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Abstract 

Moon sighting among Nigerian Muslims have continue to be an issue of controversy. There 

have always been differences of opinions, approaches and manners which people deal with 

this issue, so much to that scholars’ time and energies have been spent over and over this 

controversy in an attempt to offer solution to it. Some scholars posited that the differences 

which have degenerated to being capable of causing a lot of discrepancies among Nigerian 

Muslims today, and particularly on the problem of moon sighting owes its origin from the 

period of the companions of the Prophet (SAW). The situation has continue to be so pathetic 

to the extent it has led to divisions among Nigerian Muslims, especially on the question of the 

Northern hegemony on moon sighting. 
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Introduction  

The purpose of human creation is to serve God (Allah). Unfortunately, the human being is 

prone to deviation from the approved standard, for he is more than anything contentious. The 

Qur’an was revealed to complete and perfect all other divine messages, and to control man’s 

behaviour, this is what make the religion of Islam to be one of the most organized among all 

other religions. There is hardly any issue of importance that Muslims intellectuals and 

scholars have not thoroughly and laboriously examined and discussed (Omotosho, 1996). 

One of the contemporary issues among Nigerian Muslims has always been the controversy 

that usually surround the sighting of the moon at the beginning of Ramadan fast or at the end 

of it, as well as that of Dhul-Hajja (the month of the pilgrimage) which is need not to arise as 

the issue is one of the areas where enough intellectual efforts and guidance have been 

provided by Islam and the early Islamic scholars. Controversy on religious teachings exists 
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among Nigerian Muslims for quite some time and now. However, one of those controversies 

that threatens the unity and uniformity among Nigerian Muslims is relating to moon sighting 

of the Ramadan fast which is an important procedure in the determination of the 

commencement and completion of the month of Ramadan and observance on certain rites in 

the Holy pilgrimage which are slate for fixed day on Dhul-Hajja which the last of the three 

months designated for performance of Hajj rites. Though procedure for moon sighting is laid 

down in the Islamic blueprint (source Islamic Laws).Certain controversies regarding the 

implementation of such procedures exist among Nigerian Muslims and these have resulted in 

lack of unity and uniformity in the observance of religious duties especially dictated by the 

appearance and disappearance of the moon. This paper, therefore, attempt to: 

1. Discuss the emerging issues such as; Declaration of the moon by the Muslim Leaders, 

Constant observance of Ramadan first for twenty nine days, The south questioning of 

northern hegemony.  

2. Discuss the challenges such as; Ignorance, Distortion of facts, Ethnicity, and Egoism  

The Moon 

The moon is an earthly stony piece that has been previously detached from our planet, as 

such was the moons of the planets detached from those planets. This is so because when the 

earth (that was a sun) broke up it became pieces, which started to revolve around a new sun, 

which is our present sun. each torrential planet started to rotate around itself and because 

those pieces were not spherical, but utterly have projections. Those projections and 

prominences started to detached from the planet because of their rotation around themselves 

and to get away from the planets, so that those prominences became as moon of the planet. 

The Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary defines the moon, as the natural body that moves 

around the earth once every twenty eight days (28) and shines at night by light reflected from 

the sun. The moon is a body that basically moves round a planet than the earth. The 

dictionary further maintained. 

Controversy 

The Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary defines controversy, as public discussion or 

argument often rather angry, about something which many people disagree or are shocked 
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by. It is a situation where people always failed to reach an accord or consensus. Whereas 

controversy among Nigerian Muslims in this case, is a longtime disagreement particularly or 

specifically on the sighting of the moon of Ramadan fasting (i.e. the month) month of Hijra 

calendar, that almost resulted into disunity and the consequence division among them, 

especially on the question of Northern hegemony on the moon sighting by the southern 

Muslims. 

The Significance of the Moon 

The moon is an important object in creation, especially to the Muslims, because some 

important acts of worship in Islam depend directly on it Abu-Aishab (2010). This, warrants 

therefore, that there are divine stipulations from the Holy Qur’an and Sunnah (traditions) of 

the Prophet (SAW) clearly explaining how it should be dealt with. This is the reason why 

Allah informed us about this in some verses or places in the Qur’an. 

 

He says: 

“They ask you (O Muhammad) about the new moons (crescents), say: these are signs 

to mark fixed periods of time for mankind and the pilgrimage.”   

When explaining this verse, the renown Muslim scholar, Imam IbnKathir, said that, Allah 

revealed this verse to the prophet, when the companions of the Prophet (SAW) asked him 

about the moon, to determine the matters of their religion, for their women’s menstrual 

calculations and for pilgrimage. Whereas, other scholars like, IbnArabee explained the verse 

to mean; “that is to (to be used) in the counting of their fasting days, breaking of their fasting, 

timing their day to day affairs and also to serve a lot of other benefits from them.” 

The Controversy on the Sighting of the Moon of Ramadan among Nigerian Muslims.Unity 

among Muslims is praise worthy thing recognized in Islam and disunity is blame worthy as 

slated in the Holy Qur’an when Allah (SWT) commands Muslims as follows: 

 “Hold fast to Allah’s robe and you should not disunite Q. 3:103.  

This commandment leads credence to the thinking that any meaningful development in the 

Muslim community cannot be attained when Muslims are disunited. In spite of the above 

Qur’an verse peremial controversies on sighting the moon especially that of the Ramadan 
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fast continue to be a thing of concern and controversy among Nigerian Muslims though 

instructions are bound on moon sighting in the Islamic blueprints, there still exists some 

controversies among Muslims. The paper shall therefore, discuss these controversies under; 

THE EMERGING ISSUES  

Declaration/Pronouncement of Moon Sighting by the Leader 

In the previous generations, the declaration of when to commence or complete fasting in the 

month of Ramadan or celebrate Idul-Idha (the Sallah day) was the responsibility of the 

Muslim leaders of any Muslim community in Nigeria. In the subsequence generations, and in 

order to avoid disunity and promote uniformity among Muslims, there were attempts to 

harmonize or have a central authority, that would be responsible to make such declaration 

and or, pronouncement as and when due. This was agreed or initiated at the instance of the 

representatives of all the various groups and community(ies), and took effect in the north, 

during the caliphate of Sultan Hassan (1931-1938) and concluded under Sir AbubakarSaddiq 

II, (1938-1988). Before then, it was the responsibility of individual Emirs to make the 

pronouncement at their domains (Yahya, 1996). This in 1946 at the Northern Chiefs 

Congress an agreement was entered into that the sultan, whose pontification was recognized, 

should be notified of the sighting of the moon anywhere so that he could instruct Muslims to 

commence and complete fasting or the observance of the Idul-Fitr (the sallah day). On the 

reverse, in the southern part of the country, there emerge a similar attempt which 

consequently gave birth to the appearance of the league of Imam and Alfas. Aside these 

regional attempts, in 1973, the Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA) was 

formed with a view among others to promoting uniformity in the observance of their 

festivals. 

Inspite of the formation of the above bodies, responsible for the declaration, where one 

would have thought to bring to an end the controversies that existed, what is on the ground is 

still the controversy. The reason being that the authority of these bodies to make 

pronouncement on Muslims religious duties have been questioned. Especially that members 

of those bodies were not sound in the religion, and as such not qualified to be referred to as 

the Ulul-Amri those charged with authority mentioned in the Qur’an, since they do not 
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satisfy the requirements of Islamic leadership as enunciated by the exegetes,Muffassirum 

they do not have any authority to dictate Islamic affairs in Nigeria, the contenders argues. 

Constant Observance of Fasting for Twenty Nine Days 

There is the tradition of observance of fasting for twenty nine days on constant basis among 

the Northern Muslims, which seem to be another borne of contention. It has come to the 

notice that fasting among Muslims in the North and even those Northerners living in other 

part of Nigeria have cultivated the habit of fasting twenty nine days, that habit that remain 

unchanged until recently. This is an evident from certain respondents that they have never 

fasted for thirty days in the lives. The question, therefore, is why is it that in the Northern 

Nigeria, fasting has continued to remain constant and not for a single time observed for thirty 

days? 

The South Question of Northern Hegemony  

Another seeming controversy is that which relate to the questioning of Northern hegemony 

in the management of the Islamic affairs in Nigeria with special reference to Ramadan moon 

sighting and Idul-Adha (Sallah Day) festivals. This contention is popular among some 

Southern Muslims who see their brethren from the North as dominion or dominant, rather, in 

Islamic affairs. 

Traditionalism versus Modernity  

The attempt by the traditional Islamic scholars and leaders also to maintain static in their 

pronouncement on fasting and other Islamic religious duties in the country and the reaction 

of the modern Islamic scholars who seek to make pronouncement on Islamic affairs in view 

of the modern exigency without undermining any of the basic principles of Islam, yet posed 

another challenge. This tendency is found both in the North and the South. It may be safe, for 

one to say here that the traditional scholars and leaders sees the knowledge possess by the 

modern scholars as insufficient and inadequate to be able to give verdicts on Islamic rites 

which are erroneously claimed to be their responsibility. The modern Islamic scholars, 

especially those with western education have been described by uncomplimentary 

nomenclature by their traditional counterparts they were even accused of politicizing Islam. 
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Consequently, pronouncement or declaration of the moon sighting by the organization like 

the NSCIA, NAJOMA etc. are believed to be essentially dominated by the modern scholars 

are treated with disdain. 

Challenges  

1. Ignorance 

Ignorance play a major or significant role in the occurrence of the different facet of 

controversy on the sighting of moon among Nigerian Muslims. This is so because if the 

proper Islamic knowledge on the same are acquired and disseminated some of the 

controversies would not have arisen, were it not for ignorance to what reason would we 

attribute the attitude of those who are adamant at describing NSCIA as a body established to 

promote the interest of the North and thereby perpetuate it dominion on the entire Muslims in 

Nigeria.   

2. Distortion of Facts  

Another major challenge is the distortion of facts, some Muslims distort fact about Islam and 

Muslims in Nigeria. One way of distorting the facts is the misinterpretation and at times the 

restricting of their interpretation to only one of the opinions where as other opinions are 

abound. For instance, the pronouncement by scholars that, leaders must be obeyed 

unconditionally. This condition or position cannot be true, because leaders whose orders 

must be obeyed must equally meet certain qualities like; justice, piety, fairness, straight 

forwardness and visionary as enlisted in the sources of Islamic polity.    

3. Ethnicity 

There is no doubt ethnicity played a crucial role in the perpetuation of controversies in the 

sighting of the moon during Ramadan fasting in Nigeria. this fact could be substantiated by 

the attitudes of some Northern Muslims living in other parts of Nigeria than the North would 

not fast unless the declaration on the sighting of the moon comes from the leaders in the 

North. This never ending attitudes often lead to disunity and lack of uniformity among 

Nigerian Muslims as well as the day in which fasting should commences or completed. 
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4. Egoism  

The controversy (challenge) emanating from the attitudes of traditional scholars and leaders 

towards their modern counterparts can clearly be seen from the point of view of egoism, 

where their knowledge is undermined and their leadership is described as an attempt to 

politicized Islam, the claim that is unsubstantiated because knowledge is a divine gift and not 

the monopoly of any group. Similarly, whatever the depth of any scholar’s knowledge is just 

a drop from Allah’s bounties or fountain with this, therefore, it is worthy to mention that the 

attitude of the traditional scholars towards the modern scholars and vice versa is borne out of 

pride, egoism and rivalry (Yahya, 1996; Muhammad, 2019).  

Conclusion  

An alert Muslim mind today notices a crisis in the leadership realm of the Muslim Ummah 

material needs together with the passion for authority, and supremacy have led many 

conscious or knowledgeable Muslims towards the apparent bankruptcy of the moral values. 

In this situation, one is forced to pause to assess the potential dangers threatening the 

Nigerian Muslims in all aspects of their lives with peculiarity to the moon sighting of the 

Ramadan fast. Of course, leaders, the youth and the scholars who solidly believed in the 

agenda of Islam set their eyes on Allah (SWT) having realized that the ultimate solutions to 

their problems lies in the unity of the Ummah and having well respected leaders in a way. 

This will save the Ummah from general fear, egoism, ethnicity, despair and hopelessness. On 

the basis of the aforementioned, the controversy that surrounded the sighting of the moon at 

the beginning of Ramadan fast or at the end of it, as well as the Dhul-Hijja needs not to arise, 

as the issues is one of the areas where enough guidelines have been provided by Islam and 

the early Muslim scholars. The available explanation on the issue is available to avoid such 

ugly experience that Nigerian Muslims have had for quite sometimes and now. 

Recommendations  

There seem to be peculiarity in terms of controversy among Nigerian Muslims, that is of the 

moon sighting on Ramadan fasting. Muslims in Nigeria both the leadership and the 

followership, should as a matter of fact be ready to allow every aspects of their lives evolve 

and revolve round the dictates of the Shariah. This ascertain is very important looking at the 
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crisis of leadership in the Muslim Ummah or among Muslims in Nigeria, where the 

credibility of some of the leaders has always been put to question. Leadership is a trust which 

is accountable not only to the citizenry but also to the sovereign of all sovereigns. Therefore, 

the idea where leadership want to command the respect of the followership at all-time even 

when its steps have not been in consonance with Islam, that should be dropped. 

Similarly, the constant observance of fasting for twenty nine days and the obedience of the 

Northern Nigerian Muslims living in other parts of the country to such declaration is nothing 

than sympathy for one’s kinsmen. Also, that the refusal of the non-Northern Muslims to 

comply with pronouncement of moon sighting by the leadership in the north, only on the 

ground that the information emanate from the leadership they consider agents of Northern 

dominion deserves the least commendation of any serious Muslim. Another important 

recommendation is the dichotomy between the modern and traditional Muslims leaders and 

scholars which is uncalled for. The allegation of attempting to politicize Islam, by the 

modern scholars has no root. However, Islam and politics are never poles apart. So whoever 

attempts to separate them is only letting his imagination run way with him.    
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