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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Allah: Allah is the Arabic word for God.

BARMM: Acronym for designating the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim 
Mindanao, established in its current form by the 2018 Republic Act No. 11054, known 
as the Bangsamoro Organic Law.

Caliphate: The caliphate refers to Islam’s politico-religious position of authority 
established with the death of the Prophet Muhammad, at which point the caliphate, or 
‘God’s deputy on earth’, passed to his successor Abu Bakr al-Siddiq.

Custodial staff or officers: Throughout this handbook, the terms ‘custodial staff’, 
‘personnel’ or ‘officers’ are used to denote law enforcement personnel mandated to 
detain individuals, such as officers working in police precincts, jails, prisons and other 
facilities.

Eid al-Adha: The Festival of Sacrifice, commemorating the willingness of Ibrahim 
(Abraham) to sacrifice his son in obedience to God. It is celebrated after the completion 
of the Hajj pilgrimage.

Eid al-Fitr: The Festival of Breaking the Fast, marking the end of Ramadan, the Islamic 
holy month of fasting.

Fiqh: Islamic jurisprudence. It refers to the human understanding and practices of 
Sharia law, based on the Quran, Hadith, Ijma’ (consensus), and Qiyas (analogy).

Hadith: The record of the sayings of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and supplements the 
Quran as a source of Islamic religious law.

Hajj: The annual pilgrimage to Mecca and its associated rituals that take place on the 
eighth through 12th days of the last month in the Muslim lunar calendar. It is one of the 
five main practices or pillars of Islam, holding that all Muslims who are physically and 
financially able to make the pilgrimage have a religious duty to do so at least once in 
their lifetime.

Halal: Refers to what is permissible or lawful in traditional Islamic law. It is often used 
in the context of food that adheres to Islamic law, as defined in the Quran.

Hijab: A head covering worn in public by some Muslim women. It symbolizes modesty, 
privacy, and morality.

Hijri: The Islamic lunar calendar, which starts from the Hijra, the migration of the Prophet



Muhammad (pbuh) from Mecca to Medina. It consists of 12 months but is 10-12 days 
shorter than the Gregorian calendar. It is used by Muslims worldwide to determine the 
dates of religious observances, festivals, and other significant events in Islam.

Imam: A leader of prayer in a mosque. The term can also refer to a religious leader or 
authority in Islam.

Islam: An Arabic word meaning ‘submission’ and is derived from a word meaning ‘peace’.

Islamism: Or Political Islam is a political ideology that maintains that Islamic norms, 
including beliefs, laws, morals, and ethics, should be the guiding principle that governs 
and organizes society.

Jama: The congregation or gathering of Muslims for the purpose of worship. It 
emphasizes the communal aspect of Islamic worship, especially in prayers and religious 
activities.

Khutbah: A sermon or speech, especially the sermon that forms part of the Friday 
congregational prayer (Jumu’ah).

Madrasa: An Arabic term for ‘school’. It is derived from the root word ‘dars’, which 
means a learning process carried through drill lesson. Also derived from the same root 
are ‘mudarres’, meaning a male teacher, while ‘mudarresah’ is a female teacher; and 
‘derrasah’, meaning studying or studied subject.

Muslim: Someone who bears witness that there is no god but Allah, and that Mohammad 
(pbuh) is His messenger.

PDL (Persons Deprived of Liberty): Individuals held in jails, prisons, and in the custody 
of law enforcement authorities. 

Places of detention: Refer to any location under State jurisdiction and control where 
individuals are held and deprived of their liberty. This encompasses all forms of 
detention, imprisonment, or placement in a custodial setting from which a person is not 
permitted to leave at will, by order of any law enforcement, judicial, or other authority. 
These include facilities under the administration of agencies such as the Bureau of Jail 
Management and Penology (BJMP), the Bureau of Corrections (BuCor), the Philippine 
National Police (PNP), the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA), and the National 
Bureau of Investigation (NBI), among others.1

1.	 Terminology and definition inspired by the international standard set by the United Nations. United Nations, “Optional Protocol to the Convention  
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT).”



Sharia: Islamic law, or shari’a, is a series of principles that are interpreted, negotiated, 
and debated by Islamic legal scholars and adapted in the lives of Muslims to bring their 
actions in line with God’s vision.

Sheikh: Refers to a term of respect for an older man, to a position of leadership within 
a group, or to the role of spiritual leader.

Ulama: The body of Muslim scholars trained in Islam and Islamic law. They are 
responsible for the interpretation of religious texts and the administration of Islamic 
law.

Ummah: An Arabic term for “nation”. Refers to the whole Muslim world, or the community 
of believers, which theoretically transcends national, racial, and class divisions to unite.

Wudu: Required of every Muslim who are in a pure state of mind, body, and spirit to 
prepare him or herself to be able to stand, sit or lie in prayer before Allah. Taking wudu 
is a fundamental part of ibadah (worship) in Islam.

Zakat: The religious duty of Muslims to give a portion of their wealth to charity. It is one 
of the five main practices or pillars of Islam.



The right of persons deprived of liberty (PDLs) to freely practice their religion is supported 
by international standards recognized across custodial and correctional services. This 
right is essential in helping individuals cope with the challenges of incarceration and 
plays a fundamental role in their reintegration back to society. Religious programs often 
see high participation rates among offenders in prisons and jails.  

Islam has a reputation of being one of the world’s most misunderstood religions.3  
Misunderstandings about Islam can also emerge from within the Muslim community, 
influenced by factors such as the text of the Quran being written in classical Arabic, 
and the diversity of traditions surrounding ahadith (sayings and deeds of the Prophet). 
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that non-Muslims can be even more susceptible to 
misunderstanding not only Islam, but also Muslims.4  This is especially true in relation to 
incarcerated Muslims, whose ordinary religious practices are sometimes misconstrued 
as signs of radicalization or recruitment.5 

Muslim PDLs encounter many of the same challenges as other incarcerated individuals, 
such as accessing basic necessities and maintaining hygiene standards, which includes 
obtaining toothpaste, deodorant, or feminine hygiene products. They may also face 
unique discriminatory practices. Distinguishing between cultural and religion-based 
expressions and the potential for violent extremism can be complex for custodial staff. 
It is not uncommon for well-intentioned gestures by Muslim PDLs, such as explaining 
aspects of Islam or sharing food with staff, to be misinterpreted as attempts to 
manipulate or recruit.

It is critical that ordinary gestures grounded in identity or cultural customs are not 
misunderstood. International studies have identified that Islamophobia and other 
forms of discrimination can engender resentment, providing fertile ground for extremist 
narratives to take root. Thus, it is paramount for custodial staff to differentiate between 
signs of radicalization and conventional Islamic gestures and cultural practices.6 

2.	 Jones and Narag, Inmate Radicalisation and Recruitment in Prisons.
3.	 Ali, Islam and Muslims in Australia.
4.	 Mohamad, “Islam: The Misunderstood Religion,” Islamic Studies.
5.	 Jones and Narag, Inmate Radicalisation and Recruitment in Prisons.
6.	 Australia, “The Management of Radicalised Inmates in NSW,” 34; Wilkinson et al., Islam in Prison.

Introduction
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This handbook is the result of a review of primary and secondary sources, including 
contributions from Muslim scholars and criminal justice practitioners working in 
the Philippines. It aims to provide officers working with Muslim PDLs enhanced 
understanding of Islam and its practices. Such knowledge is crucial to better support 
Muslim PDLs during their incarceration and to assist them with programs that improve 
their welfare and chances of successful reintegration into society.

Language in this handbook has been adjusted to offer maximum respect for Islamic 
practices. For example, whenever the Prophet Muhammad is mentioned, his name is 
followed by the acronym “pbuh”, acronym for “peace be upon him”.

The handbook comprises four chapters. The first chapter delves into the Islamic faith, 
elucidating its foundational beliefs and practices. It elucidates the five pillars of Islam 
and the six articles of faith and explains why Arabic is the language of the Quran. It 
also examines various Islamic schools of thought, shedding light on the Sunni and 
Shia branches, among other groups, emphasizing their importance in the religious and 
cultural diversity of the Muslim community around the world and in the Southeast Asian 
region.

The second chapter presents a historical overview of Islam in the Philippines, detailing 
its origins, development, and the evolution of Muslim majority ethnic groups. It 
contextualizes the cultural and social landscape, emphasizing the differences of various 
ethnic groups and examining historical developments that have shaped the socio-
political context of the Philippines, including the establishment of the Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). Chapter three addresses practical 
considerations for accommodating Islamic practices in detention settings. It examines 
topics like admission, classification, allocation of Muslim PDLs, material conditions, 
religious practices, diet, and maintaining contact with family and friends. 

The final chapter concentrates on the unique requirements of Muslim women in 
detention, aligning with the United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners 
and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders, known as the Bangkok Rules. It 
explores admission, classification, healthcare, and provisions for pregnant women, 
breastfeeding mothers, caretaking women and mothers with children in custody. This 
chapter emphasizes the need for sensitivity, privacy, and respect for dignity to provide 
support in harmony with their faith.

The handbook emphasizes the respect of human rights and adherence to international 
standards as the cornerstone of managing detention facilities that house Muslim PDLs. 
It serves as an instructive resource for custodial staff, facilitating a deeper understanding 
of Islamic practices and fostering an environment that honors the religious beliefs and 
cultural backgrounds of Muslim detainees. 
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Purpose of the Handbook

This handbook is designed to support custodial officers on the front lines of jails and 
prisons in the Philippines, as well as senior managers and decision-makers within 
agencies responsible for the custody of persons deprived of liberty (PDLs). These 
agencies include the Bureau of Jail Management and Penology (BJMP), the Bureau 
of Corrections (BuCor), and detention facilities under the Philippine National Police 
(PNP), the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA), and the National Bureau of 
Investigation (NBI). It also aims to support the work on monitors of places of detention, 
such as those from the Commission on Human Rights (CHR).

The handbook’s aim is to aid in the development and implementation of policies that 
foster a culturally sensitive environment, ensuring the treatment of PDLs aligns with 
international standards, particularly within Philippine prisons and jails.

In the Philippines, a significant majority of the population, over 80%, identifies with 
Christian denominations, while a minority of approximately 6.4% adheres to Islam. This 
creates a diverse religious landscape. Within this predominantly Christian context, many 
Filipino citizens may be unfamiliar with Islamic practices and customs. Such a gap 
in knowledge can place custodial officers at a disadvantage when managing Muslim 
PDLs. 

In correctional settings, data from April 2024 provided by BJMP reveals that there 
are 6,368 Muslim Persons Deprived of Liberty (PDLs) in facilities administered by the 
Bureau, consisting of 5,470 men and 898 women. The distribution varies across regions, 
with Region 9 having the largest percentage (25%), followed by the National Capital 
Region (22%) and Calabarzon (14%). Nine jail facilities have designated mosques and 
dedicated prayer areas. In BuCor, as of May 2024, there were 3,184 PDLs practicing 
Islam, distributed among 12 facilities. Significant Muslim populations include 842 PDLs 
at Davao Prison and Penal Farm and 698 PDLs at the Maximum Security Camp in New 
Bilibid Prison.

Therefore, the purpose of this handbook is to shed light on essential Muslim practices 
and beliefs pertinent to custodial setting, thereby broadening the awareness and 
understanding necessary for effective governance in jails and prisons.

Furthermore, by ensuring appropriate accommodation of Islamic customs and 
practices, the handbook becomes a strategic instrument to deter the onset of violent 
extremism within detention settings. Islamophobia and other forms of discrimination 
breed resentment and create fertile ground for radicalizing narratives to emerge.7  

This Handbook also aims to mitigate resentment or grievances that may stem from 
improper treatment of Muslim PDLs, thereby obstructing the potential funneling of such 
frustrations into radicalized behaviors associated with terrorism.

7.	  Council of Europe, “Guidelines for Prison and Probation Services Regarding Radicalisation and Violent Extremism.”
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International standards

International standards are essential in shaping policies and guidelines for detention 
facilities, ensuring humane treatment and the protection of human rights. They 
provide a framework that assists countries in establishing effective and just custodial 
systems, aimed at rehabilitating and reintegrating PDLs. The Philippines’ dedication 
to adopting and implementing these standards facilitates a safer and more respectful 
environment in jails, prisons and other places of detention. This section will underscore 
key international standards that guide the treatment of PDLs and inform the practices 
of custodial officers.

Particular emphasis is placed on the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (CAT), the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against 
Torture (OPCAT), the Nelson Mandela Rules, and the Bangkok Rules. Understanding 
and adherence to these standards are vital to guaranteeing the dignity, rights, and 
welfare of individuals within the criminal justice system and form a solid foundation for 
the development of policies and practices in Philippine custodial facilities.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)

Established by the United Nations in 1966, this treaty mandates that States 
guarantee PDLs are treated humanely and with respect for their intrinsic dignity. 
It underscores that the principal goal of the penitentiary system ought to be the 
reformation and societal rehabilitation of persons. The Philippines ratified the 
ICCPR into domestic law in 1986.

Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment (CAT)

Passed by the UN General Assembly on December 10, 1984, and effective from 
June 26, 1987, the CAT compels signatories to prevent and eliminate torture in 
all its forms. Defined by the CAT, torture involves any act where significant pain 
or suffering, whether physical or mental, is deliberately inflicted. State Parties 
must implement laws outlawing torture, investigate allegations, compensate 
victims, and prosecute perpetrators. Additionally, evidence acquired through 
torture cannot be admitted in court. The Philippines ratified the ICCPR into 
domestic law in 1986.

INTERNATIONAL INSTRUMENTS
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Nelson Mandela Rules (United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the
Treatment of Prisoners)

Adopted on December 17, 2015, by the UN General Assembly in tribute to 
Nelson Mandela, the former South African President and political prisoner, 
these rules offer directives and practices for the humane treatment of PDLs 
and the management of detention facilities. They encompass standards for 
housing, hygiene, clothing, bedding, nourishment, exercise, medical care, 
discipline, restraint use, grievances, external communication, book access, 
religion, property retention, and facility inspections.

Bangkok Rules (The United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners 
and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders)

Established by the UN General Assembly on December 21, 2010, these rules 
articulate detailed directives for addressing the requirements of women within 
the criminal justice system, inclusive of mothers with children in custody. 
Acknowledging that women offenders have distinct needs and risks compared 
to men, the Bangkok Rules underline the necessity for correctional institutions 
and rehabilitation programs to consider gender-specific elements like personal 
hygiene, healthcare, and parenting support.
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Islam is an Arabic word meaning ‘submission’ and is derived from a word meaning 
‘peace’. In a religious context, Islam means the complete submission to the will of God 
in every aspect of life, including faith, family, peace, love, and work. Islam shares a very 
close history with Christianity and Judaism and promotes the same values of modern 
society, including equality, freedom, justice, civil rights, peace, and harmony.7

Followers of Islam are called Muslims. A Muslim is defined as someone who declares 
their belief in the statement: “There is no god but Allah, and Muhammed [pbuh] is His 
messenger.” Muslims believe that “Muhammed [pbuh] is the final messenger of God in 
a chain of human Messengers to humanity that started with Adam and included Noah, 
Abraham, Moses and Jesus”.8

This handbook begins by emphasizing that Islam does not advocate or justify terrorism 
or any form of violent behavior. Frequently, the media and political narratives employ 
terms that unfairly put Muslims in a negative light, especially in the context of global 
conflicts. At its core, Islam is a faith that promotes peace and harmony. Islamic 
teachings encourage patience and temperance, even under challenging circumstances.

This chapter offers an overview of the fundamental aspects of Islam. It outlines the Five 
Pillars of Islam — the framework of a Muslim’s faith and practice — and discusses the 
principal schools of thought within Islam.

Islam condemns all forms of violent extremism and terrorism

1.1 The Islamic faith

The Five Pillars and the Six Articles of Faith are considered by believers to be the 
foundation of Islam. They provide Muslims with a guide for living their lives in 
accordance with the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and the Quran. 
The Five Pillars of Islam are the core practices of Islam, while the Six Articles of 
Faith are the core beliefs of Islam.

The Five Pillars are considered the outward expressions of faith, while the Six 
Articles of Faith are considered the inward expressions of faith. 

8.	 Kettani, The World Muslim Population.
9.	 Kettani, 2.

Chapter 1: Understanding Islam
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Shahada Salah Sawm Zakat Hajj
Faith Prayer Fasting Almsgiving Pilgrimage

(i) Five Pillars

To become a Muslim, an individual must acknowledge, believe, embrace, and earnestly 
practice the five fundamental tenets, known as the pillars of Islam. These pillars form the 
bedrock of a Muslim’s life and encompass faith, prayer, charity, fasting, and pilgrimage 
to Mecca. Specifically, the five pillars are:

1. Testimony of faith (Shahada)

“There is no God worthy of worship except God, and Muhammad (pbuh) is His 
messenger”. This declaration of faith is called the Shahada or ‘to bear witness’ a simple 
formula which all the faithful pronounce. In Arabic, the first part is ‘la ilaha illa’Llah’ 
(there is no God except Allah). This guidance refers to anything which followers may be 
tempted to put in place of God such as wealth, power etc. Then it comes illa’Llah (except 
God), as the source of all creation. The second part of the Shahada is ‘Muhammadur 
rasulu’Llah’ (Muhammad is the messenger of God). A message of guidance has come 
from God through Muhammad (pbuh).10

The Shahada in Tagalog is said to be “Ako’y 
sumasaksi na walang ibang diyos na karapat 
dapat sambahin maliban sa Allah at Ako’y 
sumasaksi na si Muhammad ay Sugo at Propeta 
ng Allah”, or variations thereof.

10.	 Islamic Relief UK, “Shahada.”
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2. Prayer (Salat)

Obligatory prayers are a second pillar of Islam. Believers are required to pray five times 
a day. These prayers aim to establish a direct connection between the individual and 
God. Unlike some other religions, Islam does not have a hierarchical clergy or priests. 
Instead, prayers are led by a knowledgeable person familiar with the Quran, chosen by 
the community or congregation. These daily prayers include recitations from the Quran 
and are performed in Arabic, the language in which the Quran was revealed. However, 
individuals can make personal prayers in their own language after the formal prayer. 
The five daily prayers are performed at specific times: dawn, noon, mid-afternoon, 
sunset, and nightfall, shaping the rhythm of the believer’s day. For more details, refer to 
the section on prayers.

The practice of PDLs engaging in prayer five times a day and the use of Arabic 
during these prayers and significant religious dates do not signify extremism 
or a cause for concern. They are standard practices within Islam.

3. Almsgiving for supporting the poor (Zakat) 

One of the important principles of Islam is that all things belong to God, and that wealth 
is therefore held by human beings only in trust. In Arabic, Zakat means purification, 
growth, and blessing, it can also connect with a meaning of ‘purpose’ and ‘obligation’. 
It is a charitable practice that requires all Muslims who meet the requirement of Zakat, 
to contribute a fixed portion of their wealth to help those in need, which is often 2.5% of 
one’s savings. It is believed that one’s possessions are purified by setting aside a portion 
for those in need. Zakat is an important part of Islam, and it is a way for Muslims to 
show their faith and to help those in need. It is a social welfare system that is designed 
to help reduce poverty and inequality.

4. Fasting (Sawm)

Muslims are also required to fast for one whole month every year during the Islamic 
lunar month of Ramadan from first light until sundown, abstaining from food and drink. 
The religious significance of Ramadan consists not only in the obedience to God but 
also in moral and spiritual discipline, such as purifying one’s mind of bodily desires and 
evil thoughts, strengthening one’s will, caring and sharing in the hardships of others, 
especially the poor and, forgiveness and goodwill towards others. Those who are sick, 
elderly, people with a serious health condition, women who are pregnant, breastfeeding, 
menstruating or those who are traveling are permitted to break the fast and make up for 
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it by fasting an equal number of days later in the year. If they are physically unable to do 
this, they must feed a person in need for every day missed. Ramadan occurs annually 
and its timing varies between the months of February and May, following the Islamic 
lunar calendar.

In Islam, fasting during Ramadan is considered a practice of self-discipline and a spiritual 
journey that encourages empathy and compassion towards those less fortunate. 
By abstaining from food, drink, and other worldly pleasures from dawn until sunset, 
Muslims aim to focus on spiritual growth, self-reflection, and gratitude. This act serves 
as a reminder of life’s blessings and encourages acts of charity and kindness towards 
others. The end of Ramadan is celebrated with a joyous festival known as Eid al-Fitr. 
This festival includes special prayers, expressions of gratitude, and gatherings with 
family and friends to share meals and celebrate the blessings of the month, reflecting 
core beliefs and practices in Islam.11

5. Pilgrimage (Hajj)

The annual pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia - the Hajj - is an obligation only for those 
who are physically able and have the financial means to perform it. The annual Hajj 
begins in the twelfth month of the Islamic year so that Hajj, as well as Ramadan, falls 
at different times of the year.  Pilgrims participating in the Hajj wear simple garments, 
symbolizing the equality and unity of all participants before God, transcending 
distinctions of class and culture. The rites of the Hajj include circling the Ka’ba  seven 
times and walking seven times between the mountains of Safa and Marwa, as did 
Hagar during her search for water.13 Then pilgrims stand together on the wide plain of 
Arafat14  and join in prayers for God’s forgiveness. This is often understood as a preview 
of the day of judgement, and slaughter or sacrifice of animals whose meat is distributed 
to the poor and neighbors. The close of the Hajj is marked by the Eid-al-Adha festival, 
which is celebrated with prayers and exchange of gifts.

11.	 Islamic Relief UK, “Sawm.
12.	 The Ka’ba is a cubical building located in the center of the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. It is considered      

by Muslims to be the holiest site in Islam. 
13.	 Hagar, also known as Hajar, is a revered woman in Islam. She is the wife of Islamic prophet Ibrahim (Abraham) and 

the mother of Ishmael. The incident of her running between Safa and Marwa hills is remembered by Muslims when 
they perform their Hajj at Mecca. Part of the pilgrimage is to run seven times between the hills, in commemoration 
of  Hagar’s courage and faith in God as she searched for water in the desert.

14.	 The Plain of Arafat is the level area surrounding Mount Arafat. It is an important place in Islam because, during the 
Hajj, pilgrims spend the afternoon there on the ninth day of Dhu al-Hijjah.
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(ii) Six Articles of Faith

The six articles of faith or six core beliefs are the foundation of Islam and are considered 
an important part of Islamic belief and practice. They are mentioned in the Quran and in 
the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). The purpose of the six articles of faith 
is to provide Muslims with a framework for understanding the world and their place in 
it. The articles of faith help Muslims to understand the nature of God, the purpose of 
creation, and the role of humans in the world.

The Six Articles are:

	 1. Belief in One God
	 2. Belief in Angels
	 3. Belief in Prophets of God
	 4. Belief in Revealed Books of God
	 5. Belief in Day of Judgment
	 6. Belief in Destiny and Divine Decree
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1.2. Why is Arabic the language of the Quran?

According to renowned Islamic scholars, Arabic is considered the language of the 
Quran for several reasons. Imam Ibn Taymiyyah15 noted that Arabic has a distinctive 
eloquence, precision, and depth, characteristics that he considers capable of conveying 
Allah’s final message to humanity with clarity. Imam al-Shafi’i16  pointed out that Arabic’s 
selection was deliberate, as it was the language of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and the 
early Arab community, ensuring the consistency of His message. This decision ensured 
that the message of Islam would be preserved in its original form and easily understood 
by the Arab audience to whom it was initially revealed.

Likewise, Imam al-Qurtubi, a renowned commentator of the Quran, mentioned Arabic’s 
flexibility and richness, which permit multiple layers of interpretation, thereby endowing 
the Quran with timelessness and universal applicability. Finally, Imam al-Jazari17  

remarked on the Arabic language’s intrinsic properties, such as its complex grammar, 
intricate patterns, and rhetorical strategies, all of which contribute to the Quran’s beauty 
and literary excellence.18

Therefore, Muslim scholars believe that Arabic was divinely chosen as the language 
of the Quran due to its linguistic characteristics, its connection to the Prophet 
Muhammad (pbuh), and its effectiveness in preserving the integrity and clarity of the 
divine message.

1.3. Islamic schools of thought

After the Prophet Muhammad’s (pbuh) passing, disagreements arose among his 
companions regarding the rightful successor to lead the Muslim community. This 
disagreement led to the emergence of different perspectives on leadership within Islam. 
Shia Muslims believe that leadership should remain within the Prophet’s (pbuh) family, 
emphasizing the importance of lineage and spiritual authority. Sunni Muslims, on the 
other hand, contend that leadership should be based on merit and the consensus of the 
Muslim community, recognizing the most devout and capable individual as the caliph, 
irrespective of kinship. These differing views contributed to the historical development 
of Sunni and Shia identities and interpretations within Islam.

This divergence in views on succession gave rise to the two principal denominations 
in Islam: Shiites and Sunnis, each with its distinct understanding of leadership and 
governance in the Muslim community.

15.	 Imam Ibn Taymiyyah was a prominent Islamic scholar, theologian, and jurist born in 1263 CE in Harran, present-day 
Turkey. He is considered one of the most influential and controversial figures in Islamic history due to his extensive 
writings, innovative theological perspectives, and critique of established religious practices and interpretations

16.	 Imam al-Shafi’i was a renowned Islamic scholar, jurist, and theologian born in 767 CE in Gaza, Palestine. He is the 
founder of the Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), one of the four major Sunni schools of thought in Islam. 

17.	 Imam al-Jazari was a renowned Islamic scholar, jurist, and innovator in the field of Quranic recitation and Quranic 
sciences. He was born in 1350 CE in Damascus, Syria, and is particularly known for his contributions to the science 
of Tajwid (the rules of Quranic recitation) and the invention of the “al-Jazariyyah” poem.

18.	 Ijaazah, “Impact of the Arabic Language on Understanding Quran.”
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(i) Sunni

The great majority of the world’s Muslims are Sunnis, which make up 90% of the global 
Muslim population.19  Sunnis regard the first four caliphs as legitimate successors of 
Muhammad (pbuh). The term derives from the sunnah which refers to the teachings, 
actions, and practices of the Prophet (pbuh). The majority of the Muslims in Indonesia, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, Jordan, Gaza and the West Bank, and Saudi Arabia are 
Sunnis. They regard themselves as the traditional or original followers of the Islamic 
faith. The Sunnis follow any one of four major schools of jurisprudence referred to as 
Hanbali, Hanafi, Maliki, and Shafi, detailed further in this handbook. 

These are followed by different Muslim states either entirely or in part. Even though 
there are differences in interpretation of Sharia among these authorities, they are all 
recognized as valid.

In the Philippine context, most Muslims subscribe to the Sunni branch of Islam. It is 
useful to understand a little more about the main schools of thought for Sunnis. The 
word madhhab (way to act) is referred to as a school of thought within the fiqh or the 
larger Islamic law or jurisprudence. The major Sunni madhhabs are the Hanafi, Maliki, 
Shafi and Hanbali, which are named after their founding leaders.

Image generated for illustrative purposes only
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Sunni Schools of Thought

Hanafi School of Thought

Founder: Imam Abu Hanifa (699-767 A.D.), Kufa, Iraq
Characteristics: Known for its use of reason and opinion in the absence of clear 
texts; emphasizes community consensus and avoids extremes. Abu Hanifa’s legal 
doctrines, recorded by his disciples, laid the groundwork for this school, which is 
recognized for its consistent legal reasoning.
Prevalence: Its followers are widespread, particularly in South Asia, Turkey, the 
Balkans, and parts of the Arab world.

Maliki School of Thought

Founder: Imam Malik bin Anas (d. 795 A.D.), Medina, Saudi Arabia
Characteristics: Grounded in the practices of Medina and places importance on the 
traditions associated with the Prophet’s (pbuh) companions. Imam Malik compiled 
his legal decisions in “al-Muwatta” (The Levelled Path).
Prevalence: Predominantly followed in North African countries and parts of Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Shafi’i School of Thought

Founder: Imam al-Shafi’i (d. 820 A.D.), Gaza, Palestine
Characteristics: Stresses the importance of the Prophet’s (pbuh) traditions and has 
a well-defined methodology for Islamic jurisprudence. Balances the use of divine 
texts and human reasoning, allowing for analogy in ambiguous cases.
Prevalence: Widespread in East Africa, Southeast Asia, and parts of the Arabian 
Peninsula.

Hanbali School of Thought

Founder: Imam Ahmad bin Hanbal (d. 855 A.D.), Baghdad, Iraq
Characteristics: Advocates for a literal interpretation of Quranic texts and Hadith; 
known for its conservative nature and strict observance of religious duties. 
Experienced resurgence with the 18th-century rise of Wahhabism and Salafism.
Prevalence: Primarily practiced in Saudi Arabia and Qatar.
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(ii) Shia

Followers of the Shi’ite faith reject the first three Sunni caliphs and regard Ali, the fourth 
caliph, as Muhammad’s (pbuh) first true successor. Most Shi’ites live in Iran, southern 
Iraq, Lebanon, Bahrain, Azerbaijan, and Yemen. There are also large Shi’ite communities 
in Afghanistan, India, Kuwait, Pakistan, Qatar, Syria, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates.

(iii) Other Islamic groups

Sufi is an Islamic ascetic-mystical tradition, the esoteric dimension of the Islamic faith. 
Sufism has existed since the early days of Islam and is found in almost all Islamic 
countries. The devout of many Sufi orders focus on various forms of the Dhikr, which 
derives from Dhikr Allah or the remembrance of God.20  The dedication can be expressed 
in a ceremony at which music, body movements, and chants induce a state of ecstatic 
trance in the followers. Identification with Sufism is highest in sub-Saharan Africa.21 

The Ahmadi branch was established in the late 19th century in British India in 1899, 
and has an estimated following of 10 to 20 million people worldwide. It is recognized 
for its dedication to missionary work and boasts a considerable following. However, 
the group’s self-identification as part of the Muslim ummah is a subject of contention 
among mainstream Muslim sects, often resulting in social and legal challenges. For 
instance, Ahmadis are constitutionally defined as non-Muslims in Pakistan. This is 
largely due to the claim of prophethood by their founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, which 
is at odds with the widely accepted Islamic tenet of Muhammad (pbuh) being the final 
prophet. The Ahmadi belief system views Ghulam Ahmad’s prophetic role as a symbolic 
continuation of Muhammad’s (pbuh) teachings, without introducing new religious laws. 
Despite these differences, Ahmadis align with mainstream Islamic teachings on many 
core principles. 22

20.	   Dhikr is a form of Islamic prayer in which phrases or prayers are repeatedly chanted to remember Allah.
21.	   Pew Research Center, “Sufi Orders.”
22.	   Kusserow and Pawlak, “Understanding the Branches of Islam - Briefing September 2015.”



26 

Handbook on Islam in Places of Detention

Chapter 2: Muslims in the Philippines

In 2020, the Philippines had an estimated population of 109 million. More than 80% 
of the population is from Christian denominations. Approximately 6.4% or 6,981,710 
persons are Muslims from a variety of ethnolinguistic groups, over half of whom live in 
the Mindanao region and in the adjacent Sulu archipelago.23 While Islam is a minority 
religion in the Philippines, there are Muslim communities in every province. Mosques 
have become part of the landscape in Christian areas, madaris (Islamic school or 
college) have been established in several regions, and the number of persons embracing 
Islam is rising.24

2.1. History

The history of Islam in the Philippines is rich and multifaceted, spanning several 
centuries. Islam was introduced to the archipelago by Arab and Malay Muslim traders, 
missionaries, and scholars, primarily from the 13th century onwards. These early Muslim 
settlers established communities in various parts of the Philippines, particularly in the 
Southern region of Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. Islam arrived in the Philippines 
in the late 14th century with Arab and Malay merchants following Southeast Asian trade 
routes, propagating Sunni Islam with a variety of traditions. One significant historical 
figure in the spread of Islam was Sultan Sharif ul-Hashim, an Arab missionary, born 
in Johor in present-day Malaysia, who arrived in the region now known as Mindanao 
in the late 14th century. He played a pivotal role in establishing the Sultanate of Sulu, 
which became one of the most prominent Muslim sultanates in the region. Over time, 
Islam continued to flourish, and other sultanates emerged, including the Sultanate of 
Maguindanao and the Sultanate of Lanao.25 

The arrival of Spanish colonizers in the 16th century marked a period of significant 
change and challenges for the Muslim communities in the Philippines. Spanish 
colonization brought about conflicts and attempts to convert the Muslim population 
to Christianity. However, despite these pressures, Islam persisted, and resistance 
movements emerged to defend their faith and territories. Muslims were dubbed ‘Moros’ 
by the Spanish, a reference to the Muslim ‘Moors’ encountered in Spain and North Africa 
whom the Spanish fought against from the 700s to the 1400s. Filipino Moros withstood 
the Spanish conquest, maintaining autonomy up until the mid-19th century invention 
of advanced gunboats, which made a permanent Spanish presence in Muslim territory 
possible.26

23.	 PSA, “Religious Affiliation in the Philippines (2020 Census of Population and Housing) | Philippine Statistics Authority | Republic of the Philippines.”
24.	 Eder, “Converts to Islam and the Muslim Community in the Christian Philippines”; Marasigan, “Sustainability Concerns of the Madrasah Education 

Program: Basis for Philippine Islamic and Madrasah Education Policy Review.”
25.	 Taylor, “Origins of Islam in the Philippines.”
26.	 Fealy, Voices of Islam in Southeast Asia; Marasigan, “Sustainability Concerns of the Madrasah Education Program: Basis for Philippine Islamic and 

Madrasah Education Policy Review.”
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The term ‘Moro’ historically refers to the Muslim population in the Philippines, 
particularly those who resisted Spanish colonization and conversion to 
Christianity during the colonial period. While it can denote a cultural and 
regional identity, it also carries political connotations related to struggles for 
autonomy and self-determination.27

The main concentration of the Philippine Muslim population is confined largely to the 
western side of Mindanao down to the Sulu Archipelago. In mainland Mindanao, the 
Muslims are mostly dominant in the Lanao and Maguindanao provinces. While the rest 
of the Muslim populations are scattered in nearby provinces such as the Zamboanga 
peninsula, North Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat, South Cotabato, Davao Oriental, Davao del 
Sur and Sarangani island. In the Sulu Archipelago, the Muslims are all the majority in the 
three island provinces of Basilan, Sulu and Tawi-Tawi.28

Through the latest part of the 20th century, there has been a protracted armed conflict in 
the Bangsamoro region in Mindanao in a struggle for self-determination and autonomy. 
The conflict has its roots in historical grievances, socio-economic disparities, and the 
aspirations of the Muslim-majority population to have greater political representation 
and authority over the region.

However, in more recent history, efforts towards peace and reconciliation have 
prospered and the Bangsmoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) 
has been established, aiming to promote self-governance and development of the main 
Muslim region in the Philippines.

In more recent history, the Bangsamoro region has been at the center of the long-
standing conflict between the Philippine government and various Moro separatist 
groups. The Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF) have been key players in seeking self-governance and greater autonomy 
for the Bangsamoro people. Negotiations and peace agreements have been made over 
the years, culminating in the signing of the Bangsamoro Organic Law in 2018, which 
established the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). 
The BARMM grants the Bangsamoro people self-governance and a comprehensive 
framework for peace and development.29 

The predominant Islamic school of thought followed in the Philippines is Sunni Islam, 
particularly the Shafi’i school. Sunni Islam is the largest branch of Islam, and the 

27.	  Hawkins, “Making Moros.”
28.	  Lingga, “Issues and Challenges for Peace and Conflict Resolution in Southeast Asia.”
29.	 Jubair, Bangsamoro, a Nation Under Endless Tyranny; Eder, “Converts to Islam and the Muslim Community in the Christian Philippines.”
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30.	 Ferrer, “To Share or Divide Power?,” 2100.
31.	 Ummah is an Arabic word that means “nation,” “community,” or “people.” In the context of Islam, it refers to the global community of Muslims. The 

Quran uses the term “ummah” to refer to the community of believers.

Shafi’i school of jurisprudence is one of the four major schools of thought within Sunni 
Islam. While Sunni Islam is the dominant school of thought, there are also minority 
communities of other Islamic sects, such as Shia Islam.

Today, Islam is an integral part of the cultural and religious landscape of the Philippines. 
Muslim communities continue to practice their faith, preserving their traditions, and 
contributing to the diverse fabric of Philippine society. The history of Islam in the 
Philippines is a testament to the resilience, perseverance, and rich heritage of the 
Muslim population in the country.

2.2. Muslim majority ethnic groups

Muslim communities in the Philippines are a rich group of ethnolinguistic groups, 
each with its own unique cultural heritage. More than half of these communities are 
established in Mindanao, where there is significant regional diversity within the Filipino 
Muslim population.

Each group has its own language but only a few control a political unit like a province or 
municipalities. Some tribes speak one language with three variations like Maranao, Iranun 
and Maguindanaon. The Sama people have one language with many variations, such 
as the dialect of the Jama Mapun, and the Bangingi. Aside from the earlier differences 
based on ethnicity, the Philippine ummah 31  or Muslim community is now more diverse, 
including Sunnis, Shias, Jami at Tablighis, and Ahmadiyyas, and a distinction between 
individuals born as Muslims and those who embrace it at a later age is maintained.

Further, people from the ethnic groups mentioned in this handbook are mostly but not 
exclusively Muslims. An individual may be a Tausug or Maranao and be a Christian, for 
example. These groups are indicated to facilitate custodial officers’ understanding of the 
connections of Islam in certain Filipino communities and adjust their work accordingly.

Maranao

Maguindanaon

comprise 2/3 of 
all Muslims in the 
BARMM.

Tausug

The Muslims in the South are also 
culturally linked to Muslim countries 
in Southeast Asia such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Brunei, and the Pattani province 
in Southern Thailand. They are composed 
of 13 ethnolinguistic groups in Mindanao. 
Among the 13 groups, “the three 
numerically, economically and politically 
dominant are the Maranao, Maguindanao 
and Tausug, who altogether make up 66% 
of the Moro population.”30 
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The groups are briefly outlined as follows:

(i) Maranao

The Maranao, whose name translates to ‘People of the Lake,’ are indigenous to the region 
surrounding Lake Lanao, from which they derive their name. This lake is the centerpiece 
of their historical settlement, with densely populated communities still flourishing in its 
vicinity today. Their language bears close resemblance to Maguindanaon and Iranun 
due to their geographical proximity and cultural interchange, which fosters shared 
practices and linguistic traits. As one of the largest Muslim groups in the Philippines, 
the Maranaos’ principal areas include Marawi City and the municipalities of Lumba-a-
Bayabao and Bayang.32 

(ii) Maguindanaon

The Maguindanaon, or “people of the flood plain,” are a prominent group within the 
Philippines, primarily found in Maguindanao, North Cotabato, South Cotabato, and Sultan 
Kudarat. Their culture is deeply influenced by Islam, a legacy of Shariff Kabunsuan’s 
legendary introduction of the faith, which is central to their way of life and social 
structure. This group is divided into the Tau-sa Ilud, who engage in wet-rice agriculture 
near Cotabato City, and the Tau-sa Laya, who practice semi-sedentary farming in the 
areas around Datu Piang and Buluan. Both groups speak dialects reflective of their 
distinct lifestyles. The Maguindanaon are also known for their intricate handwoven 
inaul fabric, which showcases the vibrant and rich Muslim culture through its colors 
and motifs. Their complex socio-political organization, with ties to historical sultanates, 
highlights their important role in the region’s ethnic and cultural tapestry.33 

Their political power diminished after a long period of fighting and resisting colonialism 
and Christianisation, particularly at the beginning of the 20th century. The Maguindanaon 
fought alone without foreign support during this period. However, by the 1970s, three 
quarters of their homeland were lost to other Filipino settlers, mostly Ilongo and Cebuano. 
The Philippine government established the five provinces of Maguindanao, Cotabato 
(North Cotabato), South Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat, and Sarangani to administer the 
regions and address local governance and development needs.

Their political power diminished after a long period of fighting and resisting colonialism 
and Christianisation, particularly at the beginning of the 20th century. The Maguindanaon 
fought alone without foreign support during this period. However, by the 1970s, three 
quarters of their homeland were lost to other Filipino settlers, mostly Ilongo and Cebuano. 
The Philippine government established the five provinces of Maguindanao, Cotabato 
(North Cotabato), South Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat, and Sarangani to administer the 
regions and address local governance and development needs.

32.	   BCPCH, “Meranao.”
33.	   BCPCH, “Maguindanao.”
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(iii) Iranun

The Iranun people have historically inhabited the area bordering between Lanao del Sur 
and Maguindanao province. Some Iranun believe that they are the original inhabitants 
of Mindanao, and that the Maranao and Maguindanao are descended from them. The 
language of the Maranao and Maguindanao is strongly rooted in the Iranun dialect. For 
several centuries, the Iranun formed part of the Maguindanao sultanate. Their culture 
bears more influence from the Maguindanao rather than the Maranao. The Iranun were 
excellent in maritime activity and used to ply the route connecting the Sulu Sea, Moro 
gulf to Celebes Sea, and raided the Spanish held territories along the way.  The Iranun 
have also attained a degree of social organization comparable to the Maguindanao or 
the Tausug. This is evidenced by the Datu system of leadership where a single leadership 
is recognized. Like other Muslim groups, the Iranuns are also considered advanced in 
the field of education. They actively participate in local development, their professionals 
have managed to occupy key positions in the government, running business entities 
and Islamic institutions like the masjids, madrasas or mosques.

(iv) Tausug

The Tausug, a leading ethnic group in the Sulu Archipelago, are known for their 
influential political and religious institutions. They are primarily located in Jolo, Indanan, 
Siasi, and Patikul in Sulu, with additional communities in Zamboanga del Sur, Cotabato, 
and extending to Malaysia. The name ‘Tausug’ merges tau (person) with suug (Jolo 
Island’s old name), indicating their deep-rooted connection to the area. Believed to have 
descended from various ethnic groups that migrated to the archipelago, the Tausugs 
underwent significant changes with the peaceful introduction of Islam in the mid-13th 
century, culminating in the establishment of the Sulu Sultanate in 1450. This pivotal 
event marked the beginning of the Islamization of local politics and led to the expansion 
of Tausug influence, with leaders establishing communities in Tawi-Tawi, Palawan, 
Basilan, Zamboanga, and Sabah to bolster the sultanate’s presence.35 

(v) Yakan

The Yakans, primarily found in Tipo-tipo, Lamitan, Sumisip, and Tuburan on Basilan Island, 
with smaller communities on the nearby islands of Sakol, Malanipa, and Tumalutad, 
are known for their distinct heritage, described by their name meaning “Dayak Origin.” 
Believed to be descendants of the Orang Dyaks or Tagihamas from eastern Indonesia, 
they speak a dialect of the Sama language and show cultural influences from the Tausug. 
Traditionally farmers, the Yakans cultivate upland rice, living in scattered, individual 
homes across their farmlands rather than in compact villages. Each community is 
led by an iman, who holds both religious and sociopolitical authority. The Yakans are 
renowned for their exquisite weaving, colorful traditional attire, and vibrant customs, 
showcasing a rich cultural tapestry.36

34.	  BCPCH, “Iranun.”
35.	  BCPCH, “Tausug.”
36.	  BCPCH, “Yakan.”
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37.	  SINAMA, “The Bajau, the Badjao, the Samals, and the Sama People.”
38.	  Yu, Manidoc, and Tsuji, “The Kagan Folktales in Mindanao Island of the Philippines.”

Ethnicity and religion are different things 
but are often connected. 

(vi) Sama and Sama-Bajau

The Sama people, encompassing the Samals and the Badjao in the Philippines and 
known as Bajau in Malaysia, illustrate a vibrant mosaic of cultural identities spread 
across Southeast Asia. Their dispersion across the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia, 
coupled with a nomadic lifestyle, adds complexity to their cultural identity and 
classification. The term ‘Sama’ broadly unifies these groups, reflecting a collective ethos 
despite their varied names and linguistic divisions. This diversity is further accentuated 
by their settlement patterns and the different language groups and dialects within the 
Sama, which are identified more by geographical location than linguistic similarity, 
making their cultural landscape complex for outsiders to comprehend.

The Sama-Bajau, or sea nomads, are particularly noted for their seafaring heritage, 
living traditionally in boats or stilt houses along the Sulu archipelago’s coastlines and 
in Malaysia, where they are integral to the maritime culture. Despite changes over time, 
from nomadic to semi-nomadic lifestyles, their identity remains fluid, often embracing 
the ‘Bajau’ designation for practical reasons in Malaysia. Meanwhile, the Badjao or Sama 
Dilaut, renowned for their maritime heritage as sea nomads, have undergone a transition 
towards land-based settlements while maintaining a distinctive cultural identity within 
the broader Sama community.. This nuanced identity reflects a community navigating 
the complexities of tradition and modernity, underscored by a rich cultural and linguistic 
diversity.37 

(vii) Kaagan/Kalagan

The Kaagan, also known as Kalagan, primarily reside in Sirawan, Davao City, Tagum 
in Davao del Norte, Mati in Davao Oriental, and certain locales in Davao del Sur. Their 
language is a blend of Tagakaolo, Tausug, and Maguindanaon, reflecting a rich cultural 
tapestry. The term “Kagan” identifies those who embraced Islam in Caraga, Davao 
Oriental, and subsequently dispersed across Davao de Oro and Davao del Sur.38

Derived from “Kaag,” meaning “warning,” the name traces back to a significant figure 
in their history—a Muslim missionary from Borneo, esteemed as a ‘sarip’ (a revered 
community leader), who journeyed to Santiago, Davao Oriental. He persistently 
preached about the existence of God, the Day of Judgment, the divine laws of Allah, 
and the realities of paradise and hell, emphasizing his devotion by worshiping Allah on 
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a significant black stone. Over time, those who followed the sarip’s teachings became 
known as the Kagan, distinguishing themselves as devout Muslims within the Davao 
region.39 

(viii) Jama Mapun

The Jama Mapun, or “People of Mapun,” are indigenous to Cagayan de Tawi-Tawi also 
known as Cagayan de Sulu, Mapun Island, and Turtle Island, lying in close proximity 
to Malaysian state of Sabah, with populations in Northern Palawan and other nearby 
islands. As one of the Bangsamoro ethnic tribes in the Philippines, they speak Pullun 
Mapun, a dialect of the Sama-Bajau language within the Austronesian language family 
and are predominantly followers of Islam. The term ‘Jama Mapun’ combines ‘Jama,’ 
meaning people, with ‘Mapun,’ the name of their island municipality, highlighting their 
identity as the people of Mapun. Widely recognized for their creativity and traditions, 
the Jama Mapun are a vibrant community contributing to the cultural diversity of the 
Philippines. 

(xi) Kalibugan

The Kalibugan, meaning ‘half-breed’ or ‘mixed breed’ in Sama, are a distinctive group in the 
Philippines, primarily in the Zamboanga peninsula, formed through the intermarriages 
between the indigenous Subanun and Muslim communities such as the Tausug and 
Samal. These connections have fostered a community that, while having adopted Islam, 
still preserves the Subanun language and clan-based social organization. The term 
encapsulates not just a mixed heritage but has also been recognized in ethnographic 
literature as an identity marker for those navigating the complexities of cultural, social, 
and biological intermixing. This includes variants like the Kolibugan in Iligan City, arising 
from Maranao Muslim-Higaonon unions. The Kalibugan identity, blending diverse 
backgrounds, reflects a broader human quest for coherence in a changing world, 
positioning them as key figures in the discourse on autonomy and cultural fusion.41

(x) Panimusan or Palawani

The Panimusan were early Muslim inhabitants in mainland Palawan, also known as 
Palawani, and were called the Panimusan. They embraced Islam due to their close 
interactions with the Sulu Sultanate.. Many Tausug during the sultanate period came 
to Palawan to introduce Islam to the local people.  The Muslim concentration is mostly 
in the Southern part of Palawan such as Batarasa, Rizal, Quezon, Brooke’s Point and 
Española. In these municipalities the Muslims are likely dominant and hold political 
power. Isolated Muslim communities are also found in Narra, Roxas, Taytay and Aborlan. 

39.	 Tiu, Davao.
40.	 BCPCH, “Jama Mapun.”
41.	 Bennagen, “Indigenous Peoples in the Proposed Bangsamoro: Challenges and Opportunities in Securing Their Rights and Welfare.”
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Since the collapse of the Sulu sultanate, contact between the Palawani and the Tausugs 
was almost lost. They have been isolated from each other as there is no direct trade or 
cultural link between the two people.42

(xi) Molbog

The Molbog, primarily residing on the Balabac Islands at the Southern tip of Palawan, 
are a Muslim cultural minority with origins traced back to North Borneo, also known 
as Malebugan or Molebuganon. Influenced by Brunei Muslim missionaries in the 15th 
century, a time when Islamic principalities were emerging in the region and the Brunei 
Sultanate was expanding its influence, they embraced Islam, further strengthened by 
the Sulu Sultanate’s support. Frequent interactions with Tausug traders, who stopped in 
Balabac for replenishment during travels between Brunei, Palawan, and Sulu, facilitated 
constant contact and intermarriages between Tausug and Molbog, accelerating 
Islamization and producing ‘Kolibugan’ or ‘half-breed’ offspring. The Molbog language 
shares lexical similarities with Sama, Tausog, and Palawano, reflecting these 
interactions. Traditionally, their livelihood comprises subsistence farming, fishing, and 
barter trading with Sulu and Sabah, and while historically governed by Sulu Datus under 
the Sulu Sultanate, local religious leaders now lead Molbog villages.43

(xii) Sangil

The Sangil people originated from the Sangihe archipelago in Eastern Indonesia, already 
practicing Islam before their migration to the Philippines and the spread of Islam in 
Mindanao. They primarily settle on the islands of Balut and Sarangani, as well as in 
the coastal regions of South Cotabato and Davao del Sur provinces. Their livelihood 
mainly involves fishing, intensive agriculture in lowland areas, and horticulture, with 
boatbuilding of vintas and pump boats as another significant activity. Initially, Sangil 
social structure was organized around exogamous matrilineages, but over time, they 
have transitioned to the more common bilateral family relationships found throughout 
the Philippines. 

(xiii) Balik Islam

In the Philippines, the term ‘Balik Islam,’ translating to ‘return to Islam,’ identifies individuals 
who have embraced Islam, departing from their original religious beliefs. This concept is 
rooted in the premise that Islam is the primordial or original faith of the Filipino people, 
considering the historical arrival of Islam through traders and missionaries in the 13th 
century, well before the Spanish colonization in the 16th century.45 46

42.	 BCPCH, “Palawanon.”
43.	 BCPCH, “Molbog.”
44.	 BCPCH, “Sangil.”
45.	 Morados and Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the National Capital Region.”
46.	 The idea of ‘reversion’ originates from the belief that embracing Islam is a return to one’s inherent nature and original faith. This state is described 

in the Quran as ‘Fitra,’ reflecting the innate disposition towards recognizing truth and righteousness. 
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Adoption to Islam was marked by a significant uptick starting in the 1970s, particularly 
in Luzon, in connection to many Filipinos traveling to seek employment in the booming 
oil industries of the Middle East, notably in Saudi Arabia. Many overseas Filipino workers 
(OFWs) encountered Islam abroad and returned as Muslims.

Research by the Institute of Autonomy and Governance and the University of the 
Philippines Institute of Islamic Studies categorizes Balik Islam individuals into four 
groups:

i.	 Persons embracing Islam through marriage, often adopting their spouse’s 
lifestyle including religious rituals; 

ii.	 OFWs who, upon their return, took up roles as Islamic preachers and established 
Balik Islam centers, contributing significantly to the spread of Islam through 
education and social networks; 

iii.	 Individuals drawn to Islam through personal conviction or the influence of 
Muslim acquaintances, noted for their zeal and may adhere more rigorously to 
rituals compared to those born into the faith; and 

iv.	 Persons who found Islam via social media or religious networks, showcasing a 
modern and often digital pathway to religious discovery.47

Central to the Balik Islam identity are two narratives: the inherent ‘Muslimness’ of 
humanity, suggesting a natural predisposition towards Islam until diverted by upbringing, 
and the historical continuity of Islam in the Philippine archipelago, pre-dating Western 
colonialism. This nuanced understanding of Balik Islam stresses the importance of 
recognizing the diverse backgrounds and pathways through which individuals come to 
Islam in the country, highlighting the need for supportive and respectful engagement, 
especially in institutional contexts like places of detention. 

Recognizing and accommodating the unique religious needs and experiences of 
incarcerated individuals is essential for creating an environment that supports their 
successful reintegration into society upon release. This also highlights the broader 
dynamics of embracing or adopting different religions and identity within the context of 
the Philippines.

47.	   IAG and UP IIS, Research on Balik Islam in the Philippines.
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Chapter 3: Accomodating Islamic
                      practices in places of detention 

This chapter provides an overview of the standards and procedures for respectfully 
managing Muslim PDLs within the correctional system of the Philippines. It underscores 
the necessity of recognizing each individual’s religious, ethnic, and linguistic identity 
during admission, classification, and allocation processes, in accordance with 
international standards. These considerations are vital for policy development and play 
a key role in enhancing the cultural mediation and skills of custodial staff.

One overarching measure that can be adopted to facilitate accommodation of Islam in 
custodial settings is related to staff recruitment and training. The UNODC Handbook 
on prisoners with special needs underscores that efforts should be made to recruit 
personnel from ethnic and racial minorities represented among the incarcerated 
population. This approach enhances cultural understanding and tends to ease the 
building of trust between PDLs and staff. It is essential that Muslim personnel are 
included at various levels, from management to direct supervision.

Moreover, training for staff should encompass cross-cultural issues and the unique 
needs of minority and indigenous groups, emphasizing a zero-tolerance policy 
for discrimination. This inclusive policy framework is vital in creating an equitable 
environment that respects the principles of Islam, which advocates for justice and 
equality among all individuals. 

The chapter details the specific accommodations necessary for Muslim PDLs to maintain 
their religious practices. This includes the provision of prayer spaces, availability of halal 
diet, and the chance to participate in religious fasting and celebrations, such as the 
holy month of Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. It emphasizes the critical need for 
access to religious counsel and for custodial staff to undergo specialized training. A key 
focus is also placed on avoiding discrimination and ensuring that policies are in place to 
actively prevent and address any instances of religious discrimination. 

It covers how Islamic practices should be accommodated in detention facilities, 
including adherence to Islamic dietary requirements and management of security and 
search processes in alignment with Islamic traditions. The chapter also outlines the role 
that religious support networks play in the reintegration of Muslim PDLs into society, 
reflecting on the importance of preparing individuals for their release with appropriate 
religious and community-based support. 
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The chapter is organized into seven main topics:

1.	 Admission, classification, and placement of individuals.
2.	 Material conditions, which also encompass cell accommodation, prayer 

spaces, mats, beads, clothing and access to water for ablution.
3.	 Access to water and hygiene.
4.	 Food and specific dietary requirements.
5.	 Religious practices, covering access to prayer spaces, mats, beads, and 

counsel religious attire, and the facilitation of congregational prayers and 
religious events.

6.	 Security measures, detailing the protocol for searches and the handling of 
personal items.

7.	 Procedures following custodial deaths, including communication with the 
family, management of human remains, and burial arrangements.

3.1. Admission, classification, and placement

In the process of intake and interview of incoming Muslim PDLs, corrections officers 
should adhere to the minimum standards set by the Nelson Mandela Rules. Additionally, 
it is important to gather information on PDLs’ religious beliefs, Islamic school of thought, 
and ethnic background, in accordance with the earlier chapters of this Handbook. 

Understanding the religious and cultural diversity, especially within the Muslim 
community, allows for tailored approaches that address the specific needs of different 
groups. This information also helps identify trends and patterns, as well as the presence 
of under- or overrepresented groups. It can also guide the development of preventive 
measures and support programs to address underlying factors that contribute to 
incarceration in the community, thus aiding the work of law enforcement and aftercare 
services.

It is essential to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of collected information, 
respecting ethical guidelines and data privacy legislation while gathering necessary 
information for policy and program development. This however should not hinder 
sharing of anonymized data and maximum transparency of information to the public, as 
disaggregated data is a central source of information for research, academe, external 
monitors, civil society, media and other actors.
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NELSON MANDELA RULES
No person shall be received in a prison without a valid 
commitment order. The following information shall be 
entered in the prisoner file management system upon 
admission of every prisoner:

a.	 Precise information enabling determination of his or her unique identity, respecting 
his or her self-perceived gender; 

b.	 The reasons for his or her commitment and the responsible authority, in addition to 
the date, time and place of arrest; 

c.	 The day and hour of his or her admission and release as well as of any transfer; 
d.	 Any visible injuries and complaints about prior ill-treatment; 
e.	 An inventory of his or her personal property; 
f.	 The names of his or her family members, including, where applicable, his or her 

children, the children’s ages, location and custody or guardianship status;
g.	 Emergency contact details and information on the prisoner’s next of kin.

Additional relevant information to be collected: 

Religion
Islamic branch and school of 

thought (Sunni, Shia etc)
Ethnic group 

in the Philippines or abroad

Though data is vital and should be used for decision-making in the correctional system, 
it should not be a default mechanism to separate Muslims from non-Muslims in the 
process of classification, separation, and placement. Instead, administrators should 
evaluate the necessity for separation on a case-by-case basis, considering the physical 
conditions of the facility, staff capacity, and local circumstances. The Nelson Mandela 
Rules indicate that separation either in different institutions or different sections 
within the same facility should consider sex, age, legal status, criminal records, and 
the necessities of their treatment. Therefore, religion should only be valid grounds for 
separation based on “necessities of treatment”, not on religion or ethnicity alone.
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For example, if a Muslim PDL has specific needs related to 
religious practices or dietary requirements, efforts should be made 
to accommodate these needs without resorting to automatic 
separation from non-Muslims. This approach ensures that the 
rights and dignity of Muslim PDLs are respected while considering 
practical considerations within the custodial setting. By adopting 
an individualized and context-specific approach to classification, 
separation, and placement, the Philippine correctional system can 
promote inclusivity, religious freedom, and equitable treatment for 
all PDLs, regardless of their religious background.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 11 

The different categories of PDLs shall be kept in 
separate institutions or parts of institutions, taking 
account of their sex, age, criminal record, the legal 
reason for their detention and the necessities of their 
treatment; thus: 

a.	 Men and women shall so far as possible be 
detained in separate institutions; in an institution 
which receives both men and women, the whole of 
the premises allocated to women shall be entirely 
separate; 

b.	 Untried prisoners shall be kept separate from 
convicted prisoners; 

c.	 Persons imprisoned for debt and other civil PDLs 
shall be kept separate from persons imprisoned by 
reason of a criminal offence; 

d.	 Young prisoners shall be kept separate from adults.

3.2. Material conditions

Adjusting to the religious needs of Muslims in detention involves 
consideration in both the space for cells or dormitories and the 
access to specific items. In this section, the following aspects are 
examined: physical aspects including furniture, access to prayer 
mats, and specific clothing.

(i) Accommodation

In terms of physical space, there are two 
main considerations. First the need for 
adequate and sufficient space for regular 
prayer. Space used for this purpose can 
be accommodations designated for PDLs, 
such as cells or dormitories, wherein 
there should be enough space for praying 
which includes kneeling and touching the 
forehead on the floor. 

Signage should be affixed in the roof or 
another visible location indicating qibla, 
the direction of Mecca, in Saudi Arabia. 
It is important to ensure that toilets and 
posters with images of living beings are 
not positioned in the direction of the qibla. 

Alternatively, or in addition to individual 
cells, places of detention may designate 
specific areas as prayer facilities or 
mosques. This venue should be built, or 
its infrastructure adjusted in accordance 
with the existing guidelines for designing 
and building places of detention in the 
respective agency - e.g., the BJMP’s Facility 
Development Plan (FDP). This coordination 
ensures that Muslim PDLs are afforded 
the means to observe their religious duties 
without encountering undue difficulties.

Secondly, it is important to consider the 
minimal furniture requirements in cells, 
particularly ensuring there is a designated 
space for placing the holy Quran and 
other books. Most Muslims consider 
that placing the Quran on the floor is 
disrespectful.50 To accommodate this, 
corrections facilities may need to provide 
specific furniture, such as tables or 
shelves, to properly respect these religious 
practices.

50.	   Younas, “Placing the Quran on the Floor.”
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(ii) Prayer mats

Access to prayer mats is crucial for Muslims, as prayer is a fundamental aspect of Islam. 
A prayer mat provides a clean surface, which is essential for the various prayer positions 
that include prostration and sitting on the ground. To help Muslim PDLs fulfill their religious 
obligations, custodial facilities should provide or facilitate access to prayer mats. These 
mats should be available in the cells or in designated prayer areas and mosques within the 
facility.

(iii) Clothing

Islamic practices include specific guidelines on clothing and body covering. The concept 
of awrah, which refers to the parts of the body that should be covered, is central to these 
guidelines. Generally, a woman’s entire body except for her hands and face is considered 
awrah in public or mixed-gender settings, while among other women, her awrah extends 
from the navel to the knees. According to hadith texts, the awrah for men is from the navel 
to the knees. Beyond the awrah, there are also traditional clothing items associated with 
the religion. For example, the kufi, a knit, brimless cap, is often worn by Muslim men and 
has significant religious connotations.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 19 

1.	 Every prisoner who is not allowed to wear his or her own clothing shall be 
provided with an outfit of clothing suitable for the climate and adequate 
to keep him or her in good health. Such clothing shall in no manner be 
degrading or humiliating. 

2.	 All clothing shall be clean and kept in proper condition. Underclothing shall 
be changed and washed as often as necessary for the maintenance of 
hygiene. 

3.	 In exceptional circumstances, whenever a prisoner is removed outside the 
prison for an authorized purpose, he or she shall be allowed to wear his or 
her own clothing or other inconspicuous clothing.



40 

Handbook on Islam in Places of Detention

Custodial facilities should accommodate Muslim PDLs who wish to observe these clothing 
guidelines. This includes permitting the wearing of head coverings for female Muslim PDLs 
and traditional garments like the kufi for male Muslim PDLs, as far as practicable. If Muslim 
PDLs face difficulties in obtaining suitable clothing, e.g., due to lack of resources, custodial 
facilities should adopt measures to ensure that they have access to clothes meeting their 
basic religious requirements.

3.3. Access to water and personal hygiene

Access to water is crucial in places of detention for Muslim PDLs, particularly because of 
the ablution or wudu required before prayer. Ablution involves washing the face, hands, 
arms, and feet, and a symbolic rinsing of the mouth and nose, essential for spiritual purity. 
Since prayer occurs five times a day, facilities must ensure that running water is available 
at these times. Custodial facilities should provide suitable facilities for ablution, including 
access to clean water, designated washing areas, and proper drainage. 

In prisons where inmates are housed away from washing facilities, arrangements must be 
made to enable their use of these facilities before prayer times. If transporting inmates to 
a washing facility is impractical due to the prison’s routine or physical layout, a container of 
water, soap, a basin, and a towel should be provided within their cell. This allows inmates 
to perform the necessary ablutions prior to prayer or when handling the Quran.51 

Islam also emphasizes personal hygiene, advising Muslims on practices like trimming 
fingernails and managing body hair to prevent dirt accumulation. Islamic tradition suggests 
that men should maintain some beard growth, and while opinions vary on the ideal beard 
length, it is generally agreed that beards should be kept neat and presentable. To support 
these hygiene practices, Muslim PDLs should have access to grooming products such as 
razors and scissors, with appropriate regulations by prison officials to maintain security.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 18 

1.	 Prisoners shall be required to keep their persons clean, and to this end they 
shall be provided with water and with such toilet articles as are necessary 
for health and cleanliness. 

2.	 In order that prisoners may maintain a good appearance compatible with 
their self-respect, facilities shall be provided for the proper care of the hair 
and beard, and men shall be able to shave regularly.

51.	 UNODC and ISISC, “The Religious Rights and Duties of Muslim Inmates in Prisons - A Guide for Criminal Justice 
Personnel.”
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52.	 American Halal Institute, “The Difference Between Halal and Zabiha.”

3.4. Food

Muslims consume what is commonly referred to as halal, which is an 
Arabic word meaning ‘lawful’ or ‘permitted’. In reference to food, it is the 
dietary requirements as per the teachings of the Quran. Food items such 
as alcohol, pork, and pork by-products, including lard and gelatin are not 
allowed. Because of this, Muslims are careful about what they eat and how 

it is prepared. Muslims prepare meat and poultry according to a set of rules known as 
zabiha, which outline the method of halal slaughter. Muslim PDLs should eat a non-pork 
diet, and dishes containing pork should be replaced with alternative options.52 

Custodial officers should be aware of the dietary preferences of Muslim PDLs, and 
necessary steps should be taken to ensure that the food being served to Muslim PDLs is 
in accordance with their religious practice specified as halal products as far as practicable. 
Providing appropriate cooking materials and eating utensils for Muslim PDLs is especially 
important. Cooking materials, such as pots, pans, and utensils, should be separate and 
dedicated solely for the preparation of halal meals. This prevents any cross-contamination 
with non-halal ingredients and upholds the integrity of halal food. Additionally, the availability 
of eating utensils, such as plates, cups, and cutlery exclusively used for halal rations is 
necessary in all places of detention, including in small jails and police lockups. 

Where food is cooked within the facility, custodial officers should consider allocating 
Muslim PDLs to work in the kitchen. This practice can allow observance of halal 
requirements and enable Muslim PDLs to actively participate in the preparation of their own 
meals. By involving them in the kitchen, staff can ensure that halal guidelines are followed, 
minimizing the risk of cross-contamination or the use of non-halal ingredients. This not 
only upholds the religious rights but also provides an opportunity for skill development, 
enhancing their employment prospects.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 22 

1.	 Every prisoner shall be provided by the prison administration at the usual 
hours with food of nutritional value adequate for health and strength, of 
wholesome quality and well prepared and served.

2.	 Drinking water shall be available to every prisoner whenever he or she 
needs it.

3.5. Religious practice

Freedom of religion is a fundamental right to be upheld for Muslim PDLs. It involves 
respecting and accommodating their religious practices, such as daily prayers, Friday 
congregational prayers, and observance of religious festivals. This includes providing 
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53.	 UNODC and ISISC, “The Religious Rights and Duties of Muslim Inmates in Prisons - A Guide for Criminal Justice Personnel.”

prayer spaces, necessary resources, and access to religious guidance. By promoting 
freedom of religion, the custodial system fosters inclusivity and supports the holistic well-
being of Muslim PDLs.

In other countries, it was reported that custodial staff struggle to distinguish between 
cultural and religious practices of Muslim inmates and potential extremist behaviors. 
Simple actions like sharing food, assisting in understanding legal cases or explaining 
aspects of Islam have been misinterpreted as attempts to convert others. Assisting fellow 
PDLs with tasks have also been viewed suspiciously. This section aims to address this 
issue by providing guidance on basic aspects of Islamic religious practice.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 2

1.	 The present rules shall be applied impartially. There shall be no discrimination 
on the grounds of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or any other status. The 
religious beliefs and moral precepts of prisoners shall be respected.

One important measure to be adopted relates to staff assignment among different 
facilities. Assigning Muslim personnel to facilities with Muslim PDLs is highly advisable 
specially in facilities with a considerable number of Muslim. These officers can facilitate 
cultural mediation, enhance understanding of traditional practices and religious teachings 
in Arabic, and promote vigilance against any potential manipulative tactics for unlawful 
purposes. This approach not only fosters an environment of cultural sensitivity but also 
strengthens the ability of custodial staff to engage with and support Muslim PDLs in a 
manner that respects their faith, values, and customs. It promotes a sense of trust and 
inclusivity, ultimately contributing to a safer custodial environment.

(i) Prayers

In Islam, prayer is a fundamental requirement. It entails places of detention allowing and 
facilitating its practice by providing prayer mats, granting permission for its practice, 
ensuring necessary space, and facilities for ablution or wudu, which entails washing the 
face, hands, arms and feet. It is expected of Muslims to perform prayer at least five times 
per day during specific predetermined times and normally in a group setting, which include: 

1.	 Morning Prayer (Fajr) from break-of-dawn until just before sunrise;
2.	 Noon Prayer (Zuhr) from just after midday until afternoon;
3.	 Afternoon Prayer (‘Asr) offered from late afternoon until just before sunset;
4.	 Sunset Prayer (Maghrib) offered from sunset until darkness;
5.	 Night Prayer (Isha) offered throughout the night hours.53  
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While there is some flexibility in the timing of most prayers, the sunrise and sunset prayers 
have a limited timeframe. Arrangements should be made to ensure Muslim PDLs are not 
occupied with work or other obligations during prayer times. It is important to allocate a 
reasonable amount of time for them to wash up and perform their prayers before resuming 
other activities. 

Muslim prayer involves reciting specific verses from the Quran and performing physical 
acts of worship, such as standing, bowing, and prostrating with the forehead touching 
the ground. Prayers can be conducted in any quiet, clean, and dry location. Worshippers 
must face the qibla, the direction towards Mecca, which is generally northwest in the 
Philippines. It is important to ensure that toilets and posters with images of living beings 
are not positioned in the direction of the qibla. 

During prayer, Muslims are fully focused and may not respond to ringing telephones or 
engage in conversation. Staff should not take offense if a worshiper does not respond 
during these times. However, in emergency situations, Muslims will interrupt their prayer 
to respond to urgent announcements.54 

In Islam, Friday is set aside for congregational prayer, also known as jummah. This 
congregational gathering replaces the regular noontime prayer and features a sermon 
(khutbah) by the imam. 

The khutbah sermons are often loud and in a strong and emphatic tone of voice. This 
method is useful in keeping the followers attentive and concentrated on the message; an 
important strategy as they can be long. Non-Muslims should be mindful that such a tone 
is normal and not necessarily an expression of anger or discontent.

It is recommended that custodial facilities designate a specific area for the congregational 
prayer, free from pictures of living creatures, though other artistic designs are permissible. 
This space should accommodate the number of worshippers held in the facility. While 
Islamic worship does not necessitate complete privacy and often welcomes individuals 
interested in learning about the faith, any such visits should be coordinated by the Muslim 
prayer leader. Custodial personnel and visitors should avoid walking in front of worshippers 
or interrupting the prayer and the khutbah.55

Furthermore, it is crucial to understand that PDLs speaking in Arabic during prayers or 
on religiously significant occasions is not indicative of extremism; rather, it is a regular 
practice within the Islamic faith.

54.	 CAIR, A Correctional Institution’s Guide to Islamic Religious Practices.
55.	 CAIR.
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NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 66

So far as practicable, every prisoner shall be allowed to satisfy the needs 
of his or her religious life by attending the services provided in the prison 
and having in his or her possession the books of religious observance and 
instruction of his or her denomination.

(ii) Books and faith-based programs

Muslim PDLs should be provided with adequate access to books and religious reading 
materials that are relevant to their faith. It is important to ensure that a diverse range of 
Islamic literature, including copies of the Quran, hadith collections, and books on Islamic 
teachings and practices, are available in prison libraries or designated areas. 

This allows Muslim PDLs to deepen their understanding of Islam, engage in religious 
study, and find solace and guidance in their faith. Additionally, efforts should be made 
to accommodate specific language preferences and cater to different branches or 
interpretations within Islam, recognizing the diverse backgrounds and religious affiliations 
of Muslim PDLs. 

Whenever possible, non-Muslim custodial staff should avoid directly handling copies of 
the Quran. If possible, staff should wear gloves or use a barrier (e.g., as a cloth) to maintain 
the sanctity of the Quran when touching it. When moving the Quran, it is important to avoid 
placing anything on top of it and to never place it on the floor of cells or in areas such as 
bathrooms or ablution blocks. These practices demonstrate respect for the sacredness of 
the Quran.

Alongside books, faith-based programs in jails and prisons play a pivotal role in supporting 
the personal development and reintegration of PDLs by providing spiritual and religious 
guidance. These programs should be voluntary, and PDLs should not be compelled to 
participate in functions designated for adherents of other faiths. This applies both to 
Muslim in relation to other religions and vice-versa. Offering PDLs the opportunity to 
explore and connect with their faith on their own terms is paramount.

Faith-based prison programs have been shown to effectively reduce reoffending by 
addressing both the immediate and long-term needs of PDLs. These programs not only 
assist PDLs in meeting basic needs post-release but also significantly focus on reducing the 
likelihood of reincarceration by targeting behavioral and identity aspects.57  To effectively 
implement these programs, prisons must provide a variety of religious services that reflect 
the faiths of the inmate population and ensure staff are trained to manage these services 
with sensitivity and impartiality.

56.	 CAIR.
57.	 Latessa, “Triaging of Services for Individuals Returning from Prison.”
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In jails and prisons, reading activities of religious literature and faith-based activities should 
also be considered for computation of good conduct time allowances (GCTA). These are 
contemplated under the modality of time allowances for study, teaching, or mentoring 
(TASTM), as stipulated in Republic Act 10592. Custodial staff are encouraged to establish 
projects, provide access to books and coordinate with external service providers for this 
purpose.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 66

So far as practicable, every prisoner shall be allowed to satisfy the needs 
of his or her religious life by attending the services provided in the prison 
and having in his or her possession the books of religious observance and 
instruction of his or her denomination.

Rule 92 

1. To these ends [for treatment of prisoners], all appropriate means shall 
be used, including religious care in the countries where this is possible, 
education, vocational guidance and training, social casework, employment 
counselling, physical development and strengthening of moral character, 
in accordance with the individual needs of each prisoner, taking account of 
his or her social and criminal history, physical and mental capacities and 
aptitudes, personal temperament, the length of his or her sentence and 
prospects after release.

Rule 104 

1. Provision shall be made for the further education of all prisoners capable 
of profiting thereby, including religious instruction in the countries where 
this is possible. The education of illiterate prisoners and of young prisoners 
shall be compulsory and special attention shall be paid to it by the prison 
administration.

(iii) Prayer room or mosque

It is recommended that jails and prisons designate a specific location for prayers and for 
Friday congregational prayer. In terms of infrastructure, it is important to consider that 
the space should be able to accommodate the number of worshipers expected for the 
service. Also, pictures of living creatures should not be present in the room, while other 
artistic decorations are fine. This practice aligns with Islamic traditions that prioritize 
monotheism and spiritual focus in worship, avoiding potential distractions or idolatry.
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In this space, respect should be paid upon entrance by officers and other persons. Non-
Muslim visitors should dress modestly, in looser-fitting clothing that covers the arms and 
legs and no shorts or sleeveless shirts for either gender. Women should preferably wear 
a scarf as a sign of respect. Shoes must be taken off or covered, not only to prevent dirt 
from outside entering a Mosque or prayer area but also to maintain cleanliness of the body, 
breath, and clothes for prayers.

Acknowledging limited space in many Philippine detention facilities, it is important to 
address challenges in providing dedicated areas for mosques. In cases of shared space 
with other activities, efforts should align other activities as closely as possible with Islamic 
practices. Despite constraints, respecting religious freedom ensures incarcerated Muslims 
can observe their faith, even in small environments.

Regarding security, it is important to be mindful of the location of mosques within the 
facility. Preferably, it should not be close to the perimeter fence or close to exit areas. 
As this is an area to be attended by larger groups of PDLs, movement control must be 
considered and adequate staffing should be present in the vicinity during services.

(iv) Religious counselors 

Considering the preferences and guidance of Islamic religious leaders or imams is very 
important in custodial facilities. These knowledgeable individuals can share a deep 
understanding of Islamic teachings, traditions, and practices. By consulting with them and 
seeking their input, correctional administrators can ensure that policies and practices align 
with religious requirements and sensitivities.

Islamic religious leaders can provide invaluable guidance on matters such as dietary 
restrictions, religious observances, and appropriate accommodations for Muslim PDLs. 
Their expertise helps foster an environment that respects and upholds the religious rights 
and needs of Muslim PDLs.

In the Philippines, observing the preference of PDLs regarding certain imams is often also 
associated with language and cultural aspects particular to certain ethnic groups. More 
than simply seeking religious assistance from a specific individual, it involves accessing 
someone with whom they can relate on a cultural and linguistic level. This interaction is 
crucial for effective communication. Therefore, corrections officers should actively engage 
with these representatives to fully understand issues, address concerns, and prevent 
security incidents.
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NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 65

1.	 If the prison contains a sufficient number of prisoners of the same religion, 
a qualified representative of that religion shall be appointed or approved. If 
the number of prisoners justifies it and conditions permit, the arrangement 
should be on a full-time basis.

2.	 A qualified representative appointed or approved under paragraph 1 of this 
rule shall be allowed to hold regular services and to pay pastoral visits in 
private to prisoners of his or her religion at proper times.

3.	 Access to a qualified representative of any religion shall not be refused to 
any prisoner. On the other hand, if any PDL should object to a visit of any 
religious representative, his or her attitude shall be fully respected.

Addressing the absence of an imam in detention facilities is crucial. When imams are 
unavailable, incarcerated individuals may invite relatives to act as imams, posing risks 
of unauthorized visits and potential security breaches. To mitigate these risks, detention 
facilities should collaborate with knowledgeable Muslim community leaders to facilitate 
religious support within the facilities. This approach ensures that religious practices are 
respected while maintaining security measures. Additionally, prison and jail management 
must uphold the integrity of all religious practices to prevent their misuse.

(v) Hijri or Islamic Calendar

The Islamic calendar is based on the lunar calendar consisting of 354-355 days annually 
and is 10-11 days shorter than the Gregorian solar calendar. The Lunar month is based on 
the time it takes the moon to complete a single orbit around the earth and it is just over 29 
days. 

There are many advantages to the lunar calendar. For example, the various dates in the 
Islamic calendar such as Ramadan and Hajj rotate every year and are not fixed like the 
solar year. Muslims, therefore, will perform acts of worship in various climatic conditions 
and in different lengths of hours in submission to the will of Allah. The new moon marks the 
beginning of each new lunar month, and in theory it is easy for people to see the new moon 
and know that a new month has begun. Visibility of the new moon, however, depends on 
various factors, such as weather, hence, the Islamic calendar is only an estimate of future 
Islamic events. 

There are 12 months in the Islamic calendar. Within these 12 months, there are several 
special Islamic days, which should be considered by the correctional administration. These 
include:
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- Muharram: Known as the ‘Month of Allah,’ Muharram is the first month of the Islamic 
Calendar. It features optional (Nafil) fasting, highly regarded by some Muslims, 
particularly after Ramadan. It is also one of the four sanctified months of the year.

- Isra and Miraj: Observed on the 27th day of Rajab, the seventh month, this ‘Night 
of Ascent’ commemorates when the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) ascended to the 
heavens from Masjid Al-Haram in Makkah.

- Ramadan: The ninth month of the Islamic year, during which Muslims fast from 
dawn to sunset to seek self-purification and moral excellence. The last ten days may 
include all-night prayer vigils.

- Eid al-Fitr: Celebrated at the end of Ramadan, this three-day festival involves special 
prayers, sweets, gifts for children, and community festivities.

- Laylatul Qadr: Known as the ‘Night of Power,’ it marks the night when the first verses 
of the Quran were revealed to Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). Considered the holiest 
night during Ramadan, it requires special arrangements in places of detention to 
accommodate increased worship activities, including congregational prayers and 
Quran recitation.

- Hajj: An annual pilgrimage to Mecca, conducted from the eighth to the twelfth day of 
the last month of the Islamic lunar calendar.

- Al-Hijra: The Islamic New Year, observed on the first day of Muharram, commemorates 
the Prophet Muhammad’s (pbuh) migration from Mecca to Medina in 622 CE, marking 
the establishment of the first Islamic state.

- Eid al-Adha: Also known as the ‘Festival of Sacrifice,’ this four-day holiday follows 
Hajj and commemorates Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son. It is marked by 
prayers at the mosque and an evening feast.

- Mawlid an-Nabi: This celebration marks the birth of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh), 
with festivities including communal meals and discussions about Islam.58 

Staff should take notice of lunar calendar celebrations for Muslim PDLs and, to the extent 
allowed by regulations, facilitate the celebration of festivities and encourage interaction 
with the outside Muslim community. Recognizing and respecting these cultural and 
religious events helps foster a sense of community and belonging. 
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58.	 ING, “Islamic Calendar.”

Implications of Ramadan for routine in places of detention

•	 Altering meal schedules to provide pre-dawn (Suhoor) and post-sunset (Iftar) 
meals, in accordance with the fasting times. 

•	 Adjust meals to meet nutritional standards to support the health of fasting 
inmates which may include bigger meal portions. 

•	 Facilitate increased religious activities, such as night prayers, by providing 
access to prayer spaces and ensuring these areas are available during the 
appropriate hours. 

•	 Corrections staff should also be educated on the significance of Ramadan 
to foster a respectful environment and assist in the timely execution of these 
practices.

•	 For Muslim PDLs prescribed with medication that must be taken with meals 
at specific times, healthcare personnel should clearly communicate the 
importance of continuing their prescribed medication regimen, even during the 
fasting period. If a PDL chooses to fast against medical advice, they should be 
required to sign a waiver acknowledging their voluntary decision to not adhere 
to their medication and meal schedule due to their religious observance. 

When Islamic holidays such as Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha approach, custodial facilities 
should seek advice from Islamic leaders or nearby mosques well in advance. Their 
guidance will support officers in enabling appropriate arrangements allowing Muslim 
PDLs to participate in the festivities and religious observances.
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The first “Madrasah graduation’’ rites were conducted on January 26, 2024 at the Zamboanga City Jail Male Dormitory 
of the Bureau of Jail Management and Penology (BJMP), earning accolades from the National Commission on Muslim 
Filipinos (NCMF). The program started in July 2023 as part of the continuing jail management reforms. The program 
envisions for persons deprived of liberty (PDLs) to continue their Islamic education and anchored on the obligation of the 
State to protect the right to education of every Filipino while consistently promoting the free exercise of religion. A total of 
74 Persons Deprived of Liberty (PDL) who are Muslim have completed a seven-month Madrasah studies inside the facility. 

617 Muslim persons deprived of liberty (PDL) at the Maximum Security Compound of the New Bilibid Prisons of the Bureau 
of Corrections study and pray at the Al Rahmah Mosque. Constructed in 1999, the mosque was an initiative of the Islamic 
Studies, Call And Guidance of the Philippines (ISCAG) and UP Islamic Studies.

Photo credit: Bureau of Jail Management and Penology (BJMP)

Photo credit: Bureau of Corrections

Promising Practices
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(vi) Embracing Islam in detention or Balik Islam

The ability to get to know and adopt a different religion is also a part of the freedom of 
religion. PDLs embrace Islam for a variety of reasons. However, currently it can be viewed 
cynically or with suspicion. While adoption of a religion is generally a positive development 
or experience for PDLs, embracing Islam in prisons and jails may be viewed negatively, 
because of its perceived correlation with radicalization. 

In some instances, this may be justified, particularly when religiously unqualified Muslim 
PDLs lead prayers or teach others “jailhouse religion” or “prislam”.59 This version of 
Islam tends to emphasize a particular understanding of Sharia law geared towards an 
idealized political system, the caliphate. The concept of caliphate has had many different 
interpretations over hundreds of years, but the central idea is of Muslim leadership and the 
just ordering of Muslim society according to the will of God. It has been the central objective 
of the Islamic State (IS), for example, to revive this notion of caliphate as a keystone of its 
project for Islamic renewal.60 

While the terms conversion and radicalization are often used interchangeably, it’s 
important to note that becoming a Muslim does not equate to becoming a radical, and 
vice versa—each term does not imply the other. In jails or prisons, embracing Islam does 
not lead to becoming a violent offender. In fact, it often leads in the opposite direction, 
as those sincerely embracing Islam are generally less susceptible to extremist ideologies, 
radicalization, and terrorist recruitment. The adoption of Islam within prisons reflects a 
range of motivations, emphasizing the need to differentiate between those genuinely 
adopting the religion and those who are insincere about it.

For some new followers, Islam may signify a spiritual enlightenment, a new path in life, 
as well as a strategy to deal with the pains of imprisonment. It is also a way to find some 
spiritual relief, as incarceration can impose on PDLs significant moments of introspection. 
It can also provide a foundation for controlling an individual’s conduct, which is facilitated 
by faith or spirituality. This can be through an affiliation with a religious congregation, a 
prison chaplain, or more based on personal spiritual experiences.61 

Recognizing the role of imams within correctional facilities is very important. As there 
are often limited Muslim chaplains available, it is not unusual for PDL imams to conduct 
religious activities for the Muslim community within facilities. To prevent any potential 

59.	 Phillips, Coretta, The Multicultural Prison: Ethnicity, Masculinity, and Social Relations among Prisoners, Clarendon 
Studies in Criminology (Oxford, 2012; online edn, Oxford Academic, 24 Jan. 2013), https://doi.org/10.1093/
acprof:oso/9780199697229.001.0001, accessed 12 Sept. 2023. p. 95.

60.	 Jones and Narag, Inmate Radicalisation and Recruitment in Prisons.
61.	 Jones and Narag, 39.
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indoctrination or radicalization, these activities should be conducted under the supervision 
of a Muslim custodial officer or an individual well-versed in the Muslim faith. Additionally, it 
is recommended to foster interfaith dialogue, particularly in places of detention with PDLs 
ascribing to different religions. Facilitating personnel to act as interfaith officers can be 
valuable in addressing the spiritual needs of PDLs and monitoring all religious activities to 
mitigate the risk of radicalization and extremism within the facility.

In this context, adoption of Muslim names is common, which often include the names 
of the prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and other personalities in the Quran. Commonly, these 
names might be hyphenated, though sometimes the hyphen is omitted in certain spellings. 
The prefix ‘Abd’ or ‘Abdul’ signifies ‘servant’ and is typically followed by one of the attributes 
of God. The Quran lists ninety-nine such attributes. For instance, ‘Abdul-Rahim’ translates 
to ‘Servant of the Most Merciful’.  To ensure both respect for religious identities and 
maintain security and data integrity within the facility, it is recommended that custodial 
administrations implement policies to allow Muslim followers to adopt a Muslim name 
officially. This policy may include adding the chosen Muslim name to the PDL’s file, while 
also retaining their original legal name for all formal, legal and intelligence purposes. It is 
advisable for data systems to be revised to include a field for a ‘Religious or Chosen Name’ 
alongside the legal name to facilitate this dual identification system.

Issues related to new Muslims can impact different aspects of the management of places 
of detention. Another aspect to consider is facilitating conjugal visits and recognizing 
marriages, particularly for male Muslim persons deprived of liberty (PDLs), who may be 
permitted to have up to four wives. Proper registration and monitoring of such visitation is 
advisable and should be considered by facility administrators. 

It is also important to address the access to conjugal visits for Muslim women PDL. Women 
PDLs may face significant challenges in accessing conjugal visits due to custodial policies 
or the lack of appropriate infrastructure. Muslim women PDLs may encounter even greater 
difficulties than their non-Muslim counterparts when it comes to visitation privileges. In the 
implementation of conjugal visits, women PDL should decide freely on whether to receive 
visits from their partners. Personnel should also be mindful of any history of gender-based 
violence and potential threats thereof. 
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62.	 UNODC, Handbook on Prisoners with Special Needs.

3.6. Security

This section of the handbook focuses on security measures within custodial facilities 
and examines specific security protocols such as the entry procedures and cell 
searches, the use of dogs, body searches, and policies regarding visits by Muslim family 
members and community representatives. 

The UNODC Handbook on Prisoners with Special Needs warns that security-related 
procedures may sometimes lead to discrimination, intentionally or unintentionally, 
against minority groups. Imposition of disciplinary punishments and the methods 
employed during searches, can reflect systemic biases that disproportionately affect 
certain groups, including Muslims. For example, members of overrepresented groups 
may find themselves placed in higher security levels than necessary, subjected to 
harsher disciplinary measures, or facing different searching procedures based on race, 
religion, or ethnicity.62 

By addressing these issues appropriately, custodial staff effectively ensure fair and 
equitable security practices while upholding safety and security in places of detention.

(i) Entry and searches in cells

When conducting cell or dormitory searches, it is crucial for 
officers to either remove their shoes or wear protective shoe 
covers to preserve the sanctity of the prayer mats and designated 
prayer areas. This practice is rooted in the traditional Islamic 
custom of removing shoes before entering a prayer space, which 
is considered clean and pure. Shoes, which come into contact 
with impurities outside, are removed to prevent contamination 
of this sacred space. 

Furthermore, officers should handle religious items such as the 
Quran with the utmost respect and care, which includes wearing 
gloves to preserve the sanctity of the book for Muslims. This 
practice not only shows reverence for the holy text but also 
adheres to hygiene protocols during searches, ensuring that 
both religious and health standards are met. By incorporating 
these careful measures into routine search procedures, custodial 
facilities demonstrate respect for the religious beliefs of Muslim 
PDLs and maintain the cleanliness of the areas searched.
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(iii) Use of dogs

In places of detention, the presence of dogs can pose unique challenges for Muslim PDLs 
due to religious sensitivities surrounding interactions with dogs. In Islam, dogs are often 
considered impure, especially their saliva. Keeping dogs is normally only considered 
allowed for hunting purposes or for guarding property. Direct contact with them is 
discouraged.

It is important for custodial administrators to be aware of this and utilize alternative methods 
for security procedures, such as cell searches and greyhound operations which should 
not involve the direct use of dogs. Implementing alternative search techniques, such as 
utilizing technology, trained human officers, or specialized equipment are recommended.

Promising practice: BJMP has discouraged the use of canine units for searches of 
cells where there are Muslim PDLs.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 50

The laws and regulations governing searches of prisoners and cells shall 
be in accordance with obligations under international law and shall take 
into account international standards and norms, keeping in mind the need 
to ensure security in the prison. Searches shall be conducted in a manner 
that is respectful of the inherent human dignity and privacy of the individual 
being searched, as well as the principles of proportionality, legality and 
necessity.

Rule 51
Searches shall not be used to harass, intimidate or unnecessarily intrude 
upon a prisoner’s privacy. For the purpose of accountability, the prison 
administration shall keep appropriate records of searches, in particular strip 
and body cavity searches and searches of cells, as well as the reasons for 
the searches, the identities of those who conducted them and any results 
of the searches.
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(iii) Body searches

While Muslims may generally undergo the same search procedures as other individuals, it 
is crucial to consider religious sensitivities for both Muslim PDLs and visitors to jails and 
prisons. Custodial staff should endeavor to minimize unnecessary exposure or physical 
contact that could violate Islamic norms of modesty.

During searches, Muslim men are required to cover their bodies from the navel to just 
below the knees, and officers should accommodate this by allowing them to wrap a towel 
around themselves when moving to and from the shower, for example. Whenever possible, 
conduct searches in private areas away from the view of other PDLs or visitors.

NELSON MANDELA RULES
Rule 60

1.	 Admission of visitors to the prison facility is contingent upon the visitor’s 
consent to being searched. The visitor may withdraw his or her consent at 
any time, in which case the prison administration may refuse access.

2.	 Search and entry procedures for visitors shall not be degrading and shall be 
governed by principles at least as protective as those outlined in rules 50 
to 52. Body cavity searches should be avoided and should not be applied 
to children.

(iv) Visits

During prison visits, it is crucial to consider the religious and cultural needs of Muslim 
visitors. Corrections facilities should strive to accommodate and respect the religious 
practices of Muslim visitors by providing suitable spaces for prayer and ablution facilities. 
It is important to allow Muslim visitors to bring religious items, such as prayer mats 
and copies of the Quran, following proper inspection by custodial staff for security 
compliance. Visitor screening protocols should safeguard the dignity of visitors while 
maintaining security standards. This can include conducting screenings in a respectful 
manner, ensuring privacy during inspections, and providing clear communication about 
the procedure adopted to visitors. 

Additionally, scheduled visitation hours should align with important Islamic rituals, such 
as Friday congregational prayers (jummah), to enable Muslim visitors to fulfill their religious 
obligations. These measures aid custodial facilities in supporting the bond between 
incarcerated individuals and their families or communities, ultimately contributing to their 
reintegration.
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3.7. Deaths

Muslims believe that the present life is only a trial and preparation for the next realm of 
existence in the Hereafter. In the event of death of a Muslim PDL, officers should promptly 
inform family and local imams, if possible. In accordance with Muslim tradition, it is 
customary to assist a dying Muslim PDL in turning their face toward Mecca, the holy city 
in Islam. 

Following their passing, Muslims adhere to the practice of swift burial after performing 
the necessary body washing rituals usually carried out by a family member, wrapped in 
a clean white cloth, and buried with a simple prayer preferably on the same day. The PDL 
or his or her family may wish to have the PDL’s face turned toward Mecca. Relatives are 
often encouraged to take on final burial preparations as it is understood as an opportunity 
to remember their own brief existence here on earth. Additionally, inmates may have made 
specific provisions in their wills regarding their burial preferences and funeral arrangements. 
It is essential that these wishes are honored and facilitated by the facility.

It is important to note that cremation is prohibited in Islamic tradition, and embalming 
should only be conducted if legally required. Furthermore, if the PDL has designated 
specific burial arrangements and individuals responsible for their funeral and burial in their 
will, it is essential to accommodate these requests accordingly. 

When it comes to autopsies on Muslim bodies, it is important to approach the process 
with respect for their religious beliefs and practices. While autopsies for medical forensic 
autopsies are generally considered permissible by most Islamic scholars, certain guidelines 
are outlined to ensure adherence to Islamic principles, which include:

•	 Communication to his or her family with a detailed explanation to the family the 
importance of the autopsy and to do it quickly upon death, particularly in instances 
that the cause of death is unknown.

•	 As much as possible, only the necessary parts of the body should be opened during 
the procedure, with great care taken to minimize any unnecessary intrusion.

•	 Covering parts of the body not being worked on at that time of the examination.
•	 In the case of an autopsy on a female body, it is advisable that it be conducted by 

female doctors, respecting the modesty and privacy of the deceased. 
•	 After the autopsy, it is essential to ensure the prompt burial of the deceased, in 

accordance with Islamic teachings.63 

By following these guidelines and demonstrating cultural sensitivity, custodial facilities can 
ensure that autopsies on Muslim bodies are conducted in a manner that upholds Islamic 
customs and preserves the dignity of the deceased.

63.	   Sajid, “Autopsy in Islam.”
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Chapter 4: Muslim women in places of  detention

In accordance with international standards such as the Bangkok Rules, prison 
administrators have a responsibility to address the unique needs and challenges faced 
by women Muslim PDLs. The United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women PDLs 
and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders, known as the Bangkok Rules, 
acknowledge that women PDLs have distinct requirements based on their gender that 
must be considered in the criminal justice system. This includes recognizing the specific 
needs of women who practice Islam and ensuring their rights to religious freedom and 
cultural sensitivity are respected. 

The Bangkok Rules were developed to complement the Nelson Mandela Rules by 
addressing areas where they lack specific guidance on gender issues. Chapter 3 
highlights several needs common to all inmates, such as accommodation of spaces, 
access to water, food, and cultural practices, including access to religious items like 
copies of the Quran and prayer mats. However, it is crucial to recognize that women 
who practice the Muslim faith may have specific requirements. Making adjustments 
to accommodate these needs can help create a correctional environment that is more 
respectful of religious diversity and encourages the adoption of non-custodial measures.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 54

Prison authorities shall recognize that women prisoners from different 
religious and cultural backgrounds have distinctive needs and may face 
multiple forms of discrimination in their access to gender- and culture-
relevant programmes and services. Accordingly, prison authorities shall 
provide comprehensive programmes and services that address these 
needs, in consultation with women PDLs themselves and the relevant 
groups.

Rule 55

Pre- and post-release services shall be reviewed to ensure that they are 
appropriate and accessible to indigenous women PDLs and to women 
prisoners from ethnic and racial groups, in consultation with the relevant 
groups.
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4.1. Admission, classification, and placement

Admission procedures for Muslim women PDLs in the Philippines should be conducted 
with cultural sensitivity and respect for their religious practices. Upon admission, it is 
crucial to provide them with the necessary information about their rights, privileges, and 
responsibilities within the facility. During the initial intake process, prison staff should 
be trained to accommodate the specific needs of Muslim women PDLs, which include 
allowing them to wear modest clothing, such as hijabs or headscarves, as mandated by 
their religious beliefs. Female staff members should be available to conduct searches 
and interviews whenever possible to respect the privacy and modesty of Muslim women 
PDLs.

The use of assessment tools should consider a gender dimension that takes account of 
women’s backgrounds, including intersecting factors  such as violence they may have 
experienced, history of mental disability, sexual and reproductive health conditions, 
or disorders, including sexually transmitted diseases, as well as religious and cultural 
adjustments by administrators of places of detention.

It is vital to account for the caregiving responsibilities of women PDLs when allocating 
resources and support in detention facilities. Many women PDLs serve as primary 
caregivers for children, elderly parents, and relatives. Recognizing these roles ensures 
appropriate accommodations, preserving their family connections and contributing to 
the well-being of other people affected by the woman PDL’s incarceration.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 41

The gender-sensitive risk assessment and classification of prisoners 
shall: 

a.	 Take into account the generally lower risk posed by women 
prisoners to others, as well as the particularly harmful effects that 
high-security measures and increased levels of isolation can have 
on women prisoners; 

b.	 Enable essential information about women’s backgrounds, such 
as violence they may have experienced, history of mental disability 
and substance abuse, as well as parental and other caretaking 
responsibilities, to be taken into account in the allocation and 
sentence planning process; 

c.	 Ensure that women’s sentence plans include rehabilitative 
programmes and services that match their gender-specific needs; 

d.	 Ensure that those with mental health-care needs are housed in 
accommodation which is not restrictive, and at the lowest possible 
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security level, and receive appropriate treatment, rather than being placed in 
higher security level facilities solely due to their mental health problems.

4.2. Clothing

Many Muslim women opt to wear a type of head covering known as hijab. Broadly 
speaking, the concept of hijab, according to conventional Islamic scholarship and legal 
theory, pertains to a collection of regulations that dictate modesty in clothing, albeit 
with different expressions for men and women.

Muslim women tend to wear loose-fitting, non-revealing clothing.. Muslim women are 
required by the Quran and Hadith to wear the hijab when around men who are not related 
to them.65  This item of clothing, which can take on a variety of styles, often consists of 
covering the body, except for the face and hands. Typically, this outfit, which can take 
on several forms, includes a scarf concealing the hair. There are several types of head 
covering, spanning from loose cloth covering the hair to the niqab and burqa which 
cover most of the body.

The ability of female Muslim PDLs to wear the hijab is frequently a significant concern. 
Therefore, Muslim women who are deprived of liberty should be allowed to wear 
appropriate clothing in accordance with their faith. Uniforms should be adjusted to 
allow the use of hijabs (head scarfs), long pants or other items that allow for proper 
covering of the body as desired by these PDLs.

Modesty in dressing is a meaningful aspect of Islamic teachings, which can be an 
expression of a woman’s devotion for her faith. These choices are deeply personal and 
should be respected in all settings, including within detention facilities.
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4.3. Healthcare

(i) Gender-specific healthcare 

Access to female healthcare providers for intimate medical examinations and treatment 
is crucial to respect their cultural and religious beliefs regarding modesty and privacy. 
It is recommended that places of detention holding Muslim women prioritize the hiring 
or posting of women health workers in these facilities. While this should be the rule 
for women PDLs in general, it is important to stress that for Muslim women the same-
gender care aspect is even more pronounced.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 10

1.	 Gender-specific health-care services at least equivalent to those 
available in the community shall be provided to women prisoners. 

2.	 If a woman prisoner requests that she be examined or treated by 
a woman physician or nurse, a woman physician or nurse shall 
be made available, to the extent possible, except for situations 
requiring urgent medical intervention. If a male medical practitioner 
undertakes the examination contrary to the wishes of the woman 
prisoner, a woman staff member shall be present during the 
examination. 

Healthcare should be a central concern for custodial officers from the moment of 
admission into the place of detention. The first medical screening should take place 
in the first hours or days after entry and should explore an array of health problems 
that women may be more exposed to, such as sexually transmitted diseases or blood-
borne diseases, mental health, including risk of self-harm, reproductive health, as well 
as gender-based violence.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 6

The health screening of women prisoners shall include comprehensive 
screening to determine primary healthcare needs, and also shall 
determine: 
a.	 The presence of sexually transmitted diseases or blood-borne 

diseases; and, depending on risk factors, women prisoners may 
also be offered testing for HIV, with pre- and post-test counselling; 

b.	 Mental health-care needs, including post-traumatic stress disorder 
and risk of suicide and self-harm; 

c.	 The reproductive health history of the woman prisoner, including 
current or recent pregnancies, childbirth and any related reproductive 
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health issues; 
d.	 The existence of drug dependency; 
e.	 Sexual abuse and other forms of violence that may have been suffered prior to 

admission.

(ii) Gender-based violence

In certain communities, incarcerated Muslim women may be more vulnerable to 
gender-based violence and sexual violence due to cultural and religious stereotypes, 
intersecting forms of discrimination, and limited access to support systems. In places 
of detention these risks can be exacerbated. Corrections administrators must be vigilant 
in recognizing and addressing these risks. Staff should be aware of these issues and 
trained to address them properly aiming to foster a culture of respect that does not 
tolerate violence.

Beyond recognition of this issue, it is crucial to promote appropriate mechanisms for 
complaint within facilities with personnel sensitive to this topic. Moreover, providing 
counseling services tailored to the unique challenges faced by incarcerated Muslim 
women can be meaningful in providing emotional and psychological support, and 
bridging cultural understanding. By integrating these comprehensive support services, 
detention facilities can create an environment that not only recognizes the unique needs 
of Muslim women but also actively promotes their well-being, rights, and dignity during 
their incarceration.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 7

1.	 If the existence of sexual abuse or other forms of violence before 
or during detention is diagnosed, the woman prisoners hall be 
informed of her right to seek recourse from judicial authorities. The 
woman prisoner should be fully informed of the procedures and 
steps involved. If the woman prisoner agrees to take legal action, 
appropriate staff shall be informed and immediately refer the case 
to the competent authority for investigation. Prison authorities shall 
help such women to access legal assistance.

2.	 Whether or not the woman chooses to take legal action, prison 
authorities shall endeavour to ensure that she has immediate 
access to specialized psychological support or counselling.

3.	 Specific measures shall be developed to avoid any form of retaliation 
against those making such reports or taking legal action.
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BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 8

The right of women prisoners to medical confidentiality, including 
specifically the right not to share information and not to undergo 
screening in relation to their reproductive health history, shall be 
respected at all times

(iii) Personal hygiene

Women Muslim PDLs may have specific hygiene and healthcare needs based on their 
religious and cultural practices, such as the ablution ritual before prayers. Adequate 
facilities and provisions should be made to accommodate these needs, such as access 
to appropriate washing, showering and bathroom facilities that respect privacy and 
modesty requirements.

4.4. Pregnant women, breastfeeding mothers, and mothers with children

Custodial staff must recognize and accommodate the needs of women Muslim PDLs 
who are mothers. Establishing facilities for breastfeeding, providing necessary baby 
care items, and facilitating mother-child bonding time are vital to support the well-being 
of both the mother and child.

Women Muslim PDLs who are mothers face particular challenges related to their 
children and family relationships. Efforts should be made to maintain strong family 
bonds, including providing opportunities for visitation and communication with 
their children and offering support for maintaining parental roles while incarcerated. 
The Bangkok Rules set priority to encouraging extended visits by children to their 
incarcerated mothers. Places of detention should foster an environment conducive to 
a positive visiting experience, where mother and children can have open and meaningful 
contact and interaction. 

Special consideration should also be given to the needs of pregnant women, ensuring 
access to appropriate prenatal and postnatal care, as well as addressing any specific 
dietary or cultural requirements during pregnancy. The Bangkok Rules emphasizes 
that non-custodial measures should be preferred whenever possible and appropriate 
when sentencing or choosing pretrial actions for a pregnant woman or a person who 
is the sole or primary caregiver for a child, with custodial sentences being taken into 
consideration when the offense is serious or violent. Infant care arrangements and 
amenities, such as living and sleeping quarters, must be child-friendly and tailored to 
the child’s needs when a parent is imprisoned.
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Women in prisons and jails who have experienced sexual assault, especially those who 
have gotten pregnant as a result, must get the necessary medical guidance, counseling, 
and support for their physical and emotional health, as well as legal assistance.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 48

1.	 Pregnant or breastfeeding women prisoners shall receive advice 
on their health and diet under a programme to be drawn up and 
monitored by a qualified health practitioner. Adequate and timely 
food, a healthy environment and regular exercise opportunities shall 
be provided free of charge for pregnant women, babies, children and 
breastfeeding mothers.

2.	 Women PDLs shall not be discouraged from breastfeeding their 
children, unless there are specific health reasons to do so.

3.	 The medical and nutritional needs of women prisoners who have 
recently given birth, but whose babies are not with them in prison, 
shall be included in treatment programmes.

Rule 49

Decisions to allow children to stay with their mothers in prison shall be 
based on the best interests of the children. Children in prison with their 
mothers shall never be treated as PDLs.

Rule 50

Women PDLs whose children are in prison with them shall be provided 
with the maximum possible opportunities to spend time with their 
children. 

Rule 51

1.	 Children living with their mothers in prison shall be provided with 
ongoing health-care services and their development shall be 
monitored by specialists, in collaboration with community health 
services.
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4.5. Body searches

Ensuring searches are conducted by staff of the same gender is vital. If it is necessary 
to remove any item of clothing that covers the head or face, this should be done in the 
presence only of a female officer, who would conduct the search in a private space with 
utmost regard for the safety and dignity of the female guest. Muslim women should be 
permitted to remain fully covered within places of detention.

In safeguarding security, the Bangkok Rules encourage the adoption of alternative 
methods of body searches, such as using technology, through body scan and metal 
detectors. Nonetheless, in applying these tools to Muslim women, same-gender 
personnel should be in charge.

4.6. Visits

Visits are important for the mental well-being and social integration of women inmates, 
as recognized by the United Nations Bangkok Rules. Hence, contact of women PDLs 
with their families, including their children, should be facilitated by prison administrators 
especially in cases where the PDL has been allocated far from home. To create a 
supportive environment for family visitation, consider establishing child-friendly 
visitation areas within the facility to accommodate visits from the children of women 
PDLs, if possible. These areas should be appropriately equipped to ensure a safe and 
comfortable environment for both mothers and children.

BANGKOK
RULES

BANGKOK RULES
Rule 19

Effective measures shall be taken to ensure that women PDLs’ dignity 
and respect are protected during personal searches, which shall only be 
carried out by women staff who have been properly trained in appropriate 
searching methods and in accordance with established procedures. 

Rule 20

Alternative screening methods, such as scans, shall be developed to 
replace strip searches and invasive body searches, in order to avoid 
the harmful psychological and possible physical impact of invasive 
body searches. Rule 21 Prison staff shall demonstrate competence, 
professionalism and sensitivity and shall preserve respect and dignity 
when searching both children in prison with their mother and children 
visiting PDLs.
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