for development cooperation through 

three channels; the Protestant and the Catholic missionary councils, and NOVIB 

as a non-denominational third party.183 Organizations in developing countries 

applied for funding with one of these organizations according to their own 

religious affiliation. The Protestant Netherlands Missionary Council decided to 

separate development work from missionary work and established ICCO as an 

180 Uppsala, Sweden, 1968, July 4 - 19, WCC 4th Assembly (Events\Assembly of the WCC) Nicolas Lossky, 

Jose Miguez Bonino, John Pobee. Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement, 2nd edition. (Geneva:WCC 

Publications, 2002). Accessed 17 January 2015 http://archives.wcc-coe.org/query/Detail.aspx?ID=40916 

181 The idea to do so was also influenced by the German debate on governmental support for 

development organizations started by the German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer. Cf. J. Bos and 

G.H.A. Prins ‘Partners in Development. Development work by chuch and other non-governmental 

organizations in the early days’. Fifty years of Dutch Development Cooperation 1949-1999. P.A.M. 

Malcontent and J.A. Nekkers eds. (Den Haag: SDU, 2000). 

182 One of the conditions set was that a development project should be of benefit to all people in 

developing countries and not only to those belonging to a religious denomination.

183 Bos & Prins (2000).
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independent Protestant development organization.184 Similarly, the Catholic CMC 

established Cebemo as its development organization. This Catholic development 

organization was renamed Cordaid in 1999 after several mergers with other 

Catholic organizations.185 This system of co-funding (medefinanciering in Dutch) was 

continued until the beginning of the new Millennium. NOVIB, ICCO and Cordaid 

were also called co-funding organizations, pointing at the close entanglement 

with the Dutch government.186

 The co-funding system was to some extent based on the system of pillarization;  

development funding was channelled through a Catholic, Protestant and a religiously 

neutral pillar. Other Christian organizations that were active in the field of 

development also reflected this pillarization in Dutch society; an example is the 

protestant Unie voor Christelijk Onderwijs (Union for Christian Education) that started 

its development activities in the late 1960s.187 Traditionally, the organization 

collected money for Christian education in The Netherlands. Being influenced by 

what an interviewee at Edukans referred to as the ‘the same field of force of 

churches and schools that wanted to do something in foreign countries’ as ICCO, 

the organization decided to devote part of its budget to development activities 

concerning education. Therefore, a committee was established that organized 

actions for development cooperation in churches and schools.188 This so-called 

‘foreign committee’ was renamed Edukans in 2002. The organization specialized 

in education, and is akin to and cooperates closely with ICCO. Together they 

initiated the Educaids network that I study in later chapters of this thesis.189 

184 ICCO is an abbreviation for Interkerkelijke Coordinatie Commissie Ontwikkelingshulp or Inter-

church Coordination Committee for Development Cooperation. Besides Protestant organizations, 

ICCO also represented the Old Catholic Church. Mission activities of the Protestant Chruches were 

continued in a separate organization later known as Kerkinactie. Kerkinactie organizes the ‘for-

eign activities’ of  the Protestant Churches in The Netherlands (PKN). The PKN brings together 12 

ecumenical churches in The Netherlands. Kerkinactie mission is focused on the support of church-

es and theological seminaries all over the world. 

185 In  1995 Cebemo merged with Vastenaktie into Bilance, together with Memisa and Mensen in Nood 

it became part of Cordaid in 1999. With an eye to the readability of this study I will refer to the 

organization as Cordaid even when discussing the catholic development organization before 1999.  

186 Along the way there were some changes, as HIVOS (1976), Foster Parents Plan and Terre des Hommes 

(1999) were allowed access to the co-financing programme. Cf. Bos & Prins (2000), 164. 

187 Source interview Edukans 1 2009, informant 1, in Dutch, translation of quotes BB.

188 Jo Verkuyl, Professor for Missiology at the VU, who had been a missionary in Indonesia for over 25 

years, is a central figure in this history. He established the foreign committee that became Edukans 

and signed the letter to request government funding on behalf of the Protestant Churches. He 

was active in establishing an umbrella of mission, diaconal and Christian-social organizations. Cf. 

Michiel van Diggelen. Van Zending tot missie: ICCO in vogelvlucht. (Utrecht: ICCO, 2001) 8.; Bos & Prins 

(2000), 161. 

189 Edukans is a Dutch name that refers to the chance to education, literally ‘edu-chance’. Outside The 

Netherlands the organization is also known as the Union for Christian Education, referring to the 

previous names of the organization.
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Dutch churches and organizations started to participate in new secular networks. 

These development networks provided Dutch churches with a new context for 

their social activities in countries around the world. As one of my interlocutors 

stated: ‘for a long time Protestant Churches engaged with others mainly through 

church work.  Yet, development cooperation was a new way to take social responsi-

bility.’190 This new infrastructure also enabled Christian organizations to 

legitimize the cultural encounters with people in African countries in terms of 

solidarity and aid, avoiding the complex missionary and colonial meanings that 

had been attached to these encounters previously. As we have seen in the 

discussions about conditions for churches that engaged in government 

development aid in the WCC, Protestant organizations in particular explored ways 

for development to break away from the colonial past While new relationships 

were established, older missionary relations were also continued.191 Religion 

gained new meanings in the context of development, but continue to serve to 

legitimate the development efforts of Dutch organizations. Development can be 

seen as a ‘modern variant of mission’ as Isabelle Leenman from ICCO stated in an 

interview in 2007.192 Through the contribution of Christian organizations, religion 

and development continued to be related in the Dutch development sector. 

However, the attribution of meaning to religion was more strongly than before 

influenced by the emerging secular discourses through which the cultural 

encounters between development organizations were given meaning. 

3.3   Professionalizing development and new religious engagements: 
1970-1990

In the 1970s ICCO and the other development organizations professionalized their 

work, influenced by the exponential growth of development funding. The Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs was no longer able to review all development projects individually 

and funding was given based on a more general description of development 

programmes. This influenced the development organizations receiving co-funding  

to act more independently from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, when 

Jan Pronk from the Social Democrats became Minister for Development Cooperation, 

they had to prove their relevance and added value in development as well. He was 

particularly suspicious of the Christian development organizations.193 Relations 

between the government and the non-governmental development organizations 

changed when the Dutch government started to review the work of development 

190 Interview Isabelle Leenman.

191 One informant told me about missions the Protestant Church organized to find like-minded 

churches who could become partners in ‘new’ countries in Africa.

192 Interview December 2007.

193 Bos & Prins (2000). pp166



86

CHAPTER 3

organizations more critically. However, this critical view did not cause any tension, 

since ICCO’s newly formulated vision on development focused on justice, self- 

reliance and the poorest of the poor was in line with the government policy of 

Development Minister Jan Pronk.194 Interestingly enough, this new vision was 

inspired by new Christian discourses on development.

 In the 1970s ICCO was active in the circles of the World Council of Churches. 

Discussions within the World Council of Churches were inspired by liberation 

theology at that time.195 This theology, developed in Latin America, was a new way 

of doing theology from the perspective of the poor and the oppressed. A crucial 

element in this theology is the responsibility of Christians to transform the world  

to become more equal.196 So far, this resonated with the secular development 

discourse that inspired Dutch governmental development policy. Yet, political 

scientist Kate Manzo has pointed at the far-reaching consequences of liberation 

theology for views on development: 

If taken seriously, it means that there can be no single model for either 

“salvation” nor  “development”, there can be no pretence of objectivity, no 

separation of theory and practice, in fact no presumption that we can know, 

prior to political practice, what “development” is. Like theology, development 

theory would emerge out of our encounters with the oppressed.197  

Manzo argues that development policies need to emerge out of the relationship 

between the so-called ‘rich’ and ‘ poor’ people. In the discourse of liberation 

theology the development model by which aid is transferred from ‘western’ countries 

to ‘developing’ countries is criticized for creating dependency rather than being 

liberating. Liberation theology became an important source of inspiration for 

ICCO’s views on Christian development cooperation, and this led to changes in 

ICCO’s networks. This illustrates how changes in discourses influence changes in 

the networks of development (i.e. the dipositive). While the funding relationship 

with the Dutch government was maintained, the increasingly critical view on 

power relations at ICCO brought about a shift from traditional missionary activities  

to non-governmental organizations in developing countries. Non- governmental 

194 This was important, as Jan Pronk as Development Minister from the Social Democratic Party 

(PVDA) was initially critical about the role of the Christian organizations in development coopera-

tion. However he was also influenced by the ideas in the WCC and thus his policy and ICCO’s newly 

formulated vision invoked the same views. Cf. Van Diggelen (2001),17.

195 General Assambly in 1968 in Uppsala.

196 Lindsay Jones ed. Encyclopedia of Religion, 2nd ed. Vol. 8. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 

2004), 5438-5442. Word Count: 4018.

197 Kate Munzo. ‘Modernist Discourse and the crisis in Development Theory’. Studies in Comparative Inter-

national Development. Vol. 26. 2. (Doetinchem: Springer, 1991), 3-36: 25.
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organizations were seen as representing the poor as opposed to the governmental 

and religious institutions who represented dominant power in developing 

countries. The influence of liberation theology changed the meanings attributed to 

religion in ICCO’s work abroad. 198 The choice to centralize the agency of ‘the poor’ 

signals a change in discourse that became visible in the shift from church and 

mission organisations to the newly emerging non-governmental organizations in 

‘developing’ countries. This changed the networks in ‘developing’ countries into 

more secular ones as well, limiting the close connections with the older church 

and missionary networks. 

 The importance of the ‘agency of the poor’ in liberation theology motivated 

infrastructural shift within in ICCOs network to a focus on non-governmental 

organizations as representing ‘the poor’. Yet, the shift towards the focus ‘agency of 

the poor’ was not as radical as it appeared in how as ICCO continued its funding 

relations with the government. The shift even signalled a renewed relationship of 

trust and cooperation between ICCO and the Dutch government, now that ICCO 

worked together with organizations that were not religious and therefore 

perceived as more neutral. Ironically, however the shift emerging from a concern 

with the ‘agency of the poor’ re-affirmed the very kind of unequal power relations 

between development donors and recipients that was criticized in ‘liberation 

theology’. Rather than a radical critique of inequality, it appears to be much more 

a secularizing tendency. Such ‘social discontinuities based upon discrepancies in 

values, interests, knowledges and powers’ are characteristic for development, as 

Norman Long has demonstrated. On another level, this analysis of ICCO’s struggle 

to align ideals of transformation in liberation theology with existing development 

structures (the power of donors over recipients of aid) demonstrates that 

development should be seen as a  ‘battlefield of knowledge’. 199 200

3.4 New forms of Christian inspired action and organization
The changes in views on development within ICCO and its networks had several 

implications. Van Diggelen notes in his book that these choices resulted in internal 

discussions within the ICCO general board.201 The general board was critical of 

decision made by the everyday management and directors of the organizations, 

amongst other because of the increasingly marginalized cooperation with 

churches in developing countries and detaching development aid from mission 

198 Van Diggelen (2001), 21.

199 Norman Long. Development Sociology. Actor perspectives. (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), 177.

200 In a book with the title Battlefield of Knowledge, Norman Long analysed processes of development and 

modernisation as battlefields in which various forms of knowledge interact and compete. Norman 

Long (1992).  

201 Van Diggelen (2001), 21.
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and diaconate.202 Eventually, the differences between board and organization were 

resolved. 

 In the more orthodox circles of the Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk or Dutch 

Reformed Church, some people accused ICCO of being ‘Marxist’, an accusation 

having strong, anti-religious connotations. Willem de Jager, who was at the time 

director of the orthodox Protestant development organization Woord & Daad 

(Word and Deed), explained in an interview that his organization was established 

in response to this ‘leftist’ influence in the Dutch Reformed Church. The founders 

of Woord en Daad belonged to the Orthodox Protestants within the Dutch 

Reformed Church and criticized ICCO for the ‘Marxist influence’ on their views 

and the contacts with non-church organizations.203 This articulated already 

existing differences between orthodox and liberal groups within the Dutch 

Reformed Church in the 1970s. The founders of Woord en Daad also criticized 

their own orthodox Protestant churches for not undertaking efforts to provide a 

Christian alternative to ICCO because of associations of development cooperation 

with left-wing politics.204 Woord en Daad was established as an independent 

organization in 1973 to give shape to an orthodox Protestant approach to world 

diaconate and development. This social commitment led to the first aid projects in 

India. Through its activities organized in the aftermath of the 1976 earthquake in 

Guatemala, Woord en Daad became an established organization. 

 Characteristic of Woord en Daad’s approach to development cooperation is 

that they usually work with local Christian organizations. These organizations  

are non-governmental organizations rather than Churches, because they are less 

hierarchical and more transparent in their decision-making, as one of my interlocutors 

202 Jo Verkuyl for example resigned from the ICCO board in 1971. In a book published in the same year 

he stated that ‘world mission, world diaconate and development aid are connected through the 

relation with the same Lord that does not call us to proclamation and service, but also to the task 

to continuously be each other’s blessing’. Prof. Dr. J. Verkuyl. Onderweg naar één samenleving. Cahiers 

voor de gemeente. (Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1971), 54 (translation is mine). Additionally, a critical note on 

the power inequalities resulting from development aid was also voiced in Verkuyl’s Zending in Zes 

Continenten. (Leiden: Interuniversitair Instituut voor Missiologie en Oecumenica, 1973) in which he 

argued that churches should give ‘assistance’ to their sister churches affirming equality and mu-

tuality. This criticism, shared by others involved in ICCO, is mainly about detaching development 

from diaconate and mission.   

203 Interview Willem de Jager, spring 2008.

204 Orthodox Protestants are Protestant groups that can be found in different churches in The Nether-

lands, yet became increasingly connected to specific churches, such as the ‘Gereformeerde Bond’ 

and the ‘Vrijgemaakt Gereformeerde Kerk’. A more broad definition of Orthodox Protestantism also 

includes Evangelical Protestants.  Polarization of orthodox and liberal groups is characteristic of 

Dutch Protestantism. Even the large Dutch Reformed Church that emphasized unity, was charac-

terized by organizational polarization. Further reading Peter van Rooden. Religieuze Regimes. Over 

Godsdienst en maatschappij in Nederland. (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker 1996), 1570-1990. In the historical 

context in which Christian development organizations were established we see this polarization 

reflected. 
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explained. Woord en Daad’s networks in the Netherlands and in ‘developing’ 

countries are similar in the sense that the organization connects to Christian 

people and communities that work independently from Churches. In other words, 

for Woord en Daad religion is a basis for reciprocity in the context of cultural 

encounters. The following quote illustrates this:

We have some principles that we share with our partners. (…) We see the Bible 

as the word of God and believe in a God that speaks to us through people. It is 

really important that we share this (with our partners, BB). We believe that 

Jesus Christ is the Son of God. (…)Western Christianity has changed; people do 

not value these basic values and faith principles. We share with our partners 

in taking these faith principles as our point of departure.205

The quote illustrates that counterpart organizations in developing countries are 

emphasized to be fellow Christians. My interlocutor contrasted this stance with 

Christians in the Netherlands who no longer share the same faith principles.  The 

shared Christian faith and values are emphasized as an important basis for 

cooperation. At the same time, the same interlocutor also notes that there are 

cultural differences between how the Dutch staff of Woord en Daad and the staff 

of counterparts express themselves: ‘We are traditionally quiet, while in South 

Africa people are much more charismatic Christians.’ Religion is an important 

base of the relationship between Woord en Daad and its counterparts in ‘developing 

countries’, it is attributed meaning as creating unity despite cultural differences. 

The shared Christianity legitimizes development relations, and this specific 

Christian discourse becomes stabilized in the cultural encounter with organizations 

in developing countries.

 A second example of a Christian development organization established in the 

1970s is ZOA-refugee care. A number of orthodox Protestant students gathered ‘in an 

attic room’ in Groningen in 1973 because they wanted to help Vietnamese refugees. 

This small initiative was the start of ZOA, an organization that developed into a 

professional refugee organization that is active all over the world.206 The founders 

of the organization shared an orthodox Christian background and constituency. 

In country offices I visited in Northern Uganda most of the employees were 

Ugandan. The shared Christian identity and values connect employees of ZOA 

along national borders and is thus important in constructing an organizational 

identity or self. While the Christian values are still an important foundation and 

inspiration, in practice the Christian identity of the organization is not always 

205 Interview Kees Blok, Woord en Daad, spring 2008.

206 ZOA is an abbreviation of Zuid Oost Azië, meaning South East Asia in Dutch.
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visible. This is a conscious choice based on the circumstances in which the refugee 

organization works. In building bridges between (potentially conflicting) groups of 

people, a strong emphasis on ZOA’s Christian identity may be counterproductive. 

 Like Woord en Daad, ZOA is an example of Christian social commitment that 

emerged in more orthodox protestant groups in the 1970s. Unlike Woord en Daad,  

the people who established ZOA were not motivated by an articulate criticism of 

mainstream Protestant development aid. What characterizes both organizations 

is expressing social commitment by starting new initiatives rather than joining 

already existing development organizations. In subsequent decades ZOA and Woord  

en Daad have built sustainable support networks among (orthodox) Protestant 

Christian constituencies. This allowed them to operate largely independent from 

government funding and maintain close ties with their constituencies. In contrast, 

ICCO did not have a network of private donors. ICCO was established by the 

Protestant Church as a co-funding organization for development and gained early 

access to government funding.

 Woord en Daad in particular challenged ideas on Christian development that 

existed at the time. It attributed meaning to religion as a basis for shared Christian 

principles and values in the cultural encounter with organizations in developing 

countries. The critique of the increasing secular discourse on development, visible 

in the critique of ICCO being ‘Marxist’, also attributes meaning to religion and 

development in contrast with other Christian approaches to development that are 

seen as (too) secular. While in the 1970s diversity among Christian development 

organizations in the Netherlands increased, this also resulted in the different 

entanglements between religion and development in Dutch development cooperation. 

These different liberal and orthodox Protestant Christian constructions of 

development are closely related to and inspired by the dynamics in Protestant 

Christian networks and institutions in the Netherlands.207 Yet, the attribution of 

meaning to orthodox Protestant development as being based on Christian faith 

principles and values in contrast to the approach taken by ICCO seems to contribute 

to an opposition between religious and secular approaches to development.

 The notions of equality and inequality I pointed out in ICCO’s development 

discourse, are also influential in how Woord en Daad attributes meaning to its 

development relations. The idea of shared Christian faith and values discursively 

constructs the relations between Dutch Christian organizations and their counter - 

parts in developing countries as equals. However, power differences continue to 

exist despite the (possibly) shared Christian values. This emphasis on shared 

207 I realize that this distinction may not be historically correct, as the mainstream Protestant 

Churches can be seen as orthodox when comparing them with more liberal Protestant churches 

such as the Mennonite Church and the Vrije Gemeente. For the sake of my argument the distinction 

provides some clarification and I only use the distinction for this reason.
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Christian faith and values is an example of a grammar of encompassment that  

is used to deal with identity and otherness in Christian development relations.  

As anthropologist Gerd Baumann has argued, through a grammar of encompassment 

in which shared characteristics are emphasized, power differences can be 

subsumed or ignored while they continue to exist.208 The emphasis on shared 

Christian principles and values therefore seems to serve to attribute meaning  

to the inequality involved in the cultural encounter between development 

organizations.

3.5  Professionalization and religion between 1980 -2010
The emergence of new Protestant Christian development organizations on the 

development market was not received with enthusiasm. ICCO was not happy with 

the churches from the right wing of the Protestant spectrum that initiated projects 

themselves. The organization feared that the new organization would not respect 

the strict separation between mission and development work that was advocated 

by ICCO and as such would jeopardize Christian development cooperation as a 

whole.209 However, the fear that the new Protestant organizations were a threat to 

ICCO’s monopoly as a co-funding organization of the Dutch government must 

have played a role as well. This did not result in a competition over funds at the 

time, however.

 In the 1980s and 1990s professionalization continued with a firm emphasis on 

improving ‘quality’ and ‘efficiency’. Bos & Prins have argued that this strong 

emphasis on professionalization must be understood in the context of a lack of a 

comprehensive theory of development in The Netherlands.210 Especially ICCO 

continued in line with the shift made in the 1970s and started to focus more on 

non-governmental organizations. Human rights, democratization and gender 

become central in their development discourse. While still being inspired by the 

religious discourses within the World Council of Churches, ICCO’s language 

gradually changed into a more secular and in the Netherlands more widely 

accepted discourse of rights and social justice.211 This change must also be 

understood in the context of broader governmental development discourses in 

which development issues were increasingly considered in a social context rather 

than from a limited economic perspective. In this same period ICCO was confronted 

with questions from counterpart organizations in developing countries about 

208 Gerd Baumann and André Gingrich. Grammars of Identity/alterity: A Structural Approach. (New York: 

Berghahn Books, 2004). 

209 Van Diggelen (2001), 20.

210 Bos & Prins (2000), 172.

211 Cf. Van Diggelen (2005) and Laurus van Essen. ‘Van Kerkelijk bemiddelingsbureau tot professionele 

ontwikkelingsorganisatie. De rol van religie in de externe relaties van ICCO’. (Utrecht/Amsterdam: 

Unpublished thesis, ICCO/ University of Amsterdam, 2006). 
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what Christianity still means for the organization. As an interviewee notes, the 

organization’s identification as Christian is no longer self-evident.212 

 Also, Cordaid and Edukans report that in this period processes of profession-

alization led to secularization in the organizations. Tom van Benten from Cordaid 

explains this in the context of broader societal changes: ‘In the Netherlands we 

went through a process of secularization and many young people in Cordaid are 

not part of the Catholic tradition and have a lack of knowledge (about religion), so 

we realized that if we wanted to continue to affirm our Catholic identity it was 

necessary to educate our staff.’ While the concept of the Catholic identity is used in a 

rather narrow and static sense, as the quote indicates the changed construction of 

the Catholic identity within Cordaid became a concern. Consequently, Cordaid 

has set up courses on Catholic social thought to explain its Catholic inspiration to 

its employees.

 In comparison, organizations such as ZOA and Woord en Daad worked 

independent from church structures but invested in the steady growth of their 

transnational Christian development networks in the 1980s and 1990s. The ways 

these organizations have shaped their networks and partnerships differ. Woord & 

Daad works with Christian counterparts, while ZOA works through country 

offices. Both organizations maintain a strong Christian identity. This comes to the 

fore in the reflections of my interviewees with ZOA and Woord en Daad on the 

question of how professionalization has influenced changes in how identity is 

constructed in the organization. For ZOA, the Christian identity is a crucial aspect 

of the professionalism of its staff. Nevertheless, my interviewee explained that it 

was challenging to secure a Christian identity on the level of individual staff 

members. To illustrate this, he pointed out that ZOA staff tends to work in 

extremely difficult circumstances of conflict and post-conflict situations. It is 

difficult to find adequately qualified people who are willing to work in these 

circumstances. Also, being a Christian can in some situations be riskful. In 

Afghanistan, for instance, ZOA had to hire non-Christian staff. But according to 

my interviewee, the country director ‘secures the Christian identity on the country 

level.’213 

 The idea that professionalization poses challenges to the construction of  

the Christian identity in the organization that I came across at ICCO, Edukans  

and Cordaid is not shared by my interviewees at ZOA and Woord en Daad. Willem 

de Jager from Woord en Daad articulates it strongly: ‘Being Christian is being 

professional!’ Employees of development organizations with an articulate 

212 Interview Isabel Leenman, 2007.

213 Interview Gerard van Heeteren, 2007.
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Christian identity are motivated by personal faith.214 Professionalization is 

conceived of as a result of the religious identity rather than as threatening the 

religious identity of the organization.215  Therefore, in all organizations processes  

of professionalization and of maintaining or redefining religion in relation to 

organizational identity can be recognized. How professionalization and organizational 

identity are related and what the consequences for organizational policies differs 

from organization to organization. Nevertheless, a few trends or commonalities 

can be discerned. Some Christian development organizations experience more 

tension between professionalization and identity than others. Informant Tom van 

Benten, who I have quoted earlier in this section, hints at an adequate explanation 

of this difference. By pointing at the influence of secularization in organizations 

such as Cordaid he shows that the processes of secularization taking place in 

Dutch society have had a stronger impact on ‘liberal’ Christian development 

organizations like ICCO and Cordaid than on ‘orthodox’ Protestant development 

organizations such as Woord en Daad and ZOA.216 The criteria for hiring staff seem  

to an influential factor in this.

 In conclusion, on the basis of the analysis in the previous sections I want to 

point out three differences between orthodox and liberal Christian development 

organizations in the Netherlands that influence the various entanglements 

between development, religion and secularism. First, links between co-funding 

organizations like ICCO and Cordaid and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs ties them 

more closely to secular development discourses. In the case of ICCO we have seen 

how a secular development discourse that ICCO shares with the Dutch Minister 

Jan Pronk is legitimized through a religious discourse. Second, ICCO has actively 

invested in creating a broad network of secular, Christian and other religious 

organizations, while Woord en Daad works in an explicit Christian network. 

Third, there is a strong relation between the construction of organizational 

identity as Christian and the specific constructions of religion in the secular in 

broader Dutch society. While for some organizations professionalization has 

resulted in secularization, for others professionalization necessarily included 

maintaining a strong religious identification. In all cases, the context of changed 

214 Personal faith is an expression used by my interlocutors referring to someone’s affiliation with 

religion should go beyond Church membership and be expressed in everyday life and personal 

(religious) narratives. 

215 In addition to interviews with employees from ZOA and Woord en Daad, I also conducted inter-

views with employees from World Vision and Prisma in which similar arguments were expressed. 

In addition in a PSO meeting on Faith-based Professionalism in September 2011 where I was a 

participant observer, participants from these and other organizations with an articulate Christian 

identity confirmed these views again: being Christian is being professional and the choice to work 

in development cooperation is made from a personal, Christian motivation.

216 



94

CHAPTER 3

interrelations between religion and development in Dutch development 

cooperation in the 1970s has resulted in the attribution of new meanings to 

religion.

3.6  Protestant development networks - politics or inspiration?
From the 1990s onwards ICCO and Cordaid have been increasingly pressured to 

account for the impact of their work by the Minister and the Dutch parliament. 

While the importance of non-governmental development organizations in general 

was acknowledged, Dutch co-funding organizations were increasingly criticized 

in academic and political circles for being paternalistic.217 A change in the 

co-funding system in 2005 stimulated new forms of collaboration and partnership 

between development organizations.218 For the first time other organizations were 

allowed to compete with the co-funding organizations. Since 2007 organizations 

also had to prove that constituencies in Dutch society supported them; from then 

on 25% of the funds had to be donated by donors other than the Dutch government. 

For the co-funding organizations this created a problem. As I have explained, ICCO 

had no tradition in collecting private funds; private gifts were donated directly to 

the Protestant Churches for diaconate and missionary activities. 

 Kerk in Actie (Churches in Action) is the service organization of the Protestants 

Churches in The Netherlands. Kerk in Actie coordinates church funds for diaconal 

and missionary activities, including the humanitarian emergency aid that is 

channelled through church networks. Anticipating changes in government 

funding, ICCO and Kerk in Actie started intensive cooperation in the late 1990s.  

In 2006 this resulted in an official merger of ICCO with the foreign office of Kerk 

217 L. Schulpen & P. Hoebink ‘Ontwikkelingssamenwerking via particuliere ontwikkelingsorganisa-

ties: de MFO’s in perspectief’.  Hulp in Ontwikkeling: Bouwstenen Voor De Toekomst Van Internationale 

Samenwerking. L. Schulpen ed. (Assen: Koninklijke Van Gorcum, 2001), 82. In addition, David Lewis 

(2009) notes an international shift of attention from NGOs to civil society in a broader sense. Ac-

cording to Lewis a critical position towards NGOs is combined with an inclusion of other civil 

society organizations such as unions and faith-based organizations in development funding. Seen 

in the context of this Dutch and international shift in development discourses, ICCO and Cordaid 

are CFOs that represent older relationships between government and civil society. See also Bos & 

Prins (2000).

218 In 2001 the new co-financing system was announced. In this system, which was called MFS (mean-

ing Medefinancierings Systeem in Dutch or Co-funding system in English), government funds 

would be accessible for all applicants that meet certain requirements. The exclusive co-financing 

of ICCO, Cordaid and four other organizations (Oxfam, HIVOS, Plan Nederland and Terre des Hom-

mes) would end when MFS I was started in 2007. MFS changed the funding for non-governmental 

development initiatives, but also came with new requirements based on new views. Amongst oth-

ers because the Millennium Development Goals became the framework on which also the content 

of the applications was judged. This marks a new tendency in which non-governmental develop-

ment programmes were expected to be in line with or resulting from governmental development 

policy. 
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in Actie. In addition ties with Edukans were strengthened. Edukans has a large 

network of (often Christian) schools in the Netherlands that collect private funds. 

ICCO and Edukans had already started cooperating in education programmes 

carried out in developing countries. The Educaids network is a result of the 

cooperation between ICCO and Edukans on education, together with Prisma, 

which is an umbrella organization of orthodox protestant organizations. 

 New opportunities to access government funding and the wish to have a 

stronger voice in lobbying and advocacy with the government motivated orthodox 

Protestant organizations to establish an umbrella organization called Prisma.219 

Prisma currently unites 18 Christian development organizations in The 

Netherlands, among which Woord en Daad and ZOA. In a strategic partnership 

with ICCO, Prisma members accessed ICCO funds. In turn, ICCO was able to get the 

constituency in Dutch society that is required in the new co-financing system. The 

strategic partnerships between ICCO, KerkinActie, Edukans and Prisma resulted 

in a more intensive form of collaboration in the ICCO alliance in 2004. 220 The ICCO 

alliance, particularly the partnership between ICCO and Prisma, was motivated by 

both strategic and more intrinsic considerations. The changes in funding from the 

government created a necessity to cooperate for ICCO; opportunities to access 

funding for Prisma members in that sense had a strategic motivation. Other 

motivations were related to the hope that the voice of Christian development 

organizations towards the government would be strengthened and the wish of 

ICCO especially to connect with constituencies in Dutch society.

 Considering the differences in views that motivated the Protestant Christian 

groups to organize themselves in separate development organizations, it is 

interesting that these organizations were able to bridge their differences. The 

management jargon adopted as a result of professionalization has been instrumental 

in this; it enabled organizations to translate religious, development and political 

views into more neutral and widely acceptable terms. The adoption of management 

jargon in Christian development organizations comes to the fore in the many 

references to the so-called ‘core values’ of organizations that were mentioned in 

the interviews with the staff. ZOA has defined faithfulness as one of its four core 

values. Pieter de Jong explains how this expresses ZOA’s Christian view on 

219 In note 42 I have pointed to the NGO focus within International Development that has shifted to a 

more general orientation towards civil society, including faith-based organizations. The changes 

in the co-financing system stimulate such a shift in the Dutch context. However it must be noted 

that faith-based organizations are always regarded with more suspicion by the Dutch government 

when it comes to their faith identity than in the United States where support for FBOs was boosted 

under the Bush administration. 

220 In addition Oicocredit, Sharepeople became part of the ICCO alliance and from 2010 on ZZG and 

Yente joined the alliance as well. Because these organizations bear no particular relevance for the 

case study on Educaids, I leave them out of the scope of this section.
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development: ‘We do not leave when the attention of donors and the media drains 

away. We want to be loyal to our target group (…) that is how we translate our 

Christian vision.’ ICCO’s core values connect the focus of the organization on 

human rights with the Biblical value of ‘justice’ or gerechtigheid, which has strong 

Christian connotations in Dutch. The ‘core values’ allow organizations to connect 

the technical development discourse with Christian (inspired) values without 

stressing principal theological or philosophical differences too much. Thus, the 

formulation of core values allows organizations to bridge differences, while the 

specific (Christian) identity of the organization can still be affirmed. 

 The ICCO alliance has developed core values directly based on Biblical 

principles: charity, justice and integrity of creation.221 These core values are the 

outcome of a process of negotiation. Leen Jacobs from Edukans puts it like this:

… Over the years we (at Edukans, BB) have come to understand the Christian 

identity in a very broad sense, in a way that everybody (Christian or not, BB) 

can align with. The core values of the ICCO alliance reflect Christian social 

thought much more than the own core values of Edukans.222 

Therefore, while creation of the ICCO alliance was motivated by changes in the 

funding of the Dutch government, the process of alliance building also influenced 

changes in the constructions of religion among participating organizations.223 As 

the ICCO alliance was still in an early phase at the time of the research for this 

thesis, it was too early for my interviewees too reflect on the impact of these 

changes on the individual organizations. However, it is very likely that the 

organizational setting will, indeed, bring about changes in (organizational) 

discourses. 

 In the Dutch debates in the past decade, cultural differences in the field of 

development have not been actively addressed in debates on religion and 

development. Instead, discussions seem to focus on how Dutch development 

organizations themselves could reconcile their religious background and identities 

in relation to their organizational identities. Changes in the funding of non-gov-

ernmental development organizations in the Netherlands, for example, seem to be 

more influential in shaping the process of self-reflection with the ICCO cooperation 

221 Integrity of creation stands for the protection of nature and natural resources and an equal access 

to those resources.

222 Interview May 2008, translation BB.

223 This is also discussed by Inger van Nes in her thesis on ICCO. Cf. Inger van Nes. ‘Identiteit in Ontwik-

keling. Onderzoek naar de noodzaak van een adequaat identiteitsbeleid bij een Faith-Based Ontwik-

kelingsorganisatie in Nederland’. (Unpublished thesis, ICCO and VU University, 2010). 
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than the relations with Christian counterparts in developing countries.224 It is 

slightly paradoxical that the professionalization of practice in development 

organizations that was highly influenced by organizational attempts to meet 

funding requirements by the government, also motivated new constructions of 

religion in relation to development in the Netherlands.225 Interestingly, the 

discussions about the shared values of more orthodox and more liberal Protestant 

development organizations were formulated in terms of a secular management 

discourse, rather than referring to specific theologies or religious discourses. It is 

the more general language of values that enabled Protestant Christian development 

organizations to bridge theological and ethical differences.226 In a broader 

perspective, these developments among Christian development organizations in 

the Netherlands also bespeak the influence of liberal market discourses in the field 

of development.227 

3.7  Reflection 
In this chapter I have explored the interrelatedness of religion and development in 

Dutch development cooperation, by focussing on the history of Christian 

development organizations in the Netherlands. Christian organizations have been 

influential in shaping Dutch development cooperation. Inspired by Christian 

notions of social action, and partially built on missionary networks, religion was 

224 This may change again in the coming years, since ICCO has decentralised all its activities and the 

organization started working through regional and local field offices. On the one hand this is mo-

tivated by the aim to achieve more equal relations with partner organizations, they will be able to 

exercise more influence on ICCO policies. On the other hand it also influenced by the expectation 

that the funding for non-governmental development organizations in The Netherlands will even-

tually be terminated and organizations need to seek funding elsewhere and train their partners 

to access funds locally. This indicates again that the construction of religion as identity of develop-

ment organizations, is tied to strategies to acquire or maintain funding. 

225 In many of the interviews I conducted with development professionals in the Netherlands between 

2006-2010, government funding was mentioned as an important influence on the shaping of profes-

sional practices in development organizations. After the start of MFSII in 2011, the discussion about 

the future/ end of the co-financing system in The Netherlands took over, in which organizations 

distanced themselves from government influence and funding, and started to explore other ways 

to fund their development programmes. This has been a topic of discussion for a lot of develop-

ment professionals. An example is the interview with Cordaid director René Grotenhuis in 2011. 

Accessed on 16 January 2015, available on http://www.viceversaonline.nl/2011/11/rene-grotenhuis-

%E2%80%98er-wordt-in-de-sector-niet-strategisch-geinvesteerd%E2%80%99/.

226 In addition to the strategic partnership via Prisma and the ICCO alliance, orthodox Protestant 

development organizations in the Netherlands have tried to maintain their independence. This is 

possible through the loyal constituency of orthodox Protestant and Evangelical Christians in the 

Netherlands; the question is however to what do they continue to to be an alternative and critical 

to voice when it comes to the meaning of religion in development relations. 

227 Cf. Cecilia Lynch. ‘Religious Humanitarianism and the Global Politics of Secularism’. Rethinking sec-

ularism. Calhoun, C. J., Juergensmeyer, M., & VanAntwerpen, J. eds. (Oxford, N.Y: Oxford University 

Press, 2011), 204-224.
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central in the new development sector as it emerged in the late 1950s. The Christian 

development organizations that were established in the course of time constructed 

and altered development discourses, and have attributed new meanings to religion 

and development. Religion was no longer a primary motivation to engage in 

cultural encounters with people elsewhere in the world. Instead, it became 

meaningful in shaping motivations and strategies to alleviate poverty and fight 

injustice as a new basis for cultural encounter. 

 Christian development organizations in the Netherlands attributed different 

meanings to religion in the cultural encounters of development cooperation. 

While for all organizations this included an increasingly secular approach to 

development, newly established Christian development organizations created 

strong links between secular development approaches and shared Christian faith 

and values. In the different ways of attributing meaning to religion by Christian 

development organizations, two issues stand out. First is the question of how to 

deal with difference and power inequality in the context of cultural encounters. 

While liberal Christian organizations tend to focus on actors who share the 

motivation to tackle unequal relations regardless of their secular or religious 

identity, more orthodox Christian organizations attribute meaning to religion as 

the basis for a relationship with their counterparts. Second is the neoliberal 

competition over funds that resulted in the attribution of meaning to religion as 

something possessing market value. On the one hand, this resulted in a stronger 

identification as Christian, also among the more liberal Christian development 

organizations whose work and networks had been secularized. On the other hand, 

however, this gave rise to meanings of religion as secondary to secular liberal 

development aims. In that sense, it did not counter but continue the increasing 

secularization of development. A closer investigation of how this informed new 

attributions of meaning to religion in the context of cultural encounters will 

follow in the next chapter, which analyses discourses on religion and development 

in the new Millennium.

 In this chapter I have provided an answer to the first sub-question: How is 

religion constructed in the discourse on development in the Netherlands? I have done so by 

analysing the entanglements of religion and development in Dutch development 

cooperation and investigating how these have been shaped and changed over time. 

I have demonstrated that religion and development are discursively entangled. In 

addition, I have shown that these changes in discourse are closely related to 

material changes in development cooperation, due to changed access to economic 

capital, changes in the organizations and the ways they are embedded in networks 

with counterparts in developing countries and in other networks in the 

transnational social field of development. The networks of development have been 

constructed in close entanglement with religious networks, and changes within 
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these networks have consequences for understandings of religion and vice versa. 

The increasing influence of secularism, as a perspective to give meaning to 

development problems and proposed solutions cannot be ignored. 
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A meeting on the Millennium Development Goals in 2002 brought together the 

World Bank and some selected faith leaders to call for including religious leaders 

and organizations in achieving the Millennium Development Goals. 228 In 2000 

Verbeek had concluded in his article that spirituality was a development taboo.  

Yet in 2002 religion seemed fashionable rather than ignored, which was illustrated  

by the speech by Irish singer and development celebrity Bono calling on faith 

leaders to act instead of pray: 

It seems like it would take an act of God to win this battle, to secure a shift  

in paradigm, a shift in the way we see the world, but perhaps it would not.  

It is we who have to act. I might even say that God is on his knees, begging us 

to act, to get up off our behinds—and I include myself in this—and take this 

fight against world poverty to a new level.229

More development donors followed the initiative of the World Bank, including the 

Dutch government and various non-governmental development organizations in 

the Netherlands. In this chapter I will discuss these initiatives and their contribution  

to the Dutch discourse on religion and development in the Netherlands. I explore 

which meanings are attributed to religion in the new networks and institutions 

that were created to produce and consolidate knowledge on religion and development  

in the Netherlands. I will discuss these in relation to international discourses on 

religion and development and in relation to societal discourses on religion and 

social change in the context of the Netherlands.

4.1  Religion in international development politics
The interest in religion that World Bank expressed in the first years of the 

Millennium was part of a broader effort to include the perspectives of poor people 

more in policy development, which resulted in a World Development Report 

entitled Voices of the Poor in 2001. The engagement of the World Bank with religion 

and development resulted in the establishment of a World Faiths Development 

Dialogue (WFDD), which was chaired by the director of the World Bank James 

Wolfensohn and the Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carrey. The WFDD gathered 

leaders from over nine major world religions to reflect on poverty and development. 

Katherine Marshall, who was programme leader on faith and ethics in the World 

228 The Millennium Development Goals are eight goals by which a majority of development donors 

have committed themselves in 2000 to meet the needs of the poorest people and end poverty by 

2015. More information on the Millennium Development Goals is available on http://www.un.org/

millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml (last accessed on November 18th  2014).

229 Bono. ‘Challenge for our generation.’ Millennium Challenges for Development and Faith Institutions. Kath-

erine Marshall and Richard Marsh eds. (Washington DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction 

and Development/World Bank 2002), 13.



104

CHAPTER 4

Bank at the time, was among the first to publish academic reflections on religion 

and development.230 

 UN organizations such as the World Health Organization, UNAIDS and the 

United Nations Population Fund, started initiatives of their own and engaged with 

specific challenges around HIV/AIDS, gender and sexuality in relation to religion. 

In addition, more western development donors began addressing religion as part 

of their development and international relations policies. The United States, for 

example, took an interest in the role of faith-based organizations in development 

and social change. As a result of the establishment of the White House Office of 

Faith-Based and Community Initiatives by President George W. Bush in 2001 

allocation of funds to faith-based organizations increased both in and outside the 

United States.231 This had profound implications on how the discourse on HIV/

AIDS was shaped during this period. Moreover, these initiatives show that the 

agendas of various actors in the field of development are closely intertwined. The 

programme for religion and global development at the Berkley Institute at 

Georgetown University in Washington for example, was directly related to an 

earlier initiative of the World Bank and is currently managed by former World 

Bank advisor Katherine Marshall.232 The various initiatives have demonstrated a 

particular interest in the roles and contributions of faith-based organizations.233 

 In Europe an example of the increased interest in religion in development 

circles can be noted in the research programme on religion and development based at 

Birmingham University. The programme was sponsored by the Department for 

International Development (DFID) and ran from 2005 until the end of 2011.234  

The research programme combined country studies on the role of religion in 

development practice, the exploration of views on development in different world 

religions, and an exploration of how religion is related to themes such as gender, 

economy or law in international development. In this programme academic 

research was connected to government development policies, coming to the fore 

amongst others in the policy briefs that were written as an outcome of the project. 

230 Cf. Katherine Marshall. (2001), 339-375; Marshall, K. The World Bank: From reconstruction to development 

to equity. (London: Routledge, 2008).

231 A report on the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives is available on http://

georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/government/fbci/pdf/innovation-in-compassion.pdf (ac-

cessed 15 January 2015)

232 On the Berkley Center Programme on Religion and Global Development, further information is 

available on http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/programmes /religion-and-global-development 

(accessed on 17 Jan 2015). 

233 The Berkley Center conducted a global mapping of faith inspired organizations that is available 

on http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/projects/global-mapping-of-faith-inspired-organiza-

tions-and-development (accessed on 17 Jan 2015)

234 Further information on the Research Programme at Birmingham University is available on http://

www.religionsanddevelopment.org/index.php?section=1 (accessed on 17 Jan 2015). 



105

TRANSFORMING RELIGION OR TRANSFORMING DEVELOPMENT?

The government of Norway launched a programme on religion and development 

in 2011.235 Recent efforts to create a network on Religion and Development among 

Christian development organizations in Denmark indicate that interest among 

non-governmental actors is certainly present, but that the Danish government is 

rather reluctant to engage with religion.236 

 All these initiatives somehow seem to suggest that religion emerged as a new 

theme in relation to development. However, chapter 3 has shown that for the 

Netherlands, rather than being a new theme the language to address religion and 

the meanings attributed to religion changed. Being aware that international 

organizations consist of a huge diverse group of countries in which religion plays 

important roles, it is important to ask how religion became meaningful in a 

particular way within these new initiatives and institutions and how this 

(potentially) signals changes in meanings attributed to religion in relation to 

development. In this thesis I focus on the Netherlands and in this chapter I built 

on the changed meanings of religion and Christianity observed chapter 3 by 

analysing the discourse on religion and development as it emerged in the 

Netherlands.

 

4.2  Dutch development policy and societal discourses on religion 
The Netherlands was among the countries that took up the theme of religion and 

development quite early, in 2003. Both non-governmental and the government 

started to emphasize that religion is an important, but often overlooked theme in 

development cooperation. Before I introduce the concrete initiatives on religion 

and development that were taken in the Netherlands early in the new Millennium, 

I will highlight some examples of concerns with religion in Dutch development 

cooperation that preceded these initiatives. This serves the purpose of opening up 

a somewhat broader perspective on the discussions within development policy 

circles in which religion was addressed before it became a more explicit theme, 

but is not intended as a systematic analysis of how religion was addressed (or not) 

in the development policies of all ministers for development cooperation. In 

addition, I will point out some dominant traits of the discourse on religion, social 

change and citizenship in the Netherlands that form the context in which the 

discourse on religion and development emerged in the Netherlands. 

 In 1970s development discourse changed from a primarily economic focus to 

include a more social one. The issue of culture is taken up as a theme in Dutch 

235 Further information on the project resulting from the initiative of the Norwegian government 

is available on the website of the Oslo Centre: http://www.oslocenter.no/en/projects/religion-og-ut-

vikling/ (accessed on 17 Jan 2015)

236 Personal communication with the Danish Mission Council in March 2014 and December 2014.
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development cooperation in this period.237 In the course of the 1980s, many actors 

in the transnational field of development acknowledged that cultural change is 

fundamental to development. This view is most visible in the development policy 

of Jan Pronk, who was the Minister for Development Cooperation in two cabinets 

in the 1990s. In his policy document entitled World of Difference that was published  

in 1990, culture was explicitly characterized as a driver for change and a resource 

for empowerment and autonomy.238 The positive view on culture in the World of 

Difference is interesting in the light of the critique on religion that began to emerge  

in the Dutch political and societal context in the 1990s, and that was more 

influential in the subsequent policy document World of Dispute that was published 

by the minister Pronk in 1993.

 The Iranian revolution had confuted the idea that modernization was logically 

followed by secularization and the privatization of religion. This fuelled a negative 

view on the role of religion and in particular of Islam in development and 

modernization among some Dutch politicians, which was exacerbated by the 

Rushdie affair in 1989. Liberal Party Leader Frits Bolkesteijn was most prominent 

in voicing critique on immigration, integration and multiculturalism from a secular, 

liberal perspective.239 Unsurprisingly, the focus on autonomy and empowerment 

in the World of Difference resulted in questions posed in the Dutch parliament on its 

applicability for women in developing countries. The positive view on culture in 

development processes that was expressed in the World of Difference was criticized, 

and the concept of autonomy was questioned.240 Autonomy of people, and women in 

particular, was seen as particularly problematic in Muslim societies.241 These 

questions led to a series of seminars and field studies, the results of which were 

summarized in a study by anthropology professor Willy Jansen and her team at 

Nijmegen University.242 

237 This interest was stimulated by Prince Claus, the prince consort of Queen Beatrix who was a 

member of the National Advisory Council for Development Cooperation from 1964-1984. Cf. Frans 

Bieckmann. De Wereld Volgens Prins Claus. (Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt, 2004). 

238 The attention to culture in The Netherlands fits with an international interest in the relation 

between culture and development expressed in UNESCO’s report ‘The power of Culture. Our 

Creative Diversity’ published in 1996 and an international conference that was organised under 

the same title in 1996 in Amsterdam.

239 Cf. Baukje Prins. Voorbij de onschuld. Het debat over integratie in Nederland. (Amsterdam: van Gennep, 

2000), 25. 

240 Cf. Inspectie Ontwikkelingssamenwerking en Beleidsevaluatie. Vrouwen en Ontwikkeling. Beleid en 

uitvoering in de Nederlandse Ontwikkelingssamenwerking 1985-1996. (Den Haag 1998) 99; Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. ‘Women and Islam in Muslim Societies’. Poverty and Development: Analysis & Policy, 

Nr. 7. (The Hague: KIT & Women and Development Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The 

Netherlands, 1994), 13.

241 Marianne Nolte. “Herbezinning op ‘Vrouwen en Ontwikkeling’ dringend nodig” in Trouw (8-1-1998).

242 Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Women and Islam’. (1994).
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 Simultaneously with the positive view of culture that was introduced in Dutch 

development discourse, a problematization of religion as part of culture is visible 

as well. This attribution of meaning to religion as a problem in development and 

in particular the empowerment of women is visible in two successive research 

projects initiated by the Ministry of Foreign affairs in the late 1990s.243 Departing 

from a positive view on culture, the research projects aimed at showing that 

religion is an important source for Muslim women rather than a barrier. However, 

the research projects discussed the development problems of women in countries 

like Yemen and Mali mainly in religious terms.244 In an attempt to counter an all 

too negative view of religion as a problem, a (similar) culturalist view of Muslim 

women was used to show Islam’s potential for emancipation. One of the research 

reports suggested, for instance, that because these women talk directly to their 

God ‘they have a direct religion and don’t depend on their husbands’.245 Yet, with 

this attribution of meaning to religion as an important source for emancipation, 

the complex entanglement of religion with poverty, ill health, unemployment 

that shape both the problems of women and the solutions to it, are ignored. 

Therefore, even though the projects were aimed at attributing meaning to religion 

as a positive force in development cooperation, through a one-sided and rather 

instrumental understanding of how religion plays a role in the daily lives of 

women in developing contexts, it constructed religion as either a problem or a 

solution in development cooperation. 

 The idea that religion is either good or bad for development must be understood  

in the context of broader discourses on religion in the Netherlands. The interest in 

Muslim women’s empowerment coincided with an increased interest in religion 

by the Dutch public, and especially in Islam.246 While in the 1990s criticism of 

Islam was not (yet) widely voiced in Dutch politics or society, this changed in the 

new Millennium. A growing concern about Islam, fuelled by collective traumatic 

events such as 9-11 and the political murders of Pim Fortuyn and Theo van Gogh, 

243 Ibid.; Mukhopadhyay, Maitrayee. ‘Muslim Women and Development Action Research Project: Syn-

thesis Report 2001’. (Amsterdam: KIT, 2001).

244 I have discussed the problem of culturalist approaches to women’s emancipation and autonomy, 

especially when it comes to women living in Muslim majority societies before in Brenda Bartelink. 

‘The Devil’s Advocate. A Religious Studies perspective on religion and development’. Religion and 

Sustainable Development: Opportunities and Challenges for Higher Education. Cathrien Pater and Irene 

Dankelman eds. (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2009); Brenda Bartelink and Marjo Buitelaar. ‘The challenges of 

incorporating Muslim women’s views into development policy: analysis of a Dutch action research 

project in Yemen’. Gender and Development. Vol. 14.3. (London: Taylor & Francis Ltd., 2006), 351-362.

245 Bartelink and Buitelaar (2006), 356.

246 Sexuality and gender often serve as markers of difference in these debates, as will be further 

discussed in chapter 4.
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resulted in a wide acceptation of this negative view of Islam in Dutch society.247 

Publicist and parliamentarian Ayaan Hirsi Ali became very vocal in the public 

debate between 2002 and 2006 on how, according to her, ‘Islam’ oppressed women. 

Populist politician Geert Wilders based his political agenda largely on this negative 

perception of Islam. In the discourse Muslim women were pictured as symbols of 

an oppressive religion. The representation of sexual and gender equality in 

opposition to religion became crucially important in these political agendas. In 

the new millennium religion was problematized and used as a symbolic marker of 

otherness, with women as its passive victims. This had an impact on the Dutch 

societal debates as well as on the governmental development discourse. This raises 

the question how this context of societal debates and problematizations of religion 

have impacted on the debates and initiatives on religion and development initiated 

by Christian development organizations.

4.3 Critiquing a secular bias in Christian development 
Christian development organizations had been engaged in reflections on Christian 

identity, faith principles and values in relation to processes of professionalization 

and, for some more than others, secularization influencing their own organizations. 

These organizations continued such discussions in the new Millennium. Several 

books that were published between 2000 and 2010,offer insight into these 

reflections. The first book is entitled Als olifanten vechten. Denken over ontwikkelings-

samenwerking vanuit Christelijk Perspectief (When elephants fight…Thinking about 

development from a Christian perspective), and was published in 2001 as the 

outcome of a series of reflections among orthodox Protestant development 

organizations.248 Processes of reshaping and reflecting on organizational vision 

statements were guided by three viewpoints: faith perspectives, the critical 

reflection on this in relation to the sources of inspiration that shape concepts of 

development, and the organization of development work in relation to biblical 

inspiration and professionalism.

 The book Recht in Overvloed (Justice in plenitude) published in Dutch by Gerhard 

Verbeek in 2005 was a follow-up to the previous publication. It was built on a new 

series of meetings organized by the newly established Christian umbrella 

organization Prisma. 249 The book offers a Christian reflection on three fields of 

tension in development cooperation. First it discusses the tension between the 

247 Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Geert Wilders cooperated as member as parliament for the Dutch Liberal Party 

(VVD). Geert Wilders left the VVD in 2004 to start his Freedom Party (PVV), while Hirsi Ali left 

Dutch politics in 2006 to continue her activism to improve the position of Muslim Women to work 

with the American Enterprise Institute.

248 Govert J. Buijs. Als De Olifanten Vechten: Denken Over Ontwikkelingssamenwerking Vanuit Christelijk Perspec-

tief. (Amsterdam: Buijten & Schipperheijn, 2001).

249 Cf. Gerard Verbeek, B. Goudzwaard. (2005).
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limited ownership poor people have over their own development, and the goal 

orientation in development, second the tension between justice and charity, and 

third the tension between identity and professionalism. In all three forms of 

tension, a Christian perspective is proposed that is holistic and necessarily 

includes an open conversation between people in the ‘rich North’ and the ‘poor’ 

people in the South. This conversation should be based on biblical revelation and 

the ethical principles of justice and charity. The meaning attributed to religion  

is that of shared faith principles and values, despite cultural differences. This is 

quite similar to what I noticed in my interviews with representatives of orthodox 

Christian development organizations. Although the book also suggests that 

secular organizations should make an effort to understand the role faith plays in 

the life of religious people, it does not offer suggestions on what this effort might 

look like. 

 A focus on the need to bridge differences between Christian and secular 

approaches can be noted in two further publications. First, the book Onderweg naar 

overvloed (Travelling to multitude), published in 2001, introduced an ecumenical 

perspective on development; it provided a moral framework for organizations to 

differ and to find common ground in their effort to contribute to development 

cooperation.250 The book argues that a Christian ecumenical inspiration is 

distinctive in its view on development on a ‘personal’ and ‘prophetic’ level. On the 

levels of ‘ethics’ and ‘policies’, Christians share notions of how development can  

be achieved and put into practice with non-Christians. On these levels common 

ground between Christian and secular understandings of development can be 

found. 

 More recently, director of Cordaid René Grotenhuis has published a book in 

which he linked his view on development cooperation to Catholic social thinking.251 

In his book Geloven dat het kan (Believing that it’s possible), published in 2008, he 

argues for a stronger value-orientation in development. He argues that a one-sided 

emphasis on efficiency had resulted in an ‘anthropological emptiness’ in which 

the values and motivations that drive people are ignored. In his perspective profes-

sionalism is the outcome of value-driven development cooperation. He therefore 

calls to include attention to values in secular development approaches also. 

Grotenhuis emphasizes the contribution that a Christian development discourse 

has to offer to secular development. In addition, his emphasis on values suggests 

that cultural differences might be bridged more easily when values are addressed. 

What the books discussed here have in common is that they offer reflections on 

how a professional approach to development may be based on Christian inspiration, 

250 Cf. Meindert Roelof Kamminga. Onderweg naar overvloed: naar een oecumenische visie op ontwikkeling en 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking. (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2001). 

251 Cf. Grotenhuis (2008).
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even though this can sometimes not visibly be distinguished from secular 

development. A more explicit critique of secular development discourse can be 

seen in the edited volume The Development of Religion/ The Religion of Development that 

was published in 2004 in honour of Philip Quarles van Ufford, an anthropologist 

at the VU/ Free University in Amsterdam. Although Quarles van Ufford had been 

closely affiliated with ICCO, he increasingly criticized the influence of secularization  

in ICCO and development cooperation more generally. The volume written in his 

honour brings together a range of academic essays that reflect on how development 

discourse is constructed in relation to religion and secularism, and offers 

suggestions for how the role of religion in development practice can be better 

understood. 

 The chapter by Govert Buijs, who also edited and wrote the introduction to the 

‘Orthodox-Protestant’ volume Als olifanten vechten, is particularly relevant. Buijs 

argues that religion is neglected or downplayed as a factor of importance in 

development cooperation, which he blames on a secular bias in (much) development 

thinking. He criticizes a specific western approach to achieve development for 

claiming to be universal. He argues that while development is based on a universal 

motivation to achieve development and relief of suffering inspired by Christian 

values, there is no universal practice. In fact, it is important to connect to localized 

approaches to achieve development aims, and that connecting to religion is an 

important aspect of that. If development is really open to the possibility of change, 

then it should allow room for that what motivates people to change, including 

religion. Thus, rather than presupposing a shared Christianity that shapes the 

cultural encounter in development cooperation, Buijs argues that development 

should empirically open up to explore how people in developing contexts are 

motivated by religion in their aspirations to development. The realization that 

religions matters to people in developing contexts may stimulate a broader 

reflection on development and the moralities involved. 

 In more liberal circles of Christian development cooperation, the secular bias 

for religion in development is also criticized. The earlier mentioned author Quarles  

van Ufford has recently edited with Jaap Breetvelt (who had just retired from his 

job at ICCO and Kerk In Actie)252 their book Als uw leerling tussen de volken (As your 

disciple among the nations): they critique the Protestant Churches in The 

Netherlands for transforming missionary relations into secular development 

networks and thus forsaking a Christian missionary calling.253 The authors point, 

amongst others, at the influence of neoliberal funding frameworks in which 

mission has become a product rather than a relationship. They call for a new 

252 Quarles van Ufford was a board member of Kerk in Actie in the eighties. 

253 Cf. Jaap Breetvelt and Phillip Quarles van Ufford. eds. Als uw leerling tussen de volken. Op zoek naar de 

missionaire roeping van de Protestantse Kerk in Nederland anno 2010. (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2010). 
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engagement with organizations in the South, a prophetic role instead of a powerful 

one (calling for justice, being critical of power) and for reflection instead of a 

one-sided focus on results. In summary, Als uw leerling tussen de volken is a strong 

critique of the secularization of Christian development cooperation based on 

neoliberal influences, and calls to attribute new meanings to religion as a more 

intrinsic rather than instrumental motivation in development. 

 Together these publications demonstrate that newly emerging discourses  

on religion and development in the Netherlands partially emerged from the 

discussions over the role of Christianity in Christian development organizations. 

The publications have two arguments in common: the need for reflection on 

Christianity and development in Christian development organizations, and the 

growing critique on the secular bias in governmental development discourse 

which shapes the policies and practices of Christian development organizations 

through the emergence of neoliberal funding schemes.

4.4  Christian development and the academic study of religion 
The need that was felt within ICCO and Cordaid and a range of other Christian 

development organizations to increase knowledge on religion in development 

cooperation resulted in a first initiative for cooperation in this field. Together with 

the World Council of Religion and Peace they established an endowed chair on 

Religion, Human Rights and Social Change at the Institute of Social Studies in The 

Hague in 1999.254 Scholar of Religion Gerrie ter Haar held the chair from its 

inception until her retirement in 2011; the chair was ended at the same time. In 

her inaugural lecture in 2000, Ter Haar underlined the relevance of studying 

religion in relation to human rights by pointing at religious conflicts and violence 

around the world and the emergence of political Islam.255 

 According to Ter Haar ‘secular politics’ in the West have influenced a view  

of religion that was ‘all too often a negative aspect of human culture (… and) 

responsible for abuses of human rights more often than it is a factor in their 

protection.’256 Ter Haar argued that religion is too often seen as (part of) a problem, 

and critiqued secular politics for overlooking the examples in which religious 

254 The World Conference on Religion and Peace is an international organization of representatives 

of world religions that is dedicated to promoting peace in the world. They have been contributing 

their expertise on religion, conflict and human rights to the consortium that established the Chair. 

On the inaugural chair, cf. Lisette van der Wel. ‘Religion, Development and People with us’. Stories 

and images of the 10-year Chair on Religion and Development at the Institute of Social Studies in The Nether-

lands. (Den Haag: Institute of Social Studies, 2009).

255 Gerrie ter Haar. ‘Rats and cockroaches and people like us. Views of Humanity and Human Rights.’ 

(Rotterdam: Erasmus MC: University Medical Center Rotterdam, 2000, April 13). Available on http://

hdl.handle.net/1765/30880. Accessed on September 4 2015.; 

256 Ter Haar (2000), 4.
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actors have protected or advanced human rights. She stated that religion should 

also be seen as a solution to social problems, as an agent of social change. However, 

she also warned that attention to the positive role of religion should not result in 

a form of cultural relativism that denies the ways in which religion can also be 

problematic. Ter Haar primarily attributed meaning to religion as a positive force 

in development. However, she also referred to the problematization of religion 

that was characteristic of the wider societal debates on religion at the time. This 

view resonated with research projects of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that 

emphasized Islam as a source of empowerment for Muslim women in response to 

the problematization of Islam as hampering women’s lives. Therefore, despite its 

focus on the positive role of religion in the promotion of human rights and 

development, Ter Haar’s inaugural lecture also constructed religion as an 

ambivalent force. 

 The new initiative to devote attention to religion and its roles and meanings in 

development is not connected to the discussions on the Christian identities that 

were discussed above. This means that religion was attributed meaning in more 

distant manner, being primarily a characteristic of a distant other in developing 

countries. At the same time, by focussing on the positive roles of religion the 

inaugural lecture seems to respond to an increasing problematization of religion 

in public and policy circles in the Netherlands. Therefore despite the desire to 

provide an alternative perspective, the lecture also seems to operate within the 

framing of religion as ambivalent and thereby contributing to an increasingly 

dominant secular understanding of religion as either good or bad. I will pick up on 

this observation and discuss this more thoroughly in subsequent sections in this 

chapter. What is relevant here is that academic knowledge production is not 

necessarily independent of broader societal discourses; the intertwining of policy 

and research agendas in the inception of the endowed chair is a case in point. That 

said, the inception of the endowed chair marks a new phase in the reflections on 

religion in development cooperation, in which more distant, academic knowledge 

on religion was produced that attributed meaning to religion as an ambivalent 

force in development.257

4.5  The ‘return of religion’ to the development policy agenda
At the time that Jan Pronk, affiliated with the PVDA (Social Democratic Party), was 

the Minister for Development Cooperation, religion was addressed as a part of the 

policy on culture and development. While some of the initiatives resulted in 

programmes that continued after Pronk left office, his successor Evelien Herfkens, 

also from the PVDA, did not address culture or religion in her policy. This changed 

257 Jones and Petersen (2011), 1291-1306.
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when Agnes van Ardenne from the CDA (Christian Democratic Party) became 

Minister for Development Cooperation between 2002-2007.258 She expressed a 

special interest in religion and initiated several projects; the Knowledge Forum on 

Religion and Development Cooperation is the most visible institution that emerged 

from this interest in Religion and Development.259 

 To briefly summarize its aims and activities, the Knowledge Forum was 

established in 2005 to enhance policy dialogue on religion and development 

between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs  (MFA) and nine Dutch development 

organizations, among which ICCO, Kerkinactie, Prisma and Cordaid.260 At the 

launch of Knowledge Forum, Minister Van Ardenne stated that ‘we (…) should put 

religion back on the policy map.’261 Despite the enthusiasm of the Minister, the 

support within the MFA itself was limited; MFA officials feared that the separation 

between church and state would be jeopardized if the government were to focus 

on religious issues.262 This limited the space that Van Ardenne had to change 

development policy, making her effort on religion and development more of a 

personal mission. This mission was in line with initiatives taken by Christian 

development organizations like ICCO and Cordaid. These organizations saw their 

own interest in religion and development reflected on a governmental level, which 

resulted in the organization of several working groups and conferences resulting 

in a Handout on Religion and Development Policy in 2008. After that the Knowledge 

Forum silently disappeared, while some activities were taken over by the Knowledge 

Centre Religion and Development that will be discussed in the next section.

258 Van Ardenne was in office from 2002 as junior Minister and from 2003-2007 as Minister for Devel-

opment Cooperation.

259 Other examples are an international conference with the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) 

on reproductive rights and culture in 2004 in which a lot of attention was devoted to religion, 

culture, gender and sexuality. In addition Minister van Ardenne requested advice of the Dutch 

Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV) on the influence of religion and culture on develop-

ment cooperation, the advice was published in 2004 and can be accessed at http://www.aiv-advies.

nl/ContentSuite/template/aiv/adv/collection_single.asp?id=1942&adv_id=295&language=NL (last 

checked on November 19th 2014). I was involved in organising this conference as an intern at the 

Women and Development department of the MFA. While my interest in the Academic study of 

discourses on religion and development was raised at the time of my internship, I had already left 

the MFA when Van Ardenne took the initiative the set up the Knowledge Forum on Religion and 

Development Policy. When it comes to the Knowledge Forum, I am not an insider; however I have 

been participating in several meetings in my role as PhD-researcher. 

260 The Forum is a joint venture of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and nine NGOs: Cordaid, ICCO, Kerk 

in Actie, Hivos, IKV Pax Christi, Oikos, Seva, Prisma and CMC Mensen met een Missie.

261 Agnes van Ardenne-Van der Hoeven. ‘The outstretched hand’. Speech given at the Cordaid, ICCO 

and ISS Conference “Religion: A Source for Human Rights and Development Cooperation” on 7 Sep-

tember 2005 in Soesterberg. Accessible on http://parlis.nl/pdf/bijlagen/BLG6489.pdf (last checked 

on November 19th 2014)

262 This was mentioned in personal communication I had with several people working (closely) with 

the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs while I was working there and afterwards. 
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 The establishment of the Knowledge Forum on Religion and Development 

indicates that a wider group of development organizations as well as politicians 

and policymakers had taken an interest in religion and development. The forum 

also included the humanist organization Hivos for example. In addition, it also 

shows that these Dutch development organizations had a lobbying aim of creating 

more attention to religion in development circles. The establishment of the Forum was 

one strategy to do so. The involvement of lobbying organization BBO corroborates 

this observation. This raised the question how religion was attributed meaning in 

this attempt to create more attention to religion in Dutch development policy, and 

how this was done in cooperation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I will 

briefly explore some arguments made that are insightful in this respect. 

 Starting with the words spoken at the launch of the Knowledge Forum, it is 

remarkable that the Minister of Development Cooperation Van Ardenne stated 

that ‘we should put religion back on the policy map’. This erroneously suggests 

that religion had been absent from policy for a long time; only one year before she 

took office, the research projects on Muslim Women and Development had been 

finalized, but this had somehow been forgotten already.263 In addition, the long 

history of active involvement of Christian organizations in Dutch development 

cooperation is overlooked in coining religion as a new development policy theme. 

However, this may also be somehow related to a growing realization among 

academics and development professionals of a secularist bias in development 

cooperation. Also, the Minister’s claim can be seen as a way to create a distinct 

profile as a Minister from the Christian Democratic Party, vis-à-vis her predecessors 

who had allegedly ignored religion or discussed it as an aspect of Culture.

 The question then is which meaning Minister Van Ardenne attributed to 

religion, and how this was new or different from the prevalent view on religion as 

an ‘ambivalent force264’.  Her speech starts with her own recollection of Catholic 

missionaries and with examples of how various religious texts have motivated 

people to care for the poor. She applauds the initiative to create attention to the 

positive roles religion plays, and points at the important role of churches and 

religious organizations in providing education and health care in developing 

countries. She then turns to discussing ‘religious extremism’:

263 In 2003 there were still plans within the women and development department to write an evalua-

tion of the MWDAR project. When I started my internship in this department in September 2003 

this was part of my assignment. After a few months this idea was terminated because of more press-

ing responsibilities. Part of the material I gathered at the time has been a basis for my MA thesis on 

Muslim women and development.

264 Cf. pp 95
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…by working with reliable governments and reliable religious organizations, 

development agencies can keep children out of schools that teach hatred. This 

is a much more efficient way of combating terrorism than fighting the 

graduates of those schools on our own streets.265 

Both examples of how religion plays a positive role are based on a rather 

instrumental meaning of religion for development and draw upon an ambivalent 

construction of religion. Van Ardenne criticizes parliamentarian and Islam critic 

Ayaan Hirsi Ali for stating that we should ‘get rid of religion and cultivate an 

attitude of curiosity’. However, the Minister herself had been quoted before as 

arguing that ‘Islam is indeed a more violent religion than the protestant Christian 

or Buddhist religion.’266 Her construction of religion as an ambivalent force thus 

also resonated with a negative view of Islam that influenced public and political 

discourses at the time. 

 In 2006 and 2007 the Knowledge Forum organized a series of meetings 

exploring religion as a positive ‘driver of change’. Religion was discussed as a 

‘Janus-faced’ force.267 During a roundtable discussion I participated in that 

addressed religion as a driver for change, it was clearly stated that exploring the 

positive role of religion should go hand in hand with exploring its role as a barrier 

to development in order to understand the values underlying both positions.268 

The meetings were concluded with a written Handout on Religion and Development 

Policy that was published in 2008.269 The focus in this document was on efforts to 

convince officials, diplomats and other development professionals of the relevance 

of religion for development. The importance of religion for development policy 

was also affirmed by stating that religion matters to people individually. The 

handout advocates ‘religious empathy’ as an important quality in policy makers as 

this will enable them to make development policies and programmes effective 

and fit for (religious) people in developing countries.270 It attributes meaning to 

religion as an ambivalent force in development, as comes to the fore in the 

following quote: 

265 Agnes van Ardenne. The outstreched hand. (2005)

266 G. van Westerloo. ‘Interview met Minister van Ardenne, ‘Het zijn geen asielzoekers’.’ Wordt Vervolgd. 

Maandelijks informatieblad van Amnesty International in Nederland en België. (2004).

267 Personal notes at the meeting on Religion and Development, on October 25

268 Ibid.

269 D. de Jong. ‘Religion and Development Policy: Handout’. (Utrecht: The Knowledge Forum for Re-

ligion & Development Policy, 2008). Accessed November 19th 2014. Available on http://www.reli-

gion-and-development.nl/publications (last).

270 D. De Jong (2008), 12.
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… religion has two sides, both of which need to be acknowledged. Scientific 

research and experiments in several countries have produced evidence that 

many religious organizations and leaders have indeed contributed to health 

care, education, poverty reduction and peacebuilding. But conversely, research 

also shows that religious rigidity initiates and re-enforces poverty, conflict, 

inequality and exclusion. Religious traditions can hamper development, for 

example by excluding women from education and by propagating certain 

views on sexuality. 

After the publication of the hand-out the Knowledge Forum on Religion and 

Development became inactive. One influential factor in this was the change in 

office in 2007 that caused the Knowledge Forum to lose its political support. The 

new Development Minister Koenders, from the Social Democractic Party, was not 

interested in emphasizing religion as much as his predecessor was, and was not 

motivated to continue subsidizing an independent Knowledge Forum. The Knowledge 

Forum was never officially ended and for some time continued to be mentioned as 

part of the Knowledge Centre Religion and Development that I will discuss later.

 The example of the Knowledge Forum illustrates again that knowledge 

oriented approaches that seem largely a-political at first sight, cannot be seen 

outside the context in which they were initiated. The close connections between 

the Knowledge Forum and the policy agenda Minister Van Ardenne suggest that 

this is unavoidable. In addition, the increasingly politicized domestic debate in 

which religion (and Islam in particular) is considered as hampering development 

resulted in the construction of religion as ambivalent. In this sense I see the knowledge 

produced by the Knowledge Forum rather as a discursive materialization of a 

societal discourse in which religion is problematized; alternatives offered are a 

response rather than an exploration of new meanings of religion in development 

cooperation.

4.6  The Knowledge Centre Religion and Development
In 2004 Cordaid initiated The Knowledge Centre Religion and Development (KCRD) 

in which ICCO also became involved.271 For the sake of clarity I will refer to the 

Knowledge Centre Religion and Development by using the abbreviation: KCRD. 272 

271 ICCO is involved informally from 2004 and as an official participant from 2006 on. Other participants 
(next to Cordaid and ICCO) are the Islamic University in Amsterdam, SEVA Network Foundation and 
OIKOS Foundation. From 2011 Edukans, Mensen met een Missie, Islamic Relief Netherlands and the 
Migranten Consortium became participants. The Islamic University (IUR) withdrew as participant 
because it is not primarily a development organization. In an earlier phase the ISS had come to a similar 
conclusion. Both organizations remain involved as knowledge institutions.

272 After 2007, when the initiating Minister Agnes van Ardenne had left office, the Knowledge Forum and the 
KCRD became much closer related and governed by the same secretariat at OIKOS Foundation.  Over the 
years the Knowledge Forum had gradually stopped its activities or they were subsumed under the KCRD. 
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The KCRD is a joint venture of different development organizations that wish to 

reflect on the role of religion in development processes from an interreligious and 

intercultural perspective. While Christian development organizations ICCO and 

Cordaid have played an important role in the KCRD from the start, Muslim and 

Hindu (migrant) organizations have been involved as well. Since its establishment, 

the KCRD has organized events and stimulated debates on a wide range of issues 

related to religion and development. It has also been involved in attempts to more 

clearly define religion in relation to development.273 The focus of the KCRD was:

…on the practical role of religion in sustainable development (…) This starts on 

the micro-level, both in the Netherlands and in developing countries. It has to 

do with the question of which role religion plays in specific situations. This 

can be with regard to Catholics but also Islam, Hinduism or Buddhism.274

Calling for more attention to religion in development cooperation was an important 

first aim that also grew into other ambitions:

The realization that religion is important is a first step, which requires a new 

action. It brings out the question why and how religion is important. 

Developing instruments is an important phase (…), a challenge in which we 

find ourselves now.275

Both quotes illustrate the practical focus of the KCRD; it aims at producing the 

type of knowledge that was of benefit to the practice of development organizations.  

I will analyse how the KCRD attributed meaning to religion by studying two 

conferences organized by the KCRD: Transforming Development in 2007 and 

Religion in Fragile States in 2008.276 This choice is based on several considerations. 

273 David Renkema. ‘Religie als instrument voor ontwikkelingssamenwerking’. Religie en Samenleving. 

Vol. 4.1. (Delft: Eburon, 2009), 37-57.; the definition of religious resources is based on Gerrie ter Haar 

& Stephen Ellis. (2006).

274 Interview with the coordinator of the KCRD, October 2007

275 Interview Isabelle Leenman, ICCO, November 2007.
276 At that point I was exploring case studies for this project on Religion and Development. The KCRD 

allowed me to be involved in some of their activities as a researcher; in return I have contributed 
to reporting sessions of the two conferences. Hence I contributed to the reports that have been 
produced afterwards. Louke van Wensveen. ‘Transforming development. Exploring approaches to 
development from religious perspectives’. (Conference report, Utrecht: Knowledge Centre Religion 
and Development, 2008). Accessible on http://www.religion-and-development.nl/publications/13/
conference-report-transforming-development-exploring-approaches-to -development-from-
religious-perspectives-dr-louke-van-wensveen-april-2008. ; Welmoet Boender. ‘Religion, conflict 
and development in fragile states’. (Conference report, Utrecht: Knowledge Centre Religion and 
Development, 2009). Accessible on http://www.religion-and-development.nl/publications/2/conference- 
report-religion-conflict-and-development-in-fragile-states-dr-welmoet-boender-2009. (last checked 
November 19th 2014).
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First (1), I have followed the work of the KCRD most intensively in 2007 and 2008 

and the two international conferences were organized in these years. Second (2), 

these conferences were international conferences and may provide some insight 

into the dynamics of transnational development relations. Third (3), the two 

conferences represent two discursive approaches to the KCRD to religion and 

development that I have noticed as a participant observer over the years, in relation 

to (4) changing political winds. The KCRD organized the first conference in 2007 

when there was still political support for religion and development by Minister 

Agnes van Ardenne, while the second conference was influenced by the changed 

discourse on religion after Bert Koenders became the minister for development 

cooperation. The comparative perspective therefore also highlights how non-gov-

ernmental initiatives on religion and development are influenced by changes in 

government policies. 

4.6.1  The limitations of an integral approach to development
The conference Transforming Development that took place in autumn 2007 was 

based on the idea that religious and spiritual visions of ‘the good life’ have an 

important impact on the construction of development discourses. The KCRD’s 

conference organizers asked the participants to start with personal reflections on 

the good life. They were then invited to participate in a sophisticated process of 

group discussions with the aim of constructing what was called an ‘integral 

approach’ to development cooperation. In a series of workshops with creative 

communication exercises and intensive debates on development cooperation, 

religion and spirituality, ‘integral development’ was presented as an alternative 

for western development thinking.

 The conference took as its point of departure a firm critique of dominant views  

on development and development cooperation. Participants told many stories about  

how professional development cooperation had ignored the importance of religion,  

values and inspiration in the past.277 Participants from outside Western Europe 

were particularly able to stress how they perceived the western development 

agenda as being too rational, top-down and instrumental. ‘Western’ development 

thinking was equated with an economic perspective on development, characterized 

by words such as goal orientation, accounting and evaluation. In contrast, integral 

development was introduced as a spiritual perspective on development rather 

than a rational, economic one. In this perspective development is associated with 

words like process, relationship and reflection. Integral development as a concept 

remained somewhat vague throughout the conference, but exercises and 

discussions during the conference demonstrated that it offered an alternative way 

277 Renkema (2009), 58.
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to deal with cultural and religious differences in the encounter between 

development actors. This quote from my report on the opening of the conferences 

is an illustration:

In the opening session of the conference, participants were asked to stand  

up when their religious or spiritual affiliation was mentioned. A ‘line-up’  

of different religions (Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism) also 

included ‘agnosticism’. It surprised me that ‘agnosticism’ was one category of 

faith amongst others. Also I felt uncomfortable to have to identify with any  

of the categories. 

This ritual at the opening of the conference did reveal what integral development 

meant to the organizers. It was an attempt to acknowledge all different (religious) 

worldviews. The reference to ‘agnosticism’ underlined the relevance of non-religious 

worldviews besides religious ones. Consequently, the shared religiosity and 

spirituality of all participants could be emphasized, whether religious or not. In 

including ‘agnosticism’ and focussing on establishing equality between participants 

the conference was made as inclusive as possible.

 Integral development appeared to be drawing on a ‘grammar of encompassment’, 

as defined by the anthropologist Gerd Baumann; differences between religious 

traditions were subsumed under the umbrella of integral development.278  This 

encompassing grammar was an alternative way to deal with the differences 

between participants of Dutch organizations and their counterpart organizations 

from Africa, Asia and Latin America; one that did not take the primacy of western, 

secular development thinking as its point of departure. However, Baumann points 

out that although the grammar of encompassment seems to emphasize equality, 

the specific characteristics of a religion and it’s meaning to those who adhere to it 

are subsumed by those who are most powerful. Therefore, the grammar of 

encompassment erroneously suggests that power inequalities are overcome. 

 The risk of affirming such an integral approach to development is that it 

ignores complicated questions, fields of tension, (potential) conflicts and power 

differences between actors in the transnational social field of development. This 

was illustrated in a discussion on whether development cooperation should be 

process-driven or result-driven. A participant from a developing country stated that 

integral development should focus on processes, spiritual progress and relationships, 

rather than on results and efficient ways to achieve these. In response, an ICCO 

employee stated: ‘Only good intentions give no results’.279 In other words, in his 

278 Baumann (2003), 25.

279 Original quote in English
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view results and accountability remain important herewith stressing the 

importance of secularising tendencies for development work.280 The discussion 

points to the potential tension between ideals of inclusion on the one hand, and 

different meanings attributed to religion in its entanglement with development 

on the other. 

 The construction of religion as something that unites people in different 

cultures and parts of the world in one common vision of development resembles 

the emphasis on shared Christian faith and values that I noted earlier in the 

discourses of orthodox Protestant organizations. However, an emphasis on shared 

Christian, or religious values for that matter, does not exclude the many differences 

that exist between development organizations in the Netherlands and their 

counterparts in developing countries. Therefore, attributing meaning to religion 

as something that unites or encompasses difference can therefore be seen much 

more as a strategy to avoid taking seriously cultural difference than a means to 

actually overcome it. The conference on Transforming Development introduced an 

alternative discourse to handle power differences in the cultural encounters in 

the transnational social field of development by attributing meaning to religion 

and criticizing secular dominance rather than engaging in a process of dialogue 

and exchange over the multiple ways in which development is envisioned and 

practiced. 

4.6.2  Framing religion as ambivalent 
In 2008, the KCRD organised a conference on Fragile States and Religion. In many 

ways this marks a shift in the KCRD’s approach to religion and development. In 

2007 Bert Koenders from the Labour Party became the new Minister for 

Development Cooperation. Unlike his predecessor, he was hesitant to focus on 

religion because it would make religion a too political issue. The focus in his 

development policy was on ‘fragile states’. Fragile States are those states that lack 

the capacity or do not have the political will to let the state function and to 

guarantee public safety and public provisions.281 Characteristic of fragile states is 

that they are often very poor, lack governance and are involved in internal and 

external conflicts. 

 The KCRD decided to focus on fragile states and religion in 2008. This enabled 

the KCRD to emphasize the relevance of religion for development processes on a 

280 See Louke van Wensveen, (2008). 

281 Fragile states lack the ability to develop mutually constructive relations with society and often 

have a weak capacity to carry out basic governance functions. Cf. Organization of Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD). Fragile States 2013. Resources flows and trends in a shifting world. 

(Paris: OECD, 2013). Accessed on November 19th 2014. Available on http://www.oecd.org/dac/incaf/

FragileStates2013.pdf.)



121

TRANSFORMING RELIGION OR TRANSFORMING DEVELOPMENT?

politically significant theme in a less supportive political climate. The conference 

on Fragile States and Religion was quite different in its approach to religion 

compared to the Transforming Development Conference. It was more modest in 

terms of size to begin with; only a few people from developing countries were 

invited to give lectures and presentations. The focus of the conference was not on 

(changing) personal views on development, but on bringing in the professional 

expertise of the invitees.

 Recurrent points for discussion were the political implications of focussing  

on religion in an analysis of conflict and peace building. Religion was attributed 

meaning as an instrument to deal with conflict and instability in discussions that 

focused on the possible crucial role of faith-based organizations and religious 

leaders can play in conflict prevention, peace building and reconciliation. The 

relevance of religion was underlined by stating that 

…in fragile states, conflict resolution, reconciliation, poverty reduction, and 

democratisation are key aspects of development cooperation and peace 

building. Religion typically affects all these efforts, whether as a constructive 

force or as a source of concern (…) While religious factors can be part of the 

problem, religious resources can also be part of the solution.282

This indicates that religion was seen as being easily politicized, but important 

because of its access to grassroots-networks at the same time. Religion was 

attributed meaning as something ambivalent in development. It was both 

problematized for its contribution to fuelling conflict as well as seen positively as 

instrumental in creating peace or stability. 

 The two conferences organized by the KCRD attributed quite different meanings 

to religion in development. Transforming Development in 2007 attempted to be 

inclusive by subsuming differences between development actors from the 

Netherlands and developing contexts by using an encompassing grammar. The 

shared religiosity and spirituality was emphasized as an important source for 

development. Compared to the other initiatives on religion and development, this 

conference was innovative in its approach to religion by offering a new perspective on 

development itself by viewing religion as an authoritative source for development. 

As such, Transforming Development attempted to counter dominant secularist ideas 

in the development discourse of the international development sector. I question 

the extent to which such a new approach to development is possible, in particular 

when differences are subsumed under an encompassing concept such as integral 

development. The unequal transfer of economic capital from western governments 

282 Boender (2009), 9.
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and organizations to Africa is powerful in structuring development relations; 

more equal power relations are hard to realize when this structure is remains 

unchanged.

 The Fragile States Conference in 2008 focused on drawing attention to religion 

in development by making explicit connections between government development 

policy themes. The changed political approaches to development cooperation 

influenced the choice to emphasize the relevance of religion. It returned to 

emphasizing religion as ambivalent by presenting religion as a positive instrument 

for peace building and development. Nevertheless, the KCRD has combined the 

two in their later work.283 The Dutch book Religie en Ontwikkeling. Handreikingen voor 

de Praktijk that was published in 2011 reflects the diversity in themes and 

approaches to religion explored by the KCRD.284 The book is written for Dutch 

practitioners in development organizations. It aims to draw their attention to the 

role of religion in development and offers suggestions how to include this in 

development practice.285 Insights from the conference on Transforming 

Development are, for example, translated in the chapters entitled Religious empathic 

dialogue and No outreach without inreach. These chapters explicitly draw upon the 

language created and insights gained in this conference. The conference on 

Religion in Fragile States was the basis for a thematic section with the same title 

drawing on insights from this conference with its stronger emphasis on the 

religion as ambivalent. 

 The book for practitioners demonstrates a degree of coherence in the various 

events organized by the KCRD that is not reflected in my emphasis on the difference 

between the two conferences discussed in this section. Acknowledging this, I do 

consider my analysis relevant for the argument I attempt to build on how the 

entanglements between the discourse on development and the political and 

societal discourses in the Netherlands have informed the ways meanings are 

attributed to religion in development. Central to this argument is that discourses 

on religion and development are to a large extent constructed in The Netherlands, 

despite the claims that these initiatives have been taken to raise awareness about 

the ‘important role’ that religion plays in developing countries. By highlighting 

the shift in how religion was conceptualized in development cooperation by the 

KCRD, I aim to demonstrate that the changes produced in discourses on religion 

and development can be explained by changes in Dutch politics of development. 

283 While it is difficult to do justice to the wide range of subjects addressed by the KCRD since 2006 in a 

short section like this, it is important to note that the KCRD has organised smaller events that build 

on the insights of both conferences.

284 Welmoet Boender, Ester Dwarswaard & Mariske Westendorp. Religie en Ontwikkeling. Handreikingen 

voor de Praktijk. (Utrecht: Kennis Centrum Religie & Ontwikkeling, 2011).

285 Boender (2011), 6.
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4.7 Reflection
In the new Millennium religion became a theme on the agendas of international 

development actors. This chapter has explored how new initiatives and actors that 

started to influence the discourse religion and development in the Netherlands 

have been informed by public and political discourses. To conclude, I will reflect 

on two observations in this respect. The first observation is that the concern with 

religion as a problem in Dutch public and political discourse has created space for 

drawing attention to the importance of religion in development. The second 

observation is that this has influenced the meanings attributed to religion in 

relation to development. 

 Christian development organizations had previously been concerned with the 

relation between Christian faith and values, the Christian identity of the 

organization and the professionalization of development practice. In these 

discussions a more general critique can be noted on the increasing secularization 

of development cooperation and the existence of a secular bias against the role of 

religion in development. Problematizations of religion in the Netherlands focused 

on Islam in particular. A concern with the empowerment of Muslim women 

reveals a secular liberal discourse in which religion is seen as hampering the 

agency of individuals. Yet this problematization of religion based on secular liberal 

discourse has also provided development organizations with the opportunity to 

address religion more generally in relation to development issues. Among others, 

the example of the conference on religion and fragile states illustrated how the 

problematization of religion has offered space for connecting the aim of drawing 

attention to religion in development to mainstream development discourse. 

 The problematization of religion created space for affirmation of religion’s 

positive role in development. While this also led to voicing an alternative and 

more critical view of the dominance of secular liberal development discourses, as 

we have seen in the example of Transforming Development, religion was generally 

seen as something ambivalent. The ambivalence of religion as a recurrent view 

came to the fore in the activities of three initiatives discussed: the endowed chair, 

the Knowledge Forum and the KCRD. 

 Stephanie Garling argues in her of analysis religion in German discourses on 

development cooperation, that the concept of ambivalence in itself has become 

fashionable in postmodern thinking.286 According to Garling the construction of 

religion in development as something ambivalent has become widely accepted 

because it suggested that religion no longer could be a hampering force, without 

also being a positive force for development.287 This notion of ‘Ambivalence of the 

286 Stephanie Garling. Vom Störfaktor zum Operator. Religion im Diskurs der Entwicklungszusammenarbeit. 

(Doetinchem: Springer, 2013), 126.

287 Cf. Garling (2013), 166.
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Sacred’ refers to a book on religion and development published by the Professor of 

History at Notre Dame University Scott Appleby. Coining religion as ambivalent in 

the context of development resonated with much development thinking on the 

topic, and its influence can clearly be recognized in discourses on religion and 

development in the Netherlands.288 

 In my view, the argument that religion can both hamper and enable development 

is problematic in the context of cultural encounters. The attribution of meaning to 

religion as ambivalent, and more specifically taking the secular liberal discourse 

as authoritative, has consequences for the processes of selfing and othering in 

development relations. The (potential) problem with the ambivalence of religion 

becomes evident when looking at how Dutch discourses on religion and development 

construct otherness. The primary motivation to raise awareness on the role of 

religion in development is related to its importance in developing contexts. This 

means that religion is attributed meaning as the religion of the other. Therefore, 

if religion is seen as hampering development, this means more specifically that it 

is the development and emancipation of a religious other that is hampered (I). 

Development cooperation is not only a way to become ‘developed’, but also to 

become liberated from a hampering religion. The emphasis on a positive role of 

religion in development by contrast, makes religion an essential element in the 

development of the other (II). This argument supports the view that religion is 

important or even necessary for development. In both arguments (I and II) religion 

is reified and affirms an essential characteristic of the other. While the self is not 

explicitly addressed, the suggestion of a binary construction of a secular self 

versus a religious other is easily made. 

 Religion was not a new theme on the development agenda. However, influenced 

by new actors, networks and institutions the meanings attributed to religion 

changed. The entanglements with the discussions about Christian faith and values 

in Christian development became more distant, while entanglements with broader 

discourses on religion in Dutch society became more visible. This also caused 

religion to be addressed much more in terms of the religion of the other. The 

secular bias for religion within development cooperation was addressed, and 

attention religion was drawn to the role of religion within development discourses. 

However, apart from one attempt by the KCRD, this did not include a broader 

reflection on the moral frameworks that inform development cooperation whether 

religious or secular. In other words, while within the discourse the option of 

transforming religion was implied by stressing the ‘positive’ roles of religion in 

development, transforming development was apparently not an option.

288 Ibid.; Cf. R. Scott Appleby. The ambivalence of the sacred: Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation. (Lanham, 

MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2000).
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 This raises questions about the impact of this view of religion as something 

ambivalent, in particular given its consequences in terms of selfing and othering, 

on contestations over religion and HIV/AIDS between Dutch development 

organizations and their counterparts in Uganda. Moreover, given the gradual 

move from a focus on Christianity in Christian development organizations to the 

broader and more secular discourse on religion in development in the Netherlands, 

the next analytical step is to study how meaning to religion is attributed in the 

transnational networks in which Dutch and Ugandan development professionals 

cooperate.
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It has now gone beyond preaching the Bible or gospel, people need it, but life  

is important too. That life has to be sustained. We can only preach to the living 

people, one cannot preach to the dead people and Aids is killing people. So it 

is important to respond to HIV/AIDS among Christians and the church 

community. That is why the church has to lead us now!289

This quote comes from an interview with Gabriel, a young professional working 

with one of the Educaids organizations in Uganda when he visited the Netherlands 

in November 2008. In this quote he explains why his Catholic Church-based 

organization has become involved in the response to HIV/AIDS. The interview with 

Gabriel was among the first interviews I conducted with representatives of the 

Educaids network. I had been introduced to the Educaids network two months 

previously, when I met the Dutch coordinator to discuss our mutual interest in 

how Christian organizations in East Africa responded to HIV/AIDS.290 

 After two months explorative fieldwork among Christian and Muslim 

organizations in Tanzania, I had become interested in how Christian organizations  

in the Netherlands and East Africa cooperated on the issue of HIV/AIDS. In my 

interviews with employees of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT),  

I had noticed that the staff of Christian organizations reported several moral  

and ethical dilemmas that had come forward in the response to HIV/AIDS. My 

interviewees at the ELCT explained that there was a tension between sexual morals 

and ideals of compassion and solidarity with suffering people.291 Most challenging, 

according to one of my informants, was how to deal with the issue of condom use, 

in particular when providing education to young people. 

 Upon return to the Netherlands I discovered that the Educaids network was 

precisely discussing this issue with Christian organizations in Tanzania and other 

countries in East Africa it worked with on HIV/AIDS and education. While I was 

initially interested in studying the network’s activities in Tanzania, I decided to 

switch to Uganda for multiple reasons. The initiative of Educaids network did not 

289 Interview informant Educaids member CEREDO, November 2008.

290 I met with the Dutch coordinator of the Educaids network in the preparation of a panel session at 

the World Conference on Humanitairian Studies held in Groningen in February 2009. As convener 

of the panel I had contacted the Educaids network to ask if they were interested in contributing 

to the panel session, fitting with the aim of the panel to stimulate reflection and exchange among 

academics and practitioners working on HIV/AIDS. Only later I became interested in studying the 

Educaids network as part of my PhD project and was allowed access to do fieldwork with the net-

work in Uganda.

291 B.E. Bartelink ‘Shifting Perspectives: analyzing discourses on faith-based development organiza-

tions in the fight against HIV/AIDS’. Negotiating World Views Facing Practical Challenges. Political, Social 

and Religious dimensions in the fight against HIV/AIDS. B.E. Bartelink and U.D. Pape eds. (Proceedings 

of a panel on World Views an Poverty Related Diseases at the World Conference on Humanitairian 

Studies, Groningen February 2009).  
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meet the response that was hoped for among counterparts in Tanzania and it was 

uncertain whether any new activities would be initiated in the near future. In 

addition, the Educaids network in Uganda had just been engaged in the Shareframe 

project, a project that had attracted my attention because of its focus on developing 

sexual and reproductive health and rights policies for Christian organizations. 

The Educaids network in Uganda brought together the majority of Christian 

organizations based in Uganda, of which three were departments of local dioceses 

and thus explicitly church based. Studying the Educaids network in Uganda 

enabled me to study how dilemmas and controversies concerning religion, HIV/

AIDS and sexuality informed the practical cooperation between development 

organizations in Uganda and the Netherlands. 

 In the spring of 2009 I travelled to Uganda to visit the members of the Educaids 

network and participate in one of the workshops in the Shareframe project. This 

fieldwork trip provided me with a wealth of data that has informed my analysis in 

the coming chapters. In this chapter I will describe the journeys through the 

literary and physical landscapes of Uganda that I have undertaken since 2009.  

I start with introducing how discourses on HIV/AIDS, Christianity and development 

are entangled in Ugandan politics and society, and how this has influenced how 

Ugandan actors relate to other actors in the transnational social field of 

development. In section two, I will introduce the organizations involved in the 

Educaids network in Uganda. I will describe how Christianity has shaped the 

response to HIV/AIDS (and vice versa) for the Ugandan organizations in the network.  

In the final section, I will reflect on how entangled discourses on HIV/AIDS, 

development and Christianity influence the Ugandan Christian organizations 

organizations in the Educaids network in how they identify and acts as religious 

and development actors. 

5.1  A historical perspective on Aids and sexuality in Uganda
In the 1980s Uganda was known as a country severely hit by HIV/AIDS and among 

the first to socially and politically acknowledge the impact of the epidemic. In the 

1990s the country became a shining example of the successful response to the 

epidemic. When the first case of HIV/AIDS was discovered in 1982, Uganda was 

involved in bloody civil war. After President Museveni came into power in 1986, 

HIV/AIDS became an important issue on national level. The early political 

recognition of HIV/AIDS is considered an important aspect of Uganda’s successful 

fight against HIV/AIDS. On civil society level, the Aids Support Organization TASO 

has played a crucial role in the fight against HIV/AIDS.292 The open response on the 

292 Tara Rupa Das. Power and authority of international organizations: Interpreting HIV/AIDS politics in sub-

Saharan Africa through international discourse. (Ann Arbor MI: ProQuest, 2005), 180. Available on http://

repository.upenn.edu/dissertations/AAI3165661. (last accessed November 20th 2014).
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level of politics and society has been mentioned as being crucial in the reduction 

of infection rates from almost 30% at its peak in the early 1990s, to 6.5% in 2009.293 

Because Uganda was able to reverse the Aids epidemic, the country became a 

strong symbol of the successful response to HIV/AIDS. The success has been 

ascribed to a combination of measures, including the active involvement of 

important stakeholders such as political leaders and religious institutions.294 The 

prevention programmes carried out by the Ministry of Health in the 1990s focused 

on a special combination of prevention messages that retrospectively was coined 

the ABC approach. A stands for Abstinence, B stands for Be Faithful in marriage 

and C stands for Correct and Consistent Condom use. At the time this approach 

meant basically that choices were offered to (young) people to protect themselves 

from HIV by giving them a range of prevention options. Young people in the age 

group of 19-24, the most affected group in the early 1990s, were actively involved 

through this ABC approach. 

 The explanation of the success to reverse the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Uganda is, 

however, highly contested. Political factors have played an important role in 

assigning Uganda the status of role model, as Rupa Das has pointed out. This 

situation must be understood in the context of the close collaboration of the 

Uganda Aids Commission with international organizations like UNAIDS. Rupa 

Das shows that Ugandan discourses on HIV/AIDS draw upon international 

discourses to a greater extent than those in Kenya and Rwanda.295 Historian Jan 

Kuhanen confirms this in his insightful Historiography of HIV and Aids in Uganda in 

2008. Uganda allowed international organizations to become involved in the 

response to HIV/AIDS early in the epidemic and has become a testing ground for 

medical and behavioural interventions.296

 Social scientist Justin Parkhurst shows that Uganda’s strategies to tackle HIV/

AIDS were only retrospectively coined ‘the ABC approach’ by international 

institutions like UNAIDS. According to Parkhurst the ABC approach was invented 

retrospectively to discursively give meaning to the decline in HIV rates, rather 

than referring to a comprehensive prevention programme carried out in the 

nineties.297 Nevertheless, Uganda has become world famous for the success of the 

293 Cf. UNAIDS. ‘Country Profile Uganda’. Accessed on January 30 2015. Available on: http://www.un-

aidsrstesa.org/region/countries/Uganda. 

294 Cf. Peter Ibembe. ‘The Evolution of the ABC Strategy of HIV Prevention in Uganda: state and inter-

national impact on public health’. HIV/AIDS: Global Frontiers in Prevention/Intervention. Cynthia Pope, 

Renee T. White and Robert Malow’s eds. (New York & London: Routledge, 2008), 246-255.

295 Das, Tara Rupa. Power and authority of international organizations: Interpreting HIV /AIDS politics in sub 

-Saharan Africa through international discourse. (Scholarly Commons, 2005).

296 Cf. Jan Kuhanen. ‘The Historiography of HIV and AIDS in Uganda’. History in Africa. Vol. 35. (Cam-

bridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 301-325.

297 Justin O. Parkhurst. ‘Evidence, politics and Uganda’s HIV success: Moving forward with ABC and 

HIV prevention’. Journal of International Development. Vol. 23.2. (New York: Wiley, 2011), 240-252.
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ABC approach. In the context of the growing international concern over HIV/AIDS 

the (perceived) successes Uganda had in reversing the spread of HIV/AIDS, meant 

that the ABC approach was quickly picked up by international agencies. The 

ABC-approach to the prevention of HIV became ‘the’ international HIV/AIDS 

prevention message.

5.1.2  ABC controversies
The ABC approach became the subject of intense debates. Historian Jan Kuhanen 

shows that academics and professionals have been divided over what has caused 

the decline in infection rates.298  Some argued that young people changed their 

behaviour by delaying the time they first engage in sex and use condoms when 

having sex. Others have questioned these explanations and deemed the available 

data to be insufficient to draw conclusions. A group of researchers funded by the 

US Government Development Agency USAID in particular have claimed successes 

for the ABC campaign based on the evidence they produced. However, their 

explanation that a change in people’s sexual choices was achieved in particular by 

an increase in abstaining from sexuality before marriage (A) and being faithful in 

marriage (B), is questionable.299 In her famous book The Invisible Cure, epidemiologist  

and activist Helen Epstein has argued that claims made by groups of conservative 

evangelicals and secular Aids organizations in the US about Uganda’s success story  

as a proof of the effect of either abstinence or condom focused prevention campaigns, 

was based on conflicting interpretations of scientific data.300 She doubts whether 

these explanations will last. While HIV rates dropped, teenage pregnancies didn’t 

change significantly and abstinence can therefore not be a proper explanation of 

the decline, according to Epstein. Yet, it does not suffice to point at the increase in 

condom use either, because the HIV rates were already declining before condom 

use became an explicit aspect of prevention campaigns. 

 Epstein herself suggested that the Zero Grazing campaign is an explanation. 

This typical Ugandan campaign focused on convincing the general public, and in 

particular men, that they should reduce the number of sexual partners they have. 

According to Epstein the zero-grazing campaign acknowledged the sexual culture 

without moralizing it. It was successful because the advice of the zero-grazing 

campaign could realistically be put into practice in a rural context in which people 

often have more sexual partners at the same time.301 

298 Kuhanen (2008), 318.

299 Ibid.318.

300 Cf. Helen Epstein. The invisible cure: Africa, the West, and the fight against AIDS. (New York: Farrar, Straus, 

and Giroux, 2007).

301 Helen Epstein. ‘God and the Fight Against AIDS’. New York: Review of Books (2005). Accessed on Novem-

ber 20th 2014). Available on http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2005/apr/28/god-and-the-

fight-against-aids. 
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 Whether Epstein’s interpretation of the decline in HIV rates is valid or not is 

not relevant for my argument concerning the entanglement of the discourse on 

HIV/AIDS with the discourse on religion, both in Uganda and internationally.  

In view of this, Kuhanens’ critique of the Zero Grazing Campaign is interesting.  

He argues that these early campaigns on HIV/AIDS in Uganda were based on 

stereotypical understandings of sexuality and HIV/Aids in rural areas. Biblical 

messages, western biomedicine and nation building were combined to portray 

traditional African culture as immoral and risky.302 Even when HIV/AIDS 

prevention campaigns are successful in an epidemiological or public health 

perspective, as Epstein claims, these campaigns can also reconfirm certain 

stereotypes that cause social stigma and discrimination when biomedical and 

religious moralities are combined. Like Epstein, Kuhanen also critically reviews 

the framing of Uganda as a shining example in the response to HIV/AIDS. He 

points out that education on HIV/AIDS in Uganda is lagging behind and that young 

people increasingly show an attitude of indifference. Kuhanan therefore raises the 

question whether or to what extent the Uganda success story is an example of 

successful marketing of HIV/AIDS prevention tools. 

 The prevention of HIV/AIDS in Uganda has been influenced significantly by 

the changes in the US political landscape at the beginning of the new Millennium. 

The interest of US religious and political groups in HIV/AIDS changed radically 

due to the promise of federal funding for faith groups working on social problems 

in the election campaigns of George W. Bush. Epstein suggests this explains a 

sudden interest in HIV/AIDS on the Christian right.303 Faith-based organizations 

that had ignored HIV/AIDS until then became actively involved in the response to 

HIV/AIDS once Bush was elected president. In 2003, President Bush lived up to his 

promise in the President’s Emergency Plan For Aids Relief (PEPFAR). 15 % of the 

PEPFAR budget was earmarked for abstinence-only programmes. These programmes 

were often channelled through faith-based organizations. 

 The first lady Janet Museveni became Uganda’s most influential and visible 

spokesperson in the fight against HIV/AIDS in the new Millennium. Janet Museveni 

is a so-called born-again Christian and started to motivate religious leaders and 

institutions to respond to HIV/AIDS.304 The relationship between the Ugandan 

government and the US government under George W. Bush was becoming closer. 

In addition, evangelical Christians from the US also became involved in the 

response to HIV/AIDS in Uganda. President Bush decided to devote specific 

302 Kuhanen (2008), 314.

303 Cf. Helen Epstein God (2005).

304 Dennis Altman. ‘Exporting Moralities’. Routledge Handbook of Sexuality Health and Rights. Peter Aggle-

ton and Richard Parker eds. (Abingdon UK, New York: Routledge, 2010), 198.
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attention to abstinence-only programmes in PEPFAR.305 The general perception is 

that Uganda’s HIV prevention policy shifted from a focus on ABC to a focus on 

Abstinence and faithfulness in marriage in this period. However, some have also 

noted that this shift was less radical than is often presented. The ABC approach 

and the emphasis on condom use in particular has always been somewhat 

controversial.306 Rupa Das argues out that even though the ‘quiet condom 

promotion’ changed to an open one in 1997, abstinence has always been the main 

policy focus in Uganda.307 Janet Musuveni’s focus on abstinence can therefore best 

be seen as a politicization of an accepted approach, rather than a radical shift. 

 The international story of the response to HIV/AIDS in Uganda changed quite 

radically. While Uganda used to be an example of the ABC-approach for western 

donors and international organizations, in the new Millennium Uganda was 

presented as a role model of the successes of abstinence until marriage. Through 

the PEPFAR programme, US politics became an important factor in shaping 

understandings of HIV/AIDS in Uganda and other African countries. The economic 

capital that was transferred from the US government to African organizations 

that were active in the response to HIV/AIDS was crucial in this respect. PEPFAR 

funds have been positively acknowledged for making antiretroviral treatment 

(ART) available to people infected with HIV/AIDS on a very large scale. The 

availability of medicine has changed the meaning of HIV/AIDS from a death 

sentence to a chronic disease.308 At the same time it also actualized the necessity of 

prevention of HIV/AIDS within this changed context; however, the specific 

understandings of prevention of HIV/AIDS in PEPFAR programmes have been 

contested. One line of critique concerned the conservative moral agendas of the US 

Christian right that became influential through PEPFAR programmes.309 However, 

others have argued that PEPFAR was more diverse and open to change than is 

often suggested.310

 The anthropologist Hansjörg Dilger points out that PEPFAR’s intention to 

influence the prevention of HIV/AIDS was not only to make abstinence-and-be- 

faithful-campaigns as important as condom promotion, but also to use a discourse 

of risk elimination versus risk reduction.311 While condoms were presented as 

reducing the chance to get infected with HIV, abstinence was presented as the only 

305 Prince. ‘Engaging Christianities’. (2009), vii.

306 Cf. Epstein. ‘God’ (2005).

307 Cf. Ibembe (2008) and Rupa Das (2004).

308 Burchhardt, Hardon and de Klerk (2009), 1.

309 Cf. Epstein. ‘God’. (2005).

310 Prince. ‘Engaging Christianities’. (2009), ix.

311 Hansjörg  Dilger. ‘Doing Better? Religion, the Virtue-Ethics of Development, and the Fragmentation 

of Health Politics in Tanzania’. Africa Today. Vol. 56.1. (Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 

2009), 89-110: 96.
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secure way to avoid getting infected. The ABC approach to prevention of HIV/AIDS 

changed from a comprehensive approach to sending different messages for 

different groups in Ugandan society; abstinence has become the main prevention 

message for young people, being faithful for married couples and condom use was 

only promoted with high risk groups such as prostitutes or truck drivers. Therefore, 

even though PEPFAR did acknowledge condom use as a preventive measure and 

supported widespread distribution in Uganda, it did not support prevention efforts 

that promoted condoms or reduction in sexual partners for young people. At the 

same time it is important to be aware that policy does not always determine action, 

as has been pointed out in chapter 2.312 This means that also PEPFAR policies are 

not always reflected in the implementation of programmes on the ground, in 

particular because many development professionals working in AIDS programming 

had previously been involved in family planning and contraception programmes.313

 While Uganda was known for its successful interventions and decrease in HIV 

prevalence the epidemic is seeing a reversal. According to the HIV and AIDS 

country progress report published in 2014, AIDS Indicator Surveys show that HIV 

prevalence in the general population has increased from 6,4 % in 2004/5 to 7.3% in 

2011 and stabilisation of prevalence to 7,4% in 2012/13.314 The number of new 

infections among adults has decreased from 160.000 new infections in 2010 to 

95.000 in 2014, and among children from 31.000 in 2010 to 5200 in 2014. However 

it the sources of data on new infections are very limited and that makes it difficult 

to predict whether this will be a trend. In view of how the general population is 

affected, Uganda is still classified as a high burden country in which numbers of 

people living with HIV has continued to increase. High HIV prevalence among 

youth aged 15-24 disproportionally affects young women.315 High-risk sexual 

behaviour and low-level individual risk perception are still identified as two of the 

major drives of the HIV incidence in Uganda. While it is not entirely clear what has 

caused the increase in HIV prevalence, it is clear that the positive image of Uganda 

for tackling the disease is a frame that does not correspondent with more recent 

figures. In addition, it means that the epidemic is far from halted and that the 

prevention of HIV/AIDS among youth continues to be crucially important in the 

near future.

312 Cf. Mosse (2005)

313 Cf. Green, Edward C. ‘AIDS Policy in Uganda: Evidence, Ideology and the Making of an African 

Success Story. John Kinsman. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010’ American Anthropologist Vol.114.2 

(2012) 378. 

314 The Republic of Uganda, The HIV and AIDS Uganda Country Progress Report (2014) 

315 Patra, Shraboni, and Rakesh Kumar Singh. ‘Knowledge and Behavioural Factors Associated with 

Gender Gap in Acquiring HIV among Youth in Uganda’. Journal of Public Health Research 4,2 (2015). 



136

CHAPTER 5

 This section has argued that the discourse on HIV/AIDS is not a biomedical or 

public health discourse only; it is constructed in entanglement with discourses on 

religion, culture and morality that are firmly rooted in power relations. The prob-

lematization of HIV/AIDS, as well as the strategies proposed for overcoming HIV/

AIDS are shaped in the context of discourses and material aspects and relations in 

the social field of development. These observations show that the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic is an ‘epidemic of signification’ as Jean Comaroff has argued. 

Understandings of HIV/AIDS must be viewed in the context of specific discourses 

on class, culture, religion, gender, identity and citizenship in which they are 

shaped.316 The frames that present Uganda as a shining example in the response to 

HIV/AIDS do not necessarily represent the ways in which meaning is attributed to 

HIV/AIDS in relation to sexuality and religion in Uganda. Furthermore, the 

discursive construction of HIV/AIDS on a national level does necessarily represent 

how HIV/AIDS is understood and appropriated locally.317 The differences in how 

HIV/AIDS is understood and contested can only be properly understood when 

contextual dynamics are taken into account. 

 How HIV/AIDS is understood and approached by the Educaids network must 

therefore be seen in the context of broader discourses that inform the views and 

positions of the various actors involved. Even though my Ugandan interviewees 

did not report receiving any PEPFAR funding for their organization at the time of 

research, PEPFAR did shape the discursive context of ABC controversies in Uganda 

that informed the perceptions of sexuality education for young people among 

Ugandan and Dutch organizations in the network.318 

 International public health and human rights actors have praised the ABC 

approach to HIV prevention, while it has also been contested by contributors to a 

(Christian) political discourse in which abstinence-only is connected to ideas of 

good and responsible citizenship. Recent increase in HIV prevalence also indicates 

that previous prevention campaigns had limited effects. The aim of the Educaids 

network to ensure a ‘comprehensive’ sexuality education through the ABC 

approach between 2008 and 2010 must be put in the context of the broader 

national and international contestations around HIV prevention at the time. 

316 Comaroff quotes Treichler who has coined the term ‘Epidemic of signification’ in Jean Comarrof 

(2007), 198; Kuhanen (2008), 314.

317 Jan Kuhanen. ‘Challenging power and meaning: outlining the popular epidemiology of HIV and 

AIDS in Rakai, Uganda, c. 1975-1990’. African Journal of AIDS Research. Vol. 9.1. (London: Taylor & Fran-

cis, 2010), 81-94.

318 Indirectly programmes such as Youth Alive run by the Catholic and Anglican Church did obtain 

PEPFAR funds in this period, but my interviewees did not report any discrepancies between fund-

ing through the Educaids network focused on comprehensive sexuality education (which includes 

condom education for example) and the focus on abstinence-only that came with PEPFAR funds. 

Such discrepancies have been reported by Educaids organization in Kenya for example, limiting 

their ability to integrate comprehensive sexuality education in their sexuality education policies.
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Moreover, instigated by the Dutch initiators of the Educaids network, the network 

has invested in introducing and implementing comprehensive sexuality education 

through Christian organizations in Uganda. These aims have both religious and 

political implications in the Ugandan context. However, in order to assess these 

implications and their impact on the cooperation between the Dutch organizations 

ICCO, Prisma and Edukans and their counterparts in Uganda, the Christian 

organizations in the Educaids network in Uganda must be introduced. 

5.2  The Educaids organizations in Uganda introduced
Our tour along the organizations in the Educaids network will provide us with 

different examples of FBOs, church organizations and secular organizations in 

Uganda. It will take us to different buildings, towns and regions of Uganda, from 

a large school building of the YWCA in the busy streets of Kampala, the hallways 

filled with young girls taking classes with the organization, to a fancy 

neighbourhood just outside the dusty streets of Kampala, where four-wheel drive 

cars with the ADRA logo are parked outside. Also, from the lush green hills outside 

Mukono where Keyetume owns a group of health and service centres scattered 

throughout the village, to the Northern area where the effects of the civil war are 

still visible, where ZOA resides in a new building in the rebuilt town of Pader. CRO 

can be found at a compound in Mbale that is specially equipped for children; 

during opening hours children’s voices talking, shouting and laughing can be 

heard all the time. While in Soroti, we find two church organizations just across 

each other in the same street, and the secular health organization HNU just a few 

metres further down the road. In Lira we find POBEDAM in a nice house with a 

small courtyard; everything is new in the office that brought two churches 

together in one organization. In short, we will come across a wide diversity of 

organizations, located in very different settings, with a huge diversity in 

background, scope and approach. What the organizations have in common is a 

focus on education and HIV/AIDS, and their connection to Dutch donor 

organizations that brought them together in the Educaids network.

The journey starts near the capital Kampala, with ADRA Uganda, the Ugandan 

branch of the Adventist Relief and Development Agency. While connected to the 

Adventist church, ADRA is an independent development agency. This comes to the 

fore in a highly professionalized organization that is focused on ‘development’ in 

the broad sense of the word. Programmes are carried out in six areas of attention: 

health, education, development, disaster and relief, food security. HIV/AIDS is 

‘mainstreamed’ in all programmatic areas, meaning that every programme 

includes an analysis of how it affects HIV/AIDS. When specific funding for HIV/

AIDS is obtained, special HIV/AIDS programmes are carried out as well. In these 
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cases ADRA works with other organizations such as health centres to provide 

services. Looking at the Christian, or Adventist identity, the following quote from 

an informant is insightful:

We encourage our workers to be exemplary; to do the right thing (…). If you see 

people behaving in a way that is unique, people will respect the God that you 

serve. But it is not for mission; the church has another department to do that.

This quote is illustrative of how I have come to know the organization in the course 

of my research. Rather than emphasizing religious values and ideals in terms of 

certain boundaries, the Christian identity is expressed as a source of inspiration in 

the professional work of the organization. 

 ADRA is first and foremost a development organization, active in a wide range 

of development areas and themes. The Adventist identity is relevant, yet expressed 

in such a way that it supports the organizations’ development aims. Providing 

education on condom use is not considered to be problematic, as it supports the 

aim of preventing HIV/AIDS given within sexuality education programmes. It did 

not seem to conflict with the religious identification in the organization. The 

Danish director at the time stressed that the organization followed the policies of 

the ADRA international headquarters. In terms of how they are organized, ADRA 

reminded me of Christian development organizations in the Netherlands such  

as ICCO and Cordaid, introduced in chapter two.

 To continue our journey, it only takes a half an hour drive to discover a very 

different organization. Keyetume CBHCP is a Community Based Health Care 

Programme that is named after the community it works in. Keyetume is a rural 

community in the hills near Mukono. Keyetume started in 1994 as a small 

organization of only two people who strove to develop the community. When I 

visited Keyetume in 2009, the organization had 42 employees and programmes in 

six thematic areas:  HIV/AIDS, maternal & child health, water and sanitation, 

orphans and vulnerable children, sexual and reproductive health and rights 

(SRHR) promotion and domestic violence prevention. An informant working in a 

management position in the organization explained that he sees Keyetume as a 

faith-based and a secular organization. The organization can be considered 

faith-based, because religious leaders from churches in the community are 

members of the board of the organization. The organization can also be seen as 

secular because Keyetume is not part of a specific church. These specific 

understandings of what it is to be faith-based or secular appeared to be connected 

to the degree of freedom an organization has to determine its own policies and 

programmes vis-à-vis a church or religious authority. 
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 Keyetume cannot be seen as a Christian organization per se, but religion is 

important. Keyetume is supported by authoritative figures such as religious 

leaders, who are of crucial importance in providing the organization credibility in 

the community. Keyetume was, however, the only organization in the Educaids 

network that had already developed a policy on SRHR before Educaids started its 

activities on sexuality education. This illustrates the independence of the 

organization and shows that it does not need to shape its activities in line with the 

specific ideological positions taken by the religious leaders involved. 

 Moving away from the Kampala region, our journey takes us now to the 

northern part of Uganda. ZOA Uganda has been established in relation to the long 

civil war that has affected the whole Northern region of Uganda since the 1970s. 

ZOA is the Uganda branch of the Dutch refugee organization ZOA that was 

introduced in chapter two. Since 2007, the organization is active in the Northern 

district of Pader. When the civil war that had been going on since the 1980s settled 

down slowly during the Juba peace talks between 2006 and 2008, ZOA started its 

work to help the returning refugees and internally displaced persons to resettle in 

the war-torn region. Refugees are living under extremely difficult circumstances 

and (often) without the security of a family and community. Consequently, they 

are extremely vulnerable to infection with HIV.319 

 ZOA has designed HIV/AIDS programmes, including attention to HIV/AIDS 

within the education programmes they carry out in the refugee camps. In chapter 

two, I have described ZOA in the Netherlands as an organization with a strong 

Christian identity. The same is true for ZOA Uganda. The implications of this 

strong Christian identity for HIV/AIDS policies extend beyond the strong 

connection between professionalization and identification I have noted in chapter 

two. For ZOA Uganda it also means a specific positioning in the prevention of HIV/

AIDS. Prevention programmes carried out by ZOA Uganda strictly focus on 

abstinence and being faithful. Education on condom use is considered to contradict 

Christian values. My interviewee, a junior officer at ZOA, explained that she 

personally thought that the fieldworkers should provide education and services on 

condom use, even though it conflicts with her (organization’s) Christian values. 

Working in the refugee camps with young people in devastating circumstances, 

often victims of sexual violence, it was clear to the fieldworkers that abstinence 

was not an option for many young people. 

 Our tour continues to Mbale, in the northeast where the Child Restoration 

Outreach organization is situated. The organization was founded in 1992 in Mbale 

where the head office is based, with the aim to take care of the many children in 

319 Paul B. Spiegel. ‘HIV/AIDS among Conflict-affected and Displaced Populations: Dispelling Myths 

and Taking Action’. Disasters. Vol. 28.3. (New York: Wiley, 2004), 322-339.
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Mbale that lived on the streets as a result of the civil war in Northern Uganda.  

Already in 1994 CRO had begun to notice that children who had lost their parents 

due to HIV/AIDS and had no caretakers started living on the streets as well. When 

the effects of HIV/AIDS became the main reason for children to be living in the 

streets, CRO started special HIV/AIDS programming. ‘So we see HIV/AIDS daily, 

affecting our children and affecting the families’, says the director of CRO.320 

Street children are vulnerable to HIV/AIDS; they are easy targets for (sexual) abuse, 

often use drugs. Especially, girls engage in commercial and transactional sex. This 

motivated CRO to set up peer clubs focused on HIV/AIDS prevention. In these peer 

clubs, consisting of 45 children, prevention messages are given in testimonies, 

dance and theatrical performances. 

 CRO is a Christian identity organization. Local Christian leaders are represented 

in the board and Christian beliefs and rituals are part of the work with street 

children. The director of the organization explained, for example, that some 

children are so damaged by their experiences that they need ‘prayer healing’.  

At the same time she stressed that the children’s own religious background is 

respected. The official approach to HIV prevention focuses on abstinence and 

being faithful. The promotion of condom use is problematic, in particular because 

of the religious leaders involved in the organization. This does not mean that 

information on condoms is not given, however; CRO works with the government 

health centre to ensure (more) comprehensive sexuality education. I have also 

come across examples of organizational health workers handing out condoms, but 

I am not sure whether this was common practice. CRO is an example of an 

organization that is more flexible in its approach to HIV prevention in practice 

than the official position of the organization suggests. In chapter five and six I will 

reflect on the relation between policy and practice and its implications for 

sexuality education provided by Christian organizations in Uganda more 

extensively.

 Our journey brings us back to Kampala, to the headquarters of the Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). The organization’s focus is on the position 

of women and girls. While the YWCA has been engaged in HIV/AIDS activities 

since the 1990s, HIV/AIDS was made a priority theme more recently. International-

ly the YWCA has been influential in setting the agenda for a focus on the vulnerable 

position of women and girls in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Under the leadership of 

Musimbi Kanyoro (1998-2007), the YWCA became known worldwide for its 

promotion of female condoms. YWCA Uganda, however, has focused exclusively on 

abstinence and being faithful in their HIV prevention activities. Even though it is 

an independent organization, in Uganda the organization is closely allied to 

320 Interview and field visit director CRO, March 2009.
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established churches and has to respect church policies.321 According to the 

coordinator of the youth programme of the YWCA, whom I interviewed, this is the 

reason the organization has opted for a rather conservative approach to sexuality 

education for young people 

5.2.1  Church based organizations in the Educaids network
During my journey through Uganda, I have visited the local Catholic and Anglican 

dioceses in the Northern towns of Lira and Soroti. Two organizations in Soroti, 

CEREDO and COU, were important and influential actors in the Ugandan Educaids 

network at the time of this study. CEREDO stands for Catholic Education Research 

and Development Organization. The organization is fully part of the Catholic 

Church. COU refers to the Anglican Church of Uganda. In the Educaids network, 

COU refers more specifically to the education department of the Church of Uganda 

in Soroti. When speaking of COU, I refer to the latter. When referring to the 

Anglican church in Uganda, I use the full name: Church of Uganda. The Catholic 

Church and the Church of Uganda became involved in the response to HIV/AIDS in 

Uganda quite early.

 The Catholic Church in Uganda set up youth programmes on HIV/AIDS as 

early as 1993. The so-called Youth Alive Clubs in Schools were the basis of the 

current programmes on HIV/AIDS prevention and sexuality education.322 In Soroti, 

CEREDO, also organized such youth programmes. Being the department responsible 

for the education under the flag of the Catholic Church, CEREDO governs the 300 

Catholic Founded Primary Schools and 21 Secondary Schools in Soroti diocese.323 

This means that CEREDO is an influential organization in the education sector of 

the region around Soroti. CEREDO is a counterpart organization of Edukans and 

the ICCO alliance. 

 Likewise, the Church of Uganda (COU) or Anglican Church responded early to 

HIV/AIDS. Already in 1991 a first leadership conference on HIV/AIDS was held. An 

influential factor in this may have been that the first priest who publicly declared 

being HIV positive was the Anglican priest Gideon Byamugisha from Uganda. He 

has been a central figure in the church and beyond to speak openly about HIV/

AIDS and fight the stigma and discrimination surrounding it. In turn, the COU 

has given him the space to do so and remain part of the COU, which at the least has 

been a powerful symbol against stigma and discrimination. In the 1990s the COU 

carried out the first HIV/AIDS programmes. This Church Human Service Aids 

321 Interview employee YWCA, spring 2009.

322 Eudora Chikwendu. ‘Faith –Based Organizations in Anti-HIV/AIDS Work Among African Youth and 

Women’. Dialectical Anthropology. Vol. 28.3-4. (Doetinchem: Springer, 2004), 307-327: 318.

323 http://www.uecon.org/Soroti.html (last checked November 20th 2014).
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Programme addressed HIV/AIDS through a combination of care, prevention and 

education activities. 324 

 The Catholic and Anglican Church in Uganda were therefore already actively 

involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS before the Educaids network was initiated 

in 2004/2005. In Soroti, COU and CEREDO engaged in a partnership supported by 

Edukans that aimed at improving the quality of education in the region. The Basic 

Education Support Programme (BESP) that the organizations have set up is also 

supported by the ICCO alliance. HIV/AIDS became a more explicit focus in the 

activities to improve Basic Education after the Educaids network had started. The 

two organizations decided to set up HIV/AIDS prevention programmes together. 

 Together, CEREDO and COU are strong actors and influential organizations in 

the Educaids network. Besides the fact that these organizations are already in an 

advanced stage of cooperation, which allows them to operate strongly together in 

the network, other influences are important as well. Their early and broad response 

to the HIV/AIDS epidemic made them interesting counterparts for Dutch Christian 

development organizations, and they have acquired economic capital from Dutch 

organizations through several programmes. Moreover, as churches participating 

in the Educaids network CEREDO and COU have authority based on their symbolic 

and cultural capital. Over time they have become a powerful symbol of what the 

Educaids network wants to achieve; they are church based organizations but have 

cooperated with Dutch organizations in some quite progressive approaches to 

sexuality education. For that reason they have been invited to the Netherlands 

several times to represent the Educaids network in conferences and meetings.325 

 Another church organization that I have visited is POBEDAM, the Partnership 

on Basic Education Development and Management. POBEDAM is based in the 

Northern town of Lira. Even though the Catholic and Anglican Church in Uganda 

in general responded early and broadly to HIV/AIDS, due to the extraordinary 

circumstances in Northern Uganda, this was different in Lira. People in this area 

have been suffering from the civil war and unrest in Northern Uganda for many 

decades. Since families, villages and infrastructure are totally ruined, people 

often live in camps for Internally Displaced Persons (IDP). The two dioceses started 

cooperating in a joint programme on Justice and Peace-making. POBEDAM results 

from the cooperation between the Diocesan Education departments of the Church 

of Uganda and the Catholic Church in Lango sub-region in Northern Uganda. In 

324 Green, Edward, Daniel Halperin, Vinand Nantulya, and Janice Hogle. ‘Uganda’s HIV Prevention 

Success: the Role of Sexual Behaviour Change and the National Response’. Aids and Behaviour. Vol. 

10.4. (Doetinchem: Springer, 2006) 335-346: 339.

325  Workshop ‘Involvement of Religious Institutions in the fights against HIV/AIDS’ organised by the 

Educaids Network at the International Conference ‘Rights and Realities in Promoting Sexual and 

Reproductive Health and Rights’ organized by WPF and Youth Incentives, Rotterdam, November 10 

and 11.
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2005 this cooperation was initiated to improve basic education, motivated by 

Dutch donor organizations ICCO and Edukans. The BESP programme in Soroti 

served as an example, but the result in Lira was a more advanced form of 

cooperation. While the Soroti trio worked together in BESP as independent 

organizations, in 2008 POBEDAM was founded as an organization in which two 

churches were represented. The mission of the organization is to enhance access to 

relevant quality Basic Education through increasing the capacity of the Education 

authorities and communities. POBEDAM became part of Educaids Uganda in 2008 

shortly after the organization was founded. 

5.2.2  One ‘secular’ health organization 
The last organization that needs to be introduced is Health Need Uganda (HNU). 

This brings us back to Soroti, where HNU is operating. The organization works on 

health issues, in particular HIV/AIDS. HNU has designed professional HIV/AIDS 

prevention programmes and developed professional expertise and policies on 

SRHR. In this role they have cooperated with both CEREDO and COU to set up HIV/

AIDS prevention programmes in Catholic and Anglican schools. Within the 

Educaids network, Health Need Uganda is referred to as the only secular 

organization in the Ugandan Educaids network. Indeed, Health Need Uganda is a 

regular nongovernmental organization without any reference to religion in its 

title, structure or mission. This gives the organization a certain degree of freedom. 

However, the contrast between religious and secular identities that is suggested 

when referring to HNU as a secular organization is problematic for the following 

reasons. 

 First of all, religion does play an important role in the lives of HNU employees, 

who were all practising Christians at the time of the interviews.. Moreover, in 

interviews and meetings, HNU employees often emphasize that Christian values 

are important in the organization. Working in a context where religious identity 

is important and closely connected to status and authority (as we have seen with 

COU and CEREDO), it is important for HNU to make such statements as well. 

Moreover, in the (rural) communities where HNU works it is crucial to respect 

religious and cultural boundaries. Because HNU needs good relationships with 

community leaders, including religious authorities, it is important to respect and 

affirm the religious values in these communities. HNU, COU and CEREDO thus 

have more in common in terms of faith and values than the distinction between 

churches and secular NGOs may suggest. However, HNU is able to cross or push 

certain cultural and religious boundaries in the prevention of HIV/AIDS more 

easily than CEREDO and COU. Influenced by the Educaids network, HNU, CEREDO 

and COU started cooperating in 2006. In the Educaids network this group of 

organizations is often referred to as the ‘Soroti trio’, reflecting both the cooperation  
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as well as the powerful influence of the three organizations on the Educaids 

network in Uganda. 

This section showed the rich diversity of Christianity in the organizations working  

in education and HIV/AIDS in Uganda. Each organization holds a different 

understanding of what it means to be a faith-based organization. For the YWCA 

being ‘faith-based’ means emphasizing a strong connection to churches. Keyetume 

CBHC’s faith-based identity is coloured by the focus on community development. 

Also, the involvement of religious leaders gives them credibility. Informants 

working with CRO describe a similar involvement of religious leaders, but report 

less room for negotiation on sensitive issues. ADRA’s faith-based identity is 

influenced by their emphasis on professionalism as a development organization; it 

is inspired by Christian (Adventist) faith, yet operates independently of the 

Adventist church. Finally, ZOA is an independent organization maintaining a 

strong Christian identity. 

 For the church organizations the Christian faith and the way it has been insti-

tutionalized in the church plays a central role. However, due to its historical social 

positioning in Ugandan society, churches also employ professional staff to run 

health and education programmes. Their response to HIV/AIDS has also involved 

them in more secular domains such as health and education, and in the 

transnational social field of development through its relationships with western 

development donors. Finally, we have been introduced to the secular health 

organization HNU and learned that even for this secular health organization 

religion is important because of the cultural and symbolic capital associated with 

it, as well as because of the importance of religion in shaping the understandings 

of health, sexuality and HIV/AIDS of people in local communities.

 Discussing sexuality is a sensitive issue and educational institutions like the 

Educaids organizations need support from religious leaders, schools, teachers and 

parents when they give sexuality education to children. Many of my informants in 

Uganda saw a relation between the Christian identity of the organization and its 

position on HIV prevention and sexuality education. This relation, however, is a 

dynamic one, as I have demonstrated in the quite different examples of how 

Christian/ faith-based organizations in Uganda contribute to the prevention of 

HIV/AIDS. 

 While an organization like YWCA Uganda ‘chooses’ to stay close to the views 

and ideals expressed by churches despite the organization’s independence, other 

organizations seem to follow their own route even if connecting to churches and 

religious leaders. Such decisions depend on how and with whom an organization 

identifies in a certain context. In addition it may also depend on influential 

individuals in the organization, such as the organizations leaders. Furthermore, 
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organizational biographies may differ depending on who presents the organization’s 

perspective and approaches to whom. Some of my interviewees may have chosen 

to emphasize their flexibility, when talking to me as a researcher from the same 

country as the Educaids network donor organizations. Others may have chosen to 

emphasize their own ideals and approaches to me. In both scenarios, I have been 

part of the dynamic relationship my informants and their organizations have 

with their Dutch donors. 

 Looking at the nine organizations in the Educaids network in Uganda, we see 

that their diversity is based on multiple factors, including size, scope, geographical 

location, history, focus, religious identification, network, relation to religious 

institutions and organizational leadership. The identification with Christian faith 

and practice is only one of those. In turn, all these factors also shape what 

Christianity means in each organization. 

5.3   Christianity, HIV/AIDS and development in the Ugandan 
Educaids network

This chapter has shown that discourses on religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS are 

closely entangled with development in Ugandan society and in the concrete set-up 

and work of Ugandan Christian organizations that have become part of the 

Educaids network. It also indicates that discourses on religion and development 

are entangled differently in Uganda than in the Netherlands. The institutional 

organisation of development in relation with religious networks, had a profound 

influence on how meaning is attributed to religion in relation to development, and 

more specifically to HIV/AIDS. 

 This chapter has argued that Christian beliefs and moralities play an 

important role in developing or legitimizing understandings of HIV/AIDS. Yet, it 

has also indicated that these beliefs and moralities are more dynamic and that the 

response to HIV/AIDS by Christian organizations in the Educaids network tends to 

be pragmatic as well. The politicized discourse on Christian morality and HIV/

AIDS on the national level is influential but does not fully describe or predict the 

responses and approaches of local Christian organizations. 

 Organizations in the Educaids network expressed a variety of responses to 

HIV/AIDS. While various organizations in the Educaids network held different 

views on or approaches to HIV/AIDS, the distinction between church-based, 

faith-based and secular organizations in the Educaids network does not seem to be 

a dominant explanation of these differences. Christian organizations such as 

ADRA did not experience a tension between the aim of comprehensive sexuality 

education that was promoted in the Educaids network and the Christian identity 

or mission of the organization. A secular organization such as HNU, on the 

contrary, did experience challenges in introducing comprehensive sexuality 
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education in local communities because of their cooperation with organizations 

that adhered to a more restrictive Christian morality around sexuality and HIV/

AIDS.

 The church-based organizations in the network did, however, have some 

commonalities that may explain their involvement in a transnational development 

network with a quite liberal approach to HIV/AIDS and sexuality. The Catholic and 

Anglican Churches, to which COU, CEREDO and POBEDAM belong, are important 

players in the health care and education sectors of Uganda. Since the early 1990s, 

churches have also been actively involved, motivated by the magnitude of the 

problems of Aids in Africa. A growing concern in society about health and the 

biblical motivation of churches to care for the sick has been influential.326 The 

early engagement of mission churches (Catholic and Anglican) can be explained by 

their long history in service delivery and the important role churches play in 

social domains of society, such as health care and education.327 

 Political scientist Amy Patterson has suggested that the scope and timing of 

activities of Churches with regard to HIV/AIDS provides insight into the differences 

in church response. Initially many churches engaged in piecemeal responses to 

HIV/AIDS, for example by providing home-based care for people living with HIV/

AIDS.328 However, churches often turned out to be more dynamic than expected, 

and over time many churches broadened their response.329 The Church of Uganda 

and Catholic Church in Uganda are examples of Churches that responded to HIV/

AIDS at an early stage. Due to this early response they also extended their response 

from care only to include prevention. In this process sexuality and questions of 

how to deal with sexual education became important issues that churches had to 

relate to. 

 While the picture sketched by Patterson is helpful when looking at how 

churches have responded to HIV/AIDS, it does not explain why churches or other 

Christian organizations were early or late responders to HIV/AIDS. Looking at the 

Educaids network, organizations working in Northern Uganda such as ZOA, the 

Church of Uganda and the Catholic Church have been involved in relief and 

peace-building activities in relation to the civil war. HIV/AIDS only became an 

issue when reconstruction and development gained importance in the post-war 

period. Organizations such as CRO and Health Need Uganda have by definition a 

more narrow approach, because of their focus on homeless children and health 

respectively. 

326 Amy Patterson. The Church and AIDS in Africa; the politics of ambiguity. (Boulder CO: First Forum Press, 

2011).

327 Burchhardt, Hardon and de Klerk (2009), 6-7.

328 Prince. ‘Engaging Christianities’. (2009), vii.

329 Patterson (2011), 177.
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 Moreover, the broadening of responses to HIV/AIDS by the Catholic and Anglican 

Churches must also be understood in relation to influences from outside the 

church, for example from the western development donors with whom they 

cooperate. CEREDO and COU have been counterparts of ICCO and Edukans in the 

education sector for a long time. The interest of these Dutch organizations in 

making prevention of HIV/AIDS part of school curricula has also influenced these 

Church organizations in taking this up in their programmes. The access to 

economic and cultural capital that Ugandan organizations get through their 

relations with development organizations is highly influential in this. The 

question then arises how Christian organizations, and in particular churches, are 

influenced by the growing entanglements between Christianity and development 

through the response to HIV/AIDS. The forms of cooperation between the Catholic 

and Anglican Church in Soroti and Lira, in particular the establishment of 

POBEDAM as an organization established by these two churches, illustrate that 

churches start operating more and more as civil society actors.330 

 Anthropologist Ben Jones has pointed out how this ‘NGO-ization’ of churches 

leads to a growing distance between churches and local congregations.331 Recent 

changes in the funding of faith-based activities through programmes such as 

PEPFAR have increased this process of NGO-ization, and provided churches in 

Uganda with a powerful position in relation to the state and international donors. 

The realization among development organizations that HIV/AIDS can only be 

tackled by involving all actors in society, resulted in a keen interest in working 

with religious leaders and churches among secular development organizations 

such as UNAIDS. 

 Churches in Uganda have increasingly exercised influence on the attribution 

of meanings to HIV/AIDS and sexuality in national discourses. They have used the 

opportunities to exercise influence on political levels, and have become powerful 

actors in the transnational social field of development. However, this also has 

consequences for the meanings that are attributed to religion. The growing 

distance between church leaders and the people in local congregations questions 

assumptions about churches as grass-roots movements. In addition, one can ask 

330 The blurring of distinctions between Churches and NGOs started since the 1980s when African 

Churches created development programmes and successfully got access to increasing funds for 

civil society organizations. Related to this some have argued that an NGO-isation of African society 

has occured. Cf. Paul Gifford, who initially described this in his article: ‘Some Recent Developments 

in African Christianity’. African Affairs. Vol. 93.393. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 513-534, 

and Patterson (2011):185; Catrine Christiansen. ’The New Wives of Christ: Paradoxes and Potentials 

in the Remaking of Widow Lives in Uganda’. Aids and Religious Practice in Africa. Felicitas Becker & P. 

Wenzel Geissler eds. (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 85-116 and Dena Freeman ed. ‘The Pentecostal Ethic and 

the Spirit of Development. Pentecostalism and Development. Churches, NGOs and Social Change in Africa. 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 2. 

331 Ben Jones. ‘Beyond the state in rural Uganda’. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008).
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what the influence is of Christian notions and understandings in the HIV/AIDS 

programmes that are implemented by churches. First of all, issues such as HIV/

AIDS and health are not primarily addressed within a Christian theological 

framework. My interlocutors did not mention the Christian theologies of HIV/AIDS 

introduced earlier as factor in how their organization shaped its understanding of 

and approach to HIV/AIDS. Secondly, scholarly research has pointed out that the 

work of churches and faith-based organizations is increasingly framed in the 

context of an international, secular development language.332 Moreover, since HIV/

AIDS programmes and activities are also shaped according to hegemonic models 

of action, 333 their connection to local cultural and religious understandings may 

be limited. 

 Religious actors in the transnational social field of development do not only 

contribute to reshaping the discourses and ‘dispositive’ of development, but also 

attribute new meanings to religion that may have a profound impact on their own 

churches and organizations. Since Christianity, development, HIV/AIDS and 

sexuality are related differently in the Netherlands compared to Uganda, the 

cultural encounters between development organizations from both countries can 

affect the discourses of all organizations involved. In view of the dominance of 

secular liberal models for development in the Netherlands and the important roles 

and authority of Christian churches and organizations in Uganda, it is in order to 

understand how HIV/AIDS programmes have been designed and implemented, of 

utmost importance to explore how power relations have shaped the implementation 

of such programmes and, in turn, may be shaped by them.

5.4  Reflection
In this chapter I have argued that discourses on HIV/AIDS in Uganda are closely 

related to national and international religious, political and development 

discourses. Problematizations of HIV/AIDS are informed by discourses about 

sexuality in which meaning is attributed to HIV/AIDS as a condition that can be 

avoided if adhering to sexual abstinence and faithfulness in marriage. Churches 

and Christian organizations have already historically been involved in social 

sectors such as health and education. Yet, the concern with HIV/AIDS and the 

opportunities to access funding for HIV/AIDS related activities have motivated 

Churches and Christian organizations to create or join networks that emerged in 

the response to HIV/AIDS.  

332 Cf. Cecelia Lynch (2011).

333 Marian Burchardt. ‘Faith-based Humanitarianism. Organizational Change and everyday meanings 

in South Africa’. Sociology of Religion. A Quarterly Review. Vol. 73.4. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2012), 30-55.
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 The church based organizations; faith-based organizations and secular 

organizations in the Educaids network in Uganda have become involved in projects 

and programmes that respond to HIV/AIDS for various reasons. Christian faith 

and values influence all organizations in the Educaids network; either directly, via 

policies and programmes, or indirectly through the staff and the local communities 

they work with. Even Church organizations had to relate to secular development 

discourses introduced by counterparts in development networks they were 

engaged in. Therefore, the close relations between churches and development 

have shaped the (transnational) field of development and vice versa. This chapter 

has pointed out that it does not make sense to distinguish between Christian and 

secular organizations in the context of development. In the example of the 

Ugandan organizations in the Educaids network I have demonstrated that the 

discourses on religion, development, HIV/AIDS and sexuality are entangled. While 

the relations between these discourses play out differently within different 

organizations, Christian organizations in Uganda do not belong simply to one 

category or the other. 

 This chapter has also demonstrated that discourses on religion and secularism 

are entangled differently in the Ugandan context than in the Dutch context. 

Meanings attributed to religion in the field of development are influenced by 

various forms of politics and different agendas, including those prevailing in 

international, national politics as well as in transnational networks such as 

Educaids. This chapter has suggested that the Christian organizations in Uganda 

refer much more to secular development discourses in their understanding of and 

approaches to HIV/AIDS, than is often assumed in a secular Dutch perspective. The 

Christian development organizations in the Educaids network, Dutch and Uganda, 

have not referred to or drawn in theological reflections on HIV/AIDS that have 

been developed in the past decade. In that sense Christian organizations, including 

the church departments involved in the Educaids network, prove to operate as 

development organizations rather than religious organizations. 

 This chapter has served as an introduction to Ugandan discourses on HIV/

AIDS in relation to religion and development, and more specifically to the Ugandan 

organizations that participated in the Educaids network between 2008 and 2010. 

In the coming chapters I will explore how the different entanglements between 

religion and development come to the fore and are understood in relation to HIV/

AIDS and sexuality in the Educaids network. 
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ATTRIBUTING MEANINGS TO RELIGION AND SEXUALITY IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

 ‘Just as a body, though one has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is 

with Christ.’334

This Biblical text was cited at the opening of a conference on HIV/AIDS and 

Education organized by ICCO, Edukans and Prisma in 2004.  The conference was the 

start of the Educaids network. The text is often cited to affirm the global solidarity 

of Christians with people affected by HIV/AIDS in the so-called ‘theologies of Aids’. 

At the opening of the conference the text was referred to more specifically as a 

motivation to realize a more effective cooperation in the fight against HIV/AIDS. 

With the comment that ‘all organizations present here are Christian and 

complementary to each other through their differences,’ the report attributes 

meaning to religion as a basis for cooperation between Dutch organizations. This 

raises the question of how this reference to unity in the ‘body of Christ’ metaphor 

attributes meaning to religion and development in the context of the cultural 

encounter over HIV/AIDS in the Educaids network. In relation to this, the more 

general question that is central to this chapter is how religion, development,  

HIV/AIDS and sexuality are entangled in policy documents and reports of a 

transnational network of development organizations. 

 The Educaids network is a network of Dutch development organizations and 

the organizations they cooperate with in Uganda (and elsewhere). In discourse 

analytical terms it can be seen as a dispositive in which meaning is attributed to 

religion through language, action and materializations.335 In this chapter I focus 

on the meanings attributed to religion in texts. To this end, I have analysed the 

documents and reports that have been produced by the Educaids network since its 

inception in 2004. It is important to realize, however, that these documents are 

linked to action; their contents were informed by meetings and projects and, vice 

versa, the documents themselves have served as points of departure for meetings 

and projects. Materializations in the form of the economic capital that is exchanged  

by Dutch organizations with the Ugandan organizations have been very influential 

in shaping the power relations between the organizations in the network. In the 

Educaids network texts, various discourse strands come together in the meanings 

that are attributed to religion and development, in reference to HIV/AIDS and 

sexuality. In what follows, I will trace these discourse strands in the texts by 

focussing on the problematization of HIV/AIDS and the solutions proposed in 

relation to religion and sexuality. I obtained these texts during my fieldwork in the 

Educaids network between 2008 and 2010. These texts have been predominantly 

334 This is literal quote from the introductory speech at the first conference in which the Educaids 

Network was founded. It refers to the Biblical text at 1Corinthians 12:12. ‘Leren van Levensbelang’. 

(Conference Report, Amersfoort: Educaids, 2004).

335 On dispositive analysis, Cf. Jäger and Maier (2009), 56.
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written by members of Dutch Educaids organizations, most notably the coordinator 

residing in the Netherlands. Therefore, this chapter is mainly an analysis of how 

the Educaids network activities are planned and given meaning. Occasionally I 

will refer to individual narratives and expressions from interviews or conversations 

I had with the staff of Ugandan organizations, as an illustration of these written 

texts or to present contrasting views. 

 In section 1, I will start out with an analytical description of the initiative that 

resulted in establishing the Educaids network and the first conferences in the 

Netherlands. In section 2, I will explain how Dutch organizations engaged their 

counterparts in East Africa through a conference and through pilot projects on 

HIV/AIDS prevention. In section 3, I will discuss how sexuality became a prominent 

theme on the Educaids agenda. In section 4, I will introduce the Shareframe 

project, a project that aimed to develop sexuality education policies for and by the 

Ugandan organizations in the network. I will conclude with a reflection on the 

main themes and findings in this chapter. 

 

6.1  Education as the key to fighting HIV/AIDS
In 2004, ICCO, Edukans and Prisma organized the conference ‘Learning of vital 

importance! HIV/AIDS and Education in Africa’ for Dutch development professionals  

in the Netherlands. 336 Over forty people from various Christian development 

organizations, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and several secular 

organizations with technical expertise in (sexuality) education in The Netherlands 

attended the conference.337 The conference formed the start of a more intensive 

collaboration between the three organizations under the name of the Educaids 

network. In due course, the Educaids network became part of the ICCO-alliance 

that was established by the same organizations in 2005.338 Until today, the Educaids 

network is part of the education programme of the ICCO alliance.339 This makes 

this conference an important moment in the history of the Educaids network. 

336 The programme contained contributions from the director of the education directorate of the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the ICCO’s Aids specialist, an education specialist of the research 
organization TNO and from World Population Foundation, a Dutch NGO specializing in sexuality 
education in developing countries. On the second day a plan was made for further exchange of 
knowledge and expertise. This resulted in the establishment of a steering group which would 
develop criteria and come up with a plan to engage African organizations.

337 The full list of organizations represented at the conference is: ADRA, Dorcas, Edukans, 
Gereformeerde Zendingsbond, ICCO, ICS, Kerkinactie, MCS-consult, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Oikonomos, Prisma, Tearfund, Woord en Daad, Zeister Zendingsgenootschap (Hutterian Brethren), 
ZOA-refugee care, TNO Prevention and Health, World Population Foundation, Deelstra & De Jong 
Communication

338 The ICCO alliance is a cooperation of Protestant Christian development organizations that I have 
introduced in chapter 2.

339 In 2012 the ICCO alliance became the ICCO cooperation, the next step in merging the three 

organizations into one development organization.
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 The Educaids network was not unique in its focus on HIV/AIDS and education. 

When it became clear in the course of the 1990s that the HIV/AIDS epidemic was 

affecting all domains in society, an interest in the impact of the epidemic on 

education was also developed. ‘HIV/AIDS affects the education system just as it 

affects the body’ is written in a UNESCO publication in 2000. ‘For years it goes on 

unnoticed (…), and then suddenly statistics come out on the skilled and highly 

educated manpower affected.’340 There is a mutual influence between HIV/AIDS 

and education in two ways. First, the education sector itself is severely hit by the 

effects of HIV/AIDS; teachers get infected with HIV and have to quit their jobs, and 

students drop out of schools as they or their families suffer from Aids. However, 

education is also perceived to be a potential solution to the social problem of HIV/

AIDS. For many development organizations education is an instrument to educate 

young people about HIV/AIDS and make them aware of the importance of 

prevention and a healthy lifestyle. Reaching out to younger generations is 

important to these organizations, because even when HIV prevalence has dropped 

dramatically, it is the age group between 15 and 30 years old that still shows the 

highest incidence of HIV/AIDS.341 

 While education is considered to be important in halting the spread of HIV/

AIDS, how it can contribute to preventing young people from getting infected 

with HIV/AIDS is a contested issue. Research in South Africa, for example, has 

shown that teachers are uncomfortable with giving sexuality education and many 

of them experience some aspects of sexuality education as contradictory to their 

own values and beliefs.342 Similar conclusions have been drawn in studies on 

parental support for sexuality education in Tanzania.343 Dutch professionals 

involved with the Educaids network who I have interviewed report similar 

difficulties in talking about sexuality with the staff of their counterparts in 

Uganda. The report of the conference that led to the establishment of the Educaids 

network is yet another example. It starts with the summary of a small research 

project among the staff members of Edukans, ICCO and Prisma that pointed out 

340 Michael J. Kelly. ‘Planning for Education in the context of HIV/AIDS’. Fundamentals for Educational 

Planning-66. (Paris: UNESCO, 2000). 

341 Recent figures have indicated that HIV prevalence in Uganda has risen from 6.4 % in 2004-6 to 7.3 

% in 2011 in the age group of 15-49.  Further information available on http://health.go.ug/docs/

UAIS_2011_REPORT.pdf (accessed on November 21st 2014). Cf. Donald E. Morisky, W. James Jakob, 

Yusuf K. Nsubuga & Steven J. Height. Aids. Lessons Learned from Uganda. (Charlotte NC: Information 

Age Publishing Inc., 2006).

342 Arnfinn Helleve, Alan J. Flisher, Hans Onya, Wanjiru Mkoma & Knut-Inge Klepp. ‘Can any teacher 

teach sexuality and HIV/AIDS? Perspectives of South African Life Orientation teachers’. Sexuality 

education: Sexuality, Society and Learning. Vol. 11.1. (London: Taylor & Francis, 2011), 13-26.

343 Kitila A.K. Mkumbo & Roger Ingham. ‘What Tanzanian parents want (and do not want) covered in 

school-based sex and relationships education’. Sexuality education: Sexuality,Society and Learning. Vol. 

10.1. (London: Taylor & Francis: 2010), 67-78.
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that some of the respondents indicated experiencing difficulties in discussing 

‘sexuality and gender inequality with members of their African partner organiza-

tions.’344 

 In the same conference report, religion is attributed specific meanings; 

Christianity is discussed in terms of how it shapes and strengthens the bond 

between Dutch organizations and their counterparts in Africa, thus creating a 

bond in which sensitive issues can be discussed. This shared Christian identity is 

affirmed as important, particularly because of the ‘inevitable and necessary 

dialogue about sexual norms and values in North and South.’345 Religion is thus 

attributed meaning as a positive factor in development, in particular in the 

response to HIV/AIDS. In fact, the report states that because HIV/AIDS ‘is closely 

related to ideological questions, cooperation between organizations that are 

connected ideologically in the Netherlands and Africa is only natural.’346 The 

report of the first conference therefore shows a positive, yet rather instrumental 

view of religion, in which religion contributes to overcoming difficulties in 

fighting HIV/AIDS.

 In the more formal working plan that was developed after the conference by a 

small steering committee, I have found no further references to Christianity and 

dialogue on sexuality. Even though the plan states that ‘a strategic cooperation 

between protestant Christian organizations has added value from a Christian 

perspective’ the views and aims with the Educaids network that are described in 

the plan are rather technical.347 The plan stresses the importance of having 

education programmes that respond adequately to the HIV/AIDS epidemic and of 

including HIV/AIDS in the curricula and training capacity for teachers. It describes 

the following short term goals for the Educaids network: (1) the Educaids network 

will contribute to sharing information on activities, partners and documentation; (2) 

to capacity building and exchange of expertise; and (3) invest in strategy development 

to optimize prevention programmes, integrate HIV/AIDS in school curricula and 

explore possibilities in informal education. The final goal (4) described is to write 

a so-called ‘sector plan’ on education and HIV/AIDS with the aim to strengthen the 

capacity of partner organizations on this issue.348 

 The conference ‘Learning of vital importance’ was the start of a more intensive 

collaboration between the three organizations under the name of Educaids network.349 

The idea that the network would be set up between Dutch organizations and their 

344 Unpublished Conference Report in Dutch ‘Leren van Levensbelang’. (Amersfoort: Educaids, 2004).

345 Ibid.

346 Ibid.

347 Unpublished document in Dutch entitled ‘Onderwijs & HIV/AIDS’. (Educaids, 2004).

348 Emphasis in the text is mine.

349 When I interviewed them in 2008, my informants said that a structural cooperation between these 

organizations was not an explicit aim of the conference at the time.
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counterparts in ‘developing’ countries to address sensitive issues such as sexuality. 

Interestingly this alleged aim of engaging in dialogue with Christian counterparts 

is not elaborated or referred to in the work plan, nor are the positive meanings 

attributed to religion. The plan of the steering committee does not describe aims or 

activities focused on discussing Christian sexual morals or Christian identity. 

Instead, the goal is formulated in terms of realizing a ‘comprehensive approach in the 

communities’ through training, lobbying and advocacy.350 Comprehensive sexuality 

education basically means that young people get full information on sexuality and are 

offered a range of choices to protect themselves from unwanted pregnancies, HIV/

AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. This includes the so-called ABC approach 

that was highly contested by several political and religious actors in Uganda. 

 The first plans to improve the prevention of HIV/AIDS in education developed 

by the Educaids network therefore seem to favour a secular, liberal approach to 

sexuality and prevention of HIV/AIDS, alongside the wish to engage in dialogue on 

sexuality with Christian counterpart organizations. In view of the politicized 

discussions about the ABC approach in Uganda discussed in chapter 4, the Educaids 

network takes a clear position. This raises the question of how the emphasis on a 

shared Christian identity as a crucial factor in engaging in a dialogue on sexuality 

is translated into the institutional arrangements that characterize the network, in 

particular since it has not been translated into concrete plans for the practical 

cooperation with organizations in Uganda.

6.2  Engaging ‘partner’ organizations in Africa
In 2005 the ICCO, Edukans and Prisma organized a so-called partner conference in 

Nairobi, Kenya, entitled: A Christian NGOs Conference on Developing a framework for 

effective and coherent response to HIV/Aids in Learning Institutions. Around seventy 

development professionals from various Christian and non-Christian development 

organizations in Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Malawi and The Netherlands 

attended the conference. The focus of this conference was on HIV/AIDS and 

education. One of the aims was to explore possibilities for setting-up the Educaids 

network to increase attention to HIV/AIDS in education in East African countries.351 The 

conference combined technical discussions on educational models and HIV/AIDS 

interventions with attention to the specific character of Christian organizations. 

In this section I illustrate how HIV/AIDS was discussed with reference to Christianity 

and sexuality in the transnational encounter between Dutch Christian organizations 

and Christian organizations in East Africa. My analysis is based on two reports 

that were written about the conference in Nairobi in 2005. 

350 ‘Onderwijs & HIV/AIDS’. (Work plan, Educaids, 2004). (translation is mine)

351 Unpublished Conference Report entitled ‘Brackenhurst Report’. (Educaids:2005).
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 In his keynote address, the head of the foreign department at Edukans, Dick 

Verboom, discussed the role of religion in HIV/AIDS prevention in education.352 

Referring to the biblical story of the man who was cured by Jesus on the Sabbath, 

Verboom acknowledged the important role of Christian organizations but also 

criticized them implicitly for condemning certain values or behaviours.353 He 

called upon the audience to reject ‘fearfully staying away from controversial 

subjects as the reality of youth having sex.’354 Thus Verboom affirms the importance 

of the shared Christian identity of the Dutch organizations that initiated Educaids, 

but also criticizes Christians for hampering the prevention of HIV/AIDS among 

young people. In his speech he puts sexuality firmly on the agenda for the 

conference. In addition he explains that religion has been discussed as an 

ambivalent factor in development in The Netherlands. He illustrates this with an 

example of how religion has hampered an effective response to HIV/AIDS. The 

speech therefore introduced the participants from various organizations in East 

Africa to the ambivalent view of religion that dominated Dutch discourses on 

development and social change at the time. 

 Other speakers affirm the importance of Christian organizations in fighting 

HIV/AIDS. Vincent Wambugu, the Secretary General of the Episcopal Conference 

of Kenya, states that Christian education has been important in reducing the 

impact of HIV/AIDS since the 1990s. Deusedit Ojalla agrees that Christian 

organizations have a specific strength in fighting HIV/AIDS through education, 

but he also notes fear of talking about moral issues, associating HIV/AIDS with a 

Biblical curse and opposing condom use and education. The chairman of the 

National Council of Churches in Kenya (NCCK), Oliver Kisaka Simiyu, closes the 

conference with a speech. He states that ‘the responsibility of the church is to …

boldly and with compassion and love open up on issues of sex and HIV/AIDS if we 

have to prevent its spread.’355 He states that abstinence from sexual relationships is 

the best method to prevent HIV/AIDS from spreading. 

 The speakers at the conference all acknowledged that an open discussion 

about sexuality is important. Where they seemed to differ is in their views on 

what sexuality education should entail. A small but remarkable difference between 

how the conference is presented in the Dutch report, compared to the English 

report is worth mentioning. The Dutch report mentions that one speaker 

questioned whether: ‘abstinence and faithfulness (can) still be emphasized as 

Christian values, considering the reality in which young people are sexually 

352 Educaids ‘Brackenhurst Report’. (2005).

353 This Bible Story is based on John 5:1-15.

354 Educaids ‘Brackenhurst Report’. (2005).

355 Educaids ‘Brackenhurst Report’. (2005).
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active?’356 The English report only mentions this in an appendix; unlike in the 

Dutch report, it is not highlighted as an important conclusion. In fact, in the 

English reports references in which abstinence is mentioned as ‘fool proof’ and 

biblical get equal emphasis.357 The two reports have obviously been written for and 

tailored towards different audiences, emphasizing different aspects of the 

conference, while attempting to give an impression of the most important 

discussions and conclusions. 

 While the differences between the reports are small, they are quite 

informative, since they hint at divergences in the views on HIV/AIDS, sexuality 

and religion of the various actors in the Educaids network.358The Dutch report 

illustrates how religious morals on sexuality are problematized in the fight against 

HIV/AIDS, even though the dominant focus in the conference was on the positive 

role Christian organizations could play. Moreover, it illustrates that the wish to 

engage in an ‘open dialogue on sexual norms and values’ was accompanied by a 

critical view of Christian morals on abstinence and faithfulness in this early phase 

of the Educaids network. 

 In other words, the two reports show different problematizations of HIV/AIDS 

in relation to religion and sexuality; one in which religion is attributed meaning 

as a positive force in tackling HIV/AIDS, and another one in which religion is 

perceived as a negative factor in overcoming the problem of HIV/AIDS. This 

resonates with the attribution of meaning to religion as an ambivalent factor in 

development in the discourses on religion and development that I have analysed 

before. Moreover, these differences suggest an awareness of the differences in how 

discourses on religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality are entangled in the context of 

Uganda and the Netherlands. In what follows, I will scrutinize how these different 

attributions of meaning come to the fore in the networks views and activities, and 

how this plays out in the context of cultural encounters.

 The difficult questions concerning sexuality are not taken up in the practical 

plans made in the aftermath of the conference in Nairobi. These plans focus on the 

practical cooperation concerning issues on which Dutch and Ugandan organizations 

have common ground, such as the care for orphans and vulnerable children. The 

356 Unpublished report entitled ‘Verslag van de Educaids conferentie over Onderwijs en HIV/aids’ 

(2005), written before the English report

357 It must be noted that the reports reflect on the whole conference in which many, often practical 

and technically detailed, discussions have taken place on HIV/AIDS and education. Christian mor-

als on sexuality were mentioned in the speeches and plenary presentations, but the reports don’t 

give the impression that this was discussed extensively among the participants. Given that, it is 

still remarkable that Christian morals on sexuality are put in question in the Dutch report and not 

in the English report.

358 According to the report, Christian views on sexuality were not discussed in the smaller thematic 

group sessions scheduled later in the conference. I have read only one sentence in the report of the 

thematic session that abstinence was mentioned as being in line with Biblical values.
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practical outcome of the conference was an invitation to the East African 

organizations to propose projects on HIV/AIDS and education to get financial 

support for (further) implementation. Dutch organizations committed themselves 

to also provide funding to already successful projects that address HIV/AIDS 

within education programmes, to enable organizations to implement these 

programmes on a larger scale. According to the Dutch coordinator, this approach 

was chosen because it gave the counterparts in African societies the power to 

make their own decisions. Interestingly, none of the project proposals focused on 

sexuality education. Instead, many of the projects proposed by organizations in 

Uganda and Kenya focused on children who are orphaned or otherwise vulnerable 

due to HIV/AIDS. Notwithstanding the importance of caring for orphans and 

vulnerable children, HIV/AIDS prevention programmes for young people are 

equally important. I would argue that the reason why no projects on sexuality 

education for youth were submitted, is that sexuality education is a much more 

contested issue among Christian organizations than caring for those who are 

directly affected by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In any case, by investing in projects for 

orphaned and other vulnerable children, for the time being the various actors 

were able to steer away from the (somewhat tacit) differences in views on sexuality 

education. 

Sections 6.1 and 6.2 have illustrated that while sexuality was an important concern 

of both Dutch and Ugandan organizations in the Educaids network, important 

differences in how HIV/AIDS is problematized can be discerned as well. Dutch 

organizations bring an ambivalent view of religion to the Educaids network in 

which Christian sexual morality is also hampering solutions for HIV/AIDS. 

Differences between Dutch and Ugandan organizations become visible when 

taking into account the different entanglements in discourses on religion, HIV/

AIDS and sexuality in the Netherlands and Uganda. Comparison of the Dutch and 

English reports of the conference indicate an awareness of the potential differences 

in views between Dutch and African Christian organizations, but the differences 

are not explicitly addressed.

6.3  Making sexuality a priority in the Educaids network 
In 2007 the Dutch organizations in the Educaids network appointed a coordinator 

in the Netherlands whose task it was to intensify the cooperation and sharing of 

experiences and knowledge within the Educaids network. This change marked the 

start of a second phase in the Educaids network in which sexuality became a more 

explicit theme.  The new coordinator of the Educaids network focused on linking 

organizations so that they might learn from each other. He explained in an 

interview that previously organizations had focused too much on their independent 



161

ATTRIBUTING MEANINGS TO RELIGION AND SEXUALITY IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

projects, which prevented them from becoming active as a network. This aim of 

‘linking and learning’, as it was referred to in the Educaids network was intended 

to redirect the attention on Educaids as a network rather than merely a funding 

channel.359 

 The start of this linking and learning approach was the preparation of a joint 

vision document during a partner conference in Addis Ababa in June 2007.360 The 

conference was attended by thirty representatives from Educaids organizations in 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Malawi and Uganda, and five from Dutch Educaids 

organizations. Group discussions were held on themes such as stigma and 

discrimination, behaviour change, HIV/AIDS in school curricula, voluntary 

counselling and testing and the role of faith and culture. The conference report 

states that while most discussions only touched the surface of the themes, a fierce 

debate took place on the ABC approach. The country networks appointed a focal 

point organization that would initiate meetings in which a country work plan 

would be written based on the vision document.  COU (Church of Uganda) in Soroti 

was chosen as the focal point organization of the Educaids network in Uganda. 

While the Educaids coordinator finalized the Vision Document in the Netherlands 

shortly after the conference in July 2007, the country work plans had not yet been 

realized at the time. 

 An analysis of the Vision Document demonstrates first of all how discourses 

on HIV/AIDS in the Educaids network have changed in this second phase.361 In the 

introduction of the document Educaids is described as a network that aims to 

improve HIV prevention in education, and to mitigate the impact of HIV/AIDS on 

the education sector. The second paragraph of the introduction points out the 

importance of taking into account religion, cultural norms and values and 

philosophy of life in addressing HIV/AIDS. The ‘Christian background’ of the 

network is presented as a source of motivation and inspiration in addressing these 

questions. In addition, the Christian background is referred to as a starting point 

for discussion. What is new is that the aims of the Educaids network are legitimized 

in the context of international agreements made through the United Nations in 

the Millennium Development Goals, Education for All objectives and the Rights of 

the Child.362 International development discourses such as expressed in the 

Millennium Development Goals and by institutions like UNESCO and UNICEF are 

more firmly drawn on as a framework of reference than in previous documentation. 

359 Interview, coordinator from 2007-2009

360 Unpublished report of the Educaids Conference at Addis Abeba in June 2007

361 Unpublished document: Educaids Vision document (2007)

362 Millennium Development Goals: http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml, Education for All: 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTEDUCATION/0,,contentMDK:20374062~ 

menuPK:540090~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK:282386,00.html and Rights of the Child: 

http://www.unicef.org/crc/ . (All web links last checked on November 21st 2014).
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 The Educaids network is positioned more strongly in the context of the secular 

international discourses on human rights in the Vision Document than had been 

the case until then. This does not mean that the views on education and HIV/AIDS 

as such had changed, but the document seems to narrow down the Educaids broad 

concern with the impact of HIV/AIDS to a concern with individual rights. This is 

illustrated in the view on education presented in the report in which the 

importance of individual choice is emphasized. It is stated that education is a 

‘social vaccine’ against HIV/AIDS because it provides information and (life) skills to 

young people.363 Life skills are the practical skills that young people must have in 

order to be able to protect themselves against HIV/AIDS, and the psychological 

skills they need to make their own decisions regarding sexuality. The Vision 

Document also states that education empowers the individual: it contributes to 

and therefore challenges ‘existing cultural norms and values’. Examples of these 

norms and values that are mentioned are financial dependence of women on their 

husbands, the cultural tradition of polygamy, and stigmas attached to HIV/AIDS.  

 The Vision Document thus assumes that education empowers the individual 

to make decisions. This emphasis on individual choice and rights illustrates that a 

secular, liberal perspective on the role of education in the prevention of HIV/AIDS 

is becoming more dominant in the Educaids network. The vision document does 

acknowledge the significance of ‘religious and cultural norms, values and 

philosophy of life’ for the people and communities they work with in African 

societies. Education is primarily seen as an instrument to achieve changes in 

harmful or limiting cultural traditions. This is remarkable since education could 

also be seen as an important way to transfer cultural capital in the sense of cultural 

reproduction rather than in terms of cultural change only.364 

 Education specialists have criticized Bourdieu’s theory of reproduction of 

cultural capital through education, arguing that family and class are no longer 

the locus in the transfer of cultural capital in western societies.365 While it would 

take us too far to go into the complex discussion about social reproduction and 

cultural capital here, I just want to note a potential discrepancy in the views on 

education between Dutch and Ugandan organizations in the network. The 

363 The document discusses different actors involved in the education sector, including schools. 

It describes Educaids activities on micro, meso and macro levels: linking and learning, scaling 

up existing programmes and lobbying and advocacy. Up scaling is seen as a result of linking 

and learning, for example approaches in certain areas and communities, carried out by one 

organization, can be introduced in other areas, communities and organizations if they prove to be 

successful. In terms of the network, Educaids’ focus is on East Africa (including Tanzania), but there 

is an aim to broaden experiences. India is mentioned as an example.

364 Cf. Pierre Bourdieu and Jean Claude Passeron. ‘Reproduction in education, society and culture’. 

(London: Sage, 1990).

365 On Cultural Capital, Social Reproduction and Bourdieu, cf. John H. Goldthorpe. ‘Cultural Capital: 

Some Critical Observations’. Sociologica, No. 2. (Bologna: Società editrice il Mulino, 2007).
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emphasis on education as an instrument in social and cultural change that was 

introduced in the Vision Document of the Educaids network is a view that fits very 

well with a secular liberal discourse on education that focuses on the agency of the 

individual. It remains unclear whether Ugandan actors in the Educaids network 

share this view of how education can be instrumental in the fight against HIV/

AIDS. The emphasis on Christian sexual morals over individual choice in the 

discourse on HIV/AIDS in Uganda suggests that education may be viewed differently 

as well. 

 The Vision Document also attributes meaning to religion in relation to broader 

cultural characteristics in African societies. It is stated that Educaids organizations 

in Africa work in rigid environments, which make it hard to discuss sexuality and 

HIV/AIDS openly.366 Religion is attributed meaning as an instrument in changing 

this mentality. Church leaders in particular are presented as crucial actors in 

opening up dialogue on HIV/AIDS within (faith) communities. Christian values 

such as ‘the notion of loving the other as yourself, of honesty, of being faithful’ can 

inform that dialogue. Religion is thus attributed meaning as a positive factor in 

development here. At the same time it is stated that: 

The Bible as guidance, however needed and wanted, is clearly not easily 

applicable. Ethical values and principles, however strong, are not direct concrete 

tools in difficult and ambivalent situations. HIV/AIDS does not respect religious 

boundaries.367 

The Vision Document asserts that while Christian values are important, they are 

not all equally applicable. The emphasis on the responsibility of church leaders to 

discuss HIV/AIDS and sexuality openly confirms an instrumental focus on religion 

in which development outcomes remain the primary frame of reference. This 

 instrumentality is affirmed in the reference to tools made in the quote. In stating 

that in ambivalent situations ethical values and principles are not always apt tools, 

the quote seems to imply that some values and principles do not lead to the desired 

views or attitudes. In view of the linking of education to the empowerment of 

individuals in the document, it suggests that religion is instrumental in particular 

when it supports secular, liberal development aims. So while religion is attributed 

meaning as a positive factor in this quote, it is primarily thought to be positive 

when supporting a secular liberal development discourse.

366 The Vision Document refers to the results of a questionnaire among ‘partner’ organizations here.

367 Unpublished document entitled ‘Vision Document’. (Amersfoort: Educaids, July 2007) - italics in the 

original.
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Let me now briefly reflect on how the views on HIV/AIDS within the Educaids 

networks discourses as reflected in reports and documents have developed.  What 

has come to the fore in the different documents analysed so far is that over time 

sexuality is becoming central in the problematization of HIV/AIDS in the Educaids 

network. At the start of the Educaids network several angles had been proposed in 

the cooperation between Christian organizations on HIV/AIDS and education. In 

the first documents a shared concern with HIV/AIDS and a shared Christian faith 

were mentioned as motivational factors to start the network. However, as sexuality 

gradually became an important focus in the problematization of HIV/AIDS, a 

critical view on Christian morals became visible as well. 

 As the Educaids network evolved, religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS come to 

the fore as contested issues in the Educaids network more sharply than in its early 

phase. In this process religion is both presented as force that might hamper or 

contribute to finding solutions for HIV/AIDS. This argument about the ambivalence 

of religion has clear similarities with the perspective on religion in Dutch debates 

on development I have described in chapter three. In the light of my central 

research question focused on the cultural encounter, the question is whether the 

Ugandan organizations share the understanding of religion as ambivalent. Do 

these organizations agree with the Vision Document that Christian values and 

texts cannot act as moral guidance in choices around sexuality and the prevention 

of HIV/AIDS? And, if that is not the case, how do Ugandan organizations 

problematize HIV/AIDS in relation to religion and sexuality? 

6.4   Translating ‘vision’ into ‘action’ through sexuality education 
policies

The Vision Document was the starting point for new activities in the country 

networks in Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda. Educaids organizations in Ethiopia 

started a documentary project for education on gender and sexuality.368 The 

Educaids networks in Uganda and Kenya accepted the proposal of the Dutch 

coordinator to engage in a capacity building project on sexual and reproductive 

health and rights. This would become the Shareframe project in Uganda that was 

the focus of my empirical research on the Educaids network. In this section I will 

introduce the Shareframe project. I will highlight the most important character-

istics of the project’s approach to sexuality and HIV/AIDS and analyse meanings 

attributed to religion, more particularly the meanings that are attributed to 

Christian morals on sexuality in the context of the project. I will trace discourse 

strands on the problematization of sexuality and religion in relation to HIV/AIDS. 

368 More information about the documentary film entitled: ‘Tomorrow will be better’ has been accessed  

on 30 January 2015. Available on: http://www.aidsonair.org/tomorrow_will_be_better 
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The data I will use include documentation on the Shareframe project and 

interviews with actors involved in the project in the Netherlands and in Uganda. 

6.4.1 A ‘Dutch’ initiative
In 2007 the Dutch organizations in the Educaids network initiated the Sexual and 

Reproductive Health and Rights Action Research Framework, usually referred to 

as Shareframe. Shareframe is a project that aims to improve the skills of the staff 

in Educaids organizations in Kenya and Uganda developing programmes and 

policies to improve sexuality education. The project was carried out between 2008 

and 2010.369 In Uganda it started in February 2008 with an orientation meeting in 

which the project was explained. The meeting brought together representatives 

from four organizations in Uganda: ADRA, YWCA, COU and Keyetume.370 After the 

orientation meeting, other Educaids organizations in Uganda were also involved 

in the new Shareframe project. In the interviews I had in 2009, Ugandan Educaids 

organizations told me that they found it difficult to accept at the time that the 

pilot projects were not continued and that Educaids shifted to sexual and 

reproductive health and rights. However, they also stated that they saw it as a new 

opportunity to set-up sexuality education projects and acquire funding through 

the Educaids network. 

 The project consisted of three workshops in which sexual and reproductive 

health and rights policies were developed, and a final presentation of these policies 

at a conference. The aim of the project was to gain more insight into the prevention 

messages given by Christian organizations in the Educaids networks in Kenya and 

Uganda, and to stimulate a dialogue on sexual and reproductive health and rights 

in the network. This was done through training organizational staff in conducting 

research among young people on their views, behaviours and needs on sexuality 

and develop policies based on that. The idea was that their research would inform 

them about which actions were needed. 

 The participatory way in which the project was designed suggested that the 

project invited Educaids organizations to take their own decisions. This was not 

the case. The aim of the Shareframe project was to introduce a comprehensive 

approach to sexuality education, in line with the vision described in the Vision 

Document. The coordinator explained: 

369 In 2011 it was carried out in Malawi and in 2012 it is planned for Educaids Ethiopia as well.

370 In addition, someone from Edukans represented Educaids Netherlands. Educaids Netherlands 

developed the Shareframe project together with World Population Foundation, an expert organization 

in sexuality education based in the Netherlands. One of the trainers was present to introduce the 

Shareframe project.  
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…let’s be honest, we discovered that partners didn’t work along the policies we 

put on paper. We are in favour of the ABC approach and what can we do if only 

abstinence- only messages are given (by our partners)

The Educaids coordinator was not sure whether the Ugandan organizations in the 

network would choose a comprehensive approach in their sexuality education 

policies if they were given the space to design their own policies. Therefore the 

Shareframe project was organized top-down. Backed up by their access to economic 

capital, this allowed the Dutch Educaids organizations to influence the policies 

designed by Ugandan counterparts. 

 An illustration of this was the choice of the Dutch organizations to work with  

the organization World Population Foundation in designing of the Shareframe 

project.371 The World Population Foundation is an expert organization on sexual 

and reproductive health and rights in education based in the Netherlands. The 

organization has long-standing experience in the implementation of similar 

projects in countries across the globe. However, their experience in working with 

Christian organizations was limited at the time. One of the trainers who was 

involved in Shareframe explained: 

…  we were concerned and excited about working with organizations based on 

faith, that take positions such as the Vatican. To engage with them… At the 

same time we knew about things happening (because) we had heard of good 

examples of religious organizations that distributed condoms. 

Because of their expertise in sexuality education the World Population Foundation 

would become an influential organization in the Educaids network. Moreover, 

since the Dutch coordinator and the Dutch Educaids organizations were unable to 

participate in all activities under Shareframe, the trainers from the World 

Population Foundation would often represent the Dutch organizations in the 

Educaids network.

 The World Population Foundation was engaged in the Shareframe project on 

the basis of their expertise as professional trainers and activists for sexual and 

reproductive health and rights. The organization has a strong, well-informed 

position on sexuality and youth. In practice this meant that the Dutch Christian 

development organizations were represented by a secular organization specializing  

in sexuality education and successful in lobbying for a liberal and rights-based 

371 After a merger with the Rutgers/Nisso group and Kennis Centrum Seksualiteit in 2010, WPF has 

continued its activities under the name Rutgers WPF. In 2015 the organisation continued under the 

name Rutgers.
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approach to SRHR.372 The Dutch Christian development organizations would thus 

remain distant observers of the Shareframe project rather than becoming active 

participants. In my interviews on the Shareframe project I noticed that the staff 

members of Dutch Educaids organizations sometimes had different expectations 

of what policies on sexuality education should look like than the World Population 

Foundation. Because the Dutch organizations did not participate actively in the 

Shareframe project, the nuances in their views and approaches to sexuality were 

hardly visible for Ugandan organizations in the network. 

6.4.2  Evidence-based sexuality education
The first workshop of the Shareframe project took place in June 2008 in Mukono, a 

town just outside of Kampala in Uganda. Every organization in the Educaids 

network sent two of their staff members to participate in the workshop. This 

resulted in a diverse group comprised of junior employees, external consultants, 

and authoritative, senior staff including religious clergy. The aim of the workshop 

was to explain evidence-based sexuality education programmes based on a method 

called Intervention Mapping. 

 Intervention Mapping is a protocol for developing interventions on health 

promotion based on behaviour change.373 In these programmes, sexuality education 

aims at changing unhealthy sexual behaviour of young people. Getting insight 

into the sexual behaviour of young people is considered a crucial step in developing 

sexuality education programmes. Intervention Mapping provides a protocol for 

developing sexuality education programmes that are based on the actual behaviour 

of young people. This means that as a part of the programme, Ugandan Educaids 

organizations would carry out research among their own target groups of young 

people in the regions of Uganda where they work. The research activities were 

referred to as a needs assessment and situation analysis, which comprised literature 

study interviews and focus group discussions with young people. The workshops 

trained the participants in the Shareframe project in carrying out this research, 

analysing the results and translating them into policies. This gathering of evidence 

on young people’s sexual behaviour and the knowledge about sexuality and the 

skills youth possess to make healthy (sexual) choices was seen as a crucial step in 

372 WPF has a lobbying and advocacy department that is active in national and international fora 

where SRHR is discussed. In these activities they take firm positions, including critiques of so-

called conservative religious agendas. An example is the opinion article written in response to the 

World Congress of Families, known as a conference of conservative religious groups. Accessible 

on http://www.wpf.org/documenten/20090812_opinie_wolf_in_schaapskleren.pdf  (last checked, 

November 12th 2014).

373 Intervention Mapping is a protocol for developing interventions on health promotion based on a 

‘behaviour change approach’. The behaviour of young people in relation to other factors influenc-

ing young people’s sexual and reproductive health choices is central in this approach. 
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the design of sexual and reproductive health and rights policies. In the Educaids 

network this was also referred to as an evidence-based approach to sexuality 

education.

 In the second workshop in October 2008, the results of the literature study 

were discussed and the participants were trained in empirical research skills. The 

literature study comprised an analysis of studies on young people, their sexual 

and reproductive health and rights and HIV/AIDS in Uganda that were already 

available. How the literature study was carried out differed from organization to 

organization. Some reports were very thorough, quoting ample sources and 

providing many statistics on subjects ranging from fertility trends to reasons for 

condom use among different age groups. Others were rather brief and listed only 

some findings on young people’s sexual behaviour and views. Another aim of this 

workshop was a thorough preparation of the empirical research. The empirical 

field study was to be carried out among the specific target group(s) of an 

organization through a combination of quantitative and qualitative research 

methods; survey, interviews and focus group discussions. Participants were 

trained in these research methods. As part of the training they visited a school in 

which the World Population Foundation had initiated a programme on sexuality 

education already.374 The pupils in these schools had therefore received some 

sexuality education and were used to talking about sexuality. The Shareframe 

participants practised the interviews and focus group discussions in these schools. 

This experience allowed them to develop research skills but also engaged them 

individually in talking about sexuality. 

 Shareframe participants were motivated to develop an open, non-judgmental 

attitude to learn what young people think and experience. The idea behind this 

approach is that in order to make good policy on sexual and reproductive health 

and rights, people themselves should be able to talk about sexuality explicitly and 

openly. The Support tool for SRHR and HIV prevention argues that this participation in 

empirical research is necessary to ‘try to find out what is actually happening, not 

what they like to see happening.’375 This means that the research carried out by 

participants in the Shareframe workshops among target groups was not only 

intended to provide knowledge on the sexual behaviour of young people, but also 

374 World Population Foundation has developed a computer programme for sexuality education that 

is called the World Starts With Me. Through an extensive consultation process this programme is 

adjusted to local circumstances (culture, language use, law) before it is implemented in a school, or 

educational institution. Information on the programme accessed on 30 January 2015. It is available 

on: http://www.rutgerswpf.org/what-we-do/comprehensive-sexuality-education/depth-world-starts-me. 

375 Joanne Leerlooijer. ‘Evidence-based and Rights- Based Planning and Support Tool for SRHR/HIV 

Prevention Interventions for Young People’. (Utrecht: Rutgers/ WPF and Stop Aids Now, 2009), 50. 

Accessed on 30 January 2015. Available on: http://www.rutgerswpf.org/sites/rutgersorg/files/pdf/

Planning_support_tool_EN.pdf



169

ATTRIBUTING MEANINGS TO RELIGION AND SEXUALITY IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

as a way to learn how they should approach young people in their research. It was 

expected that the findings generated through the research would indicate that a 

comprehensive approach to sexuality education was necessary. Therefore, 

gathering evidence was not a neutral activity in the context of the Shareframe 

project, but aimed at convincing participants to take a comprehensive approach to 

sexuality education. 

 The method of Intervention Mapping is informed by a secular liberal idea of 

young people as individuals that are entitled to make their own choices.376 Despite 

the neutrality that is often assumed in scientific approaches, such a view has 

specific moral implications. I would argue that the centrality of the individual 

freedom of choice of young people in the Shareframe project is problematic, 

because it fails to take into account how the power relations in a specific cultural, 

social and political context delimit the ability of young people to exercise personal 

choice. Young people themselves are not a homogenous group; boys and girls 

develop their sexuality in the context of different gendered cultures for example. 

Moreover, the discursive context in which Ugandan Christian organizations 

shaped their views is different from the Dutch context in which the secular liberal 

approach to sexuality education is accepted as authoritative in education policies. 

This raises the question of what happens when differently entangled discourses 

meet in the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan organizations.

6.4.3  The story of the nun: narrating experiences of cultural encounter
Comprehensive sexuality education as an evidence-based approach does not 

necessarily have the same authority to people involved in sexuality education in 

Uganda as it had to the sexual health experts from the Netherlands. This becomes 

clear in the so-called ‘the story of the nun’, which is one of the most remarkable 

stories I have come across about the challenges of discussing sexuality with the 

staff of Christian organizations in Uganda. I have heard this story being told 

several times and on different occasions, including in an interview with the 

trainers of the Shareframe project. It was on all these occasions told by Dutch 

professionals in the Educaids network in the Netherlands. 

 The story recalls an experience in the first Shareframe workshop in which a 

nun was invited to speak about the sexuality education she gives to adolescent 

girls in Uganda. She was invited to speak about her experiences because of her 

open approach towards the sexuality of young people; it was thought that she 

might serve as a role model for the Educaids organizations. Her presentation at the 

Educaids workshop, however, was quite disappointing to the trainers of the 

workshop, as one of them explained in an interview with me in 2009:

376 Cf. Adams. ‘Sex’. (2005) 2, 22.
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Naïve as we were, we thought her to be a magnificent example. She was very 

liberal in how she approached these girls; she was really empowering and very 

open about sexuality. She distributed condoms and encouraged them to make 

their own choices in sexuality. (…) Yet, at the workshop she told a completely 

different story than what she did in practice.  

Indeed, in the presence of all the representatives of the Christian organizations in 

the Educaids network in Uganda, the nun had decided to talk about the importance 

of abstinence as an important Christian sexual moral, thus backfiring the aim of 

the trainers to present her as a role model of a liberal approach on sexuality from 

a Christian perspective. 

 The story of the nun indicates that talking openly about sexuality and 

accepting a liberal approach to sexuality education may have been quite 

problematic for some of the participants as well. It demonstrates that resistance to 

the approach to sexuality in the Shareframe project cannot be explained by 

referring to religious morality only, but needs to be understood in the context of a 

group dynamic that is highly influenced by the politicization of sexuality 

education in Christian churches and the wider Ugandan society. The organizational 

staff that attended the Shareframe workshop was Christian; some of them were 

even Catholic priests. The fact that in this context in the view of the participants a 

Catholic priest has more symbolic capital than a nun may have influenced the 

nun’s choice to present her sexuality education activities in a more conservative 

light than she might have done otherwise. 

 I was not present in the workshop where the nun told her story. What intrigues 

me is that ‘the story of the nun’ was narrated by the Dutch trainers on different 

occasions, both during personal interviews and at two public meetings in the 

Netherlands. I would argue that this may be the case because it  reconfirms the 

presuppositions of the trainers in the Shareframe workshop on the impact of 

religious sensitivities on the workshop. The decision to invite the nun to share her 

experiences in sexual education indicates that in preparation of the workshop 

they had felt the need to present a role model who combined a religious position 

with a comprehensive approach because they anticipated difficulties in discussing 

sexuality education with participants from Christian organizations. 

 The decision to engage the nun also suggests that the trainers considered it 

important to introduce a liberal perspective on sexuality as Christian, while at the 

same time avoid a situation in which liberal views may be viewed as being opposed 

to Christian morals. However, as it turned out ‘the story of the nun’ became an 

example of the opposite. Later on, when presented in interviews and at meetings 

in the Netherlands, the experience served as an illustration of the difficulties in 

discussing sexuality with their Christian counterparts in Uganda. While the nun 
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had initially been invited to connect two, often conflicting, positions on sexuality 

and Christian morals, in practice the experience became a strong example of 

exactly this: the conflict between religious and rights-based views on sexuality, 

and the differences between approaches to sexuality in the Netherlands and 

Africa. 

 On the basis of the information that participants in the Shareframe project 

shared with me I have been able to identity several additional factors that can 

explain why participants would resist talking openly about sexuality during the 

project. The personal, individual approach that was adopted in the Shareframe 

project is one of these factors that influenced resistance. In the first workshop 

participants were asked to play games and do exercises that would help them 

discuss sexuality more openly themselves. Participants were to list the kinds of 

sexual acts young people engage in and name them out loud and explicitly in the 

group. To just mention kissing was not enough. Several participants shared with 

me that they had struggled with naming sexual acts so openly in the group: 

(The trainer) is very open and she really wanted us to talk about the sexual 

organs (laughing). It was an eye-opener on how we need to address these things 

with the young people openly. (…)Yes it was new to hear people speak so 

boldly.377 

When I interviewed the participants in the Shareframe project in April 2009, 

many of them recalled the first workshop as challenging and impressive. Some of 

them fiercely resisted the approach to sexuality education introduced by the 

trainers, while others recalled it as a difficult but eye-opening experience as stated 

in the quote. Whether a participant was experienced or inexperienced in talking 

about sexuality proved to be also influential in how they responded to being asked 

to discuss sexuality openly with colleagues of other Christian organizations. 

 The story of the nun also points to another dilemma that was often mentioned 

in my interviews with Dutch Educaids organizations; talking about sexuality in a 

meeting does not necessarily correspond to how sexuality education is offered in 

practice. The fact that the workshop trainers had not taken into account that the 

nun might adapt her presentation to specific workshop participants illustrates 

that their understanding of individuals as autonomous subjects draws on an 

assumption that a person’s views and behaviours will remain consistent across 

different contexts. This does not take into account how the earlier mentioned 

relationships of power between priests and nuns, clergy and lay people or donors 

and recipients influence how actors speak and act. The relationships between 

377 Interview with participant, Shareframe workshop March 2009.
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workshop leaders and participants are a case in point. In an earlier encounter with 

the workshop leaders, the nun apparently talked openly about how she provides 

sexuality education to girls. Yet, the clergy and their symbolic capital should 

necessarily be seen in terms of how they limit the space for sexuality education; 

the example rather shows that actors and the power relations in which they are 

embedded influence what is said and what remains unsaid. 

 In connection with this, the story of the nun illustrates that what people say 

or write down might differ from how they act in practice. While allegedly it is no 

problem for the nun to offer sexuality education to young girls over whom she has 

authority, it may be much more difficult for her to talk about this in a public 

setting. The story therefore also highlights the tensions between how sexuality 

education is understood and practised, and how these practices are narrated in the 

context of discourses and power relations in an institutional setting. On a more 

analytical level the story of the nun raises questions concerning the assumptions 

about how practice is shaped by policy. In his interview with me, the coordinator 

identified the fact that counterparts in Uganda often do not work according to the 

policies on paper as one of the concrete problems addressed by the Shareframe 

project. The example of the nun demonstrates that this dilemma can also work the 

other way around: what organizations do in practice cannot always be discussed 

in more formal settings, let alone be embedded in official policies. 

 Development anthropologist David Mosse has argued that development 

policies are models for development practices, but do not determine them. Instead, 

policies tend to be ‘ignored, resisted, consumed or tactically used in ways that 

make them irrelevant in the face of more relational demands.’378 The inability that 

the Dutch organizations experience to determine what counterpart organizations 

do in practice must be understood against the background of assumptions about 

how the individual and the institutional and policy and practice are related. In 

view of the story of the nun, one can wonder if a comprehensive sexuality education 

policy in which every aspect of sexuality is addressed openly may, indeed, ensure 

similar openness in practice. 

 Also, the problems reported by Dutch development professionals in discussing 

sexuality openly with counterpart organizations in Uganda cannot only be explained 

by a lack of openness about sexuality as such. The story of the nun indicates that 

openness is shaped by what is considered acceptable or unacceptable in a given 

context; symbolic capital plays an important role in this. The observation that 

participants in workshops have, indeed, been able to talk about sexuality in the 

meetings does not mean that they will be able to do the same in in their own 

organization or in the educational context where they occupy an authoritative 

378 David Mosse, (2005), 16.
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role as teacher or educator. Vice versa, reluctance to talk about sexuality in a 

workshop setting does not mean that open conversations between an educator and 

youngsters do not take place. The ‘story of the nun’ illustrates that people change 

the ways they view things in accordance with the audience in a specific context; 

they navigate their course between different discourses and the power relations in 

which these discourses are embedded.

 Another significant observation is that while the Dutch Educaids organization 

had much power in establishing the setting and changing the agenda of the 

Educaids network, it remained a relative outsider in the Shareframe project; the 

issues discussed never became as personal, and the stakes were never as conflicting 

for Dutch Educaids organizations or their staff as they were for the Ugandan 

actors. While the views on sexuality of Ugandan participants were put up for 

discussion or used to symbolize the difficult task of Dutch organizations, the 

secular liberal discourses that informed the agenda of the workshop remained 

tacit. Moreover, unlike their Ugandan counterparts, the Dutch actors did not have 

to develop a policy that might potentially conflict with the values of their 

organizations or with those of other international donors.  

 The inequality in the Educaids network is not only illustrated by the top-down 

implementation of the Shareframe project, but also in the way it was set-up. 

Shareframe was introduced as a project in which participants would develop their 

own policies based on evidence. It was assumed by the Dutch organizations that 

this evidence-based approach would have no other outcome than comprehensive 

sexuality education policies. The way ‘the story of the nun’ was narrated in the 

Netherlands afterwards shows that religion is easily framed as a problem that 

hinders an open discussion. Personal and social circumstances and the role of 

power relations are not taken into account as having an impact on how openly one 

can talk about sexuality in a given context. Thus even though the initial aim of the 

Dutch organizers of the workshop was to bring the nun into the workshop to 

challenge the perceived opposition between comprehensive sexuality education 

and Christian norms and values, in practice ‘the story of the nun’ reconfirmed 

their preconceived views on the opposition between a religious, conservative and 

a secular, liberal approach to sexuality. 

6.5  Reflection
In this chapter I have analysed how discourses on religion and development are 

shaped and inform the practices of the Educaids network. I have described how 

within the Educaids network religion was initially attributed meaning as an 

important and positive factor underlying the relation between Dutch and African 

organizations. However, on the basis of tracing various discourse strands on 

religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS in texts produced by the Educaids network, I have 
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argued that in the course of the network’s activities religion and sexuality became 

central in the problematization of HIV/AIDS.  In the second phase of the Educaids 

network in particular, religion was attributed meaning as an ambivalent factor in 

the fight against HIV/AIDS. Christian sexual morals were presented as rigid. At the 

same time, religious leaders were considered important in changing rigid morals 

in the communities. The Dutch Educaids organizations adopted a top-down approach 

to motivate their counterparts in Uganda to take up sexuality education through 

the Shareframe project. As a consequence, religion was increasingly attributed 

meaning as a factor that might hamper development. Simultaneously, however, 

religion was viewed as factor that might serve as an instrument to realize a secular- 

liberal approach to sexuality education aiming at the empowerment of individual 

young people to make their own choices regarding sexuality.

 On the surface the problems Dutch organizations encountered in discussing 

sexuality openly with organizations in Uganda can be explained by referring to 

conflicting liberal and conservative views. However, the analysis in this chapter 

shows that such an explanation is one-sided and even superficial since it ignores 

how discourses on religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS are entangled differently in 

the Netherlands compared to Uganda. In chapter 4 we have seen that in Uganda, 

sexuality has been problematized as a cause of HIV/AIDS. In turn Christian morals 

have been presented as a solution. Therefore, we may expect that some actors in 

the Educaids network (at least partially) disagree with the meaning attributed to 

religion as an ambivalent factor at the least and often as a hampering force in the 

fight against HIV/AIDS that was introduced in the Vision Document. The sexuality 

education policies that Ugandan organizations developed as part of the Shareframe 

project were shaped in reference to conflicting understandings of sexuality 

informed by differently entangled discourses on religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality. 

The policies and programmes resulting from the Shareframe project can therefore 

also be seen as the outcomes of a process of negotiation on these differences. 

 The analysis of the Educaids network in this chapter has also highlighted the 

unequal power relations between Dutch and Ugandan organizations that are 

based on an unequal distribution of economic capital in the network. This is 

illustrated in the observation that while Dutch organizations did not participate 

in the Shareframe project themselves, they did have a powerful discursive 

influence on how the Shareframe project was shaped. Unequal power relations 

also explain why discourse strands on scientific evidence, individual choice and 

the hampering role of religious and cultural values in the documents of the 

Educaids network can be traced back to the specific discursive entanglements of 

religion, sexuality and development from the Netherlands. If according to one of 

the aims formulated at the start of the Educaids network in 2004 the Shareframe 

project was supposed to be the answer to the need for a ‘dialogue on sexual norms 
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and values’, this dialogue was set-up in a one-sided way, to say the least. By 

problematizing religion in relation to HIV/AIDS, Dutch Educaids organizations 

seemed to have determined the dominant understanding of how HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion are related, rather than opening up a conversation with 

their counterparts in which views and approaches could be exchanged. 

 The Educaids network is a unique case in the sense that it brings together a 

specific selection of organizations, each with their own histories and approaches 

and with specific relations between them. The Educaids networks in Kenya and 

Ethiopia are different from the network in Uganda. The transnational social field 

of development consists of numerous such formal and informal networks of 

relations between development organizations. The Educaids network is one 

example of how meanings are attributed to religion in the field of development 

through specific institutional arrangements (or in discourse analytical terms 

through the dispositive) concerning the issue of sexuality education in Christian 

organizations. This chapter has demonstrated how the attribution of meaning to 

religion as an ambivalent and hampering factor in development found in Dutch 

discourses on development was materialized in the policies and planning of 

concrete activities such as the Shareframe project that are realized in the context 

of Uganda.  
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NAVIGATING DISCOURSES IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

It is March 2009 when I arrive at Entebbe airport in Uganda. It is already dark 

but the air is hot, a strange experience coming from the Dutch winter. A taxi 

takes me to my hotel in Kampala, a 35 kilometres drive. The next morning  

I meet two female experts in sexuality education from the Netherlands whom 

I will accompany on the way north. A man dressed in a casual American style 

welcomes us with a big smile. He is clearly happy to meet my fellow travellers 

again. He takes us for a bumpy six-hour drive over jammed city roads on to the 

dusty bush roads to Lira, in Northern Uganda. Only later that day I learned 

that our driver was the director of Keyetume, one of the Ugandan organizations  

in the Educaids network. 

 Upon our arrival at a small conference hotel in Lira, a group of men and 

women of diverse ages enthusiastically greets my fellow travellers. As trainers 

in the Shareframe project they have been working with this group in two 

previous workshops. It is the night preceding the third Shareframe workshop, 

and my first time to get acquainted with all the Ugandan organizations in the 

Educaids network. These organizations were often referred to as ‘our partners’ 

by my interviewees in the Netherlands. Now I get to know them as people  

with names and faces, as men and women, as enthusiastic, critical and lively 

persons who love to share a laugh, sing a song and engage in heated debates.  

A network like Educaids only visibly exists in these moments in which the 

network’s members come together to engage in an activity.

The third Shareframe workshop took place in March 2009. It provided me with the 

opportunity to get to know the people and organizations in the network that I had 

been introduced to through reports and interviews with Dutch development 

professionals. Moreover, it allowed me to conduct participant observation in one of 

the networks activities and spend some time in the Northern Ugandan town of 

Lira. Lira had been severely influenced by the violent conflicts in Northern Uganda 

in the years before. In 2009 however, Lira had become a quiet town, working on 

recovery and development. POBEDAM hosted the third Educaids workshop in its 

residential town. Two trainers from the World Population Foundation facilitated 

this workshop. 

 It does so by analysing the interactions in the third Shareframe workshop 

organized in 2009 by the Educaids network. During the workshop I conducted 

participant observation. In addition I conducted interviews with all participants, 

two representatives of a total of nine organizations, and with the two trainers in 

the workshop. I did so during or immediately after the workshop. This allowed me 

to gain a broader and well-informed perspective on each of their reflections and 

experiences. In some cases two single interviews were conducted while on other 

occasions it was a joint interview with two staff members. After the project had 
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finished in spring 2010, two representatives of each organization were interviewed 

again. Staff members who were interviewed in the first round were not always the 

same as those interviewed in the second round, due to personnel change or lack of 

availability.379 In addition it is important to note that there were no participants 

from the Dutch organizations present in the workshop; these organizations were 

‘represented’ through the two Dutch trainers from the Dutch organizations 

Rutgers who were consultants in the project.

 In this chapter I focus on the ‘cultural encounter’ between Dutch organizations 

and Ugandan organizations through analysing how different problematizations 

of HIV/AIDS meet and interact in the institutional setting of a workshop in the 

Shareframe project. In what follows I will trace discourse strands on HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion in the discussions during the workshop and in my interviews 

with participants with the aim to demonstrate how problematizations of HIV/

AIDS and solutions to HIV/AIDS are negotiated in the Educaids network. As 

explained before, while devoting attention to the cultural encounter around HIV/

AIDS this thesis has mainly accessed the field through Dutch organizations. These 

organizations, the discourses in which they are embedded and the programmes 

around the prevention of HIV/AIDS and sexuality education have had ample 

attention in previous chapters. Having argued that the discourses on HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion emerge from different cultural trajectories in which 

development organizations from the Netherlands and Uganda are embedded, this 

chapter explores how these trajectories meet and interact in the concrete 

encounters between these development organizations. 

7.1  Evidence as strategy 
The third Shareframe workshop was not planned initially. An evaluation report 

written by the coordinator after the second workshop of the Shareframe project 

reflects on the experiences so far. The experiences of the trainers from the WPF  

are often referred to. The report explains that it is necessary to organize another 

workshop, amongst other reasons because participants from the Ugandan 

organizations were still hesitant to discuss sexuality and related sensitive issues 

openly amongst themselves and with the young people in the target-groups. The 

arguments that are formulated in the report to account for this situation and the 

strategies that are suggested to overcome the problems it poses are particularly 

379 I did the first round of interviews; two Dutch research assistants did the second round of interviews 

based on an interview format that we had prepared together. The Dutch research trainees Erik 

Meinema and Anna Booij also interviewed the young people in the target groups of Ugandan and 

Kenyan development organizations in the Educaids network. While their interviews with Ugandan 

Educaids organizations have been included in my data file, I will discuss their findings among 

young people separately with reference to their unpublished research reports.
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informative of the specific meanings that the various actors attributed to religion 

and sexuality.

 In chapter six, I have explained that the evidence-based approach to sexuality 

education introduced by Dutch organizations in the Educaids network was 

informed by a secular, liberal understanding of sexuality. The story of the nun 

illustrated that the workshop organizers were looking for participants who could 

mediate between Christian moralities and the approach to sexuality education 

suggested by the Dutch organizations. The evaluation report reflects on this 

experience by stating that it had ‘been a challenge to find good role models who 

are willing to also express their opinion in front of religious colleagues,’ that in 

the future ‘one shared goal’ between Dutch organizations and the role models is 

needed. What this desired ‘shared goal’ should be becomes clear in the following 

quote:

The main entry point in working with FBOs in a constructive, respectful way 

has been the focus on evidence. Evidence is factual and not based on morality 

or (moral) assumptions. However, evidence has at the same time been 

challenging, because isn’t what is stated in the Bible or stated by a priest also 

evidence and the path to follow?

Several discourse strands can be distinguished in this quote. First, the suggestion 

that evidence is a good entry-point for working with Christian organizations is 

based on the assumption that scientific research is neutral. However, scientific 

discourses on sexuality as expressed in public health and development, are 

entangled with secular liberal and human rights discourses.380 This means that a 

scientific approach to sexuality also introduces specific sexual morals. The 

evaluation report reflects how Dutch development organizations work towards in-

stitutionalizing these sexual morals in the policies and practices of counterpart 

organizations in Uganda.

 A second discourse strand is visible in the contrast suggested between evidence 

and Christian morals on the one hand, and Bible texts and the views of religious 

clergy on the other. This contrast reveals two oppositional categories that clearly 

come to the fore in the following statement:

However, although faith-based organizations also start to realize (…) and 

acknowledge the fact that it is a human right for youngsters to receive 

complete and objective information, until now (i.e. before they have the 

outcomes of their own situation analysis and needs assessment) (situation 

380 Adams. ‘Sex’. 13, 19
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analysis/ needs assessment, BB) they have the tendency to stick to their 

values-based approach. Some FBOs have the inclination to leave the discussion 

of sensitive issues to other (organizations). 

The reference to human rights in this quote demonstrates again that an 

evidence-based approach has moral implications. The contrast with the value-based 

approach that is created in the report further highlights a secular liberal discourse 

in which religion and secularism are constructed in mutual opposition. It shows 

that challenges that Dutch organizations experience in working with Christian 

organizations in Uganda are understood in terms of the perspective of a secular 

discourse that attributes meaning to religion as a force that is opposed to the 

evidence-based approach. In the following I will argue that an evidence-based 

approach cannot serve as a neutral entry-point for working with Christian 

organizations based on an analysis of the encounter between  participants from 

Dutch and Ugandan organizations during the third Shareframe workshop.

 The aim of the third workshop was to discuss the results of the research that 

the different organizations had undertaken, and to start translating these research 

results into policies on sexual and reproductive health and rights. The workshop 

started with a presentation of guidelines by the Dutch trainers from the WPF. The 

guidelines, which had been written by the Dutch coordinator who was not present 

at the workshop, outlined which topics should be addressed in the evidence-based 

policies that the Ugandan organizations were supposed to develop during the 

workshop.381 

 I will briefly describe these guidelines, after which I will point out how they 

illustrate the Dutch understandings of religion and sexuality that were 

communicated to the participants in the Shareframe workshop. First, participants 

were asked to evaluate whether the sexuality education their organizations 

provided was based on a positive approach to sexuality rather than on a so-called 

fear-based approach. A positive approach to sexuality was described as highlighting 

how sex can be ‘enjoyed’ in a healthy way.382 In the explanation given by the 

trainers this was contrasted with sexuality education that takes the danger of 

having sex as a point of departure, such as emphasizing the risk of getting infected 

with HIV/AIDS or pointing out that it is sinful to have sex outside of marriage.  

The Ugandan organizations were expected to integrate this positive approach to 

sexuality among young people in their policies. They were asked to address young 

people in terms of their health needs, rather than in terms of the moral aspects of 

their (sexual) behaviour. 

381 Unpublished resource: Powerpoint presentation Educaids coordinator, Workshop iii, day 1.

382 I have put the word ‘enjoyed’ between quote marks because it was literally used in the Shareframe 

workshop. I will return to this point later.



183

NAVIGATING DISCOURSES IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

 Second, participants were asked to include in their policies that the free 

choice of young people should be central in sexuality education programmes. In 

other words, sexuality education programmes of Ugandan organizations should 

present young people with a range of options and not focus exclusively on 

abstinence and being faithful. In the Shareframe project this comprehensive 

approach to sexuality education was introduced as the ABCDEF+ approach.383 The 

abbreviation refers to Abstinence, Be faithful, Condom use, Delay of sexual debut, 

Equal relations between men and women, Fewer partners plus an HIV-test. 

Comprehensive sexuality education comprised promoting more methods of 

prevention than abstinence or condom use only; it includes the promotion of 

gender equality and HIV testing within marital relationships to name but a few. 

 As a third requirement for the policies, participants were asked to reflect 

specifically on how their organization deals with ‘sensitive issues’ such as 

pre-marital sex, same sex relations, contraception and masturbation. A final 

requirement for the policy documents was that participants described how their 

organizations deal with social norms in the communities where they work and 

how they make sure that counselling is available and tailored towards youth. In 

addition, some suggestions were made as to how the policies should be translated 

into practice within the organizations. It was stated that the future activities of 

the organizations had to be in line with the policies. Organizations were also 

asked to explicate the kind of messages they would provide to young people about 

sexuality, as a result of this new policy. The presentation closed with the statement 

that the sexual and reproductive health and rights policies would be the basis for 

future cooperation and funding. 

 The first requirement, to introduce a positive view of sexuality, was exemplified  

by the emphasis on the word ‘enjoy’. An opposition between two approaches was 

suggested which implied a strong critique of how Ugandan organizations combine 

Christian sexual morals and with public health information about risks related to 

sexuality in sexuality education. This approach was coined as the ‘fear-based 

approach’ and negatively contrasted with a positive view about young people’s 

sexuality in the ‘evidence-based approach’. It may come as no surprise that the use  

of the word ‘enjoy’ stirred up a discussion among Ugandan participants during the 

383 The Educaids network seems to take up the critique on the ABC approach of sexuality education, by 

broadening it to the ABCDEF+. Despite the wide international recognition, it has been argued that 

ABC is much too simple to address the complexity of the interrelations between sexuality and HIV/

AIDS. Women, for example, often lack opportunities or the authority to refuse to have sex because 

of poverty or violence. In these situations a condom is not a suitable method of prevention. Also, 

being faithful to one’s partner doesn’t prevent someone from getting infected if that partner is 

unfaithful.
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workshop.384 Some of the participants argued that an emphasis on sexuality as 

something to be ‘enjoyed’, suggests that young people are free to engage in sex. 

This conflicts with the Christian sexual morals that are important to them and/or 

their organizations. Indirectly, their critique also addressed the secular liberal 

discourse on sexuality that was implied by the requirement to develop a positive 

approach to sexuality. 

 The emphasis on the free choice that young people should have that was 

presented as another requirement also shows that an evidence-based approach is 

far from neutral. A secular, liberal discourse centralizes individual choice. 

Moreover, sexuality in particular is an important symbol of free choice in secular 

discourses. In the requirements for policy this connection is explicitly made in the 

suggestion that policies should address ABCDEF+, presenting young people with 

various options to protect themselves against HIV/AIDS, unwanted pregnancies 

and other potential negative consequences of being sexually active. The problem 

with the focus in the guidelines on individual choice of young people is that it 

ignores structures in which young people are embedded that may restrict their 

ability to choose, as I will elaborate on later in this chapter. It must be noted, 

however, that the range of options presented in de ABCDEF+ approach was more 

inclusive than the emphasis on choice mentioned in the guidelines suggested;  

it also suggests abstinence before marriage and faithfulness in marriage as 

acceptable options for HIV/AIDS prevention.

 The presentation of requirements during the Shareframe workshop reveals 

how power relations are structured between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. 

The positive approach and the freedom to choose between prevention options 

illustrate how Dutch organizations worked on institutionalizing their discourses 

within the transnational network of Educaids. The reference to sensitive topics is 

informative in this respect. The evaluation report already pointed out that 

faith-based organizations have difficulties in talking about pre-marital sex, same 

sex relations, contraception and masturbation and tend to leave the discussion of 

sensitive topics to others.385 Much emphasis is put on how Ugandan organizations 

should address these issues and speak about them openly. The suggestion under - 

lying the emphasis on openness is that openness is liberating and empowering.  

In contrast, sensitive issues that are avoided or ignored are suggested to be 

problematic. 

 Together, the evaluation report and the requirements for policies presented 

during the workshop suggest that Ugandan organizations should be motivated 

384 My Dutch interlocutors told me that during the closing conference of the Shareframe project in 

summer 2009 a similar discussion took place about the word enjoy among participants in the 

Shareframe workshop and other representatives from their organizations.

385 Cf. Quote on pp 126
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and helped to talk openly about sexuality. In addition, it is implied that it is the 

task of Dutch organizations to do so and help them to overcome the moral 

boundaries they have. These tacit assumptions point at the influence of secular 

progressivism that has become highly influential in Dutch constructions of 

secularity in the past decade; a religious approach is framed as something that 

must be replaced by an evidence-based approach.386 The connection of the policy 

requirements to the continuation of funding at the end of the presentation 

completes a picture of the tendency of Dutch organizations to attempt to institu-

tionalize a secular liberal discourse on sexuality by way of the evidence-based 

approach that the participants in the Shareframe workshops were taught to apply 

in their sexuality education policies. 

7.2  Christian moralities and Ugandan organizations
In the interviews, most of the Ugandan Educaids participants stated that they 

consider abstinence the best strategy for youth to protect themselves against 

sexual health problems. They consider this view to be in line with the Christian 

ideal of abstaining from sex until marriage. A staff worker from the Ugandan 

branch of ZOA explained: ‘As a Christian organization, we support Christian 

values. This means that we promote abstinence amongst the youth.’387 Thus, in 

their sexual education projects many of the Ugandan Educaids organizations try 

to convince youth that abstinence is the best choice. During an interview a staff 

worker from Catholic CEREDO mentioned: ‘The message we give is abstinence. 

There is a right time for everything. First you go to school, then after university 

you find the woman you love [and marry her].’388 In using the expression ‘there is a 

right time for everything’, the interviewee is echoing the words of the Biblical 

book Ecclesiastes. Through religious language, sexuality is connected to a specific 

time or phase in life, the phase of marriage. Young people are told that they can 

enjoy sex but only within marriage. Another interlocutor, who works in the 

Church of Uganda Educational department, gives an example of sexuality 

education messages phrased in religious language. He compares the Bible with the 

manual of a car, explaining that, like a car manual informing people how to 

properly use a car, the Bible instructs people that sex between man and woman 

should take place in ‘holy matrimony.’389 

 Interestingly, many of the views on sexuality education shared by the Ugandan 

participants in the workshop combined Christian morals with public health 

discourse. A fieldworker of the YWCA working in the slums of Kampala stated in 

386 Cora Schuh, Marian Burchardt and Monika Wohlrab-Sahr. (2012), 349-383.

387 Interview ZOA, Spring 2010.

388 Interview CEREDO, Spring 2010.

389 Interview Church of Uganda, Spring 2009.
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an interview that ‘youth won’t be able to use condoms consistently, so it’s better to 

abstain.’390 By emphasizing the risks that are involved in condom use as a 

prevention method, this fieldworker tried make the choice for abstinence more 

attractive to youth. These examples do show that in the understandings of Ugandan 

organizations, Christian moralities and public health arguments are mutually 

supportive and overlapping rather than opposed. At the same time, using 

scientifically grounded health arguments to advocate for ‘abstinence’ is also 

problematic, because it may implicitly or unintentionally confirm myths and 

stereotypes around condom use. Moreover, it downplays the centrality of young 

people’s choices, needs and behaviours as stressed in the Shareframe project. 

 Despite the influence of Christian moral discourses in Ugandan Christian 

development organizations, the importance of abstinence in sexuality education 

is influenced by other factors as well.  Some of my Ugandan interlocutors mentioned 

in the interviews that the focus on abstinence is in line with the sexuality 

education provided by many teachers, clerics, parents and even youth themselves. 

Ugandan development organizations need the cooperation of teachers, parents 

and churches and communities to implement their education programmes. 

Therefore, the emphasis on abstinence in sexuality education is a strategic choice 

as well. While Christian moral discourses may also shape the understandings that 

parents or teachers have with regard to sexuality education, the following quote 

from an interview with three employees of the secular NGO Health Need Uganda 

(HNU) indicates a more complex entanglement of views and agendas:

‘Culturally and traditionally we believe that […] everyone is supposed to 

abstain or delay their time of debut of sexual intercourse. As HNU that is 

something that we also would want to uphold.’391

This interlocutor emphasized that although HNU is a secular NGO, it has to be 

sensitive to the views and understandings of people in the communities in which 

they carry out their programmes. In addition, many of its employees are Christians 

as well. These comments clearly show that the ideal of abstinence is not limited to 

the agendas and programmes of Christian communities and organizations, but 

also reflect more general cultural understandings of sexuality in the wider 

Ugandan society. The sexuality education as it is implemented by the Ugandan 

organizations, centralizes abstinence before marriage for various reasons, 

including religious, cultural and more strategic ones. How sexuality education is 

implemented in practice can therefore not only be seen as a reflection of how 

390 Group Discussion YWCA, Spring 2010.

391 Interview HNU, Spring 2010.
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religious, secular, liberal or conservative an organisation is, without taking the 

local discursive context into account. 

 These entanglements are visible in the reasons my Ugandan interviewees 

forward as to why it is important to be reserved in providing information on 

condom use as part of sexuality education. First of all, these organizations want to 

pass on Christian morals to young people attending Christian education 

programmes. Organizations fear that by giving information or handing out 

condoms, they give a message to young people that they can have sex without 

hesitance. Condom education is seen as promoting promiscuity, because sexual 

intercourse outside of marriage is considered sinful and immoral. However, most 

organizations do mention condoms as a way to prevent HIV/AIDS, but also convey 

that abstinence as a better option. 

 Second, my interviewees also pointed at the restraints on talking about 

sexuality in the communities where they work. Christian organizations need to be 

conscious about the effect of their words on the communities they work with. They 

are often expected to focus on abstinence before marriage in sexuality education. 

When they address sexuality too openly and provide information about condom 

use, this may threaten the credibility of their organizations and cause them to lose 

the support of local schools, parents, teachers and religious and community 

leaders. I have also demonstrated that broader discourses on sexuality in Ugandan 

society delimit the space for manoeuvre for secular organizations such as HNU. 

Yet, the difference between Christian and secular organizations may be that 

Christian organizations are expected to remain within church policy, while 

secular organizations have more possibilities to stretch or change the rules. 

 The example of HNU suggests that secular organizations in Uganda do not 

necessarily employ a more secular, liberal understanding of sexuality in their 

sexual education programmes than Christian organizations. The meanings that 

are attributed to sexuality in the context of secular discourses in Uganda may be 

still very different from the secular progressivist frame that predominates in the 

Netherlands and is reflected in the policies of Dutch development organizations. 

This indicates that different trajectories of secularity in the Netherlands and 

Uganda contribute in shaping different entanglements between religion, HIV/

AIDS and sexuality in both countries. Further studies are necessary to understand 

what meanings are attributed to sexuality in Ugandan constructions of secularity 

and how this interacts with the contestations concerning sexuality and religion in 

the cultural encounter on the field of development.

7.3  Interactions with youth culture
In the previous sections I have argued that Ugandan actors shape their 

understandings of sexuality education in the context of their interaction with 
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local actors, rather than in interaction with their religion only. This sub-section 

will discuss the interactions between Ugandan actors and young people, their 

primary focus group for sexuality education programmes. In two unpublished 

reports written by Booij & Meinema, two Dutch students who did fieldwork in the 

Educaids network in Kenya and Uganda related to the project under study, ample 

attention is given to the views of young people who are enrolled in the education 

programmes of Educaids organizations in the two countries.392 It must be noted 

that the sample on which the reports are based is by no means representative of all 

target groups of the Ugandan Educaids organizations. Also, the data produced may 

be coloured by the fact that contacts with these young people were established 

through the Ugandan Educaids organizations. However, Booij and Meinema draw 

some remarkable conclusions with regard to the meanings these young people 

ascribe to sexuality themselves, and how religion features in their views. 

 While sometimes being hesitant or giving socially desirable answers, all the 

young people who were interviewed by Booij and Meinema emphasized that it is 

important that sexuality is openly discussed. The young people pointed out that 

the influence of peers plays a more significant role in their choice for abstinence or 

condom use than the sexuality education provided by the organizations in the 

Educaids network. Moreover, the circumstances in which young people in Uganda 

make their sexual choices are also likely to affect their capacity to abstain from 

sexuality. Dominant ideas about masculinity and sexual experience among boys, 

or a lack of choice due to a weak economic and social position among girls may 

impel them to engage in sexual relations.393 

 Meinema points out that a focus on abstinence may entice young people in the 

programmes to conceal their sexual experiences and pay close attention to what 

they say to whom.394 In this way, differences in views between young people and 

the Eduaids organizations may go unnoticed for the educators, and hamper their 

392 With reference to Erik Meinema and Anna Booij for their support of this study, by including 

questions relevant to this study in their interviews with Educaids organizations in Uganda (and 

Kenya). Their research carried out in commission of Educaids Netherlands and for Meinema as 

part of a research traineeship connected to this study was documented in a unpublished research 

report: Anna Booij and Erik Meinema. ‘Sexual and Reproductive Health of Youth in Uganda and 

Kenya. Analysis of the Shareframe research results of the Educaids organizations in Uganda and 

Kenya’. (Educaids Network Ugandan/ Kenya/ Netherlands, University of Groningen, August 2010) 

and in the unpublished academic paper Erik Meinema. ‘Youth and NGOs in Kenya and Uganda. How 

to deal with sexuality?’ (Educaidsnetwork Uganda/ Kenya/ Netherlands. University of Groningen, 

December 2010).

393 Differences found between boys and girls may also be influenced by the social acceptability of 

phrasing sexual experience in terms of force when you are a girl, compared to a boy who may 

be praised for expressing sexual experience among his peers. Cf. Booij and Meinema (2010) and 

Meinema (2010).

394 Cf. Meinema (2010).



189

NAVIGATING DISCOURSES IN THE EDUCAIDS NETWORK

connecting to the life worlds shapes young people’s views on sexuality. While 

young people tend to have negative views on condom use, for instance, these 

negative views seldom have moral or religious connotations. The popular byword 

among male adolescents that ‘You can’t eat a sweet with its wrapper’, for example, 

expresses their view that the use of condoms is a barrier for experiencing sexual 

pleasure.395 Also, Booij and Meinema found that the young people they spoke with 

tended to associate condom use with ‘indecent’ behaviour by young people in the 

study. Because of the connotation of condom use with categories of people who are 

socially suspicious, youth are more likely consider using condoms ‘indecent’ than 

‘immoral’ or ‘unhealthy’.396 Young people thus give meaning to their sexuality and 

HIV/AIDS prevention strategies in relation to their own frameworks of meaning. 

While on the surface their views or behaviours may seem similar to the views 

advocated by the Ugandan Christian organizations in the Educaids network, the 

meanings attributed to abstinence or condom use do not necessarily draw upon 

the same Christian moralities. 

 Another conclusion from the Booij and Meinema report is related to the effect 

of peer pressure on the young people they interviewed. These youth emphasize the 

contextual and social factors that influence their sexual choices and behaviours. 

The sexuality education programmes of Ugandan Educaids organizations, 

however, do not address such social mechanisms, but tend to focus on individual 

behaviour and responsibility; abstinence is emphasized as an agentive act. The 

expression ‘An empty mind is a devil’s workshop’ is quoted, for example, to entice 

young people to actively seek distraction from their sexual desires.397 Programmes 

of churches and Christian organizations that create support groups for young 

people who want to abstain from sexuality may work very well for this group. 

However, young people who are compelled to be sexually active, may struggle with 

feelings of guilt or shame as a result of the strong emphasis on responsible 

behaviour, in particular when this is connected to abstinence. Moreover, dominant 

cultural ideas among youth about the importance of sexual experience such as 

expressed in the pun ‘Virginity is not a dignity, but a lack of opportunity’ may 

have a stronger impact on young people than the moral appeal of Christian 

organizations.398 

395 This remark was made in several interviews and focus group discussions as an example of a common 

joke, Spring 2010

396 Dilger has pointed how condom use became connected to socially suspicious groups such as 

prostitutes and truck drivers, following the bracketing down of the ABC prevention messages (see 

also chapter 4). Cf. ‘Doing Better’. (2009).

397 Interview young man in Mukono, Uganda, Spring 2010.

398 This joke was commonly told in the interviews and Focus Group Discussions held Uganda and 

 Kenya in Spring 2010.
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 In their respective studies on college students and young Pentecostals in 

Kampala, the capital and largest city of Uganda, the anthropologists Jo Sadgrove 

and Allessandro Guzman have made sophisticated analysis of how young people 

shape their moralities and behaviours. These insights into how young Ugandan 

people understand sexuality shed light on the complex context in which the 

Ugandan organizations in the Educaids network have to operate. The hesitance of 

Ugandan organizations and individual participants in the Educaids workshop to 

talk openly about sexuality and focus on how it can be enjoyed must be understood 

in the broader context of youth culture and how this is understood and responded 

to by older generations.399 

 Thus, discourses are entangled differently for different groups or in different 

institutional settings within Ugandan society. Ugandan organizations have to 

navigate the requirements set by the Dutch donor organizations in the Educaids 

network, the cultural and religious rules and regulations in the communities they 

work with and the sexual attitudes and practices in youth cultures. In order for 

their policies to be effective, these various, sometimes, conflicting concerns must 

be taken into account. 

7.4  Narrating the experience of conflicting views
In the previous section, I have discussed several reasons to expound that the views 

on sexuality expressed in the requirements formulated by the Dutch organizations 

in the Educaids network for the policies to be developed do not match the views 

and sensibilities of the Ugandan actors in the network. It will not come as a 

surprise, therefore, that the Ugandan participants were reluctant to draft their 

policies in line with the requirements set at the beginning. Several participants 

voiced their worries about the ability to meet the criteria throughout the workshop. 

Participants working in organizations with strong connections to the Catholic 

and/ or Anglican Church in particular pointed out that some of the requirements 

contradicted church policies. There were moments of heated debates. These debates 

are reflected in my field notes, for example in the following quotes in which 

Christian values were contrasted with the reality of everyday social life: 

‘We should not forget that we are Christian organizations and we have to live 

up to values,’ one of the participants states. Another participant responds:  

‘We should realize not everyone is Christian or lives according to Christian 

399 On intergenerational differences and moral panics around sexuality in African countries, cf. Jon 

Abbink and Ineke Kessel. ‘Vanguard or Vandals: Youth, Politics, and Conflict in Africa’. (Leiden: 

Brill, 2005).
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values. We have to decide on how we can help people. If we become very 

fundamentalist… it is still beyond us to take such decisions.’400

Some sensitive issues are brought up. One participant asks one of the 

participating religious leaders about the position of the Church. Father Peter 

answers that the Church is not out of the world, but part of the world. Abortion 

is a problem, but it is possible in a situation where it is the lesser evil (when the 

life of the mother is in danger, BB). So it is not a dilemma. He goes on about the 

social teachings of the church that respond to the reality of people’s lives.401

The discussion here points to the dilemmas participants in the workshop 

experience between the Christian sexual morals that are upheld and promoted by 

their organizations, and the concern they have with young people and their sexual 

health problems. The experience of doing research among young people, as I have 

indicated earlier, was an important factor in shaping this concern. It is suggested 

in the first quote that it is important to adapt to the reality of everyday life to be 

able to ‘help people’. The second quote even goes as far as suggesting that the 

church offers theological frameworks to do so. That it is a priest who expresses this 

view this is important; it shows that religious institutions change and adapt to 

changing realities. This, however, is not always the case:

‘It used to be impossible to talk about sex in church, but nowadays they have 

opened up’, one of the religious leaders states. A participant responds that this 

is not the case everywhere: ‘Pastor, you have come here and that proves that 

you are open and involved, but many are not. And often church leaders and 

parents say that they cannot talk about that because of cultural taboos.’402 

What is informative in this quote is that the word taboo is linked to culture, while 

it is affirmed that religion as well as religious people can change and ‘open up’. 

The notions of openness and breaking taboos have clearly become part of the 

institutional language that the participants use. The ways in which the Ugandan 

participants apply these words, however, is different from the uses mentioned in 

Educaids documents. As the following quote from my field notes make clear, they 

do not present sensitive issues as taboos, for example:

400 Field report Day 2 Shareframe workshop, March 2009.

401 Report working group Day 3 Shareframe workshop, March 2009.

402 Field report Day 2 Shareframe workshop, March 2009.
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A male participant states in one of the smaller working groups that it will be 

a challenge to develop the SRHR policies that are in accordance to the church 

ethical principles on condom use, contraceptives, abortion and homosexuality 

as required in the coming month. ‘The pope has recently made clear that 

there is no question about these issues’, comments another male participant,  

‘Communication channels are short, every diocese links directly to the Pope 

through the Bishop.’ (….) He continues by explaining the central role of the 

priest in the church and in the programmes. ‘Donors do not see the advantage 

of involving the priests in the programme and then you get programmes that 

are not in line with the church and you tell different messages’.403 

This excerpt is rich in terms of the arguments that were put forward during the 

workshop and expressing entangled discourses.404 The quote starts with the 

statement of one participant that sensitive issues are not taboos, but issues in 

which the Catholic Church takes a clear position. Thus, what Dutch organizations 

perceive as a taboo and lack of openness on the side of Ugandan participants, is a 

clear-cut and strong normative religious position that condemns so-called sensitive 

issues such as masturbation and homosexuality. While learning skills may help  

to talk about sexuality more openly, it will not easily change such moralities. 

Characterizing an issue as ‘sensitive’ in this respect may be more telling how 

Dutch actors respond to the contestations of certain sexualities and sexual 

practices by Ugandan actors than about the sensitive nature of the topics as such. 

 The passage also points to the importance of religious authority to the 

participants in the workshop. While acknowledging the authority of the priest in 

the Shareframe workshop was opened up space for manoeuvre in developing 

comprehensive sexuality education policies, the discussion quoted in the excerpt 

also makes clear that other religious authorities in the church hierarchy may 

restrict this space. 

 The final argument quoted in the passage points to the discrepancies between 

requirements set by donor organizations and the regulations of the church. This 

confirms my earlier observation that Ugandan organizations have to navigate 

between various entangled discourses. In the interviews with individual 

participants, my interlocutors narrated the dilemmas they experienced and the 

challenges of navigating these conflicting discourses in a more personal way. It 

was in this context that Father Peter, whom I have quoted in the introduction of 

this book, formulated the dilemma he faced in terms of being ‘at a crossroads’:

403 Notes of the reporting session on challenges and solutions on Day 3, Shareframe workshop, March 

2009.

404 This is also referred to as a discursive knot. Cf. Jäger and Maier, (2009), 47.
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The Catholic Church preaches that in order to challenge HIV/AIDS one has to 

abstain from sexual behaviour (…), but for many people it is hard to abstain. 

The Catholic Church goes further by saying abstain, (…) don’t use the condom. 

Many young people have (a) problem; they are sexually active and not married 

yet. How should you handle this? You tell them to abstain and they find it hard 

to abstain. We are at a crossroads here.

What Father Peter describes as being at a crossroads refers to the pressure he 

experiences of having to choose between two roads in particular: religious morals 

and everyday life. His use of the crossroads metaphor suggests that he identifies 

with both roads. It also illustrates that his motivation to adopt a more 

comprehensive approach to sexuality education policies was not only based on the 

access to economic capital, but also on a concern about the health of young people. 

That Father Peter should formulate the difficulties he experiences in terms of a 

crossroads, suggests two different directions he might take rather than 

entanglements between various discourses to which he himself relates. While it is 

hard to say whether evidence-based versus value-based approaches that are 

presented as oppositional categories in Educaids networks texts have contributed 

in shaping his experience of being at a crossroads, the project clearly worked to 

legitimize and stabilize meanings attributed to the sexuality of young people. 

 The Shareframe project introduced a set of knowledge and techniques that 

were influential in shaping the experiences of the participants in the project. In 

three workshops participants were trained to do a needs assessment and situation 

analysis, in which they would review literature, conduct interviews and focus 

group discussions, and subsequently write an SRHR policy document based on the 

outcomes. As part of their training they organized a focus group discussion with 

young people about the issue of sexual health in a local school. After the workshop 

they organized these focus group discussions with young people targeted by their 

organisation. The third workshop was organized to present and discuss the 

findings from the needs assessment and situation analysis. As I have pointed out, 

it was a new experience for many participants in the Shareframe project to discuss 

sexuality so openly with young people. The realization that sexuality is important 

in the lives of young people was an eye-opener for some of the participants. They 

learned that young people in favour of abstinence might find effective support in 

the activities of churches and Christian organization, in particular in those 

activities that focus on creating so-called abstinence or virginity clubs among 

peers. By talking to youth, the participants also learned that young people are not 

passive receivers of sexuality education programmes; even if they do share the 

generally accepted norm that FBOs promote to abstain from sex until marriage, in 

practice they find it difficult to live up to the norm. 
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Like Father Peter, other participants also felt that young people who are sexually 

active need other measures to protect themselves against HIV/AIDS. The following 

quote from my field notes illustrates this:

We are taking the spiritual angle, which is good but our young people are 

already having sex and we cannot advise them to stop but have to use other 

means. That is why we are here, says one of the participants. Another reminds 

the others about the biblical story of the lost sheep that should not be forgotten. 

‘Bring one back alive, that is the important one,’ he says.405

Indeed, most of the participants seemed to underline that talking about sexuality 

with young people as part of the Shareframe project was confronting as well as 

inspiring. It was considered confronting because they learned that many young 

people are sexually active before they get married either out of choice or because 

of a lack of information or power. The experience was also viewed as inspiring 

because, as one participant expressed, ‘We live in this community but we did not 

know that children have misconceptions on contraceptive use. We did not know 

until I carried out the needs assessment. To me that was enlightenment.’406 

 The responses of the participants underlined the importance of the experiences 

of conducting research among young people and show their appreciation of having 

these experiences. With regard to the latter it is important to reflect on the 

dynamics in which I did my research, and on how my role as a Dutch, white, female 

researcher may have influenced the responses of my interlocutors. Important in 

this is that I had the same nationality and gender as the two trainers in the 

workshop. Part of the interviews took place during the workshop, at lunch time or 

shortly after a session was finished. Other interviews took place during so called 

‘organization visits’ of one of the trainers whom I accompanied on a ten-day travel 

across Uganda. Participants may therefore have seen me as connected to the Dutch 

Educaids organizations and attuned their responses accordingly. The positive 

experiences in relation to the workshop or to Educaids that some of the participants 

emphasized may have been brought to the fore more explicitly as a result of this 

dynamic than less positive ones.  However, some of my interlocutors voiced critique 

and raised concerns that I had not heard them express during the workshop.  This 

seems to indicate that they understood my role as an independent researcher as 

well. 

 Another dynamic that played a role in the interviews has to do with fact that 

I am Dutch and they are Ugandan. The interview setting was a cultural encounter 

405 Field report Day 2 Shareframe workshop, March 2009.

406 Recorded interview, participant from ZOA, March 2009.
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much like the one I study in this thesis, albeit on a different scale. While this 

dynamic was never referred to as explicitly as it would be during my encounter 

with a religious leader from Kenya at a conference two years later (in which I 

actually did represent the Educaids network), it is important to take into account 

when reflecting on how interlocutors narrated their compliments and critique on 

the network and its activities in their interviews with me.407

 A final observation is informed by how my interlocutors reflected on their 

roles and experiences as researchers during the Shareframe project. Some of them 

emphasized the ‘openness’ they experienced when talking to young people during 

the research. A participant from CEREDO recalled how young people ‘opened up’ 

to him and started to ask him question about condom use, something that would 

not happen when talking to young people as a representative of the Catholic 

Church.408 This indicates that the research offered this participant insight into the 

influence of his symbolic capital as a representative of a Christian organization on 

his conversations with young people. Young people may be inclined to emphasize 

the importance of abstinence when talking to a representative of the Catholic 

Church, even when their actual sexual behaviour deviates from that ideal. Their 

experience of doing research therefore also provided participants with the 

opportunity to reflect on their power positions as representatives of the church or 

a Christian organization, and change this dynamic at least for a little while. 

In view of the opposition between evidence versus value-based approaches to 

sexuality education that was presented in the Educaids Vision document, it can be 

concluded that in the discussions on sexuality education in the Shareframe 

workshop a much more complex picture emerged. While participants did 

experience contradictions between church and organizational policies on the one 

hand and the demand of donor organizations on the other, they also revealed 

more personal conflicts between Christian moralities they adhered to and their 

concerns for young people’s health. The encounter with the ‘reality’ on the ground, 

as it was sometimes phrased during the workshop, created a sense of urgency and 

stirred up discussions on how to respond effectively in line with Christian 

morality. Although the metaphor of the crossroads and the presentation of binary 

frames of values and evidence in the organizational documents might suggest that 

most participants strictly defended either one position or the other, what they did 

in fact was explore how a combination of various views and approaches to sexuality 

education could be negotiated. This demonstrates that in practice the so-called 

value-based approach is informed by a complex web of interrelations between 

407 The encounter with the religious leader in Kenya is narrated on page 23 of this thesis.

408 Recorded interview, participant from CEREDO, March 2009.
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religiously inspired ideals and moralities on sexuality, personal views and 

experiences, and strategic considerations. Power relations between Christian 

organizations in Uganda, the donors, the recipient communities and the young 

people in the target groups all influence the network and its practices.

 The same applies to the evidence-based approach; far from being neutral, it is 

a strategy of Dutch donor organizations to restructure the relationships between 

Christian organizations and their target-groups of young people and endow these 

relationships with new meanings. Gathering evidence about young people’s sexual 

behaviour is not a neutral, one-sided endeavour, in particular not in the context of 

the qualitative, participatory approach that was taken in the research.  Even 

though participants felt that they could engage with young people on issues of 

sexuality more freely themselves, the interaction with the young people they 

worked with was influenced by the cultural or symbolic capital of the Christian 

organizations they represented. The search for evidence reshaped the concern for 

young people’s health as they became more aware of the actual and potential risks 

young people are facing. It simultaneously increased the awareness of the 

participants of the discrepancies between the approach to sexuality education 

generally promoted by churches and the desired approach to Dutch development 

organizations.

 In view of the complex and multi-layered arguments and perceptions that 

come to the fore in the reflections of participants in the Educaids network, the 

frame of evidence versus value-based approaches seems to be rather narrow. The 

frame in which evidence and values are constructed as oppositional categories 

draws upon a dualist secular framing of religion.409 In this opposition, the option 

of an evidence-based approach is presented as a better and more neutral approach 

to sexuality education for young people. However, as I have argued before, the 

secular liberal discourse that the evidence-based approach relies on has its own 

moralities that are introduced through the Shareframe project. The emphasis on 

the moral boundaries of churches and faith-based organizations in the representa-

tions of the so-called value-based approach in the Educaids documents bespeaks 

the assumption that religious moralities hinder an adequate response to HIV/

AIDS.

7.5  Navigating differences in the Shareframe workshop
The awareness that young people’s sexual behaviour did not follow the ideal of 

abstaining from sexuality before marriage was a basis for discussions on sexuality 

education among participants in the Shareframe workshop. On the surface these 

409 On secular dualism cf. Wilson 2012 and 2014, also discussed in chapter 1. On secularism and oppo-

sitional categories more generally cf. Scott 2011, Asad 2003.
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discussions on topics such as condom use, abstinence and premarital sex may 

serve as an illustration of the sensitivities concerning sexuality in Ugandan 

Christian organizations. However, an analysis of these discussions in the context 

of entangled discourses provides a different and more complex perspective on the 

positions taken by the different participants in the workshops.

 In one of the presentations a participant from the YWCA presented findings 

that indicated that some of the young people who had been interviewed by her 

organization were sexually active.410 However, her conclusion was that abstinence 

was the most important choice of young people to protect themselves from HIV/

AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. In response, one participant 

questioned the aptness of the speaker’s conclusion in relation to the outcomes of 

her research. In the discussion that ensued different actors took different positions. 

The discussion focused on an issue of principle: should, in the light of the outcomes 

of their individual studies, faith-based organizations continue to focus on 

abstinence as strictly as they had done hitherto, or should they change their 

policies? One participant argued that FBOs should become more pragmatic; if one 

accepts the fact that young people are sexually active they should be given the 

means to protect themselves as well. Yet another participant suggested that the 

fact that young people started to become sexually active before they were married 

is due to a moral decline among younger generations. Other participants agreed 

that a focus on abstinence would restore the sexual morals of young people. 

 The discussion illustrates how the meanings that the Ugandan participants 

attributed to religion in relation to sexuality and HIV/AIDS influenced their 

specific problematization of HIV/AIDS. While religion is attributed meaning as a 

solution to HIV/AIDS through affirming the importance of restoring morality, 

participants who wanted to take a more pragmatic approach never considered 

religion as such to be a hindrance to the solution to HIV/AIDS.

 The different positions among participants can be related to various contextual 

factors. First of all, CEREDO and COU are part of hierarchically organized church 

structures in which policies on sexuality education are made on the regional, 

national or even transnational level by religious clergy organized in Bishops’ 

conferences. This limits the space to develop new policies and programmes by the 

participants in the Shareframe project. The following quote from an interviewee 

at CEREDO is informative in this respect: ‘Our bishop cannot do that (decide to 

include condom use in sexuality education, BB), because it goes to the archbishop 

in Kampala and then to Rome.’411 These church-based organizations are part of 

broader church structures. Their understanding of HIV/AIDS, sexuality and 

410 Field report Shareframe workshop Day 1, March 2009.

411 Interviewee CEREDO, March 2009.
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religion is influenced by hierarchical church structures, and by discourses shaped 

in the context of transnational church. This quote from my field notes illustrates 

this:

One participant asks the Father and Pastor about the position of the church on 

sensitive issues such as abortion or homosexuality. Father Peter answers that 

the church is not out of the world, but part of the world. Abortion is a problem, 

but it is possible in a situation of the lesser evil. So it is not a dilemma. He then 

refers to the social teachings of the church that respond to the reality. Another 

participant tries once more to get a more clear position about sensitive issues, 

but it is again stated that it is not a dilemma and the sensitive issues then 

disappear from the table.412

Religious leaders who were participants in the Shareframe workshop had a 

distinctive role. Their symbolic capital based on their position as clergy, influenced 

other participants to respect and not question their views and opinions. While 

these religious leaders were influential, they were less inclined to share an opinion 

on sensitive moral issues related to young people’s sexuality publicly if that 

opinion would conflict with that of their church. Their space to consider alternative 

or changed positions on sexuality of young people was more limited compared to 

other participants. Yet this does not mean that religious leaders do not experience 

dilemmas that indicate that personal views are not necessarily in line with church 

views. The quote from Father Peter who narrated his experiences as a feeling of 

standing at the crossroads is a case in point. Due to their symbolic capital, the 

participation of religious leaders might have limited the space for negotiating and 

changing views during the workshop.

7.5.1  Pragmatic solutions to pressing dilemmas
One way in which Ugandan organizations in the Educaids network navigated 

these differently entangled discourses is through engaging in pragmatic 

cooperation with other actors. The secular organization HNU generally had no 

problem in providing information on condom use in sexuality education, while 

for the church organizations CEREDO and COU, respectively linked to the Catholic 

and Anglican Church, this was much more problematic. The ‘partnership’ between 

HNU, CEREDO and COU ensured that comprehensive sexuality education was 

given by these church organizations as a staff member of CEREDO explained in 

our interview: 

412 Quoted from field notes from the session on how to deal with sensitive issues in the SRHR policies, 

Shareframe workshop March 2009.
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So it is only through partnerships that you can try to balance the church 

position. In schools you can’t talk about condoms but about abstinence, delay 

and faithfulness. Those steps are right steps towards HIV prevention. Within 

the same programme HNU can give the information about condoms.413

Christian organizations in Uganda are constrained in different ways in terms of 

their ability to develop comprehensive sexuality education policies. They have to 

navigate between different entangled discourses, including those of the powerful 

Dutch organizations that provide funds. The strategies they employ to accomplish 

this can also be illustrated by looking at how CRO handled the dilemmas this may 

cause. The religious clergy members of the CRO board that did not want the 

organization to provide condoms as part of their health and sexuality education 

programmes. CRO therefore decided to cooperate with a local health centre to 

provide information on condoms in order to ensure that comprehensive sexuality 

education would be given. Yet a public health officer working for CRO explained 

that in practice he himself sometimes hands out condoms to street children when 

they asked for them. This was done without reporting it. 

 Such examples indicate that organizations and/or individual staffs navigate 

between organizational boundaries and the wish to provide comprehensive 

sexuality education. Indeed, for many participants in the Shareframe project, 

navigating different discourses and related agendas and demands is part of their 

everyday wheeling and dealing as a development professional. The space for 

negotiating these discourses varies from organization to organization. Church 

organizations such as the local departments of the Catholic and Anglican 

Churches, CEREDO and COU are most obviously part of larger hierarchical 

structures. These top-down power structures influence the space for manoeuvre 

regarding sexuality education on programme implemention level. However, that 

Church hierarchies tend to be more conservative and less open for changes in 

views on and approaches to sexuality education does not necessarily mean that 

NGOs are more open. While generally less hierarchically organized, staff of 

independent Christian organizations may also experience limitations. ZOA 

refugee care is an organization with a strong religious identity that focuses almost 

exclusively on abstinence in sexuality education. Whether condom use is discussed 

depends on the individual professional who provides sexuality education, but it is 

not formally part of their policies and programmes. As an independent Christian 

NGO ZOA could have chosen a more flexible or pragmatic approach, as its policies 

are not determined in the context of a hierarchical church structure. Yet, this 

NGO itself strongly emphasises the importance of abstinence and faithfulness as 

413 Interview staff member CEREDO, Lira, March 2009.
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prevention messages. According to a staff member I interviewed this is based on 

ZOA’s Christian mission and the influence of Christian faith and moralities on 

how the organizations policies are shaped. On another level this means that 

operating in an NGO context does not necessarily mean that a development 

professional has more space for manoeuvre on issues of sexuality as a professional. 

Therefore, the space to negotiate understandings and approaches to sexuality and 

HIV/AIDS depends on various factors that interact. The type of organization, its 

hierarchical structure and its translation of Christian faith and moralities into 

concrete policies and practices in the organisation, as well as other religious and 

cultural dynamics all may influence how policies and programmes are shaped and 

interact with practice.

7.5.2  Experiences in navigating
The Shareframe project was characterized by a secular liberal approach to 

sexuality education. This has implications for how the various participants 

navigated differently entangled discourses on religion and sexuality. Participants 

in the Shareframe project have reflected differently on the demands of the Dutch 

Educaids organizations to design the sexuality education policies for their 

organizations. Some have been quite critical about the demands from Dutch 

Educaids organizations, as comes to the fore in the following quote from an 

interview with one participant who asked me not to disclose his specific church 

affiliation in relation to the quote:

These people (the donors, BB) want to support the work, but don’t want to 

support the Church. Then we should ask, why have you come? We work in line with 

the structure of the Church and will continue with our Ministry. So even when you 

implement, since the priests are feeling that it is not their programme they don’t 

feel ownership and just continue with their pastoral work. You can come and 

tell them, but they don’t integrate it or personalize it.414

This participant was careful in bringing forward his critique. However his 

argument is clear: a development programme with expectations that touches 

upon the religious morals of an organization should also address this at the level 

of religious clergy who represent powerful voices within the organization. This 

quote illustrates how within different discursive entanglements, different 

meanings are attributed to religion. Viewing religion as something individual and 

private leads to a blind spot for how religion is communal and embedded in power 

relations. This participant challenges the long-term effects of a project such as 

414 Interview with a participant from a church organization, Spring 2009.
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Shareframe that trains the practical staff, rather than the leadership that is in 

charge of policy process. 

 This does not mean that a bottom-up approach has no effects whatsoever.  

In fact, for some participants the Shareframe project had an empowering effect.  

It enabled them to open up discussions on comprehensive sexuality education in 

their organizations, drawing on other sources of authority. In an interview held 

after the Shareframe project had been finished in 2010, one of the Ugandan 

interviewees  stated that: 

When you have the Shareframe research, you can really defend yourself. 

When you look at the report, you see that 70% of the youth have boyfriends 

and girlfriends. It is a fact you can’t deny. It provides the basis for negotiation 

(with the church, BB), it gives evidence to the facts that previously you were 

struggling to bring out.415 

This participant shows that a scientific approach may provide the non-clerical 

staff of an organization with an alternative source of authority. It must be noted 

that the different timing of each of the interviews on which the two quotes here 

above are based may have influenced how these two participants evaluated the 

necessity to negotiate; the first participant voiced his critique during the 

Shareframe workshop, the second a full year later. At the time of the interview 

from which the first quote was taken, the then new Educaids demands had stirred 

up much discussion and critique. This may explain the hesitance and resistance 

towards the Dutch Educaids organizations reflected in the first quote. A year later 

the Ugandan organizations had been able to internalize the Shareframe project.  It 

had also become clear that Dutch Educaids organizations would not withdraw 

funds immediately when organizations experienced difficulties in accepting 

comprehensive sexuality education policies. 

 While the two interviewees quoted above formulated their evaluations in 

their capacity of representatives of specific organizations, other interviewees 

reflected in a more personal way on the challenges of navigating between various 

discourses. One staff member of CEREDO, for example, explained that:

Personally (hesitates)…personally, I think we need to recognize reality. Abstinence 

and faithfulness in urban areas…It’s a very small percentage that is faithful  

to their wife, and for young people, the way that they socialize tells me that 

….I am not the type of Christian that thinks you have to pray all the time…(…). 

Maybe we should consider balancing the reality with the religious aspect. 

415 Interview with participant from a church organization, Spring 2010. 
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This interviewee was very careful in choosing his words, indicating that he felt 

vulnerable to explain his personal views when he was at the same time representing 

his church organization during the Shareframe workshop. In the interview he 

switched between his own position and that of the church several times, which 

allowed me to gain insight into how personal and organizational views were 

negotiated in his case. 

 In another interview, an employee of ZOA refugee care told me of experiencing 

difficulties in balancing the Christian morality expressed by ZOA and her personal 

awareness that many people do not live according to these ethical values but run 

the risk of getting infected with HIV/AIDS. She mentioned that in a discussion 

with superiors and colleagues she had expressed the view that rape and sexual 

abuse do legitimize a comprehensive approach to sexuality education. In Northern 

Uganda where she worked, many people have experienced sexual abuse. She 

explained how this horrified her and had resulted in a personal process of 

negotiation between the Christian values she considered important with the sense 

of urgency she felt to protect people against sexual violence, HIV/AIDS and other 

problems:

If it were up to me as an individual I would like to go by what affects the 

majority, what is necessary on the ground. If that means that people need to 

use contraceptives then probably I would.. eh.. make that mistake and give  

it to them.416

Note that my interlocutor formulates providing information on condoms as a 

‘mistake’. It is not clear whether she does so because giving such information 

diverts from organizational policies on condom use, or because she considers it a 

sin. The reference to Christian values in the interview suggests she might mean 

the latter. In any case, this quotation illustrates that navigating different 

understandings of religion, sexuality and HIV/AIDS does not necessarily result in 

a new, religiously motivated, comprehensive approach to sexuality education, or 

in a shared institutional discourse between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. 

Instead it may be a strategic choice to go against (personal) religious values and 

principles because of the sense of urgency of sexual problems and HIV/AIDS. While 

the process of navigating various discourses is in a sense pragmatic, it also 

compromises personal or organizational discourses; it requires that both 

organizations and individuals within these organizations stretch or even go 

beyond certain boundaries without changing these boundaries as such. 

416 Interview ZOA, Spring 2009 (bold emphasis is mine, BB).
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7.5.3  Distant observers
If participants from Ugandan organizations respond to or reject discursive 

positions introduced by Dutch organizations, this also impacts on Dutch 

organizations. I have already noted that Dutch organizations in the Educaids 

network have been distant actors in the Shareframe project. On the one hand they 

had a huge influence in terms of funding the project and setting the terms. On the 

other, they were not involved in the project in any practical way. In interviews they 

were hesitant to formulate any definite opinions about the project while it was still 

running. Yet, after conclusion of the project most of them were quite optimistic 

and the Shareframe projects in Uganda and Kenya were taken as examples for new 

projects in Malawi, Ethiopia and Ghana. I noticed different positions in how my 

Dutch interlocutors reflected on and attributed meaning to the evidence-based 

approach, the rights-based approach and the values-based approach that had 

provided the analytical background to the Shareframe project.

 The Dutch coordinator (at the time) and the trainers of the WPF have 

emphasized the necessity of having an evidence-based approach to sexuality 

education throughout the Shareframe project. Yet while the trainers expressed 

views like: ‘evidence from science and religious identities do not go well together’, 

they also voiced views such as: ‘some religious values, those which support human 

rights, we do want to promote as well.’ And, ‘I don’t view it as a schism (…) an 

evidence-based approach doesn’t mean that you should throw all religious values 

overboard.’ The word ‘all’ in particular underlines a rather normative attribution 

of meaning to religion in which individual rights remain the norm for determining 

what is acceptable in a Christian approach to sexuality. An interviewee at ICCO 

observed tensions between evidence-based and value-based approaches within her 

own organization as well: ‘On the one hand, you want to work evidence- and 

rights-based and on the other, organizations, including ours, also base their work 

on certain values.’417 The quote indicates that in her view, sexuality education from 

evidence-based, rights-based or value-based approaches are not always oppositional. 

 Interviews with staff members indicate more complex interrelations between 

views and approaches than organizational documents suggests. In a joint 

interview, two staff members of Prisma pointed out tensions they observed 

between a value-based approach and a rights-based approach.418 For Prisma the 

emphasis of individual rights within (western) development discourses is 

problematic. It is an ongoing discussion within the organization to what extent 

417 Interview ICCO, spring 2009.

418 They themselves considered the evidence-based approach as a more neutral reference to the effort 

to base policy on (scientific) research. However, I have argued that the evidence-based approach has 

come to serve as a category of meaning that refers to an emphasis on individual rights and choices 

within Educaids network texts.



204

CHAPTER 7

Christian values and a focus on individual rights can be aligned: ‘if rights-based 

becomes such an ideological perspective it is a question whether we can still work 

within that framework.’419 It therefore comes as no surprise that in individual 

interviews Prisma employees expressed a somewhat more critical view of the 

rights-based approach. On an analytical level, I have pointed at how the 

evidence-based approach as advocated by the Educaids network is developed in 

interaction with a secular, liberal understanding of sexuality education. Yet, my 

interlocutors at Prisma did not understand the evidence-based approach as linked 

to or deriving from the individual rights-based perspective that they criticise. An 

understanding of the evidence-based approach as a fairly neutral category was 

therefore shared between the different Dutch actors involved in the Educaids 

network. 

 The different opinions voiced by Dutch members of Educaids demonstrate 

that the positions of Dutch actors in the Educaids network were not as clear-cut as 

it appeared in Educaids documents on the Shareframe project.  However, despite 

these differences in positions, in the Shareframe project Dutch actors in the 

Educaids network often spoke with one voice that of the coordinator or the trainers 

who represented them.  While the interviewees at ICCO and Prisma acknowledged 

the dilemmas Christian development organizations in Uganda experienced in 

navigating Christian discourses on sexuality, public health and human rights 

discourses, with Prisma staff even contesting how human rights are generally 

understood and implied in development programmes. Yet these people have not 

played active roles in the Shareframe project itself, and the diversity in their views 

as well as their own search for how to relate faith and values with scientific and 

human rights discourses was not part of the conversations in the broader network. 

It is a question of whether the opposition between religious and secular liberal 

approaches to sexuality education that I have observed in the Educaids network, 

would have been so strong had Dutch Christian organizations been more active 

participants in the process.

7.5.4  The social life of policies
The participants of the Ugandan organizations in the Educaids network envisioned 

and realized different strategies of putting sexual health policies and work plans 

into action. This was influenced by the specific ways in which they navigated the 

different views and approaches existing within their organizations. Given the 

fierce discussions about sexuality education during the workshop, the constructive 

attitude of participants when they had to write policies and work plans surprised 

419 Paraphrased quote based on a comment in Dutch given by a staff member. Interview Prisma, 

February 2009
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me. Both Ugandan participants and Dutch trainers seemed to be pragmatic; 

‘whatever promises to work and proves to be useful’ was accepted as a good way 

forward. Pragmatism may allow organizations with various views and moralities 

on sexuality to work together and support comprehensive sexuality education. 

Pragmatism may also be rejected on the basis of Christian morality by the 

organizations. In both strategies, tensions between differing views on sexuality 

and religion continue to exist.  

 The example of the Shareframe project illustrates how policies are crafted in 

the context of differently entangled discourses. It provides insight into the social 

life behind policy development. While policy making tends to be viewed as an 

attempt to control what happens in practice, the analysis in this section illustrates 

that policies are, in fact, often developed in interaction with practice.420 First, it 

shows that the aim of crafting a sexuality education policy functioned to mobilize 

and maintain political support of Ugandan organizations participating in the 

Educaids network for the development aims of Dutch organizations. Through the 

Shareframe project views on sexuality and HIV/AIDS among the staff of Christian 

organizations in Uganda were reframed and new meanings were attributed to 

sexuality and religion. 

 This chapter has illustrated how these Ugandan organizations have navigated 

between various discourses, internalizing some aspects while rejecting others. 

However, the outcome of the Shareframe project was clear from the beginning: 

the formulation of organizational policies that support comprehensive sexuality 

education. Second, this analysis also shows that policies are crafted in the context 

of wider networks of power that are much more complex and layered than the 

actual Educaids network itself. Influential of course, are the unequal power 

relations between Dutch and Ugandan actors. The pressure on Ugandan 

participants and organizations to navigate different demands and agendas was 

much higher than on the Dutch organizations in the Educaids network. The social 

life behind the policies on sexuality education developed in the Shareframe 

project involves the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan organizations 

that I will address in the final section of this chapter.

7.6  Cultural encounters in the Shareframe project 

‘Sometimes people tell me I am a modern missionary, convincing people about 

their right to enjoy their sexuality.’ 

420 Cf. David Mosse. ‘Is Good Policy Unimplementable? Reflections on the Ethnography of Aid Policy 

and Practice’. Development and Change. Vol. 35.4. (New York: Wiley, 2004), 639-671: 646.
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This provocative comment is made by one of the Dutch trainers of the Shareframe 

workshop. Our conversation took place early in 2009 in a restaurant in the town of 

Soroti in Central Uganda. Over a cup of ‘African tea’ we reflected on the third 

Shareframe workshop that had taken place in the week before.421 While 

acknowledging the informal setting and the irony in the voice of the trainer, the 

comment made me think about the missionary character of the workshop, and of 

the aims Dutch organizations to influence views and approaches to sexuality in 

African countries. Is the Shareframe project an example of a ‘sexular mission’?422 

What are the cultural dynamics that constitute the various receptions of the 

Shareframe project? The quote suggests that contestations over sexuality must be 

seen in the context of historical discourses that shape contemporary development 

relations. In this section I will reflect on how these contestations feature in the 

self-perceptions of development professionals as well as in their perceptions on the 

people and organizations they work with in Uganda.

7.6.1 Orientalizations among Dutch actors
The Educaids networks vision document describes two approaches to sexuality 

and HIV/AIDS as follows: ‘one we could name “value-based” driven by morals as 

stated in the Bible and an evidence-based approach driven by scientific research, 

proven facts and a rights-based mode of working.’423 Value-based approaches refer to 

a specific Christian morality on sexuality that has been rendered as problematic 

because it hampers freedom of choice and individual rights. However, I argue that 

an evidence-based approach also introduces certain moralities into the Educaids 

network. In practice it referred to the tacitly stipulated outcome that all Ugandan 

Educaids organizations would implement comprehensive sexuality education 

policies. In a broader discursive sense, the evidence-based approach represents the 

secular, liberal perspective on sexuality that Dutch organizations in the Educaids 

networks have promoted in their collaboration with Ugandan counterpart 

organizations. 

 The discourse on secularism is based on a construction of binary oppositions 

that are imagined differently within specific contexts.424 In the Educaids network 

the discourse of secularism is entangled with the discourse of orientalism, 

resulting in ‘culturalized’ understandings of religion and sexuality. Historically 

the orientalist discourse of ‘African sexuality’ was constructed in opposition to 

the Christian discourse on sexuality. Characteristic of the current secular, liberal 

approach to sexuality is the emphasis on individual choice and rights. In contemporary 

421 The name of a hot drink in Uganda, combining tea leaves, various herbs and milk. 

422 For my discussion of Joan Scott’s work on sexularism cf. pp. 36

423 Educaids Vision document, obtained a copy from coordinator in 2009.

424 Talal Assad (2003), 24.
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discourse on HIV/AIDS the idea of a chaotic African sexuality has been revived and 

contrasted with a secularized liberal and scientifically grounded notion of 

sexuality. 

 The question is how this opposition is reflected in the Educaids network, in 

particular with regard to the problematization of religion and sexuality. In the 

context of the Educaids network the scientific view on sexuality has been described 

as ‘evidence-based’.  While the mirroring category of a ‘value-based’ view in the 

Educaids network does not draw upon notions of a chaotic African sexuality 

explicitly, an orientalist grammar can be recognized in the view that African 

Christian moralities hinder an honest and open comprehension of the reality of 

sexual relations and health risks in practice.  

 The ‘grammar of orientalism’ works through binary oppositions that serve as 

mirror images, what is ‘bad in us, is good in them’. In other words, religion cannot 

only be a positive or negative factor in the Ugandan organizations without 

simultaneously mirroring positive and negative factors in Dutch organizations. 

This raises the question why Dutch organizations are interested in investing in 

relations with organizations in Uganda that promote approaches to sexuality that 

are considered harmful in the Dutch view. In the motivations expressed by my 

Dutch interlocutors Christian organizations were emphasized as particularly able 

to change hampering moralities on sexuality because of a shared Christian 

identity. The role and meaning ascribed to religion was thus quite narrow and 

instrumental.425 Instrumental because these Christian organizations are presented  

as instruments in achieving development outcomes, following the logic of the long 

relationships that enable Dutch organizations to engage in difficult conversations 

on sexuality. Narrow because the efforts of Dutch Educaids actors focused on  

the connection with Christian organizations rather than connecting with how 

Christianity was lived and experienced in relation to sexuality in daily lives of 

people in the organizations and communities as a start for such conversation. This 

view is closely related to arguments that emphasize religion as an ambivalent 

factor, as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in view of development outcomes. The binary 

construction of religion as either good or bad is based on a grammar of orientalism.426 

This grammar is utilized in processes of ‘selfing’ and ‘othering’ in the cultural 

encounter between development actors. Therefore, further analysis of the 

‘grammatical’ construction of religion as good or bad in the discourses of Dutch 

development organizations offers insight into how discourses are constructed  

in the context of the cultural encounter with Ugandan organizations. 

425 For my discussion of Jones and Petersen’s review of instrumental and narrow approach to religion 

and development in scholarly work cf. pp. 9.

426 Gerd Baumann and André Gingrich. Grammars (2004).



208

CHAPTER 7

 My interlocutors in Dutch development organizations all emphasized that 

Ugandan Christian organizations are important counterpart organizations of 

ICCO, Prisma and Edukans. First of all, Christian organizations were said to have 

access to people at the grass roots. In addition they are valued highly because of 

their cultural capital. Another reason mentioned was that Dutch organizations 

with a Christian background had been engaged with these organizations for a 

long time. 

 I would argue that a factor that remained unexpressed is that Christian 

organizations in Uganda are also important to ICCO, Edukans and Prisma because 

cooperation with these organizations contributes to the construction of the Dutch 

workers’ own organizational identities as Christian. The identification as a 

Christian or faith-based organization has become increasingly important since 

the new Millennium. Yet, internally the Christian identities of these organizations 

have been contested as well. For each organization such challenges play out 

differently. Prisma seeks only counterparts that align with their own strong 

Christian identification. Edukans still ensures that links with Christian education 

counterparts are maintained alongside others. For ICCO their Christian counter - 

parts seem to be important to reconnect with their Christian identity. Influenced 

by processes of professionalization and secularization the organization has 

struggled with the meaning of their Christian identity, and sought to strengthen 

connections with organizations that more explicitly identify as Christian.427 

 The construction of ‘evidence-’ and ‘value-based’ approaches as opposed 

categories indicates an orientalist grammar functioned to give meaning to the 

differences between actors within the Educaids network. It contributed to 

constructing the identity of Dutch organizations in relation to their Christian 

counterparts in Uganda that follows lines of argumentation that was characteristic 

for Dutch discourses on religion and development, in which religion was primarily 

seen as an ambivalent factor in development. Therefore, this construction of 

religion as an oppositional category seems to be focused on a Dutch audience, and 

more specifically on the Dutch government as an important donor for ICCO, 

Edukans and Prisma programmes. 

 In the process of reverse mirror-imaging we can see that Christian organizations 

in Uganda do not only represent a hampering Christian morality with regard  

to HIV/AIDS and sexuality, but also a positive identification with Christianity  

that was desirable. Christian organizations in Uganda positively mirror Dutch 

organizations’ struggle with secularization and shaping their Christian identities 

in the context of an increasingly dominant secular discourse. Therefore I conclude 

that these Ugandan organizations remain important to Christian development 

427 For an elaborate discussion of ICCO’s interactions with Christianity cf. Chapter 3.
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organizations in the Netherlands for reasons other than purely as instruments 

realizing development outcomes. In Dutch orientalist constructions within the 

Educaids network the Ugandan counterpart organizations are presented as an 

‘other’ to a secular, liberal self. Sexuality and religion are symbolic markers of this 

otherness. 

7.6.2 Orientalism and Occidentalism among Educaids organizations in Uganda
Orientalist grammars are also visible in the speech of Ugandan organizations, in 

particular in relation to the young people in their target groups, in their reflections 

on Ugandan society more generally, and in relation to the Dutch organizations in 

the Educaids network. Starting with the first, the argument that was raised during 

the Shareframe workshop about the erosion of the morals of young serves as a case 

in point. Different reasons for this so-called moral erosion were given, poverty 

being mentioned often. During the training participants referred to examples of 

children sharing the bedroom with the parents and seeing them having sexual 

intercourse at an early age. Others pointed at the so-called ‘transactional sex’ of 

young girls who engage in sexual relationships with older men in exchange for 

clothes, school fees and other material assets. In these examples young people’s 

sexual morals were presented in contrast to Christian morals. Echoing the 

orientalist discourse on African sexuality, poverty was seen as the primary 

motivation for these practices and religion was attributed meaning as a positive 

force to overcome poverty and restore morality. 

 I have also come across orientalist representations in the views of Ugandan 

Educaids organizations in discussions about so-called traditional and cultural 

practices. One participant explained ‘…when young men go into manhood, there is 

circumcision. During the celebration time, everyone is free to have sex.’428 In the 

view of this participant such cultural practices need to be changed. In orientalist 

representations of young people or poor people in Uganda by the Ugandans 

participants in the Shareframe project such as those sketched above, religion was 

attributed meaning as a force for social change, in particular in relation to cultural 

practices that were considered as backward. Another example of how an orientalist 

grammar was used to attribute meaning to religion comes from an interviewee 

who emphasized the importance of religion in bringing stability after Uganda’s 

civil war: ‘There used to be a lot of bad people here. They killed and raped. The 

church has made known that God is there and that people are equal.’429 The use of 

an orientalist grammar in these quotes gives insight into how Ugandan actors 

positioned themselves in relation to the broader Ugandan society. It demonstrates 

428 Interview with an informant from POBEDAM, March 2009.

429 Interview with an informant from ADRA, March 2009.
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that religion is attributed meaning as positive vis-à-vis hampering cultural 

traditions, ‘immoral’ social practices, chaos and conflict. 

 The use of an orientalist grammar in these quotes highlights a specific 

discourse strand within (colonial) Christian discourses that attribute specific 

meanings to sexuality in contemporary postcolonial Africa.430 The quotes 

demonstrate that orientalist discourses have not only informed international 

discourses on HIV/AIDS, but are also reflected in contemporary Christian 

discourses on sexuality. Anthropologist Kim Knibbe has suggested that the self-rep-

resentations of Pentecostal Christians as modern against backward African 

traditions are different from European constructions of Africa as the ‘heart of 

darkness’. 431 She argues that Pentecostal claims of being modern are based on a 

‘denial of coevalness’ between peoples within African societies, in which time has 

become a marker of such differences. In other words, these orientalizations must 

be seen in the context of changes in the sociocultural formation of relationships 

in current day Uganda against the background of newly emerging Christian 

discourses that emphasize a break with the past.432 While the organizations 

discussed in this study are not related to Pentecostal but to mainline churches, 

Pentecostal Christianity has influenced mainline churches quite significantly and 

has more broadly impacted in societal discourses and the public domain in African 

societies.433 More importantly, how my Ugandan interlocutors understood and 

reflected on culture and tradition demonstrates that they understand being 

Christian as being moral as well as modern by contrasting it with an image of 

allegedly backward and immoral cultural traditions. Sexual norms and practices 

featured are symbolic for what is good in the self and bad in the other following 

the orientalist grammar.

 The changing religiosities and moralities, as well as their consequences for 

marital and intergenerational relations significantly influence how young people 

feature in Christian discourses. The aforementioned changes in the sociocultural 

formation of relationships of middle class young people with older generations in 

particular have contributed to reshaping family relations. At the same time it has 

been noted that young people are subjects of these discourses as well. Adult and 

elderly generations express their concern over the limited power they can exercise 

over youth in the form of a concern about young people’s (immoral) behaviour, as 

the interviews with Shareframe participants in Uganda indicate. In their concerns 

430 Cf. Chapter 1, 4 and Silvia Tamale, 16. S. Nyanzi. ‘Unpacking the [govern]mentality of African sexu-

alities’. African Sexualities: a Reader. S. Tamale ed. (Oxford UK: Pambazuka Press, 2011), 477-501.

431 Kim Knibbe. ‘Nigerian Missionaries in Europe: History Repeating Itself or a Meeting of Modernities’. 

Journal of Religion in Europe. Vol. 4.3. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 471-481: 473.

432 Cf. Bochow and van Dijk (2012), 325-344.

433 On the influence of Pentecostalism on Mainline churches cf. Birgit Meyer. Translating the Devil. Reli-

gion and Modernity among the Ewe in Ghana. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999)
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about young people in rural areas or poorer neighbourhoods, arguments of 

morality and unhealthy behaviour are mutually supportive. Young people were 

mainly presented as victims of poverty, peer pressure and cultural and social 

practices that were considered both backward and necessary to overcome. The 

orientalist representations of culture, tradition and (im)moral influence on young 

people, draw on much broader societal concerns with social change and diversifi-

cation of society. 

 Therefore, despite the orientalist grammar used, Christian moralities among 

Ugandan organizations should not be seen as a simple reproduction of Christian 

colonial discourses on sexuality. The attribution of meaning to Christian sexual 

morals as a solution to HIV/AIDS must be understood against the background of 

how these discourses are entangled in Uganda. Christian sexual moralities are 

considered as progressive solutions to the problem of HIV/AIDS by the Ugandan 

Educaids organizations. Moreover, religion is attributed meaning as bringing 

control into chaotic and dangerous situations, whether in preventing disease or 

war. 

 The material gathered in the research did not allow for an analysis of how 

Ugandan actors utilize reverse mirror imaging in their discourse on traditional 

cultural practices. Therefore, while I have demonstrated how religion positively 

mirrors categories such as culture and tradition, I am not able to extend the 

analysis as to how these Ugandan actors attribute positive meanings to culture 

and tradition that mirror negative meanings of religion. What the analysis does 

underline is that the different ‘orientalizations’ in the discourses of organizations 

in the Educaids network are intertwined with different and sometimes conflicting 

problematizations of HIV/AIDS. Unlike Dutch organizations, Ugandan organizations 

problematize sexuality rather than religion. Their concerns about and critique of 

young people’s sexual morals and broader cultural traditions around sexuality is 

a case in point.434 The Ugandan orientalist representation in which young people 

feature as victims of social pressure, culture or tradition contrasts with the 

emphasis on young people as agents who are capable of making their own decisions 

found in Dutch organizational representations. My use of the grammar of oriental-

ization in the analysis has served the purpose of demonstrating how this grammar 

is utilized by both Ugandan and Dutch organizations, albeit in different ways. It 

has given insight into how the different entanglements of discourses on religion, 

HIV/AIDS and sexuality with discourses on development and social change in 

Uganda and the Netherlands play out in the concrete and practical cooperation 

between organizations from both countries. 

434 Interestingly, the perspective of Ugandan participants that cultural practices such as Female Gen-

ital Mutilation are backward and unchristian connect very well to the secular, liberal rejection of 

such practices because they harm bodily integrity and individual rights.
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7.6.3  Othering the Dutch 
The analysis of how meanings attributed to religion and sexuality are interrelated 

with processes of selfing and othering also helps to understand why Dutch 

organizations and Ugandan organizations agree more easily on certain themes, 

while struggling to find common ground over others. For example, the critique of 

traditional cultural moralities motivated Ugandan organizations to oppose 

harmful practices such as female genital mutilation and discourage risky sexual 

practices during traditional festivals. There was a consensus among Dutch and 

Ugandan actors that individual bodily integrity must be protected, and that safe 

practices should be promoted. However, they agree for different reasons; Ugandan 

organizations do not embrace the secular, liberal understanding of sexuality that 

motivates the Dutch organizations to condemn what both parties consider 

harmful sexual practices. To the contrary: Ugandan organizations also rejected 

what they conceived of as the bad influences of European or Western culture as 

part of their problematization of youth’s loose sexual morality. The grammar of 

orientalism used in these arguments, directly addressed the cultural encounter 

with Dutch organizations in the Educaids network: Western Internet, TV and 

music in particular were blamed for its negative influence on the sexual morals of 

young people. An example of such an orientalist representation of western 

liberalism is found in the following quote:

for me the belief is that the Western world is so liberal that they don’t mind 

children having sex’ and ‘(…here) it is strongly believed that a child should 

follow a systematic process to live without sex until it is married. Here there is 

now disintegration of this practice because of Western culture.435 

The problematization of sexuality in terms of a critique of Western culture was 

particularly strong in view of the requirement to address same-sex sexuality as 

part of comprehensive sexuality education. While homosexuality was not 

extensively discussed in the Shareframe workshop, views that some participants 

expressed in individual interviews were often strong: 

 

The trainer was talking about things like same sex marriage (…) What kind of 

sexual lives do they expect our young people to live?436 

 

435 Interview with an interlocutor from CEREDO, March 2010.

436 Interview with an interlocutor from YWCA, March 2010.
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No that cannot be, we do not go against the values we stand for. We are not 

going to advocate for homosexuality and masturbation, we are going to go out 

and condemn homosexuality and there is no question about that.437

Given the highly moralized and politicized debates in Uganda on homosexuality, 

in which the ‘west’ is often depicted as immoral for its presumed sexual liberalism, 

the subject is a strong notion that was used by participants to emphasize differences 

between Ugandan and Dutch actors.438 Treated as a symbolic marker of western 

immorality, the reference to homosexuality as immoral expressed a negative view 

on sexual liberalism and served as a boundary marker for Ugandan participants 

vis-à-vis their Dutch trainers and donors. 439 Thus, Ugandan organizations also 

attribute meaning to religion in reference to an occidentalist discourse on the 

liberal west. Ugandan interlocutors construct their Christian moral identities in 

different ways. First, an orientalist grammar is used to affirm Christian morals as 

civilized and modern, versus a Ugandan other that is associated with backwardness 

or sin. Second, the Christian morality is affirmed in contrast with an immoral 

western other along the lines of a similar orientalist grammar. 

 While affirming the otherness of sexual liberalism, organizations were 

required to develop a sexuality education policy informed by the secular liberal 

understanding of sexuality in the Shareframe project. Ugandan actors navigated 

the differences in views on sexuality education by developing sexuality education 

policies that pragmatically fulfilled the requirements of the Dutch donor 

organizations. As a consequence, these differences and how they are related to the 

broader dynamics in the cultural encounter remained tacit. The analysis in this 

section has demonstrated that processes of selfing and othering are crucial in 

shaping understandings of religion in relation to sexuality and the prevention of 

HIV/AIDS. Only when seen in the context of the dynamics of the cultural encounter 

does it become understandable why common ground can be found on some issues, 

while other issues - such as homosexuality in this case - evoke strong views and 

emotions. However, such insight is crucial in understanding how certain themes 

come to serve as boundary markers in the cooperation between development 

organizations from Uganda and the Netherlands.

437 Interview with interlocutor from YWCA, March 2009.

438 Cf. Joanna Sadgrove. ‘Morality plays and money matters: towards a situated understanding of the 

politics of homosexuality in Uganda’. The Journal of Modern African Studies: a Quarterly Survey of Politics, 

Economics and Related Topics in Contemporary Africa. Vol. 50.1. (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 2012), 103-129.

439 In the Shareframe workshops, homosexuality or same sex relations were not discussed extensively. 

Participants referred to the fact that homosexuality is illegal in Uganda and therefore cannot be 

discussed as part of sexuality education. Trainers considered it more important to tackle issues of 

condom use and premarital sex first.
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7.7  Reflection 
The Shareframe project was shaped in terms of a secular-liberal discourse in 

which religion is problematized in relation to ‘sensitive issues’ such as condom 

education, abortion, and same sex relations. Yet, Ugandan Educaids organizations 

did not problematize religion as hampering the fight against HIV/AIDS. On the 

contrary, the problematization of sexual morals seemed to be more central in 

their understanding of HIV/AIDS and other sexual health problems. This chapter 

has demonstrated that the contestations over sexuality and sexuality education 

within the Shareframe project had broader meanings than representing an 

opposition between ‘evidence’ and ‘values’, or between conservative and liberal 

discourses on sexuality. It has also demonstrated that contestations over sexuality 

education must be seen in the much larger context of differently entangled and 

mutually conflicting discourses on religion, HIV/AIDS and sexuality.

 These entanglements are shaped through the different positions of the 

Ugandan and Dutch organizations in various fields. For Ugandan organizations 

local communities, the wider Ugandan society, African Christianity and transnational 

development cooperation were all influential in shaping their policies and 

practices. Their position in the transnational social field of development endows 

Christian organizations in Uganda with authority, by which they can attract funds 

and exercise influence within Ugandan society. Yet, it also requires them to 

respond to the demands and expectations of Dutch organizations that attribute 

meanings to HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion based on different and sometimes 

conflicting discourses. Dutch organizations in the Educaids network were more 

influential in determining the outcomes of the Shareframe project because of 

their access to economic capital. The unequal distribution of economic capital 

shapes a hierarchical relationship between Dutch and Ugandan organizations in 

the Educaids network. It motivated Ugandan organizations to develop secular 

liberal sexuality education policies that sometimes fundamentally differed from 

the way these organizations and their staff problematized sexuality in relation to 

religion and HIV/AIDS. This explains why some of the participants took strong 

positions against comprehensive sexuality education in the discussions during the 

workshop, while somewhat later they sought pragmatic solutions to deal with 

these discrepancies.  

 The Shareframe project was characterized by a technical approach to sexuality 

education. The focus was on transferring technical skills. This process of transfer 

aimed at transforming the views and approaches of participants by providing 

them with new information and experiences. Participants reflected on this as 

positive when stating that the project increased their awareness and concern 

about young people and motivated them to look at young people outside the 

framework of their religious morals and ideals. However, while there was some 
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room to discuss the moral, spiritual and political implications of comprehensive 

sexuality education, it was up to the participants themselves to bring comprehensive 

sexuality education policies in line with personal and organizational views on 

sexuality and sexuality education. Bringing to mind the aim to create a dialogue 

on sexuality based between Christian organizations in the Netherlands and in 

Uganda, I conclude that this aim has been ignored in how the Shareframe project 

was shaped and put into practice. Relying strongly on a secular liberal discourse 

on sexuality, the spiritual and religious dimensions of HIV/AIDS and sexuality 

were marginalized to being characteristics of a value-based approach that was 

considered to be seriously flawed and even an obstacle to fighting the problem of 

HIV/AIDS. 

 The attribution of different meanings to religion in the Shareframe project 

shows how an understanding of religion as an ambivalent factor in development is 

materialized in the concrete actions to change Ugandan organizations views and 

approaches to sexuality. The motivation of the Dutch organizations in the Educaids 

Network to work with Christian organizations was mainly instrumental. In 

addition, the pragmatic ways in which a shared agenda was created between 

Dutch and Ugandan organizations in the context of the Shareframe project 

confirms the instrumentality of this type of cooperation among religious actors. 

However, as I have shown, meaning making also took place on another level. This 

level remains rather invisible in the more formalized accounts of the project 

through reports and evaluations. On this level religion played a role in different 

discourses of selfing and othering that characterized the cultural encounter 

between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. The pragmatic consensus that was 

achieved towards to end of the Shareframe project may suggest that an ‘evidence-

based approach’ to sexuality education is indeed a neutral basis for Dutch and 

Ugandan organizations to work on. However, a deeper understanding of  

how processes of selfing and othering informed the cooperation between Dutch 

and Ugandan organizations draws into question to what extent a common 

understanding was eventually achieved. The orientalist construction of Ugandan 

organizations as conservative religious others to the Dutch organizations and  

the occidentalist construction of Dutch organizations as the immoral other to the 

Ugandan Christian self show that religion has become meaningful in expressing 

cultural differences in the context of the Shareframe project.
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The conversation with Father Peter that I started the introduction to this thesis 

with, illustrated that various actors have different views on HIV/AIDS and its 

prevention and that the measures that must be taken to prevent HIV/AIDS are 

contested in the implementation of development policies. These contestations 

confronted Father Peter with a personal dilemma of having to choose between 

different approaches to the prevention of HIV/AIDS. Father Peter described this as 

a crossroads, emphasizing the necessity to choose between the ‘ideal of abstinence 

until marriage’ and the ‘reality of young people’. 

 The framing of this personal challenge in terms of choice between a religious 

morality or acknowledging ‘reality’ appears to follow a secular discourse in which 

religion is primarily seen as ‘conservative’, ‘backward’, and hindering a progressive 

recognition of ‘real’ problems that need to be solved. For Father Peter and his 

colleagues from various Christian development organizations in Uganda, a project 

on sexual and reproductive health and rights that was introduced by Christian 

development organizations from the Netherlands formed the context in which 

questions concerning strategies to prevent HIV/AIDS among young people have gained 

specific meanings. Yet this thesis questions the framing of these contestations  

around HIV/AIDS as conservative or religious. It asks how contestations over HIV/

AIDS are shaped by cultural differences that become apparent in the cooperation 

between Christian development organizations in the Netherlands and Uganda.   

In doing so, it does not only look at the meanings attributed to religion in relation  

to HIV/AIDS by Christian organizations in Uganda but explicitly includes an 

analysis of how religion has become meaningful in the context of the discourse  

on development in the Netherlands. Discourses on religion and development  

that were constructed by Dutch development actors in the new Millennium have 

stressed the importance of cultural sensitivity. Yet, the cultural dynamics that are 

part of the cooperation between development organizations of different backgrounds 

were often overlooked in the implementation of development programmes.

In this concluding chapter I will briefly summarize the findings of my research 

and reflect on the central question of this thesis: How can contestations over HIV/AIDS 

be understood in relation to the construction of religion in cultural encounters in the 

transnational field of development? I have addressed this question by providing 

answers to three sub-questions that I will recapitulate and reflect on in the first 

three sections of this chapter. 

8.1  Secular framing of religion 
Religion has become a theme of interest in international development debates 

since the beginning of the new Millennium. The argument in these debates was 

that the negligence of religion and spirituality that characterized development 
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policies in the second half of the twentieth century had been a mistake that 

needed to be remedied for development programmes to become more effective. 

Accordingly, new initiatives were taken to pay attention to the importance of 

religion in local contexts where development programmes were to be implemented.  

In order to understand how contestations over HIV/AIDS are related to perspectives 

on and approaches to religion in the field of development, it is important to have 

insight into how religion itself is attributed meaning in discourses on development. 

I have started my analysis by studying the Dutch context, because the perceptions 

and approaches to religion by Christian development organizations in the 

Netherlands are at least as much influenced by the views on religion prevailing in 

Dutch society as by the perceptions that emerge in the context of development 

work. 

 Academic research has demonstrated that religion is increasingly seen 

through the lens of a dominant secular discourse. This leads to downplaying or 

ignoring the various roles and meanings of religion in people’s lives. Studies of 

secularity in the Netherlands have observed a tendency towards secular 

progressivism in public discourse. 440  Secularism is increasingly assumed to be a 

universal phenomenon, while religion is considered to be subordinate to secular 

ideals of civic liberties.441 In the Netherlands secular progressivism presents a 

unified secular national identity in which gender and sexual equality in particular 

have become the litmus test of being Dutch. Despite the affirmation of equality, it 

has been argued that new exclusionary mechanisms have emerged in which 

gay-rights are championed at the cost of alienating and excluding Muslims in 

Dutch society. In the context of the Netherlands, meanings attributed to religion 

and secularity are therefore closely entangled with the discourse on sexuality.  

 The first sub-question in this thesis was: Which meanings are attributed to religion 

in the discourse on development in the Netherlands? Against the background of a 

dominant secular understanding of religion in the Netherlands, I have explored 

and analysed the discourse on religion and development that has emerged among 

Christian development organizations in the Netherlands. In chapter three I have 

outlined and analysed the changed meanings of religion in the histories of 

(Protestant) Christian development organizations in the Netherlands, based on 

analysis of literature and organizational documents and interviews with staff 

members of these organizations. I have pointed out secularizing tendencies in 

Christian development organizations such as ICCO, Edukans and Prisma members. 

I have argued that these secularizing tendencies are related to processes of profes-

sionalization that centralized ‘quality’ and ‘efficiency’, and the desire to secure 

440 Cf. Chapter 3.2 and 4.

441 Cf. Chapter 2.4.
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access to development funding from the Dutch government. Processes of profes-

sionalization in Christian development organizations in the Netherlands are 

pragmatic and suggest neutrality in terms of ideas and moralities. However, in the 

context of increased access to economic capital from the Dutch government and 

changes in organizational networks a secular liberal understanding of development 

has become more important in Christian development organizations. These 

changes form the background of a shift from an emphasis on social responsibility 

in Christian groups and organizations to the emphasis on religion as an identity 

marker.442 

 Since the onset of the new Millennium religion has become increasingly 

framed as an ambivalent factor in development, and approaches to it are largely 

confined to considering its utility for development. In chapter four, I focused on 

the discourse on religion and development as it emerged in the beginning of the 

new Millennium and became institutionally embedded between 2001 and 2006 in 

three related institutions; the endowed chair on religion and development at the 

Institute for Social Studies, the Knowledge Forum on Religion and Development 

Policy and the Knowledge Centre Religion and Development.443 This chapter, 

which is based on the analysis of interviews, participant observation in meetings 

of the last two institutions, and Educaids documents, demonstrates that religion 

was attributed meaning as an ambivalent force in development and social change. 

This was profoundly influenced by societal and political discourses that 

problematized religion as an obstacle to social change. In response to the prob-

lematization of religion, institutions such as the Knowledge Centre Religion and 

Development organized meetings and published cases that emphasized the 

positive contributions of religion to development and social change. Yet, in the 

overall discourse on religion and development this frame of religion as an 

ambivalent force was continued.

 The problem with framing religion as an ambivalent factor in development is 

that it draws on a secular liberal understanding of religion in which religion is 

either good or bad, conservative or liberal, public or private. Such a frame fails to 

take into account the various meanings religion can have to people and their 

(religious) communities in developing contexts. In addition, it suggests that there 

is a neutral position from which one can determine what good and bad religion is. 

The interrelations between various dimensions of religion defined within the 

framework of relational dialogism, as well as the complex entanglement of religion 

with secularism and other dimensions of social life run the risk of being ignored 

or side-lined. The good religion/ bad religion perspective reduces religion to an 

442 Cf. Chapter 3.4.

443 Cf. Chapter 4: 4.4, 4.5, 4.6 and 4.7.
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essential characteristic of people, communities and organizations. As such, 

religion is a characteristic of the ‘other’ rather than a ‘self’. Depending on whether 

it is considered ‘good’ or ‘bad’, religion is conceived of as instrumental to realize 

development aims or as an obstacle that should be removed.444 

 The focus on knowledge that was produced about religious people and 

institutions in developing countries in the discourses on religion and development 

influenced a greater distance between the interest in meanings of religion for 

people in developing countries and the reflections and debates on Christian faith 

and identity within Dutch organizations. It contributed to constructing a secular, 

distant and seemingly neutral position for faith-based development organizations 

in the Netherlands, while at the same time making religion an essential 

characteristic of a distant other that is desired or denounced. Reflecting on the 

responses to these secularizing tendencies in Christian development organizations  

in the Netherlands internally, a different view on religion emerges. These 

organizations and their employees attribute various and multiple meanings to 

religion within their own organizational contexts.445 This suggests that religion 

and secularism are entangled rather than oppositional, and it raises the question 

how religious and secular arguments are meaningful in processes of ‘secularization’ 

and ‘sanctification’ within Christian development organizations.  

 While, the internal nuances in how meanings are attributed to religion have 

been addressed in public meetings occasionally, generally this did not result in 

alternative frames for religion in the discourse of development.446 In answer to the 

question Which meanings are attributed to religion in the discourse on development in the 

Netherlands, I therefore conclude that these were primarily shaped within a secular 

liberal discourse on religion that increasingly dominated Dutch political and 

public debates. Consequently, religion was understood as an ambivalent force and 

its meaning primarily interpreted in terms of its utility for development.

 

8.2 Multiple entangled discourses 
This thesis aims to research how the cultural encounter between development 

actors unfolds in practice, and how in this context understandings of HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion negotiated related to broader discourses and power relations  

in the transnational field of development. This thesis has taken the discourses  

and the concrete programmes and projects initiated by Dutch development 

organizations as a point of departure, and therefore devoted attention the 

discourses on religion and development against which these programmes were 

444 Cf. Chapters 1 and 2: 1.2, 2.3.

445 Cf. Chapter 4.3.

446 With the notable exception of Transforming Development, even though a certain degree of ambiv-

alence was visible here as well. Cf. Chapter 4.6.
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designed. Building on the previous analysis of how religion is attributed meaning 

in the Netherlands, this section now takes HIV/AIDS as a prism to reflect on the 

differences in the meanings that are ascribed to religion by development 

organizations in the Netherlands and in Uganda. This section provides an answer 

to the sub-question: How is religion attributed meaning in relation to HIV/AIDS and 

sexuality in the Netherlands and Uganda?  In answering this sub-question, I will 

summarize findings from various chapters, in particular from chapter five  

and six. 

 This thesis has argued that HIV/AIDS is much more than a health condition 

only. Analysis of documents and interviews with development professionals in 

Uganda has given insight into the enormous social impact of HIV/AIDS in Uganda 

and African societies more generally. As an epidemic that heavily affected 

countries on the African continent, HIV/AIDS highlights a broad range of 

inequalities on a global scale. In addition, efforts to respond to HIV/AIDS are 

closely tied to local, national, and transnational political dynamics. While the 

understandings of sexuality among Christian development organizations in 

Uganda are legitimized on the basis of Christian moralities, these understandings 

cannot be seen as ‘specifically’ Christian or religious without taking into account 

the national and transnational entanglements of religion and politics.447 In the 

messages of policymakers and politicians in Uganda condom use was associated 

with immoral sexual behaviour and irresponsible citizenship, and therefore 

considered to be the lesser choice in the prevention of HIV/AIDS. The policies and 

messages of Ugandan policymakers must be seen in the context of the transnational 

connections between Uganda and so-called western development donors. 

Conservative moralities concerning sexuality, marriage and abstinence have been 

influenced by the close relations between political and religious actors from 

Uganda and the USA. 

 Based on an analysis of the Educaids network, I have argued that Dutch 

development organizations have tended to emphasize rigid sexual moralities as 

specifically religious. Christian organizations in Uganda, it was argued, 

emphasized pre-marital abstinence from sexuality as the best method to prevent 

HIV/AIDS, rejecting condom use in particular as a method of preventing HIV/AIDS 

in sexuality education for young people. The broader dynamics concerning HIV/

AIDS, including the national and international political, cultural and religious 

discourses that influenced HIV/AIDS policies and their implementation was often 

overlooked. Yet, such broader dynamics do play a role in contestations around HIV/

AIDS, even on the much smaller scale of the concrete projects carried out by 

Christian organizations from the Netherlands and Uganda.

447 Cf. Chapter 2.5, chapter 5.1 and 5.3.
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 I have argued that religion and HIV/AIDS are interrelated in the Ugandan 

context, offering examples of Christian institutions that have become important 

actors in the response to HIV/AIDS. In addition, I have demonstrated that Christian 

faith and moralities are important in shaping the personal and collective views on 

sexuality in the organizations that participate in the Educaids network and in the 

local communities in which they carry out their programmes. I have also argued 

that there is a huge variety in how religion is attributed meaning within and 

between Ugandan organizations. A distinction that is often made in Dutch and 

international discourses on religion and development between secular and 

religious organizations (FBOs) is not helpful in understanding how and to what 

extent religious views and moralities inform the prevention messages given in 

practice. Finally, I have noted the Christian and theological reflections on HIV/

AIDS and sexuality that have been developed within African Christian contexts 

were not addressed by Ugandan and Dutch actors in the Educaids network.

 The secular liberal models that were introduced in the Educaids network may 

explain the narrow view within the network to the meanings of religion for 

Christian development organizations in Uganda. I have questioned the assumed 

neutrality of these secular liberal models that emphasize scientific evidence as the 

basis for development policy and programming. Insights from anthropological 

studies suggest, for example, that orientalist notions of ‘African sexuality’ have 

informed the public health notions on which these models are based. Rather than 

being a neutral basis for designing and implementing treatment and prevention 

programmes, scientific understandings of HIV/AIDS have contributed to the 

re-affirmation of the otherness of people and organizations in African societies.448 

Simultaneously with the introduction of such secular liberal prevention models, 

Dutch organizations started to emphasize religion as an ambivalent force. 

Christian sexual moralities were primarily seen as conservative and hampering 

the prevention of HIV/AIDS. While these organizations also point to a shared 

Christian identity as basis for cooperation, this seems to be a mainly neoliberal 

emphasis on their unique religious identities and relations in the field of 

development. Religion is acknowledged and accepted as long as it is in line with 

the limited, privatized understanding of religion as identity, but resisted whenever 

it has implications for publicly expressed and practiced moralities. 

 On the basis of my analysis of the sub-question How religion is attributed meaning 

in relation to HIV/AIDS and sexuality has I have pointed out and discussed several 

differences between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. I have demonstrated that 

these differences are, at least partially, informed by the different political and 

social contexts in which these organizations are embedded. 

448 Cf. Chapter 2.1.
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8.3  Frames for understanding difference
The third sub-question in this thesis is: How do entangled discourses on HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion meet and interact in the cultural encounter between organizations in 

the Educaids network? The answer to this question is largely informed by the analysis 

of Educaids organisational documents in chapter six and participant observation 

during interaction of two Dutch trainers with Ugandan organizations and their 

staff in a concrete project focused on developing organisational policies on 

sexuality education in chapter seven. In this section I will discuss the main 

findings of these chapters in relation to the sub question.

 In my analysis of documents and reports produced by the Educaids network 

between 2004 and 2010, I have demonstrated that the frames in which contestations 

over the prevention of HIV/AIDS are understood change over time. First of all, a 

shift can be discerned from the aim to create a dialogue over norms and values 

voiced at the start of the Educaids network to an emphasis on ‘evidence-based’ 

policies and progammes for sexuality education. The initial wish to engage in 

dialogue over norms and values underlined the shared ‘Christian identity’ as a 

basis for commonality between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. It also 

suggested that cultural differences in how sexuality and HIV/AIDS were ascribed 

meaning could be bridged through such a dialogue.449 However, the reference to a 

dialogue on norms and values disappeared in subsequent documentation, and a 

scientific discourse that emphasizes evidence-based sexuality education was 

introduced. This brings to light a ‘secularizing’ tendency in the Educaids network 

that is legitimized by drawing on arguments of effectiveness in the prevention of 

HIV/AIDS among young people. In the remainder of this section I will reflect on 

the implications of this ‘secularizing’ tendency in how the contestations around 

HIV/AIDS were understood and given meaning in the documents of the Educaids 

network. Since evidence-based discourses should not be assumed to be neutral,  

I will also highlight the moralities or ‘sanctifying tendencies’ visible in these 

documents. 

 First of all, it were mainly Dutch actors in the Educaids network who produced 

these organizational documents. Secondly, I have argued that the analysis of the 

differences in Dutch organizations and their so-called partner organizations in 

African contexts understood HIV/AIDS and in particular prevention heavily draws 

on binary categories such liberal versus conservative and religious versus secular. 

This demonstrates that Dutch Christian development organizations in the 

Educaids network framed religion as either an instrument or a barrier, as either 

good or bad in the fight against HIV/AIDS.450 I have problematized the contrast that 

449 Cf. Chapter 5.

450 Cf. 7.1 and 7.4.
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was created between the ‘evidence-based’ approach to sexuality education and a 

so-called ‘value-based approach’; the assumed neutrality of evidence-based 

sexuality education neglects how these approaches to sexuality education are 

intertwined with the moral agenda of secular liberalism. I have questioned the 

dominant secular liberal discourse that heavily focuses on the individual, which 

is implied by the emphasis on education as an instrument for behaviour change 

and on scientific evidence in sexuality education.451 Finally, I have argued that 

rather than being a ‘secularizing’ process only, the secular-liberal discourse on 

HIV/AIDS has equally informed ‘sanctifying’ tendencies within the context of the 

Educaids network. In other words, the Educaids projects and programmes are not 

just another method to halt the spread of HIV/AIDS, but they introduce ‘sacred’  

or value-based categories themselves. The analysis of organizational documents 

has demonstrated that the cultural encounter between Dutch and Ugandan 

organizations is not one between a more or less neutral actor and a value-based 

actor respectively, but that each organization and person contributed values and 

moralities that were informed by the different views and framings of HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion in their respective societies. Moreover, the cultural 

encounter analysed in this thesis was largely shaped and influenced by the Dutch 

organizations in the Educaids network.

 The question then is how Dutch and Ugandan actors navigate the different 

understandings of HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion in the practical cooperation 

around HIV/AIDS and sexuality education programmes? In interviews I have 

invited staff members of Ugandan organizations to reflect on the multiple roles 

and relationships in which they are engaged and how this influences their 

personal and organisational views and approaches to HIV/AIDS. Based on this,  

I have sketched how Ugandan organizations and their staffs navigate discourses 

on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion. Focussing on young people’s needs and 

introducing an evidence-based method to address these needs, the Educaids 

network has primarily focused on restructuring one type of relation; that between 

the Ugandan organizations and the young people in their target groups. I have 

pointed out how this resulted in challenges and conflicts among participants in 

the Shareframe project; they have to navigate conflicting discourses personally, 

within their organizations and in the communities they work with. I pointed out 

that the binary categorizations introduced in the Educaids documents have served 

as a frame to understand these conflicts as religious conflicts. When Ugandan 

participants contested (elements of) comprehensive sexuality education it was 

perceived as exemplifying this. 

451 Cf. 7.1.
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 I have pointed out that the evidence-based approach to sexuality education 

and HIV/AIDS demonstrates both ‘secularizing’ and ‘sanctifying’ tendencies 

within the Educaids network. An example of the former is that Dutch organizations 

have proposed the evidence-based approach as an instrument by which Ugandan 

organizations should be able to navigate the differences between approaches to 

HIV/AIDS.  Despite the contrast with a value-based approach that was put forward 

in organizational documents, in practice Dutch actors would stress that the 

evidence-based approach not necessarily opposed Christian values. During the 

workshop in which I conducted participant observation, the Dutch workshop 

trainers presented the evidence-based approach as the shared frame for working 

on the prevention of HIV/AIDS. Participant observation and interviews indicated 

that Ugandan actors appeared to accept the evidence-based approach as a shared 

frame for preventing HIV/AIDS. It seemed to serve as a practical way to bypass the 

more challenging and sensitive debates on sexuality.452 However, drawing such a 

conclusion overlooks two important dynamics.

 First, on an analytical level, the (initial) acceptance of the evidence-based 

approach by Ugandan organizations seems to confirm the argument that 

development work is predominantly pragmatic. Viewed from the practical 

learning- by-doing attitude of the Ugandan development professionals, the 

contestations over the prevention of HIV/AIDS between Dutch and Ugandan actors 

appear less intense than in in official documents. Yet, pragmatism has its moral 

implications. It centralizes bureaucratic and technocratic procedures that realize 

good results and limits the space for faith and personal engagement.453 One 

critique of pragmatism is that it makes development organizations blind to the 

role power plays in defining what is ‘rational’ or ‘good’ knowledge.454 The support 

for the evidence-based approach by Ugandan organizations should therefore also 

be seen in the context of the dynamics of development relations. Dutch 

organizations ultimately decide over which organization in Uganda gets funding 

and how much. Hence, power relations are unequal. This has limited the space for 

critique on the evidence-based approach and the moralities behind it.

 The pragmatic application of the evidence-based approach has contributed to 

realization of the desired outcome of sexuality education policies.455 Yet, unequal 

power relations between Dutch and Ugandan organizations have influenced its 

acceptability. Dutch organizations have more economic power, and therefore 

more influence in determining the policies and programmes that are implemented 

452 Cf. 7.3.

453 Michael Barnett. ‘Faith in the Machine?’ Sacred Aid. Michael Barnett and Judith Stein eds. (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2012), 188-210.

454 Barnett (2012), 16.

455 Cf. 7.3.
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to prevent HIV/AIDS among young people. Also, the burden of having to navigate 

conflicting discourses was heavier in the case of the Ugandan organizations than 

it was for Dutch organizations were. I have demonstrated how Ugandan staff had 

to mediate between the views and positions of the donors, the local communities 

in which they work and the internal views and positions in their organizations.  

I have also pointed out that these people sometimes struggled with the challenge 

to combine conflicting views. Father Peter’s crossroads metaphor exemplifies this. 

Other examples illustrate how people shape and adjust their messages in line with 

the situation in which they find themselves. The story of the nun narrated in 

chapter six shows how navigating is interpreted by Dutch actors as an issue of 

dishonesty or being inauthentic and submissive to culture and religion rather 

than operating as an open and free individual.

 A second factor that should be considered in analysing the contestations over 

HIV/AIDS in relation to religion are the cultural dynamics that play a role in 

development cooperation. I have argued that such analysis should not only look 

into the cultural constructions of HIV/AIDS in Uganda, but also investigate how 

Dutch actors understand themselves in this dynamic. The picture emerges that for 

Dutch people in the Educaids network the evidence-based approach also served to 

legitimize a Dutch secular, liberal ‘self’ in interaction with a Ugandan, religious 

‘other’. In a process of mirror imaging, Ugandan actors affirmed the otherness of 

Dutch organization in their critique of liberalism and ‘western immorality’.456 

This analysis of instances of ‘selfing’ and ‘othering’ in the contestations around 

HIV/AIDS demonstrates that power is always relational. While their economic 

capital makes Dutch organizations the most powerful, Ugandan organizations 

exercised their own forms of power within the cultural encounter. The story of the 

nun is illustrative for the role of religious leaders play and their symbolic capital 

in Ugandan Christian organizations. 

 The third sub-question in this thesis was: How do entangled discourses on HIV/aids, 

sexuality and religion meet and interact in the cultural encounter between organizations in 

the Educaids network? My analysis has demonstrated that contestations over HIV/

AIDS are influenced by the ways meanings are attributed to religion within the 

context of the specific power relations between Dutch and Ugandan organizations. 

Analysing contestations over HIV/AIDS in terms of a cultural encounter between 

development actors brings into view the complex entanglements of HIV/AIDS, 

sexuality and religion that are almost entirely overlooked in the orientalist, binary 

frames that dominate discourses on religion and development. 

456 Cf. 7.5.
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8.4  Religion, development and cultural encounters
This thesis has scrutinized arguments on HIV/AIDS, sexuality and religion in 

contemporary development discourse. Taking HIV/AIDS as a prism, this thesis has 

demonstrated that the everyday interactions between actors in the transnational 

field of development are shaped in the context various religious and secular 

meanings attached to HIV/AIDS, sexuality and development. The findings in this 

thesis offer a perspective on the multi-layered, multi-dimensional and non-linear 

processes that shape religion and secularity in contemporary social fields. In the 

introduction of this thesis I have outlined how academic research and reflection 

on religion and development has tended to focus on the institutional and 

instrumental roles of religion that are visible in the widespread attention for 

so-called faith-based organizations. I have criticized the categorization of 

organizations as faith-based, and the findings in this thesis support such critique. 

It has, for example, demonstrated that religion and secularism are interrelated 

and acquire meanings in the context of the specific activities of Christian 

development organizations in interaction with the broader context in which these 

are embedded and operating. 

 The analysis of how Christian development organizations navigate religious 

and secular discourses challenges the assumption that religious development 

organizations are better in maintaining ‘a sense of the sacred and faith’ than 

secular organizations.457 Against this background it seemed relevant and necessary 

to analyse Christian development organizations from a highly secularised context 

such as the Netherlands. Research on various Christian development organizations 

in the Netherlands, indicated that processes of ‘secularisation’ and ‘sanctification’ 

are influenced both by the broader political and cultural contexts in which these 

organizations are embedded as well as by the internal processes of professionaliza-

tion and identification. More importantly, through scrutinizing the views and 

practices in Christian development organizations in the Netherlands, this thesis 

has demonstrated that religious organizations are not necessarily better capable of 

creating a space for the dimensions of religion that do not fit easily in a secular 

framework than non-religious organizations.458 While Christian organizations in 

the Netherlands tend to argue that the Christian identity is most important in the 

networks and relations with Christian organizations in developing contexts, an 

analysis of the policies and implementation of sexuality education programmes 

indicates that the ideational, communal, rational, experience and embodied 

dimensions of religion are still largely ignored.459 

457 Barnett (2012), 22.

458 Barnett (2012), 22.

459 Wilson (2012), Wilson (2014).
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 While the analysis of the discourse on HIV/AIDS in Uganda suggests a close 

entanglement with religion, in the Dutch initiated programmes for the prevention 

of HIV/AIDS in the Educaids network no connection with discourses and theologies 

emerging within African Christian institutions was made. Likewise, there was 

little space for or recognition of how Christian organizations in Uganda are related 

to communal life and expectations. In addition, while Dutch Christian development 

organizations explicitly chose to work with Christian organizations in Uganda, 

they continued to affirm the religious moralities of the Ugandan organizations as 

hampering an adequate response to HIV/AIDS. A secular liberal framework for 

sexuality education was presented as the best approach to respond to HIV/AIDS for 

Christian organizations in Uganda. In more conceptual terms, Christian 

development organizations from the Netherlands reaffirmed and applied secular 

dualist notions of religion in their work with organizations in Uganda. 

 This thesis has therefore demonstrated that the discourses on religion and 

secularism are entangled in much more complex and multi-layered ways than 

academic and policy oriented debates on religion and development tend to suggest. 

It has provided a relevant empirical case study that speaks to the more conceptual 

approaches of Wilson and Barnett & Stein and others who have proposed alternative 

theoretical and methodological frames to analyse the meaning of religion in 

development and international relations.460 It has also demonstrated that the 

analysis of cultural dynamics is important to advance the understanding of how 

religion and secularism are attributed meaning in contemporary social fields. 

With reference to Barnett, I argue that assumptions about the unique abilities of 

religious organizations not only lack empirical evidence, but may also jeopardize 

scholarly efforts to overcome the dualist definitions of religion in secular 

discourses. The importance of empirical and ethnographic research for a sound 

cultural analysis of how religion is constructed in development and other social 

fields should not be underestimated. 

8.5  Afterword
The Educaids network that I have presented in this book concerns the network as 

I have observed and analysed it during a specific period of time, that is between 

2008 and 2010. Despite my attempt to show the dynamics in the network, the risk 

of analysing a case is always that of reification. The Educaids network has continued 

with its work in the response to HIV/AIDS also after 2010. It has shifted from HIV/

AIDS to a broader focus on sexuality education and has set-up new networks in 

countries such as Malawi and Ghana. The Shareframe project has by now also been 

carried out in Ethiopia, Malawi and Ghana and other projects have been developed 

460 Cf. 1.2.
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and implemented, often in close cooperation with Rutgers, the Dutch Knowledge 

Centre on Sexuality. 

 In Uganda, one of the follow-up activities was the organization of a conference  

to involve religious leaders from Uganda and Kenya in an effort to actively engage 

them in supporting sexuality education for young people. My participation in this 

conference resulted in the story of my encounter with the Kenyan pastor narrated 

as an illustration in chapter two. Another activity initiated by the Educaids 

network after 2010 has been the implementation of a programme for sexuality 

education called ‘The World Starts with Me’. Developed by Rutgers, this programme 

has been implemented in Soroti, Uganda, in cooperation with Health Need 

Uganda, CEREDO and COU. In the past few years this programme has also been 

introduced in various other countries in which Educaids works. Other examples of 

change are related to changes in the staffing of the various organizations that are 

part of the Educaids network in Uganda. A new coordinator based in the 

Netherlands coordinates Educaids since late 2009; his influence necessarily 

remains largely invisible in the analysis of the Educaids network in this thesis. 

Given the changes within the network, it is important to realize that the 

transnational social field of development is dynamic and constantly changing. In 

that sense, the outcomes of the analysis presented in thesis reflect processes in the 

relation between religion and development during a specific period of time. For 

that reason, I have not offered any concrete advice for the Educaids network; the 

relevance of this study lies in the insights it provides into how cultural encounters 

are shaped in the field of development.

 There are many ways in which people in Europe and in Africa have historically 

engaged with each other. These engagements have changed over time. Since World 

War II, development cooperation has created powerful and influential networks  

in which cultural encounters between people in Africa and Europe are organised 

and given meaning. In the Netherlands, development organizations are increasingly 

confronted with critique and funding for development organizations such as the 

ones described in this thesis is gradually declining.461 Significant changes on a 

global scale will fundamentally reshape relations between peoples and their 

societies around the world. In the Human Development Report The rise of the South. 

461 This is particularly visible in the Dutch media and discussed on professional websites such as 

www.viceversaonline.org. References to the critique on development aid and budget cuts can also 

be found in: Paul Hoebink ed. ‘Shooting Spaghetti: Neo-Conservative Criticism of Development 

Assistance in the Netherlands’. The Netherlands yearbook on international cooperation 2008. (Assen: 

Koninklijke Van Gorcum, 2009); Gabi Spitz, Roeland Muskens & Edith van Ewijk. ‘The Dutch and 

Development Cooperation. Ahead of the crowd or trailing behind?’ (Amsterdam: NCDO research 

report, 2013). Accessible on http://www.ncdo.nl/sites/default/files/Report%20Analysis%20The%20

Dutch%20and%20Development%20Cooperation%20FINAL%202013%2003%2004.pdf (last accessed 

on November 25th 2014).
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Human Progress in a Diverse World published in 2013, it is argued that former 

‘developing’ countries such as China, India and Brazil are increasingly influential 

in transnational relations. Moreover, transnational diaspora communities have 

become powerful networks for capital exchange.462 Consequently, the infrastructure  

in which cultural encounters take place will change fundamentally in the coming 

years, as will the discourses by which these encounters are explained and 

understood. Development cooperation is only one way to give meaning to relations 

between people from different cultural contexts. As relations continue or new ones 

will be initiated, it remains important to analyse how such cultural encounters 

are given shape and meaning in practice within the broader context of power 

relations.

462 UNDP ‘The Rise of the South. Human Progress in a Diverse World’. (Human Development Report 

2013). Accessed on 31 January 2015. Available on: http://hdr.undp.org/en/2013-report
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Annex 1. 

List of interviews463

Interviews focussed on religion and development in the Netherlands

· Oikos

· Mensen met een Missie

· Prisma

· Woord en Daad

· Kerkinactie

· Icco

· ZOA Nederland

· World Vision

· Islamitische Universiteit

· BBO

· Cordaid (2)

· World Vision Channels of Hope

Interviews focussed on Educaids

· Edukans (2)

· Icco (2)

· Prisma (2)

· Rutgers (2)

· Educaids coordinator

· YWCA

· ZOA

· Ceredo (2)

· CRO

· ICS

· Keyetume

· Health Need Uganda (2)

· ADRA Uganda (2)

· ADRA Kenya 

· Pobedam (2)

463 Between brackets the number of staffs interviewed when more than 1 in an organization
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Interviews for pilot research in Tanzania 

· Upendo Daima (5)

· Catholic Missionaries (3)

· Caritas (2)

· Catholic HIV/AIDS programme (1)

· Catholic women’s programme (1)

· Muslim Women’s Organisation (2)

· ELCT (3)

· World Vision

· Compassion
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Annex 2.

List of field reports464

Meetings on religion and development in the Netherlands

· October 2006, ‘Religie en ontwikkelingsbeleid’ Knowledge Forum Religion 

and Development Policy in the Hague

· November 2006, ‘Religie en Ontwikkeling’, Knowledge Centre Religion and 

Development in The Hague

· 15-18 October 2007, ‘Transforming Development’, Knowledge Centre Religion 

and Development in Soesterberg

· 23 June 2008, ‘Religie en Fragiele Staten’, NGO conference Knowledge Centre 

Religion and Development in The Hague

· 22 November 2008, Religion, conflict and development in fragile States’, 

International Conference Knowledge Centre Religion and Development in 

The Hague

· June 25 2009 ‘Workshop on Global Development with Faith Inspired 

Organisations’ Georgetown University in The Hague

Meetings on Religion and HIV/AIDS

· November 2006, Cordaid conference with Catholic partners on HIV/AIDS in 

Amersfoort

· January 2009, ‘Sexuality, reproduction and HIV/AIDS: how to better include 

Christian faith based organisations in maintaining health’ ICCO, Prisma and 

KerkinActie in Lunteren

Educaids

· March 2009, Shareframe workshop in Lira, Uganda

 o  Report Day 1, 

 o  Report Day 2, 

 o  Report Day 3, 

 o  Reporting Session, 

 o  Working group 1 

 o  Working Group 2

· October 2010, Religious Leaders Conference Entebbe, Uganda

464 The authors keeps written reports of these meetings which have informed the analysis in this 

study.
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Additional Educaids related meetings465

· November 2008, Workshop on Educaids with presentations from Kenya and 

Uganda at the International Conference “Rights and Realities in promoting 

sexual and reproductive health and rights” organized by World Population 

Foundation (currently part of Rutgers)

· November 2008, Educaids presentations from Kenya and Uganda at an 

informal network on education and HIV/AIDS

· February 2009, Presentation on Educaids at the Third World Conference of 

Humanitarian Studies 2, Utrecht

· February 2009, Preparatory Meeting with Educaids coordinator and Rutgers 

WPF for the Shareframe workshop, Utrecht

· October- November 2009, Preparatory Meetings with Educaids coordinator, 

Erik Meinema (research trainee) and Anna Booij (student) to design research 

framework for the fieldwork on Educaids in Ugandan and Kenya in Spring 2010

· May 2010, Educaids Conference, De Balie, Amsterdam

465 The author has participated in these meetings but kept no written reports from these meetings.
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Nederlandse samenvatting

Culturele ontmoetingen van seksuele aard: de dynamiek van religieuze en seculiere benaderingen 

van HIV/aids in ontwikkelingssamenwerking

Deze studie presenteert de resultaten van een etnografisch onderzoek naar Educaids, 

een netwerk waarin christelijke ontwikkelingsorganisaties uit Nederland en Oeganda 

samenwerken rondom seksuele voorlichting en de preventie van HIV/AIDS in 

Oeganda. De centrale vraag luidt: Hoe kunnen we de verschillen in benaderingen van HIV/

aids begrijpen in relatie tot hoe religie wordt geconstrueerd en betekenis krijgt in de context 

van culturele ontmoetingen op het transnationale veld van ontwikkelingssamenwerking.  

De studie levert een bijdrage aan de wetenschappelijke discussie over religie en 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Zij doet dit door reflectie op de verschillende 

betekenissen die aan religie en in het bijzonder aan religieuze ontwikkelings-

organisaties worden toegekend. Volgens sommigen ligt de nadruk in professionele 

en wetenschappelijke debatten over religie en ontwikkeling te sterk op de rol  

van religieuze organisaties, waardoor andere dimensies van religie worden 

gemargina liseerd of ontkent. Daarnaast wordt gesteld dat religieuze organisaties 

een bijzondere rol spelen in ontwikkelingssamenwerking omdat ze als bemiddelaars 

optreden tussen seculiere en religieuze benaderingen van ontwikkeling. 

 In de aanpak van HIV/AIDS in Sub-Sahara Afrika zijn in de afgelopen decennia 

verschillen in opvattingen over en benaderingen van seksualiteit zichtbaar geworden 

tussen ontwikkelingsorganisaties. In West Europa, en Nederland in het bijzonder, 

staan liberale seculiere waarden centraal in benaderingen van seksualiteit.  

De opvattingen en benaderingen die in Afrikaanse samenleving invloedrijk zijn 

worden vaak als conservatief en religieus geduid. Deze studie richt zich op christelijke 

organisaties in Nederland in hun interactie met christelijke organisaties in Oeganda  

in het Educaids netwerk dat in 2005 werd opgericht. Het analyseert hoe deze 

organisaties betekenis geven aan religie in relatie tot HIV/AIDS en seksualiteit en 

hoe zij omgaan met verschillende en conflicterende opvattingen over seksualiteit. 

Ontwikkelingssamenwerking wordt opgevat als geleefde praktijk waarin mensen 

met verschillende culturele, religieuze, etnische en nationale achtergronden 

samenwerken. Deze praktijk krijgt zijn weerslag in en wordt gevormd door beleid, 

visies, rapporten en verslagen. Daarom is in deze studie een etnografische methode, 

waarbij data werd verzameld door interviews en participerende observatie, 

gecombineerd met literatuuronderzoek en document analyse. 

 Startpunt van deze studie zijn historische en conceptuele analyses van 

oriëntalisme en (post-)kolonialisme die in hoofdstuk één en twee worden 

gepresenteerd als kader om de dynamieken in de benaderingen van HIV/AIDS te 

duiden. Stereotype opvattingen over bijvoorbeeld seksualiteit in Afrika hebben 
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grote invloed op hoe HIV/AIDS is geconstrueerd als een seksueel probleem. 

Wetenschappers hebben terecht kritiek geuit op deze oriëntalistische constructies 

van HIV/AIDS en ‘Afrikaanse seksualiteit’ en hebben alternatieve benaderingen 

voorgesteld. De problematisering van HIV/AIDS door Nederlandse ontwikkeling-

sorganisaties wordt vormgegeven in de context van een dominant vertoog waarin 

een liberale opvatting van seksualiteit wordt gezien als een verworvenheid van 

secularisme. Dit vertoog kan worden gekenschetst als sexularism.466 Historicus Joan 

Scott bedacht deze term om de in West-Europa gangbare vooronderstelling te 

bevragen dat secularisme gendergelijkheid en seksuele vrijheid heeft bevorderd. 

In Nederland is ‘sexularism’ zichtbaar in een ‘seculier progressief’ vertoog waarin 

gendergelijkheid en seksuele rechten kenmerkend de Nederlandse nationale 

identiteit worden geclaimd. Daarbij wordt het ‘anders-zijn’ van religieuze mensen 

juist in termen van afwijkende opvattingen ten aanzien van genderverhoudingen 

en seksualiteit benadrukt. In dit vertoog krijgt religie betekenis in oppositie met 

seksuele vrijheid en gendergelijkheid. 

 In Oeganda heeft HIV/AIDS een grote sociale impact gehad. Hierdoor zijn 

verschillende vormen van bestaande ongelijkheid op lokaal, nationaal en 

internationaal niveau zichtbaar geworden. Christelijke kerken en organisaties 

hebben in Oeganda een steeds grotere rol gekregen in de strijd tegen HIV/aids. Dit 

is mede ontstaan vanwege hun historische en hedendaagse rol in gezondheidszorg 

en onderwijs. Diverse Oegandese organisaties in het Educaids netwerk houden 

zich vooral bezig met voorlichting over HIV/aids in het onderwijs. Uitgangspunt 

daarbij is een seksuele moraal die onthouding en huwelijkse trouw benadrukt. Die 

seksuele moraal kan echter niet enkel worden toegeschreven aan religie, maar 

moet ook worden bezien in de context van lokale, nationale en internationale 

politieke processen rondom HIV/AIDS. Daarbij zijn in sub Sahara Afrika diverse 

religieuze en theologische benaderingen van HIV/AIDS ontwikkeld die zorg, 

behandeling, preventie en het bestrijden van stigma en discriminatie rondom 

HIV/AIDS vanuit religieus perspectief ondersteunen. Verschillen in de benadering 

van HIV/AIDS zijn dus verbonden met verschillende vertogen over religie en 

seksualiteit in Nederland en Oeganda. 

 In de hoofdstukken drie en vier van deze studie is vervolgens gekeken naar de 

wijze waarop christelijke ontwikkelingsorganisaties in Nederland betekenis geven 

aan religie in ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Dit wordt middels twee perspectieven 

in beeld gebracht. Het eerste perspectief is de betekenis van religie in de christelijke 

ontwikkelingsorganisaties zelf. Icco, Edukans en Prisma die het Educaids netwerk 

in 2005 initieerden zijn in de tweede helft van de twintigste eeuw opgericht, net 

466 Het taalspel in het Engelse ‘sexularism’ kan niet worden vertaalt in het Nederlands, in de Neder-

landse titel en samenvatting is er daarom gekozen om ‘sexular kind’ te vertalen als ‘seksuele aard’.
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als andere christelijke ontwikkelingsorganisaties in Nederland. Ze zijn geworteld 

in kerken, zendingsbewegingen en religieus geïnspireerde sociale bewegingen. 

Als gevolg van toenemende secularisering en professionalisering ondergingen de 

organisaties grote veranderingen. Een nauwere binding met de overheid had hier 

een grote invloed op. De toegang tot economisch kapitaal via overheidssubsidies 

was een belangrijke motivatie voor deze hechtere samenwerking. Als gevolg van 

dit proces verschoof de betekenis van religie als levensbeschouwelijke motivatie 

om sociale verantwoordelijkheid te nemen in de jaren 1960 en 1970 geleidelijk 

naar die van een profilerend kenmerk van de organisatie-identiteit in het begin 

van het huidige Millennium. 

 Hoofdstuk vier presenteert het tweede perspectief van waaruit wordt gekeken 

naar de wijze waarop betekenis wordt gegeven aan religie in ontwikkelingssamen-

werking en geeft een analyse van de debatten die hierover die in het huidige 

Millennium ontstonden. Hierin valt op dat religie steeds meer benaderd werd als 

een met ambivalenties omklede factor in ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Religie 

werd vooral benoemd als een obstakel of oplossing voor ontwikkelingsproblemen, 

als goed of slecht. Deze studie wijst op de problematische aspecten van deze 

benadering: het vooronderstelt namelijk een neutraal, seculier perspectief op 

religie en daarnaast wordt het tot een instrument van ontwikkeling gemaakt. De 

uiteenlopende betekenissen die mensen wereldwijd aan religie toekennen in hun 

dagelijks leven en handelen blijven zo buiten beschouwing. Recente initiatieven 

om religie binnen ontwikkelingssamenwerking op een constructieve manier 

onder de aandacht te brengen, slaagden er onvoldoende in om deze ambivalente 

benadering van religie te veranderen. Christelijke ontwikkelingsorganisaties in 

Nederland geven hun beleid rondom HIV/AIDS dus vorm in de context van een 

seculier vertoog over seksualiteit dat in de Nederlandse samenleving dominant is. 

In de omgang met religie in de organisatie en het ontwikkelingsdebat is de invloed 

van dit seculier vertoog ook zichtbaar. Wat dit betekent voor hun omgang met 

christelijke organisaties in Oeganda staat centraal in de hoofdstukken zes en 

zeven van deze studie. 

 In de analyse van rapporten en beleidsdocumenten van het Educaids netwerk 

in hoofdstuk zes valt op dat de Nederlandse ontwikkelingsorganisaties aanvankelijk  

op basis van hun gedeelde christelijke identiteit een dialoog over seksuele normen 

en waarden wilden stimuleren bij Oegandese organisaties. Dit doel verschoof 

echter naar de achtergrond. De nadruk op het implementeren van ‘evidence-based’ 

programma’s voor seksuele voorlichting door Oegandese organisaties kwam 

voorop staan. Deze programma’s hebben een brede aanpak van HIV/AIDS waarin 

de nadruk ligt op de eigen keuze van jongeren voor preventie methodes op basis 

van volledige informatie en toegang tot middelen, zoals bijvoorbeeld condooms. 

Opvallend is dat deze ‘evidence-based’ benadering in documenten van het Educaids 
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netwerk soms wordt gecontrasteerd met een op een religieus conservatieve moraal 

gebaseerde ‘values-based’ benadering. Deze benadering benadrukt seksuele 

onthouding voor het huwelijk en staat daarmee een volledige preventie van HIV/

AIDS onder jongeren in de weg. Dit illustreert de seculier liberale opvatting van 

seksualiteit die dominant is in het beleid en de programma’s van het Educaids 

netwerk. Jongeren staan als individuen centraal. De invloed en het belang van 

gezaghebbende mensen in hun leven, inclusief religieus gezag, worden onvoldoende 

erkend. Bovendien valt op dat er geen verbinding wordt gemaakt met vertogen 

over HIV/AIDS die binnen Afrikaanse Christelijke gemeenschappen worden 

ontwikkeld. Deze seculier liberale opvatting introduceert een eigen moraliteit. 

Conflicterende opvattingen over HIV/AIDS zijn daarom niet alleen gebaseerd op 

het verdedigen van een religieus conservatieve moraal maar ook op verzet tegen 

eenzijdig opgelegde moraliteiten door middel van de ‘evidence-based’ benadering 

van seksuele voorlichting en preventie van HIV/AIDS. 

 De studie besluit met een etnografische analyse van hoe er in de culturele 

ontmoeting tussen Nederlandse en Oegandese organisaties wordt omgegaan met 

verschillende opvattingen over de preventie van HIV/AIDS. Daarin valt allereerst 

op dat verschillende organisaties pragmatische oplossingen hebben gezocht om in 

de praktijk met conflicterende benaderingen om te gaan en verdere samenwerking 

te garanderen. In de bespreking van dit pragmatisme wordt betoogd dat onderhan-

delingen hierover worden gekenmerkt door ongelijkwaardigheid. Oegandese 

organisaties kunnen zich moeilijk anders dan pragmatisch opstellen ten opzichte 

van Nederlandse organisaties aangezien zij afhankelijk zijn van Nederlands 

economisch kapitaal. Ook schuilt er morele ongelijkheid in de vermeende neutraliteit 

die Nederlandse organisaties hebben in het gesprek over religie, HIV/AIDS en 

seksualiteit. Ook wordt stilgestaan bij de observatie dat Nederlandse organisaties 

een afstandelijke rol innemen in het proces, dit vormt een belemmering om de 

morele verschillen bespreekbaar te maken. 

 Niettemin wijzen mijn bevindingen uit dat ook de Nederlandse organisaties 

belang hebben bij het continueren van samenwerking met christelijke organisaties 

in Oeganda. Juist vanwege de invloed van secularisering in Nederlandse organisaties  

is het voor hen van belang om via hun relaties met christelijke organisaties in 

Oeganda hun christelijke identiteit te realiseren of te bevestigen. Dit geeft Oegandese 

organisaties daarom ook macht. Het biedt hen bijvoorbeeld ruimte invloed uit te 

oefenen op de samenwerking door bepaalde elementen in seksuele voorlichting 

die Nederlandse organisaties belangrijk vinden af te wijzen. Zo weigerden Oegandese 

organisaties in het Educaids netwerk bijvoorbeeld om seksuele diversiteit als 

thema op te nemen in seksuele voorlichting. 

 Op basis van deze studie concludeer ik in hoofdstuk acht dat controverses 

rondom HIV/AIDS en seksualiteit in ontwikkelingssamenwerking niet slechts 
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moeten worden begrepen als een conflict tussen seculier liberale en religieus 

conservatieve opvattingen. Ze dienen bezien te worden in de context van machts-

relaties waarin de verschillende partners over uiteenlopende machtsbronnen 

beschikken, met name waar het gaat om vormen van morele en economische 

macht. Een tweede conclusie luidt dat de verwevenheid van vertogen over religie 

en secularisme veel complexer is dan vaak wordt gesuggereerd in academische  

en beleidsmatige debatten over religie en ontwikkeling. Uit deze studie blijkt dat  

de veronderstelling dat religieuze organisaties unieke kwaliteiten hebben om  

te bemiddelen tussen religieuze en seculiere benaderingen van ontwikkeling 

onvoldoende kan worden onderbouwd. Bovendien staat zij een zorgvuldige analyse 

van de culturele dynamiek waarbinnen religie en seculariteit gestalte krijgen in 

de weg. 
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