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 In order to ensure continued supply to ever-growing population, especially in 
developing and least developed countries, enough production of genetically modified 
agricultural crops are sine qua non. It is for this reason that agricultural biotechnology 
has been supplied priority and is getting all kinds of support from governments. But 
almost all GM foods have their origin in western countries, especially from a 
multinational company by the name of Monsanto of the United States. These countries 
are marking their GM products both at national and international levels. Although Islam 
requires for all edibles to be permissible (halal) and good for human consumption 
(tayyib), which has been accentuated in form of the precautionary principle – which has 
been enshrined in several international and national legal instruments, which has to be 
observed by producing and importing countries and which has to be environmentally 
friendly – but producing countries do not ensure the safety of biotech food. The 
precautionary principle has further been strengthened by various Shari‘ah, principles. 
This paper demonstrates the Islamic perspective of the precautionary principle and 
argues for its internalization and practice in international trades in GMOs and GM food. 
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Prelude: 
 The population of the world is in the state of continuous growth; it will become 9 billion by 2053. It will 
stabilize in developed countries but in developing countries, it will keep on growing until 2050. It is a matter to 
worry that the wheat production in Europe, India and China is plateauing. In European countries, it is not a 
problem, but if this trend continues, India and China can certainly face problem. So is the case of rice. In Japan 
and Korea and China, the total rice production is cascading. This phenomenon is occurring due to several 
factors, including global warming. In order to feed the growing population, production of agricultural produce 
has also to grow. The solution to this lies in agricultural biotechnology, i.e. producing biotech crops via gene 
manipulation. Crop of genetic modification may or may not be safe. Rice yield growth can be increased by 
supercharging rice by giving it a more efficient way to photosynthesize - convert sunlight to grain – C4 
photosynthesis like maize. This will be a safe technique [18]. But there has yet to be any such breakthrough 
research in the field of rice yield. It is not the case with respect to other GMOs.  
 It is rightly understood that divine command requires all edibles to be halal (permitted) and tayyib (good for 
human consumption) because these injunctions are based on the divine wisdom. Allah (s.w.t.) has also 
commanded that we should not make any modifications in Allah’s creations. It is for this reason that a class of 
‘Ulama hold the opinion that since gene manipulation is an act of modification in Allah’s creations, it is a 
prohibited endeavor. But a vast majority of ‘Ulama hold a contrary view that because genetic modifications are 
made in order to improve the existing plant and animal species in order to maximize food production to provide 
food to ever growing population, is justified as necessity (dharurah). Otherwise, a large number of people will 
start starving. And another big chunk of population will suffer from malnutrition. This situation warrants that to 
maximize the food production by application of agricultural biotechnology. The solution, thus, lies in gene 
manipulation of plants and animals, which will, in turn, fulfill the food needs of people and animals on which 
certain food depend, e.g. meat and milk. It is, thus, use of agricultural biotechnology for maximizing agricultural 
produce is maslahah mursalah (public interest). 
 It is for this reason that at the Kuwait Summit of Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC) of 1984, 
countries resolved that Muslim countries should encourage research and development by all means on gene 
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manipulation, especially in agricultural sector. Since then, biotechnology was considered as a priority in OIC 
countries, which has received some notable success [For a vivid account of biotechnology success in Muslim 
countries, see 23]. However, as stated above, the newer species, which are the result of gene manipulation, must 
be halal and tayyib (good for human consumption). Otherwise, instead of helping people, we will be bringing 
them menace and suffering. So, Islamically speaking, the end product of gene manipulation to be acceptable in 
Islam must comply with the divine injunction. Thus, unsafe end products in form of GMOs, living and non-
living, and GM food are unethical and non-Islamic. For this reason, people around the world are resisting human 
consumption of these products. They wish to know what they eat, and they want all of these products to be safe 
for them. But the companies, notably Monsanto, which are engaged in producing such products, are doing gene 
manipulation with predominantly economic benefits, as they rush to market their products without giving safety 
guarantee about them. People’s demands are in line with Islamic divine commands; and the irresponsible acts of 
the companies can be classified as malicious for achieving sinister objectives.  
 GMOs, living and non-living, and GM food are totally produced in the developed world, but are mostly 
consumed by developing and least developed countries. For example, soybean, corn and canola and their food 
products in any form are not guaranteed safe. Thus, international trade in them is against Allah’s command. The 
producing countries are duty bound to comply with safety imperatives. This Islamic hukum Shar’i (divine 
command) has been recognized by the non-Muslim masses also. There is a demand of people in every country 
with respect to GM food, including that of the Bt. Brinjal episode of India, to make sure that the agricultural 
produces edibles containing these should be first determined safe beyond doubt based on repeated lab and field 
testing. Only then, they should be introduced for human consumption in the country of the production and 
overseas. 
  
Discussions: 
Applicability of Precautionary Principle: 
In Islam: 
 Large number of countries have legislated laws for ensuring safety of GMOs and GM food, and labeling 
them. By doing so they are, in fact, practicing precautionary principle, which in strict sense in this context will 
requires that if the adverse effect of any genetically modified produce and product containing it on the human 
health or the environment is cannot be ascertained, it should not be introduced in the environment and should 
not be allowed for human consumption; it also obliges producing, exporting and importing countries to adopt 
appropriate preventive measures, including having an approval mechanism based on intensive lab and field 
tests. And if they cannot do so, they should simply block their import. The European Union’s practice is the best 
example of application of the precautionary principle. They are in line with international laws on application of 
precautionary principle contained in the Cartagena Protocol made under the Convention on Biological Diversity 
and the SPS Agreement, a part of the WTO legal regime. Both of them, in effect, actually comply with the 
divine command stated above. But among both of them, the provisions of the Cartagena Protocol serves the 
maslahah mursalaha (public interest) in a better way, as it takes into consideration both health and 
environmental considerations in a better way. Whereas, the SPS Agreement is trade motivated. This is proven 
from the decisions made by the WTO Panels and Appellate Body [4]. The author is of the opinion that in order 
to be closer to the Allah’s Command, we should follow the precautionary principle provisions contained in the 
Cartagena Protocol [5]. States, both importing and exporting, are also duty bound to apply with the 
precautionary principle at their level best. We should not forget that we are going to be ultimately accountable 
to Allah (s.w.t.) for wrongs committed towards His creations.  
 Sadd al-dhara’i, a Shari‘ah principle, which is acceptable to the four Sunni Imams with some difference in 
its detailed application, implicitly means blocking the means to evil results. Its application, thus, results in 
preserving maslahah mursalal, is a matter of benevolence to people in general. It also encompasses the situation 
where both means and end, are lawful or unlawful, but lead to a sinister objective, as motive (niyah) is an 
important decisive factor of human conducts [For detailed account of Principle, see 1, 2, 21, 22 and 24]. Sadd 
al-dhara’i, thus, is an appropriate Islamic principle to deal with the situation of introducing GMOs into the 
environment or allowing them for human consumption. It is already well delineated that if something will 
definitely lead to evil, is haram; if that may lead to evil in certain circumstances only, is invalidated only in such 
situations; means which rarely lead to evil, is permissible. It is, therefore, an Islamic principle clearly supportive 
of application of the precautionary principle to biotech produce and products containing them. It is applicable to 
the second category of the three different situations of the Islamic principles, i.e. where the safety aspect of a 
GMO has already been determined as safe based on repeated lab and filed testing, it is permissible, but where it 
has not been determined with such certainty, it will not be permissible. Similarly, where the probability of 
adverse effect is prominent, there has to be total prohibition, e.g. terminations seeds; where no safety tests have 
been conducted and the proponent wants to introduce the GMO product for monetary gain or fame, it will be 
prohibited. But where safety tests have been conducted but safety is yet to be ascertained, the Islamic principle 
requires for further tests to be conducted by the producer, exporter and importer in order to determine the safety 
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of human health or protection of the environment and not to introduce it. This is simply application of the 
precautionary principle because in these cases means and ends do not seen to be in public interest, as protecting 
the environment and public health are within its realm. The principle requires all related parties to GMOs to 
determine the means and end beyond doubt so that the position of their human consumption could be 
determined. In case of transboundary movement GMOs also, the principle applies with the same magnitude.  
 Islam has a unique concept of Ukhuwwah (brotherhood). The ramification of this concept encompasses the 
virtue that every Muslim is duty-bound to take care of others. It means any spurious edible has not to be 
disseminated by any means among other human beings, Muslim as well as non-Muslims alike. In other words, 
when it comes to humanity and protection of human life, Islam treats Muslims and non-Muslims alike. It 
implies that if any new plant or animal species has been produced on the basis of gene manipulation must 
undergo intensive and repeated lab and field tests. This is the requirement of the precautionary principle [2 and 
15]. 
 There is another concept in Islam known as Khalifah (vicegerent). It means every individual is Allah’s 
vicegerent, and in this capacity, everyone has to strictly comply with the divine command of halal and Tayyib as 
stated above. They have to produce enough food for all, but within the ambit of these two imperatives. On the 
contrary, he will be accountable to Allah (s.w.t.) on the Day of Judgment. In view of this, all engaged in 
producing GMOs or manufacturing and marketing GM food must ensure the safety aspect of such produce or 
food. If they are not sure about it, they should simply abstain from introducing them. This is exactly the 
precautionary principle [For details on these Islamic Principles, see 3 and 19]. 
 There is yet another concept of Amanah (trusteeship). It means whatever Allah (s.w.t.) has created between 
the skies and the earth is for the benefit of the man. They are, in fact, subservient to the humankind, and in trust 
with man. As the ameen (trustee) man has to abstain from their wasteful use, over exploitation, and irresponsible 
use of the creations are prohibited. He has to leave all natural resources for equal benefit of the posterity. By 
virtue of this, all have to be used in a sustainable manner, i.e. all resources have to be used by the present 
generation without compromising with the interests of coming generations [Sustainable development in Islam 
can be defined as: “The balanced and simultaneous realization of consumer welfare, economic efficiency, 
attainment of social justice, and ecological balance in the framework of an evolutionary knowledge-based 
socially interactive model taking into account the interests of all coming generations. See 9, 6 and 26]. Thus, the 
present generation has to maintain all natural resources quantitatively and qualitatively. For example, 
deforestation must be supported by reforestation, supported by afforestation. If this is not practiced, there will be 
a case of over exploitation, which is prohibited by Allah (s.w.t.). Likewise, if certain crops have been produced, 
which produces its own pesticides and herbicides, e.g. Bt cotton and other Bt varieties, will certainly be spurious 
and bad for human consumption. This might contaminate other similar pure varieties, which might yield 
undesired results. This Islamic notion is also in line with the precautionary principle.  
 Two decades ago, some biotech companies produced by genetic modification termination seeds and started 
marketing them all over the world. This started resulting in farmers’ dependency on such seeds, as the produce 
from them could not be used as seeds. This was an act of sheer exploitation of poor farmers and technological 
onslaught to the developing and least developed countries. This practice also resulted in loss of several other 
varieties, e.g. this happened in Cambodia, when farmers restricted only to few rice varieties, all other varieties 
vanished. Islam teaches generosity, redistribution of money and social justice. These tenets prohibit exploitative 
practices. Precautionary principle implies self-restraint on everyone, and to think collective and give priority to 
maslalah mursalah over individualistic selfish motive.  
 It has been made known from Allah (s.w.t.) that all creation between the skies and the earth are in definite 
ratio (qadra), and there is purposiveness in all the creations. They have to play a definite role assigned to them. 
They have not been created for fun or in sport. He (s.w.t.) has categorically ordained us to maintain the divine 
ratio. Disturbing the ratio will amount to mischief (fasad), which is met with preventive and punitive measures. 
Genetically modified living organisms, especially seeds if not grown in controlled conditions, might 
contaminate other species of the family. It might result in limiting the indigenous varieties, which are proven to 
be safe. If this happens, it will be a worrisome to the biodiversity. It is for this reason that Allah (s.w.t.) has 
ordained to maintain the ratio among His all the creations. Biologists and policy makers have knowingly or 
unknowingly, accentuated this; and they enacted laws for conservation of the environment at national and 
international levels. International trade in LOMs might cross the border and might cause crisis in other 
countries. The precautionary principle requires restraints on such irresponsible exports by way of trade or 
otherwise, e.g. food aid.  
 Adl (justice) is the sacred trust form Allah (s.w.t.) to man. It has to be practiced and imparted without any 
favour or fear. Allah (s.w.t.) has ordains us to practice justice when we have to measure [7]. It is apt quoting the 
Qur’anic ayah (verse): “...O you who believe! Be upright, for the sake of Allah, in testifying for fairness; and do 
not let the hatred of a people urge you to be unjust, be just, that is closest to Godliness. Fear (from displeasing) 
Allah verily is aware of what you do” [the Qur’an, 5:8]. This divine injunction binds states also. Thus, states 
have to practice adl in export and import of GMOs and GM food. If they do not do so, the heads of states will 
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be accountable on the Day of Judgment, because ignoring the safety aspect of them might be detrimental to 
human beings and might impair the nature and natural resources. The Islamic law of obligation also warrants it. 
The precautionary principle is imbedded in this Qur’anic ayah, as practicing it will not leave the chance of such 
susceptibilities. 
 The concept of equality is fundamental to the value structure of Islam. Equality is basically a relative 
concept - as absolute equality is a utopia – which is the characteristic feature of societies around the world. 
People are naturally different in talents, skills and their usefulness to society. A Qur’anic verse may be cited to 
confirm this: “He who has made you successors in the land and elevated some of you in rank above others that 
He may try you by what He has given you” [See the Qur’an, 6:66]. Despite the fact that this verse refers to 
differentials in wealth and also in spiritual rank, elsewhere the Qur’an distinguishes men of piety [See the 
Qur’an, 49:13] and knowledge [See the Qur’an, 58:11] from those who lack these qualities. The concept of 
equality in the Qur’an is aimed at human being as an individual equality in the eyes of Allah (s.w.t.), however, 
the concept can also be applied in relationship between states, because dualism is not recognized in Islam [12 
and 20]. In this respect, fairness in international trade [See, the Qur’an in part. 4:29 in part: “O You who 
believe! Do not devour one another's possessions wrongfully - not even by way of trade based on mutual 
agreement….”; See also 16] finds considerable support in Islam, which supports practices and policies that 
promote sustainable development. Regarding the exporting and importing of LMOs, the exporting and 
importing states are on equal footing, though each state has different economic development and different 
conditions. Thus, the exporting and importing of GMOs and GM food is based on mutual consent and equality. 
Both the exporters and the importers are equal before the law. Thus, the concept of ‘fair trade’ which aims at 
promoting sustainable development, is in line with fair trade in Islamic perspective, because this includes the 
promotion of better environmental practices and the application of responsible methods of production and 
preserves valuable ecosystems for future generations, and it is within the fold of precautionary principle [17 and 
25]. The idea of sustainable development, which was perceived in concrete form in 1992 and which is there in 
its present form as Agenda 21, is not new to Islam. The Islamic approach of development is all encompassing, 
holistic and eternal. Islam does not allow any development carried out by the present generation at the cost of 
the interests of coming generations. If we look at it from the point of view of LMOs, which can cause 
incorrigible harm the existing plant and animal species, Islam, based on above Islamic imperatives, will never 
allow it. But those LMOs, which will be simply an addition to the existing biodiversity and will not adversely 
affect it, is compatible to the Islamic teachings on the environment, as conservation of the environment without 
disturbing the qadr of it is central in the Islamic teaching on the environment [See 9], protecting the qadr in the 
environment is fundamental to conservation of the environment. Conserving the environment means to protect 
the interest of all, present generation and coming generations. Every individual has environmental rights (haqq), 
which are commonly known as right to pollution free environment, right to information about the environment, 
right to access to justice in case the previous two rights are violated. All these rights have great value in the 
Islamic teaching on the environment. They equally go to the international trade in GMOs. Introducing spurious 
GMOs or those adverse impacts of which have not scientifically ascertained, will amount to violation of these 
rights [See 8 and 10].   
The Islamic perspective of application of the precautionary principle can be demonstrated as: 
 

 
 
Fig. 1: Imperatives To Be Adhered to in Islam for Application of PP in International Trade in GMOs. 
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 The figure clearly demonstrates compliance of the following basic principles: dharurah (necessity), 
maslahah mursalah (public interest), Divine wisdom of qadr (ratio) and protection of environmental human 
rights. Human, as the Khalifah of Allah (s.w.t.), is duty bound to comply with these imperatives; failing which, 
he will be accountable for the deleterious effects of  GMOs on human, animal and plant life and health.  
 
Support of Other Religions: 
 Judaism supports the Islamic perspective on GMOs and GM food. It allows genetic modification in the 
interest of mankind. Esra Guan, a known expert on the religious perspective of gene manipulation and other 
aspects of genetics says that it is a fraught with problems. But he supports this view after quoting few known 
religious authorities. It is stated that the religion prohibits mixing of genes of different species, but if required in 
the benefit of mankind, it is allowed. The author is of the opinion that this divine injunction cannot be 
accomplished without determining the safety aspects of GMOs and application of precautionary principle [See 
11 and 13]. 
 The Papal institution also supports the scientific endeavor of gene manipulation, especially in the area of 
agriculture, as it considers it to be savior from starvation. It has been emphasized at the two conferences that 
technology should be developed for bringing about improvement in the existing agricultural practices in order to 
feed the growing population of the world. But at the same time, it was urged that the agricultural crops are safe 
for human consumption. Since the safety aspect is crucial, the newly developed species must undergo extensive 
lab testing. This idea got support from the Conference of European Churches. There are few opinions, like in 
Islam, which are skeptical of gene manipulation, but they do not carry much weight. Thus, the countries, 
especially the European Union countries, are marching ahead with gene manipulation but with utmost caution. 
The orthodox and strict view has got support from the World Council of Churches. It is of the opinion that there 
should be not scientific interference in God’s creations [14]. 
 
Conclusion: 
 Individuals, companies and policy makers are duty bound to give priority to maslahah mursalah (public 
interests) over their own vested interests. If they practice restraint and comply with Allah’s command, they will 
be rewarded by Him (s.a.w.) in this world and also in the hereafter. The application of the precautionary 
principle is in line with the divine wisdom of Allah (s.w.t.), which can easily be substantiated by a number of 
the Shari‘ah principles. This should be applicable at both the national level and at international trade level. In 
order to give effect to precautionary principle, states should adopt suitable preventive measures at the national 
level by making appropriate laws. They should not export MOs, GMO products, including agricultural produces 
and edibles, unless they are sure based on intensive lab and filed testing that they will be good for human 
consumption. The importing countries should also practice the same. If they do so they will be simply carrying 
out Allah’s command. 
 We have noticed above that on the one hand supply of food to all is the dharurah of the time, and 
application of the precautionary principle for demining the safety of GM foods required by the western law and 
the Shari‘ah on the other hand is also necessary. In the midst of both, we should strike a balance. If dharurah is 
eminent and pressing, we can relax for the time being the applicability of the precautionary principle. On the 
contrary, if the GM foods are plentiful, strict applicability of the principles is warranted. Thus, we have to strike 
a balance between the two aspects. 
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