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Abstract
Whenever reference is made to population management in Islam, people tend
to focus on the frequently mentioned viewpoint (jumhuur) among Muslim
jurists which sees no merit in the discourse centering on population
management. The jumhuur abhors debate on issues relative to family planning
and population management which puts a lot of strain on the efforts of many
OIC member states, such as Nigeria in their efforts toward articulating sound
population policy for a robust per capita development. Using the doctrinal
method, this article presents an Islamic alternative based on Imam Al-Shafii’s
view which provides a more pragmatic narrative within the discourse of
population management. Among other things, the paper discovered that this
narrative considers over population an impediment to human prosperity and
per capita development. Thus, it is recommended that Government at all levels
should work toward strengthening this narrative by integrating it into the
national educational curricular, particularly, the Islamic religious studies
curricular to give religious legitimacy to the Revised National Population
Policy 2019.
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Introduction
Over population, also known as
population explosion, is one of the
most contentious issues of our
contemporary period. The last six
decades have witnessed a surge in
human population around the globe,
particularly among developing
countries- a phenomenon that resulted
into developmental challenges that
affect those nations. Nigeria is among
the countries that are susceptible to
the menace of population explosion.
Development indices portray a bleak
future for Nigeria which for many
decades will remain the poverty
capital of the world with more than

eighty million of its citizens living
below the poverty line.1 Owing to
population related problems and lack
of clear strategy to deal with it, many
developing nations are unable to cope
with developmental challenges
confronting them such as; 2 lack of
basic infrastructure that is
commensurable with an ever
increasing populace. This
phenomenon also makes it rather
impossible for those states to meet the
basic social needs of their citizenry as
expected of them by the Shari’ah. In
his theory on Islamic political thought,
Ibn Taymiyyah says; “the primary
purpose of the Islamic state is to
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ensure the welfare of the people”.3

But with the current economic
climate, where even the oil rich gulf
states are struggling to provide the
essential services to their people
thereby resorting to subsidy
withdrawals, how could none resource
based countries which constitute
majority of Muslim states cope with
providing welfare to a huge
population that is ever increasing by
the day? Thus, our aim in this study is
to explore an alternative Islamic
narrative relative to the population
discourse to guide the rationalization
of the subject from Islamic
perspective. Drawing from Imam Al-
Shafi’s viewpoint which articulates
moderate population growth (simply
put, population management),
particularly, at the family level, we
hope to portray the proper Islamic
response to the discourse, such that
Islam will no longer be seen as an
impediment to the discourse on
population management in Nigeria.

Debates on Population Explosion:
The Classical Islamic Era in Focus
Contrary to the assumptions of most
Muslims, issues of population growth
attract the attention of Muslim
thinkers since the classical period.
Debates between the classical ulama
(scholars) reflect two diametrically
opposed axiological standpoints. On
the one hand, are the idealists who
constitute the majority, and on the
other hand are the pragmatists. While
the idealists’ scholars propound
theories on population based on an
axiology that promotes maintaining
large population as key to the strength
and prosperity of the ummah by
suggesting or prioritizing ideals and
constructed values, the pragmatist lay

emphasis on pristine values about
population related issues based on
concrete reality. The former makes up
the majority (jumhur), while the latter
constitute a minority. Hence, going by
the technical scheme of classifying
opinions (ara’) in Islamic law into:
Jumhur and Shadh (conventional and
unconventional), the pragmatists
opinion which reflects the views of
Imam al-shafi’ was labeled shadh by
majority of the classical scholars.

Nevertheless, among earlier scholars
who hold the pragmatist view was
Zaid Ibn Aslam (d.136 A.H), a third
generation tabi’ that receives his
education under the tutelage of a
number of companions among whom
were; Ibn umar, Abu Hurayra, Jabir
Ibn Abdullah, Anas Ibn Malik, Aisha
bint Abubakar, among others. He also
taught many famous scholars; Imam
Malik, Ibn Ishaq, Ibn Jurayj, Sufyan
Al-Thauri, Sufyan Ibn Uyaynah,
among others.4

The pragmatist view posits that
maintaining a moderate population is
the key to prosperity, and one of the
major attendant consequences of
population explosion is; poverty and
lack of prosperity. It is of course
interesting to note that, both opinions;
pragmatist and idealist, reflect in the
classical tafaseer.5

Quran on the Effects of Over
Population
Contention on the effects of over
population in Islam stems from the
dalalat (implications) of the meaning
of “ ”أال تعولوا contained in Q 4:3:
“…. Marry women of your choice,
two, or three, or four; but if ye fear
that ye shall not be able to deal justly
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(with them), then only one, or that
which your right hands possess. That
will be more suitable to prevent you
from ‘doing injustice’ ”. Exegetes
differ on the meaning and
implications of the last two Kalimat; “

أال تعولوا " Basing their argument on
two ahadith, some exegetes interpret
it to mean "أال تجوروا  :" i.e. prevent you
from doing injustice, as such, to them
the implications of the text (dalalatal-
nass) is that Muslims are enjoined to
limit the number of wives they intend
to marry to one or to what their right
hands possess, as this is more suitable
to prevent them from doing injustice
to their wives in terms of equitable
sharing of love and provision. This
interpretation is credited to some
Sahabah like; Aisha, and Ibn Abbas.6

However, what scholars of hadith
adjudged to be acceptable about these
narrations is that both are Mawquf.7 In
the same vein, other exegetes interpret
it to mean; " أال تكثر عیا لكم " i.e. to
prevent you from having to cater for a
large family. Therefore, the
implications of this text (dalalatal-
nass) according to this narrative,
Muslims are encouraged to limit their
family size in order to avoid poverty
which is the attendant consequence of
having to cater for a large family.8 For
the proponents of this view, the
word:عال where from: تعولوا is
derived, means: ;الفقر poverty, as
used in Q9:28: وإن خفتم أیلة"" i.e. “If
you fear poverty”.9 These two
divergent interpretations are
highlighted in several tafaseer since
the classical period. Al-Tabari, cited
the two interpretations where he
indicates the various sources of each
interpretation. Considering the
interpretation of Zaid bn Aslam, and
Sufyan Ibn Uyaynah, Imam Al-Shafi

gave the implication of: تعولوااال "" to
mean: أال تفتقروا"" : (so that you will not
be weighed down by poverty).10

Going by this interpretation, it is
therefore, obvious that Qur’an adopts
a pragmatic approach to dealing with
the effects of overpopulation right
from the lowest level; (family level).

Linguistic Analysis of: عال
From the foregoing, it has become
glaring that the contention between
the two groups of exegetes centers on
the linguistic meaning of the word;
عال .While referring to Ibn al-Arabi,
Qurtubi gave seven meanings of
whichعال include:
i. مال to incline
ii. زاد to add
iii. جار to deviate
iv. أثقل to weigh upon
v. افتقر to go poor
vi.  غلب to prevail upon 
vii. القیام بمؤنة العیال having to provide
for the family.

But he disagrees with Ibn Al-Arabi’s
authoritative statement where he says
there is no other meaning of  الع after
those seven mentioned above.
According to Qurtubi, Arabs used to
say: أي اشتد:عال األمر i.e. something
has become difficult.11

Moreover, Al-Qurtubi highlighted the
plausibility of both linguistic
interpretations of: عال to mean both;
جار and 12.افتقر .
However, in a strange approach, Ibn
Al-Qayyim, attempted to restrict

كثرة العیال within the linguistic
scale of; .أفعل Therefore,
according to him, عال andأعال
can be categorized under different
scales. He further says no one
employs; یعول-عال to mean large
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family except Al-kisa’i.13 But an in-
depth study by the researcher leads to
other authorities who hold similar
view with Al-Kisa’i. These include
Abu Amr Al-Duri, and Ibn Al-arabi.14

Moreover, the linguistic analysis of
Qur’anic texts by authorities like, Al-
Kisa’i and Abu Amr Al-Duri carry
more weight as against Ibn al-
Qayyim’s scholarly opinion, since Al-
kisa’i is the seventh most authoritative
Qari among the Al-QurraAl-Ashra,
ditto Abu Amr al-duri is a rawiy
(transmitter) of the Qira’ah of Abi
Amr; the third most authoritative
Qari.15

Al-Shafi and Population Explosion
Al-Qurtubi also faults the claim of
some scholars such as Al-Tha’labi,
who says no one holds the view that

عال means going poor due to
large family size except Al-Shafi’.
Where he cites an athar transmitted
by Dar Al-Qutniy from Zayd bn
Aslam, from Jabir bn Zaid, all of
whom have preceded Shafi with this
view.16 In his compendium, KitabAl-
Umm, Imam Al-Shafi, dedicates a
chapter for Al-NafaqahalaAl-Nisa
(provision for the wives), where he
says it is the responsibility of the
husband to provide for his wife basing
his argument on Q 4:3; “Marry
women of your choice ….”. And he
also contends that the Qur’anic stance
at the end of the verse; " أال تعولوا"
is intended to remove the burden on
the husband of having to provide for
many wives, thus, he should limit
himself to one, even though he is
entitled to four.17 Hence Imam Al-
Shafi’ sets the stage for a pragmatic
approach to dealing with population
issues in Islam beginning at the family
level.

Al-Tahqeeq of KitabAl-Umm and its
Effect on the Development of
Shafi’s View
Imam Al-Shafi’s view on the effects
of population explosion is both
elaborate and sophisticated. Its
sophistication matches the 21st century
standard. However, his stance on the
subject is almost extinct, as the major
points have been removed from
KitabAl-Umm in the name of edition,
as such, his position is hard to be
traced to the primary source; KitabAl-
Umm.18 A sketchy highlight of his
view could only be seen in some
medieval works of Muslim scholars
who cited him as quoted in this
rsearch.

In his work TuhfahAl-
maududbiAhkamAl-Maulud, Ibn Al-
Qayyim quoted Imam Al-Shafi’;

;meansأال تعولوا“ so that you will not
have large family. Therefore, this
is a clear evidence that smaller
family is better (in the sight of
Allah) than large family”

Imam Al-Shafi’, cites the
consequence of population explosion
to include; poverty, and lack of
prosperity.19

Imam al-shafi lived between eighth to
ninth centuries (767 – 820 C.E)
corresponding to the second and third
centuries of the Hijrah (150 – 204
A.H). This indicates that the discourse
on population explosion in Islam is as
old as the Islamic civilization itself.
This is so, because Shafi himself
transmitted the athar on the subject
from the authority of Zayd Ibn Aslam
(d. 136 A.H), a third generation tabi’.
Qurtubi also cites some companions
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who held similar view to include;
Talha Ibn Musarrif (R.A) who read
the last two kalimat of Q4:3 in a
different form of Qiraa’: ,أال تعیلوا
meaning; “So that you don’t go
poor“.20 Given that this Qiraah is
shadh (unpopular) as it did not
constitute a variant in any of the seven
authoritative qiraat (standard styles of
recitation), Imam Al-Shafi alluded to
the linguistic meaning of أال تعولوا as
pointed by authorities like Al-Kisai’
and Al-Duri. Imam Al-Shafi opines
that, it is this linguistic implication
and not Ibn Musarrif’s recitation that
forms the basis of the Ta’weel
(interpretation) of the position of
Qur’an on population explosion.
Therefore, Shafi’s precedence over
Thomas Malthus on population
discourse stems from the fact that
Imam Al- Shafi’ offers this suggestion
a millennium before Malthus. Thomas
Malthus was credited with changing
the discourse in Europe by
introducing the concept of population
sustainability in the 19th century. This
development influences the socio-
economic landscape in Europe which
was dominated by mercantilists’ non-
pragmatic ideology on population
centuries before. Since then, European
continent embraced the Malthusian
concept.21 The model was, however,
pushed to the extreme- away from
population moderation to population
strangulation, where Europe today
struggles with ageing population.

Criticism of Shafi’s View
Scholars singled out Shafi’s view for
criticism due to what they call its
sharp contrast to the popular view
(ra’yal-jumhur). Following the legacy
of his predecessors, Ibn Al-Qayyim

issued a ten-point criticism of Shafi’s
view which include;

“Since Allah says one should limit
himself to marrying one wife or
slaves, then it is illogical to say
that the purpose is to prevent one
from having large families, as
taking slaves is also a recipe for
family increase. Therefore, the
purpose is justice in terms of equal
treatment of the wives”, 22 among
others.

In response to this criticism, Qurtubi
says; “This argument is invalid,
because slaves do not have rights
unlike free women”23. The axiological
stance of the critics of Shafi’s view is
idealist centered, as it does not
consider the repercussions of having
to cater for large family, especially
when there is limited resource.

Toward a Pragmatic Islamic Stance
on Population Explosion
Constructing a pragmatic Islamic
position on population explosion
requires a review of not only the
existing framework in UsulAl-Fiqh of
according priority to popular opinions;
ara’aljumhur, but the axiological
considerations of Muslims as well,
particularly during the contemporary
period. The reluctance of Muslim
scholars to reopen the debate on issues
like this, due to so called popularity of
conventional opinions, lacks merit in
usulal-fiqh. According to usulis,
unsettled issues which are open to
various interpretations owing to the
semantic nature of Arabic, where one
word may have more than a single
meaning, should be set aside as
matters of al-takhayyur (choice).24

But resorting to the technic of al-
tarjeeh is not the answer, as it only
leads to one size fits all paradigm,
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which is a recipe to fundamentalism.
Axiologically, Muslims need to be
engaged in value re-appraisal in order
to develop a strategy of dealing with
problems that militate against their
prosperity in the 21st century. No
doubt, Imam Al-Shafi’s pragmatic
view on population sustainability or
moderation, presents an alternative to
the current discourse which only
exacerbates the problems associated
with having to cope with providing
opportunities for a huge population,
particularly the youth who pose
serious security challenge throughout
Muslim world due to lack of
opportunities. Hence Muslim thinkers
and intellectuals need to develop
Shafi’s view on population
moderation. And in doing so, we must
learn from European experience so
that we also don’t end up
strangulating our population, since
population strangulation leads to lack
of prosperity as well.

The Relevance of Imam Al-Shafi’s
View toward Reinforcing the
Nigeria’s National Population
Policy, 2019
Nigeria is said to be at crossroads due
to the demographic crises that put a
strain on the nation’s human capital
development initiatives. Nigeria’s
population is growing at 3.2 percent
per annum representing an annual
growth rate of 6.7 million – one of the
highest in the world. The National
Population Commission’s annual
population estimate for 2020 is
206,000,000.25 Given the annual
growth rate of 3.2 percent, Nigeria’s
population will hit a record
407,000,000 by 2050. With an area
that is approximately put at 923,768
km2, the nation’s land per capita is

0.004 km2 and the land per capita will
further shrink to 0.002 km2 by 2050.
Further shrinkage of landmass means
shrinkage in arable land which poses
serious threat to food security in the
country. And landmass shrinkage is
largely caused by population
expansion where lands meant for
agricultural purposes are used to
provide more infrastructures to cater
for the populace. This shrinkage has
also exacerbated the resource conflict
centering on livestock grazing land
and watering ponds around the
country. The farmers and
transhumance herders’ clashes
continue to rage across the country
and until the population question is
settled, no improvement will be
recorded in the land area shrinkage
which is important to saving the
grazing lands.

Sequel to this reality, the presidential
mandate for the National Institute for
Policy and Strategic Studies Senior
Executive Course 42 of 2020 is to
proffer policy options that will enable
the government articulate appropriate
responses to the challenges of rapid
population growth and staggering
human capital development.26 In its
final report, The SEC 42 highlights
dependency and unemployment as the
major attendant consequences of over
population. According to the report,
Nigeria has one of the highest
dependency ratios in the world. The
2019 dependency ratio in Nigeria is
pegged at 86.7%.27 This indicates that
only about 13% of the population is
productive. The revised population
policy seeks to reduce fertility to an
average four (4) children per family
while allocating adequate resources to
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maternal/child health programs as
well as public health education.
As stated earlier, Shafi’s view
reinforces the National Population
Policy since it advocates smaller
family size for greater prosperity. One
couldn’t help but wonder how some
scholars reject family planning and
child spacing altogether despite
numerous evidences to the contrary.
Qardawi gave instances of family
planning measures adopted by some
companions on the approval of the
prophet (SAW): “we used to practice
coitus interruptus during the time of
the prophet while the Quran is being
revealed”.28 He also cited Ibn Al-
Qayyim thus: “the prophet abhorred
gheelah (pregnancy during lactation
period) due to the danger it poses to
the health of the breast feeding
child”.29 To protect the health of the
child, the prophet had almost
pronounced prohibition on sexual
cohabitation between spouses to
ensure adequate spacing.30 The basic
child spacing method used by the
Sahabah is coitus interruptus. Despite
this precedent, some Muslim scholars
continue to denounce family planning
and child spacing. The pro-child
spacing and family planning
viewpoints, though, unpopular among
most scholars in Nigeria, represent the
liberal Islamic stance on population
management.

Conclusion
Population related issues are not alien
to Islamic culture. Since the dawn of
its history, Islam articulates pragmatic
measures on how to deal with the
menace of population explosion.
Some companions such as Talha bn
Musarrif (R.A) indicated the attendant
consequence of population explosion

among Muslims to include poverty,
and lack of prosperity. The reluctance
of the majority of Muslim scholars to
develop Shafi’s pragmatic view, and
the inability of the government to
engage the discourse are responsible
for the current socio-economic climate
relative to population explosion in the
country.

Recommendations
i. Muslim scholars must begin to

reassess Islamic axiology relative
to population growth in order to
reflect the realities of
contemporary period. However,
this must be done with utmost
care to avoid long term effects
that may surface in the future.

ii. Individual Muslim faithful should
prioritize their obligation
concerning family provision and
care over trivial interests.

iii. Nigeria must also take proactive
steps of dealing with the per
capita development challenges
confronting it by embracing
Shafi’s model of population
sustainability.

iv. The government needs to engage
the discourse by promoting this
narrative through seminars,
workshops along other public
engagement platforms. Religious
and traditional institutions should
also play a leading role toward
public education and sensitization
on family planning and
population management for
inclusive cum sustainable growth
in Nigeria.
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