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SOUTH ASIA is home to nuclear devices which will kill millions if used and poison many even if never used as it is possible that radioactive waste material could sneak into the food chain or leak in an accident. But even more dangerous than the nuclear bomb is the population bomb and the fact that our population figures are galloping fast. It is one of the indicators to categorise a country as a failed state.

The man who sounded the alarm over population was born, rather surprisingly, during the apparent serenity of Jane Austen’s (1775-1817) England. His name was Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) and he spent his entire life in academia — fellow of Jesus College, Cambridge (1793-1804) and then professor of history and political economy at Haileybury College (1805-1834). For such a man to come up with the grim theory that “population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio” was somewhat unexpected because he himself had witnessed neither milling crowds nor hungry people nor water shortage — all the things we fear now.

Yet Malthus was right. If the world sustains a huge population today it is only because science has come up with sources of increased food supply he never dreamt of. But the resources at our disposal — especially water — are finite and the time will come when the world will simply not be able to support so many people.

So what can Pakistan do about this? First, let us give credit to Ayub Khan for having begun the spadework on family planning. If the fertility rate is down (from 3.66 per cent between 1961-1972 to 1.9 per cent in 2005) it is because of these initial steps. But much more needs to be done so let us begin by examining the impediments in the process.

The first impediment is the interpretation of Islam, at least on this particular issue, by religions opinion makers. Slogans saying; ‘family planning is murder’ and ‘Every human being brings his own sustenance’ were displayed in major cities as soon as the Ayub campaign started. The village maulvi would counsel fatalism while the intellectuals of the Jamaat-i-Islami, probably reacting to western cultural hegemony, were sceptical of the whole family planning project. Maulana Maudoodi’s famous book The Birth Control (1964) argued that family planning was a plot against Islam and would encourage sexual promiscuity. The Deobandi establishment, unmindful of the fatwas of their own school, also remained against family planning. The ordinary people, getting such conflicting messages, veered in the direction of their traditional fatalism. They had always wanted more children and now they felt that religion was on their side on this count at least.

The westernised bureaucracy used perfectly secular reasons to advocate family planning. That there were Islamic reasons for doing so was never made common knowledge though, of course, here and there a few scholars nodded their heads solemnly and affirmed that there were. These reasons are as follows.

According to Jabir bin Abdullah, the narrator of a prophetic tradition: “We used to practise coitus interreptus (al-azal) during the time of Allah’s Messenger, peace and blessings be upon him, while the Quran was being revealed. The Prophet (PBUH) came to know about it but did not forbid us.” This particular tradition is authenticated by both the major collections Bukhari and Muslim. Another tradition pertains to the same practise with women captured in war. Based upon these traditions the makers of law declared that one could have intercourse without intending to produce offspring.

However, there is a Quranic verse saying: “kill not your children for fear of want. We provide sustenance for them and for you, the killing of them is a great sin” (Surah 17:31). Because of this some people said that al-azal was like murder. This opinion was refuted by Hazrat Ali as follows:

“(a human life is not created) before the completion of seven stages (of reproduction), being a product of the earth, then a drop of semen, then a clot, then a little lump of tissue, then bones, then bones clothed with flesh, which then becomes like another creation.” Hazrat Umar, who was present, said “you are right. May Allah prolong your life.”

In short, the verse from the Qur’an, which is often produced in arguments against family planning, refers to the killing of live children and has nothing to do with preventing the birth of children.

The doctrine of al-azl was supported by the Hanafi, Maliki, Hanbali and the Shafi’i; schools of Islamic fiqh (the law). Among the Shias, too, it has support among the Zaidi, Imami and other schools. There are minor difference among the jurists, of course, but the general principle is conceded.

In India, during Aurangzeb’s time, 500 ulema agreed that al-azl was permissible. Shah Abdul Aziz, a religious reformer, also agreed with this interpretation. More recently, all major Islamic scholars have agreed that it is permissible. Internet sources give the names of scholars from all over the Muslim world, including Al-Azhar, who agree that it is allowed. Participants at several conferences Rabat (1971); Banjal, Gambia (1979); Dakar, Senegal (1982); Aceh, Indonesia (1990); Magadishu, Somalia (1990) agreed that all forms of family planning were permissible.

That the official machinery has not made al-azl a household word by now is a shortcoming of officialdom. However, if the will is there, the concept can be used to refute and overcome the misinterpretation of Islam which is so common in our society.

There is, however, another impediment in the path of family planning. Our society is male-dominating and males are preferred over females. Boys provide security against attack, cattle-lifting, abduction of the women of the family and so on. Moreover, it is through them that the family name is carried on. They provide food and security in old age. Thus, people have many children in the hope of having more sons and, therefore, greater security.

Our westernised, urban opinion-makers either do not know or remain insensitive to these realities. They blame the common people for having more children. That this attitude is insensitive, arrogant as well as wrong does not occur to them. Thus the doctors who talk to villagers in Urdu — which is a discourtesy by itself if the doctor knows the villagers’ language — in superior tones about the virtues of family planning are themselves an impediment in the way of reducing population.

First, they blame the individual whereas it is the system, made by urban elites like themselves, which is to blame. Second, they do not realise that social life — including beliefs, attitudes, values etc., — will only change if there is education and a higher standard of living. If the state has not spread education and modern values everywhere the failure is that of the state’s ruling elite and not of the common people. They are the victims of the population bomb for they are the ones who will drink even polluted water while the elite has bottled water and private wells to fall back upon.

The fact is that when education — especially female education — spreads, fertility decreases. This has happened in many countries of the world. The other fact is that when incomes rise, people produce less children. They start spending on lifestyle, education of children, clothes etc whereas these are mere luxuries when one is desperately poor.

The third relevant fact is that when both these things happen, people stop depending on their children and population decreases. Now these are social changes which only ruling elites bring about. Thus, instead of being critical of people who produce too many children, one should be critical of policymakers who have not ensured that there is an equitable distribution of resources wealth, among the common people of this country.

The consequences of the population explosion are too horrendous to think of. Just imagine, if the present population growth continues, there will be 202.11 million people in Pakistan in 2025. What we need is a zero or, even better, a negative growth rate for several decades. So if we are to engage with this problem seriously we must make use of such Islamic concepts as al-azal to overcome opposing religious impediments. And even more importantly, someone has to start investing in education, social security, the reduction of poverty and the empowerment of women. These are not fashionable shibboleths — these are the basic necessities for survival itself.

