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Crescent Visibility and the Challenge to Muslim 
Unity in Nigeria

Mubarak Ademola Noibi

Abstract

The unity of Muslims is imperative under the SharT'ah but the sighting of 
the crescent remains a daunting challenge, sometimes inhibiting this unity. 
Nigeria is not left out of this challenge as it is confronted with the 
ideological conflict amongst Islamic scholars in some sections of the 
country. Whilst studies have been carried out on the disagreement among 
Islamic scholars on the issue of single or multiple horizon and exclusive 
reliance or not on astronomy, little seems to have been done about the 
reconciliatory steps aimed at unity among Islamic scholars in Nigeria with 
particular reference to disunity about the dates of Islamic rituals. This 
paper fills the gap through reliance on both primary and secondary sources. 
Key interviews were conducted with some Islamic scholars. The paper, 
among other things, suggests the sustenance of the current bridge-building 
efforts by the Nigerian Muslim community leadership and the 
synchronisation of science and technology, together with physical effort to 
determine the actual dates of Islamic festivals.

Introduction

The perennial controversy often associated with the commencement and 
the end of the ninth month of the Islamic calendar when Muslims fast 
Ramadan should be of great concern to Muslims across the world; and it is! 
It could also be embarrassing; and it often is! Disunity within the ’ummah 
makes the matter even worse in that it contravenes the clear instructions in 
the Qur’an and Sunnah that Muslims should remain united. The required 
unity must be demonstrated first and foremost in the matters of faith (iman) 
and acts of worship ( 'ibadaf). As an ’ummah, Muslims are bound to accept 
and abide by the instructions contained in the texts of our two sources of 
guidance, the Qur’an and Sunnah.

Lecturer, Arabic and Islamic Studies, University of Ibadan, Ibandan, Nigeria.
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Mubarak Ademola Noibi

Disagreements can only arise concerning the interpretation of relevant 
texts. If the embarrassing nature of the controversy and disharmony arising 
from such disagreements is recognised, the challenge can be tackled in 
unison and with seriousness and promptness. The desired solution would 
apply not just to the commencement and conclusion of fasting, but also to 
the less recurrent but more embarrassing disharmony in respect of the 
celebration of 'Id al-’Adha.

It is significant that the expression of dissatisfaction and even worry about 
the divergent dates of commencing the Ramadan fast and celebrating the 
'Ids are both perennial and universal amongst Muslims. Some people 
sarcastically wonder if there is more than one moon associated with our 
planet so that people in different parts of the world would sight the 
crescents of the moons related to their respective sectors at different times! 
The peculiar case of Nigeria, where people often commence and end the 
Ramadan fast at variance with the practice in most other parts of the world, 
is of special concern not only to the ’ummah in Nigeria, but the world at 
large.

According to Olayiwola (2007), research has shown that groups within the 
same locality or town in Nigeria often start fasting on different days and, 
consequently, observe 'Id al-Fitr on different days as well. He reported that 
some local imams misled their communities and celebrated the Id on days 
other than the one previously declared by the President General of the 
Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA) at the time and 
subsequently pleaded guilty and apologised1. Yet another dimension of the 
disharmony is that leaders in the southwest of Nigeria routinely fix the 
dates of the Ramadan fast and Id al-Fitr well before the end of Sha'ban, 
basing their judgment purely on astronomical calculation. All of these 
factors go a long way to portray the Nigerian Muslim community as 
disunited and disorganised.

This is more so in view of the fact that for decades many Muslims in the 
northern part of the country had, until recently, consistently fasted for only 
twenty-nine days every year. The celebration of 'Id al-’Adha on 'Arafah 
day2 seemed to be “the last straw that broke the camel's back”. Some have 
identified the divergent dates of marking Islamic festivals in the country as 
one of the factors of disunity and mutual distrust amongst Nigerian 
Muslims. These issues must be seen as posing real challenges to the
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leadership of the Nigerian Muslim community and viewed with the 
seriousness they deserve.

Researchers have concentrated on textual issues about crescent visibility 
with little attention to the disunity that difference of interpretation has 
engendered in Nigeria. For example, whilst Abdu-Raheem (2012) argued 
that astronomical calculations could conveniently substitute physical 
sighting of the crescent3, Badmus (2012) advocated physical sighting only4. 
Furthermore, Hassan (2012) examined the views of Islamic scholars on 
astronomical calculation5. This paper examines the disunity in the starting 
and ending of Ramadan and efforts to reconcile Islamic scholars and other 
Muslims in the country on the matter. To that end, interviews were 
conducted with some leading Islamic scholars in the southwest of Nigeria. 
This paper is divided into six parts. The first part introduces the work, 
whilst the next comments on the Shari’ah provisions with regard to the 
commencement and termination of the Ramadan fast. This is followed by 
the views of Islamic jurists on the question of single and multiple horizons. 
The fifth part gives an overview of science and astronomy in accurately 
determining the appearance of the crescent. The paper examines the 
various attempts made to foster unity amongst Muslims in the country, 
followed by a conclusion.

Commencement and ending o f fasting

There is no disagreement amongst scholars about the authenticity of those 
traditions of the Prophet that state when Muslims should commence the 
Ramadan fast or end it. In a hadlth narrated by Abu Hurayrah, the 
Messenger of Allah is reported to have said:

. Uj j  OLjuSi 1 jCZ'ii ^  0 ^  fLu j  J  J  \y>

Crescent Visibility and the Challenge to Muslim
Unity in Nigeria

Fast when you sight it (the new crescent) and stop fasting 
when you sight it; if it is beclouded from you, then complete 
it (Ramadan) as thirty days6.

In another hadlth, he narrated that, while the Prophet was talking about the 
crescent, he said:

Old ' Zy>zj\j Ojo.ifgd iy î)j '
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Observe fast when you see it (crescent of Ramadan) and 
terminate fast when you see it (crescent of Shawwal), but when 
it is obscured from you, complete it as thirty days7.

In yet another hadlth, Ibn 'Umar narrated that he sighted the crescent of 
Ramadan and informed the Prophet, who not only fasted on the following 
day, but also instructed people to do the same*. There is also the tradition 
in which Ibn 'Umar narrated that a bedouin went to the Prophet and said he 
had sighted the crescent of Ramadan. When the man had confirmed his 
faith in Allah and the apostleship of the Prophet, he (the Prophet) gave 
orders that Muslims should fast the following day9. Saaba (2012) identifies 
fifteen narrations on the sighting of the crescent for starting and ending 
Ramadan10.

The various schools of fiqh lay down criteria for accepting the evidence of 
anyone who may claim to have sighted the crescent at the end of the month 
of Sha'ban or Ramadan, as the case may be. Such a person must be 
Muslim, reliable and of good character. He must also have attained the age 
of maturity. Most of the scholars insist that there should be at least two 
such witnesses, particularly in the case of ending the fast. The witnesses 
would inform the authority of the Muslim state or community that they 
have sighted the crescent. When the authority is satisfied with the 
evidence, instruction is given for the commencement or ending of 
Ramadan and it becomes obligatory on every eligible person to abide by 
the instruction11.

Single and multiple horizons

This question is about whether or not the global Muslim community in 
general and that of Nigeria in particular is bound by the evidence of the 
sighting of the crescent in any part of the world. Difference of opinion on 
this issue is often responsible for the global disunity regarding the 
commencement or ending of fasting. The majority of the schools of fiqh 
(Hanafi, MalikI, most Hanballs and some ShafTs) hold that once the 
crescent has been sighted in a part of the world and the information is 
disseminated, Muslims in other parts are also obliged to comply12. The 
main argument of the proponents of this view is that the traditions quoted 
above are instructions directed at the totality of the Muslim community 
across the world and that the moon is one for all the people. Moreover,
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they hold that this stand is more in consonance with the divine command 
that Muslims must be united and remain so and not be divided. 
Specifically, Allah says:

J-i plAPt yS  il aLi itj Sl_J J4̂ h 'y>-V~V\
j —i titles" t j l i  jl3l jj i 5^jb- U i  U'ypJ 4z » j l j  j i i

U \jjihp-\j Ijiyj Vj 0 A?bl

pi?* dhijij

And hold fast, all together, by the rope that Allah (stretches out 
for you), and be not divided amongst yourselves; and remember 
with gratitude Allah’s favour on you; for you were enemies and 
He joined your hearts in love so that, by His grace, you became 
brethren. You were on the brink of the pit of fire and He saved 
you from it. Thus does Allah make His signs clear to you: that 
you may be guided. And be not like those who were divided 
amongst themselves and fell into disputations after reciting clear 
signs. For them is a dreadful penalty (Q3:103-105)13.

Given the advanced stage of communication technology in the world 
today, it should not be difficult to achieve the desired unity amongst the 
Muslims across the world on this matter. This can be done through a 
communication network connecting Muslim countries and communities. 
With such a network operating around the year, Muslims in different parts 
of the world would remain familiar with the pattern of the appearance of 
the crescent at the beginning of every lunar month. That, in turn, would go 
a long way in effectively solving the perennial problem encountered at the 
beginning and at the end of Ramadan.

On the other hand, some scholars hold that only the people of a country are 
bound by the evidence of the sighting of the crescent in that country owing 
to differences in geographic zones (Ikhtilaf al-Mafali). This opinion is 
based on the interpretation of relevant passages from the Qur’an and the 
hadlth about Ramadan fasting. This group of scholars backs up its 
arguments with the ayah of the Qur’an that states:

Crescent V isibility and the Challenge to Muslim
Unity in Nigeria
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o A * ! ' ij* AbUljj ^£XA O 'y ! ! ' A-j3 . J y l  ,_j-O' jl.if? - j  j^<ti

JbjJ V) jl~i!l iill LCji jsd »A*S y~* j' LLsjy  t>lT Ao.La.jb jjjliJl 
j  iyd~J ^ I aJj Ijjfe U Û- aIj i Iĵ lsCbj SluJl 1 j—*1' jA

Ramadan is the (month) in which was sent down the Qur’an as a 
guide to mankind, also clear (signs) for guidance and judgment 
(between right and wrong). So every one of you who is present 
(at his home) during the month should spend it in fasting but, if 
anyone is ill or on a journey, the prescribed period (should be 
made up) by days later. Allah intends every facility for you; (He 
wants you) to complete the prescribed period and to glorify Him 
in that He has guided you; and perchance you shall be grateful 
(Q2: 185).

The underlined sentence in the above quoted ayah (emphasis is mine) is 
interpreted by these scholars to mean “Whoever sights it (at his place) 
should fast”. In other words, if it is not sighted in a particular town or 
country, then Sha'ban should be deemed to comprise thirty days14. They 
base their view on the event that took place between Ibn Abbas and 
Kurayb. Ibn Abbas, who was resident in Madlnah, refused to follow the 
evidence provided by Kurayb regarding the earlier sighting of the crescent 
of Ramadan in Damascus and insisted on relying on its later sighting in 
Madlnah. The hadlth states:

aLtJ' J b  .^llljb djjbtl ^]l alby C -J  J .a a i' V J '
^  XL-wJi c J u i  j*j till c y l j i  btj j Uk j

j y  Jus ami ^ j  — jjCy ^  aJJi Llp y-~\1 ^ilill flTjj [*jb c J J i i  VaLj Ij  c J i  J b i  till fity'j c JU i*ijl wJUi .dl j  j '  jb W  Jyby ^yA t J ' j i  C*ltJ '  till dbj'j ll£l Jlflj .V j Ua 
aJ p  till J j l  Jjl*ij b jj i \j £ js JU i ?<uLyrj SJjbd SI’j j i

Kurayb narrated that ’Umm Fadl bint al-Harith sent him to 
Mu'awiyah in Syria. He said: “I arrived in Syria, and fulfilled her 
need. While I was in Syria, the month of Ramadan commenced. I 
sighted the crescent of Ramadan on Friday night (night preceding 
Friday). I then came back to al-Madinah at the end of the month. 
'Abdullah bin 'Abbas asked me about the new moon of 
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Ramadan. I said that we sighted it on Friday night. He asked if I 
had sighted it myself and I said, ‘Yes, and [other] people also 
sighted it’, so they observed fast and Mu'awiyah also observed it. 
Thereupon he said, ‘But we sighted it on Saturday night (the 
night preceding Saturday) and so we would continue to observe 
the fast until we complete thirty days or we sight it (the crescent 
of Shawwal).’ I said: ‘Are you not content with the sighting and 
fasting of Mu'awiyah?’ He said ‘No, this is how the Messenger 
of Allah commanded us.’”15.

These scholars interpret the last part of Ibn 'Abbas’ statement to mean that 
his stand on the matter was fully in line with the instruction of the Prophet: 
“ ...this is how the Messenger of Allah commanded us.” The proponents of 
this opinion argue further that distance and geographical differences from 
one country to another justify the concept of ‘different horizons’ in the 
matter of sighting the crescent16. Other scholars point out to the contrary 
that the reference in the statement of Ibn 'Abbas was to the instruction of 
the Prophet that Muslims should fast only when they sight the crescent of 
Ramadan. As explained already, however, that instruction was meant to be 
applied universally and not in its restricted sense. Time and geographical 
differences do not in any way alter the universality of the Prophet’s 
instruction, which is upheld by the majority. Summarising the case for the 
majority opinion, az-Zuhayll states:

Crescent V isibility and the Challenge to Muslim
Unity in Nigeria

Ixwj t sjLjUJ jA 1-iAj. jUa5Sf' ju  SijiS  O j i  c i j j J j i a w  ĵ~a\\ d 'i j  i Uj^ S -  j  J y i\.\ jS ’

This majority opinion is for me the preferable one, as it unites the 
Muslims in the matter of ibadah (worship) and prevents a 
disharmony that is unacceptable in this age of ours and because 
the obligation to fast is associated with the sighting (of the 
crescent), which does not recognise any difference among the 
various countries (of the world)17.

There is a third opinion that seems to be a compromise between those two. 
Whilst recognising the concept of ‘multiple horizons’, this compromise 
requires countries in the same geographic zone to follow the same sighting, 
so that when the crescent is sighted at any location in the zone, other places 
within that zone should comply. This is the opinion of the ShafiTs School.
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This school went further to define towns and countries within the same 
geographic zone as towns and countries within a 133,056 meter radius to 
the town or country of sighting18.

None of the three options stated above justifies the recurrent phenomenon 
of starting the Ramadan fast or celebrating the 'Id on different days in 
Nigeria. Similarly, none of them justifies the starting and the ending of 
Ramadan fasts on different dates in countries within the same geographic 
zone and which, by implication, share the same horizon. Whilst Muslims in 
northern Nigeria, who until recently fasted consistently for twenty-nine 
days every year and sometimes claimed to rely on actual sighting of the 
crescent, those in the southwest often relied on astronomical calculation. 
The stand of the latter is not unconnected to the distrust of their brethren in 
the north who, according to Abubakr (2013), are always perceived to be in 
a hurry to end Ramadan and celebrate 'Id al-Fitr. That allegation does not, 
however, explain the early commencement of fasting in the north. 
Moreover, he added that they often defy all forms of correction, although 
he did not give instances of such corrections or defiace19. He apparently 
does not consider the recent change that has taken centre stage in the 
northern part of Nigeria, where Muslims now record thirty days of fasting 
as do their brethren in the south.

Role o f science and astronomy

Astronomy is the science dealing with the origin, evolution, composition, 
distance and motion of all bodies and scattered matter in the universe. It is 
the most ancient field of science that came into existence in the wake of 
codified civilization20. Information provided by experts is helpful in 
identifying errors often committed by those who, in the past, claimed to 
have sighted the crescent of Ramadan or Shawwal. The experts show the 
phases of the moon in the course of its revolution around the earth. The 
phases include its birth or conjunction (mulhaq) which immediately 
precedes the appearance of the crescent of the new lunar month. The 
conjunction is the phase during which the moon lies between the sun and 
the earth in the same line. In that state, it is absolutely impossible for 
anyone on earth to sight the moon because the moon does not have a light 
of its own, but only reflects the light beamed on it by the sun. Such 
beaming is not possible when the three objects are on the same plane.
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When conjunction is complete, it takes at least seventeen hours for the 
naked eye to catch a glimpse of the crescent. With the use of binoculars, it 
takes fifteen hours, whilst the use of a telescope enables us to sight it after 
a period of twelve hours. In the light of these facts, Aziz, an expert, was 
convinced that many of those who claimed sighting the crescent of 
Ramadan or Shawwal in the past did so on days of the conjunction of the 
moon21, whereas sighting on such days was impossible. The regular 
occurrence of such claims must have worsened the situation of distrust and 
hence the resultant disunity within the Nigerian ’ummah on the matter. 
This may have strengthened the resolve of the 'ulama’ (Islamic scholars) in 
some sections of the country to justify their reliance on astronomical 
calculation alone and neglecting reports of crescent sighting coming from 
other parts of the country.

Whilst science and astronomical calculations can determine the time and 
duration of conjunction with some level of accuracy, they cannot predict 
precisely when the crescent will be observable. Based on this assertion, 
MaghraurT (2007) claimed that no single classical Islamic scholar 
supported the use of astronomical calculations as a substitute for sighting 
the crescent with the naked eye22. Although Usman (2012) is of the opinion 
that this was so because those scholars were naive about the science of 
astronomy and its associated calculations, as they confused it with 
astrology leading to its condemnation20, convincing arguments have been 
advanced to the effect that those classical scholars were not only able to 
differentiate between astronomy and astrology but also had a good 
command of astronomy24. Summarising the position of the MalikI School 
on this issue, az-ZuhaylT states:

Crescent Visibility and the Challenge to Muslim
Unity in Nigeria

4—jSj V i 1 ' —  ____4L?- O-Jy
.4jy  01 4 4j\y aidtj ^ 0*̂

'£■ jCt CJlS" jjj X~e\jib JojJli

The occurrence of the crescent cannot be established through 
the pronouncement of an astronomer, who calculates the 
movement of the moon, be it for his own personal purposes or 
for others to rely on. That is because the Law Maker (Allah) has 
based the obligations of fasting, breaking the fast and Hajj on 
the (actual) sighting of the crescent, not on the occurrence of it 
even if it is assumed the pronouncement made by the
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astronomer to be correct. Using (purely) astronomical 
observatories (for the purpose of fixing dates of religious 
rituals) is not permissible even if they are accurate. That is 
because doing so is not required according to the Shari'ah25.

He reports a similar conclusion from the Hambali School, saying:

ll aiLs-jt O jJj ^ L <£ — *llj
. IpjJ*i AmIp

Fasting does not become obligatory (merely) through 
calculation (of the position) of the stars even if they had been 
found to be correct many times. That is because the use of this 
means is not based on any legal authority26.

The HanafT School also states:

J-43' aJLp Ull <Uj OULll Jjd jS, U *Wa*j*i

The pronouncements of astronomers and astrologers cannot be 
relied upon under the Islamic law brought by our Prophet. This 
is because, even if the calculations and observations are right, 
we are not required under the Shari'ah to act on anything but 
the normal sighting (of the crescent)27.

A few of the Islamic scholars who support astronomical calculation in 
determining the start of the lunar month subject the validity of such 
scientific calculation to confirmation through actual sighting. Hassan 
(2012) noted that Shaykh Ibn Taymiyyah, Shaykh Ibn Baz and Shaykh al- 
'Uthaymln were opposed to relying entirely on astronomy against 
sighting28. Ibn Taymiyah approved the use of astronomical calculation in 
determining conjunction (mulhaq) with a view to predicting the later 
sighting of the crescent. Al-Muti’i opined that any claim of sighting the 
crescent that contradicts sound and correct astronomical calculations must 
be rejected29. To that end, Shaykh Tantawl Jawharl opined that learning 
astronomy is fard kifayah (collective duty of Muslims in the community). 
In view of that, some Muslims need to be proficient in this ancient and 
useful science30.
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What all of these mean is that, though astronomical calculation is crucial to 
the sighting of the crescent, it should not be the sole basis for fixing the 
start of Ramadan fasts or the 'Id days as practised or advocated by some 
modem scholars. Therefore, the task before the leadership of the Nigerian 
Muslim community in this regard is to find an effective means of using 
astronomical calculation in determining when and where to look for the 
crescents of Ramadan, Shawwal and Dhul-Hijjah. Hudu (2008) has told of 
a computer programme that could, using International Lunar Data Line 
(ILDL), calculate the movement of the moon and also indicate where the 
crescent is likely to be sighted first31. This is a commendable advancement 
in the field of science and technology. This computer programme could 
also assist in sighting the crescent not only in Nigeria, but also other parts 
of the world at the right time.

Attempts at fostering unity in Nigeria

Following the successful mission of Shaykh Uthman Dan Fodio in the 
northern part of what is now known as Nigeria, the amirs, also known as 
Emirs, have been in charge of both temporal and spiritual matters. 
According to Adegbite (1999), this facilitated the setting up of the Jamat 
Nasr al-Islam (TNI), an Islamic umbrella organisation cutting across the 
northern part of Nigeria. The southwest of Nigeria was not fortunate 
enough to be that organised because religion is separated from the political 
life of Muslims in that area. Mosques and private Muslim organisations 
were in exclusive charge of Islamic affairs. The widely-scattered mosques 
and the numerous Islamic organisations that sprang up were not unified 
under any umbrella organisation, although attempts were made by some 
bodies at unifying the southwest Muslims. These organisations include the 
Western State Joint Muslim Organisation (WESTJOMO), which later 
transformed into the National Joint Muslim Organisation (NAJOMO), and 
the Nigerian Muslim Council (NMC). These bodies not only attempted to 
unify the Muslim organisations in the southwest of Nigeria but NAJOMO, 
together with JNI, was instrumental in the establishment of the Nigerian 
Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA) in 197332.

Leadership at the mosque level was controlled by the League of Imams and 
Alfas (Islamic scholars). This organisation is composed of mosque Imams 
and prominent Islamic scholars in the southwest of Nigeria, comprising 
Oyo, Ogun, Osun, Lagos, Ondo and Ekiti states. The WESTJOMO, 
NAJOMO and NMC played leading roles in those states with regard to the
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declaration of the sighting of the crescent heralding the commencement 
and the end of Ramadan fasting through the mass media. This was 
irrespective of whether the crescent was sighted in Nigeria or any other 
place on the globe. Notwithstanding these announcements, the various 
towns and cities in the southwest of Nigeria were noted for starting and 
ending Ramadan on different dates. There were occasions when 
communities commenced or ended fasting on three different days33.

This unpleasant situation attracted the interest of the prominent Islamic 
scholar, preacher, teacher and proprietor of Markaz al-TaTlmi al-'Arabl al- 
Islaml, Agege, Lagos, Shaykh ’Adam al-IlurT. Although Shaykh al-Ilurl 
hailed from Ilorin, he was first in Abeokuta and latter in Lagos. Poised to 
put an end to the disparity, Shaykh ’Adam al-Ilurl consulted widely with 
different prominent scholars of his time. These scholars included Shaykh 
Baasunu, Shaykh Eleshin-Meta and Shaykh Sanusi Alaka, who were all 
based in Ibadan. The scholars unanimously agreed that Shaykh ’Adam al- 
Ilurl should coordinate a team of four Islamic clerics with a view to finding 
a pragmatic solution to the embarrassing situation. The other clerics 
included Muhalli Aroworeki from Iwo town (now in Osun State), Salman 
Alawaye from Oyo Town in Oyo State and Sanusi Alaka from Ibadan, also 
in Oyo State34.

Although these scholars initially differed amongst themselves on the means 
of correctly determining the commencement and ending of Ramadan 
fasting, they finally reached a compromise on the issue. Some of them held 
the view that it could be achieved through a form of counting. Shaykh 
Baasunu, for example, gathered 355 stones and counted one every day until 
it reached two 236. Consequent upon that, he ordered the commencement 
of Tarawih and his subjects complied. Others thought it could be done 
through calculated recitation of the Qur’an. On the other hand, the physical 
sighting of the crescent was one of the options proposed.

It was, however, discovered that these different techniques adopted by the 
notable scholars were neither potent enough as a means of determining the 
start or the end of Ramadan fasts nor capable of unifying the ’ummah 
because different communities continued to use different means of 
determining the beginning and end of Ramadan. Following this 
development, ’Adam al-Ilun suggested that astronomical calculation be 
resorted to, arguing that it was more accurate than any of the other tools 
used by various scholars at the time. Although there was an initial 
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opposition to this stand, it was later accepted owing to the skilful and 
sound argument of Shaykh ’Adam al-Ilurl who, by all standards, was 
considered to be more knowledgeable than the other scholars on his 
committee. This marked the beginning of the era of the use of astronomical 
calculation in determining the beginning and end of Islamic lunar months, 
Ramadan included35.

Even though the majority followed the orders of the League of Imams and 
Alfas, many autonomous organisations in southwest Nigeria, such as the 
Ahmadiyyah and the Ansarudeen, adhered to information on the physical 
sighting of the crescent. This development may be linked to their 
unification under the aegis of NAJOMO, WESTJOMO and NMC. 
Furthermore, during the late 1970s to early 1990s, the University of Ibadan 
Muslim Community had its own system of determining dates for beginning 
and ending Ramadan. The leadership of the community consulted the 
metrological centre about when it was likely for the crescent to be sighted 
and where such sighting was most likely to take place. It was based on this 
that the claim of sighting the crescent in any part of Nigeria and, by 
extension, the world was authenticated.

The University of Ibadan Muslim Community also tried to convince the 
League of Imams and Alfas to abandon the idea of basing the 
commencement and the ending of Ramadan on astronomical calculations 
only but this effort proved futile in that the League had always based its 
decisions regarding Ramadan on them36. The University of Ibadan Muslim 
Community has since started going along with the guidance of the League 
of Imams and Alfas, perhaps for the sake of uniformity and the unity of the 
ummah.

The northern 'ulama’, under a national body called the Council of 'Ulama, 
tried to bring the leadership of the League of Imams and Alfas into their 
midst, although this move was not directly related to the issue of crescent 
visibility or unity in the celebration of Ids. This council, which had its base 
in Kaduna, a northern state, consisted of many well-known scholars in the 
country. Prominent among them were Justice Ahmad Lemu (former Grand 
Qadi of Niger State), the late Justice Gwarzo (former Grand Qadi of Kano), 
the late Justice Sambo (former Grand Qadi for Abuja), the former Grand 
Qadi of Sokoto, Group Captain Usman Jibrin, Dr Umar Bello (Council 
Secretary) Prof. Galadanchi, Shaykh Abu (now Baba Adiini of Lagos), Dr
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Dawud O.S. Noibi (later a Professor at the University of Ibadan), Justice 
Orire (former Grand Qadi of Kwara State) and Dr A.J. Oyekan37.

In 1986 these members paid a visit to Shaykh ’Adam al-IlurT at his school, 
Markaz al-Ta'lIml al-'Arabi al-Islaml, Agege, Lagos State after some 
efforts at inviting him to become a member of their council had failed. He 
was joined in welcoming this high-powered delegation by the Chairman of 
Markaz Muslim Community and some tutors of the school. This visit led to 
the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) aimed at 
fostering unity amongst the 'ulama’ in the northern and the southern parts 
of Nigeria. All present signed this MoU before the delegation departed38.

Similarly, the then Sultan of Sokoto and President-General of the NSCIA 
in Nigeria, Sultan Ibrahim Dasuki, spent four days in Lagos with Shaykh 
’Adam al-Alun during the latter’s fortieth anniversary celebration of 
Markaz al-TaTiml al-'Arabi al-Islaml. Shaykh ’Adam al-IlurT in turn sent a 
delegation to Sokoto in appreciation of the visit of His Eminence39. The 
present Sultan of Sokoto and President-General of the NSCIA, His 
Eminence, Alhaji Sa'ad Abubakar III, has, since his coronation, done much 
to bridge the gap between Muslims in the northern and the southern parts 
of the country. He is widely recognised as the Sultan who has consistently 
honoured invitations from southern Muslims to various Islamic events. He 
attended on three occasions the annual Islamic Vacation Courses (IVCs) 
organised by the B (southern) zone of the Muslim Students’ Society of 
Nigeria (MSSN). In addition to his moral support for those programmes is 
his generous financial support.

Furthermore, the Sultan was present at Oshogbo, Osun State, as a Guest of 
Honour at the installation of the President-General of the League of Imams 
and Alfas. Similarly, he was the Guest of Honour at the inauguration of the 
Muslim ’Ummah of South West Nigeria (MUSWEN), on which occasion, 
he undertook to award scholarships to three deserving female medical 
students of southwest origin. He has fulfilled this promise and is currently 
offering the scholarship to another group of students through the 
MUSWEN.

Although there were, in the past, attempts at unifying the Muslim ’ummah 
in the southwest, such as NAJOMO (formerly WESTJOMO) and NMC, 
these efforts were not as successful as envisaged, hence the efforts leading 
to the inauguration of MUSWEN on 10 August, 2008, following wide 
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consultations that lasted four years. This umbrella body, comprising all 
Muslim organisations and institutions operating in the southwest, including 
State Councils/Communities in Oyo, Ogun, Lagos, Osun, Ondo and Ekiti 
States, is meant to play a role akin to that of the JNI in northern Nigeria. 
This organisation enjoys the support of almost all the Islamic organisations 
operating in the southwest, as well as that of the leadership of the NSCIA 
but it has yet to be fully supported by the League of Imams and Alfas even 
though they recognise it. This position is similar to that of NAJOMO. The 
Muslim ’Ummah of South West Nigeria has worked assiduously and 
consistently in collaboration with the NSCIA to ensure accuracy and 
uniformity in starting and ending Ramadan fasts40. Meanwhile, the League 
of Imams and Alfas continues to fix these dates through astronomical 
calculation.

At the beginning of Ramadan in the year 2013 (1434 AH), the League was 
constrained to change its stand. As usual, the League had earlier fixed the 
date for staring Ramadan. Subsequently, a young Ibadan-based scholar, 
Mikail Abdur-Raheem popularly called Abu Rahimah, succeeded in 
persuading the Chief Imam of Ibadanland about the possibility of sighting 
the new crescent of Ramadan and that of other months in the city of 
Ibadan, contrary to the widespread belief that it was not possible in the 
southwest. He had actually done so at the hilltop of Oke Aare on previous 
occasions41. Although this young scholar had little confidence in the 
sighting of the crescent in the north, he claimed to have coincidentally 
sighted the new crescent on the same day as the northerners sighted it.

This incident was groundbreaking for the Chief Imam of Ibadan, who 
unilaterally instructed that Ramadan fast be observed the following day in 
line with the sighting despite the previous decision of the League on the 
matter. Given the influence of the imam within the League, his decision 
had considerable effect. It can be inferred that, had the crescent not been 
sighted anywhere in the southwest, the pre-determined date for beginning 
the Ramadan fast would automatically have applied.
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Conclusion

There must be an end to the disharmony and the disunity that the Nigerian 
Muslim ’ummah has long experienced in relation to the dates of starting 
the Ramadan fasts and observing the Ids. There must be an end to the 
ridicule to which the situation exposes the ’ummah, particularly in the eyes 
of the young generation of Muslims in our time and in the eyes of non- 
Muslim compatriots. When it becomes known that some Nigerians often 
started fasting on the last day of Sha'ban or celebrated Id on the last day 
of Ramadan and Id al-’Adha on 'Arafah day, the ridicule of fellow 
Muslims in other parts of the world could be much greater. More 
important, however, is the need to ensure fulfilment of religious duties at 
the appropriate times.

Notwithstanding the hand of fellowship stretched out by the northern 
'ulama’ with the aim of fostering unity amongst the Nigerian ’ummah, that 
much-desired unity continues to elude the ’ummah. Whilst the north relies 
on actual sighting of the crescent, which has recently been facilitated by 
the use of technology, the League of Imams and Alfas remain committed to 
astronomical calculation as the means of determining the beginning and 
end of Ramadan. There seems little chance of compromise between the 
northern segment of the ’ummah and its south-western counterpart through 
their respective 'ulama’. Through the activities of the MUSWEN, however, 
the situation is gradually but steadily changing for the better as Muslims 
are getting more enlightened about the requirements of their religion and 
the bridge-building efforts of the Sultan of Sokoto and the President- 
General of NSCIA. Although there has been appreciable progress towards 
finding a lasting solution to this disunity in dates of observing Ramadan 
fasts, there is need for the leadership of the ’ummah in Nigeria to support 
the efforts of putting to an end this ridiculous disunity in observing crucial 
religious duties. In this regard, this paper strongly recommends the 
following:

1. The leadership of the Nigeria Muslim ’ummah should encourage 
mass education of Muslims in the country about the need to adhere 
strictly to the rules regarding the sighting of the crescent for the 
purpose of Ramadan fasting and the Ids.
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2. There is need for the Muslims in the country to support the 
bridge-building efforts of Sultan Muhammad Sa'ad Abubakar III.

3. The NSCIA should restore and invigorate the moon-sighting 
committees for each of the zones in the country and furnish them with 
necessary financial and logistical support to make them more 
functional and reliable.

4. Monitoring of the crescent needs to be carried out every month of 
the year to familiarise those concerned with the pattern of the 
appearance of the crescent well ahead of Ramadan and Dhu al-Hijjah.

5. The Muslim ’Ummah of the South West Nigeria (MUSWEN) 
should intensify and sustain its well-acknowledged efforts in building 
the bridge of understanding and co-operation between the southwest 
and the north with regard to uniformity in the dates for beginning and 
ending Ramadan fasting.

6. Discussions must be held with the leadership of the League of 
Imams and Alfas of South West, Edo and Delta States with a view to 
achieving uniformity in observing Muslim festivals across the length 
and breadth of Nigeria. Where necessary, persuasion should be 
employed to ensure that the league of Imams and Alfas shifts its long
standing ground.

7. The Nigerian Muslim ’ummah should adopt the majority opinion 
of Muslim scholars regarding the sighting of the crescent for the 
purpose of starting the Ramadan fasting and observing the Islamic 
festivals so that, wherever the crescent is sighted in the world, all 
Muslims comply spontaneously.

8. The leadership of the ’ummah in this country should initiate the 
idea of a communication network among Muslim countries and 
communities across the world to facilitate efficient and effective 
transfer of moon-sighting information.

9. Astronomical calculations should be carried out regularly to 
identify the actual time of conjunction in order to project the possible 
time when the crescent could be sighted.
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10. The leadership o f the ’ummah should acquire such state o f the art 
technology as binoculars, telescopes and all other instruments capable 
of facilitating the sighting o f the crescent. These items should be 
placed in sensitive areas where sighting the crescent is most likely.

11. The country should identify areas where the crescent is likely to 
be sighted through the use o f computer-based International Lunar 
Data Line.
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