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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

Article No.: 072 This study investigates the role of human capital investment in promoting 

economic growth and sustainable development in Nigeria through both 

conventional economic theories and Islamic perspectives. While physical 

capital and natural resources contribute to development, enduring progress 

ultimately depends on the quality of human capital. The research employed a 

qualitative methodology, combining textual analysis of Islamic sources with a 

review of empirical literature, to construct a faith-based yet globally relevant 

framework for human capital-centered development. Drawing upon Qur’anic 

injunctions, Prophetic traditions, and the works of classical Islamic scholars 

such as Ibn Khaldun and al-Ghazali, the study demonstrates that Islam 

emphasizes knowledge, health, skills, and ethical values as the foundations of 

prosperity. The findings revealed three major outcomes. First, both 

conventional and Islamic frameworks converge on the centrality of education, 

health, and skills acquisition as the core drivers of national development. 

Second, empirical evidence shows that Nigeria’s persistent neglect of 

education and health has resulted in low labor productivity, high 

unemployment, and weak competitiveness despite its abundant natural 

resources. Third, integrating Islamic ethical principles such as justice, 

accountability, and honesty into national development planning enhances not 

only productivity but also moral integrity and social cohesion. The study 

concludes that sustainable growth in Nigeria requires a strategic shift from 

resource dependence to knowledge-driven and ethically guided human capital 

development rooted in Islamic values. 
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Introduction 

Rapid economic growth and sustainable development remain central aspirations for 

nations worldwide. Development is not limited to income growth but also encompasses health, 

education, human dignity, and freedom of choice. Despite Nigeria’s vast natural resources, the 

country continues to grapple with poverty, unemployment, and underdevelopment due to 

inadequate investment in human capital. Comparative evidence indicates that physical resources 

alone cannot guarantee long-term progress; rather, the decisive factor is the quality of human 

resources. Countries such as South Korea, Malaysia, and Singapore exemplify how sustained 

investment in education, health, and workforce development fosters competitiveness and 

structural transformation (Ejere 98; Okojie, 44). Nigeria, by contrast, has prioritized resource 

exploitation and physical infrastructure while underinvesting in human development. This 

neglect has left its labor force ill-equipped for participation in a global knowledge economy. 

From an Islamic perspective, human beings are honored as vicegerents (khulafā’) of 

Allah on earth (Qur’an, 2:30), endowed with intellect (ʿaql) and entrusted with the responsibility 

of cultivating the earth (istiʿmār al-ard). Investment in human capital thus aligns with the 

Qur’anic command: “Indeed, Allah will not change the condition of a people until they change 

what is in themselves” (Qur’an, 13:11). Development in Islam is people-centered, linking 

material advancement with moral and spiritual growth. Classical scholars such as Ibn Khaldun, 

in his Muqaddimah, emphasized that knowledge, skills, and moral training are the foundation of 

prosperity and the endurance of civilization. Similarly, contemporary Islamic economists argue 

that underdevelopment in Muslim societies is rooted not in resource scarcity but in weak 

governance and neglect of human capital (Chapra, 67). 

This paper therefore aims to (1) conceptualize human capital from both Islamic and 

economic perspectives, (2) analyze Nigeria’s neglect of human capital investment, and (3) 

propose Islamic-guided policy directions for achieving sustainable development. 

 

Methodology 

The study employed a qualitative research design based on textual and interpretive 

analysis. Primary Islamic sources the Qur’an and Hadith were examined using recognized 

English translations to extract ethical and developmental principles related to knowledge, health, 

and labour. Classical scholarly interpretations from Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah and al-Ghazali’s 

Ihyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn were analyzed alongside contemporary Islamic economic thought, 

particularly the works of M. Umer Chapra, to contextualize the moral and spiritual dimensions of 

human capital within Islam. 

In addition, the research reviewed secondary empirical literature from Nigerian and 

international development studies that explored the relationship between human capital 

investment and economic performance. Comparative analyses were made with countries such as 

Malaysia, South Korea, and Singapore to illustrate how sustained investment in education and 

health fosters transformation. The qualitative approach emphasized thematic synthesis rather 

than quantitative modeling, enabling the integration of Islamic ethical imperatives with human 
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capital theory to construct a faith-based yet globally relevant framework for sustainable 

development in Nigeria. 

 

Literature Review 

Conventional economic theories of human capital were pioneered by scholars such as 

Theodore W. Schultz and Gary Becker, who emphasized education and health as investments 

that increase productivity and national income. Schultz (1961) argued that the most valuable of 

all capital is invested in human beings, while Becker (1993) demonstrated through empirical 

models that education and training yield measurable economic returns. Later endogenous growth 

theorists, such as Paul Romer, advanced the idea that technological progress and knowledge 

accumulation are the true drivers of long-term economic growth. 

In contrast, Islamic scholarship situates human capital within a broader moral and 

spiritual framework. Ibn Khaldun, in The Muqaddimah, argued that the prosperity and decline of 

civilizations hinge on the quality of human knowledge, skills, and moral discipline. Al-Ghazali, 

in Ihyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn, stressed that beneficial knowledge must promote both individual well-

being and communal welfare. Contemporary Islamic economists, such as M. Umer Chapra, have 

argued that underdevelopment in Muslim societies stems not from resource scarcity but from 

neglect of human capital and weak ethical governance. 

Thus, while Western economists emphasize measurable returns to education and 

training, Islamic perspectives expand the concept of human capital to include justice, 

accountability, and spirituality, ensuring that economic growth fosters social cohesion and moral 

integrity. This comparative positioning highlights the unique contribution of an Islamic 

framework for Nigeria’s development challenges. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study adopts a dual theoretical lens combining Conventional Human Capital 

Theory and Islamic Human Capital Ethics. 

1. Conventional Human Capital Theory: Rooted in the works of Schultz (1961) and Becker 

(1993), this theory posits that investments in education, health, and skills enhance individual 

productivity and generate positive externalities for society. It views human capital as an asset 

whose returns can be quantified in terms of higher income, innovation, and economic growth. 

This framework is operationalized through global indicators such as literacy rates, health 

outcomes, and the Human Development Index (HDI). 

2. Islamic Human Capital Ethics: In Islamic thought, human beings are vicegerents (khulafā’) of 

God on earth, endowed with intellect (ʿaql) and entrusted with the responsibility of cultivating 

the earth (istiʿmār al-ard). Human capital development, therefore, encompasses not only 

technical education and health but also moral integrity, justice, and accountability. Drawing upon 

Ibn Khaldun’s emphasis on knowledge and labor as the foundation of civilization and al-

Ghazali’s insistence on ethical knowledge, this framework links human capital to the higher 

objectives of Islamic law (maqāṣid al-sharīʿah), including the preservation of life, intellect, and 
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social welfare. Together, these two frameworks allow the study to bridge global development 

discourse with Islamic ethical imperatives, offering a holistic model for sustainable human 

capital investment in Nigeria 

 

The Concept of Human Capital 

Economists conceptualize human capital as the aggregate knowledge, skills, abilities, 

and attitudes possessed by individuals that enhance productivity (Rastogi, 229; Fitzsimons, 118). 

Human capital development, therefore, refers to deliberate investment in education, training, and 

health to increase a nation’s productive capacity (Okojie, 44). Ejere defines it as “the combined 

knowledge, skills, competencies, and abilities of the workforce” (98). 

Islamic scholarship, however, situates human capital within a holistic framework that 

integrates moral, spiritual, and intellectual dimensions. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 

him) emphasized the pursuit of knowledge as a duty for every Muslim, male and female (Ibn 

Mājah, Hadith, 224). Knowledge (‘ilm) in Islam encompasses both religious sciences and 

worldly skills necessary for societal development. Al-Ghazali in Ihyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn underscored 

that beneficial knowledge is that which improves both individual life and communal welfare. 

Thus, the Islamic conception of human capital extends beyond technical skills to include values 

such as honesty, justice, and accountability, which ensure that productivity contributes to 

sustainable development and social justice. 

Empirical studies show that Nigeria suffers from low investment in human capital, 

resulting in high illiteracy, poor health outcomes, and low economic growth (Bakare, 7; 

Lawanson and Marimathu, 45). Historically, Nigeria emphasized physical infrastructure and 

neglected human resource development. This has produced a weak labor force that struggles to 

compete in the global knowledge economy. 

 

Data Analysis  

Ethical and Spiritual Dimensions of Human Capital in Islam 

Beyond material and technical aspects, Islamic thought situates human capital within a 

moral-spiritual framework. Knowledge in Islam is not solely instrumental but also ethical, 

intended to foster justice, accountability, and compassion in society. The Qur’an notes,  

⬧  ⬧☺⬧  ⧫  ⧫    ⧫◆ 

⬧  ⬧☺⬧  ⬧⬧  ◆    

    ⧫◆  ⧫    ❑ 

⧫      

“He grants wisdom to whom He wills, and whoever has been granted wisdom has certainly been 

given much good” (2:269). This verse highlights that wisdom knowledge imbued with ethics is a 

divine gift that enables societies to flourish. Al-Ghazali in Ihyā’ ʿUlūm al-Dīn argued that 

knowledge without morality leads to corruption rather than progress. Thus, sustainable human 

capital investment in Nigeria must integrate ethical training and spiritual development alongside 
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technical education and health improvements. Such integration ensures that economic growth 

contributes to social justice and communal welfare, in line with the maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (higher 

objectives of Islamic law). 

Although physical infrastructure such as roads and oil refineries is important, its 

productivity ultimately depends on human capability. Human capital is more adaptable, durable, 

and cost-efficient than physical capital (Jhingan, 252). The United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index (HDI) 2022 ranked Nigeria 163 out of 191 

countries, reflecting persistent deficits in education and health despite decades of resource-based 

investments. In contrast, Malaysia ranks 62 and South Korea 19, showing how human capital–

driven strategies can rapidly transform economies (UNDP 2022). Prophetic traditions reinforce 

this priority: “The superiority of the scholar over the worshipper is like that of the moon over the 

stars” (Sunan Abī Dāwūd, Hadith 3641, trans. Muhsin Khan). Ibn Khaldun similarly observed 

that the prosperity of civilizations depends on the quality of human effort and collapses when 

knowledge and skills decline (Muqaddimah, 233). These insights remain strikingly relevant for 

Nigeria, where heavy investment in oil has not translated into sustainable development due to 

neglect of human capital. 

The Qur’an highlights the necessity of education and enlightenment: 

  ➔    ❑⧫  ⧫  

⧫❑⬧➔⧫  ⧫◆    ⧫❑☺◼➔⧫    

     

 “Say: Are those who know equal to those who do not know?” (Qur’an, 39:9). Inadequate 

education contributes to underemployment and corruption, whereas investment in knowledge 

empowers citizens to harness resources effectively. Sanusi warns that low human capital 

investment undermines Nigeria’s competitiveness (17). In Islamic terms, neglecting education 

and health is a betrayal of the amānah (trust) placed on leaders to safeguard communal welfare 

(Qur’an, 4:58). 

 

Forms of Investment in Human Capital: there several forms of human Capital investment as 

shall be discussed below:  

Education: Education is the most vital form of human capital investment. It increases 

productivity, reduces unemployment, improves health awareness, and enhances social mobility 

(Jhingan, 246). Islam regards education as an obligation: “Seek knowledge from the cradle to the 

grave” (al-Ṭabarānī, al-Mu‘jam al-Kabīr). Nigeria must expand access to functional education 

that integrates technical skills with ethical instruction. The Prophet said, “The best among you 

are those who learn the Qur’an and teach it”, (al-Bukhārī, Hadith, 5027), implying that education 

generates social value that transcends economics. 

Health: Health is a prerequisite for productivity. A sick workforce undermines development. 

The Prophet taught, “Ask Allah for forgiveness and health, for after certainty (faith), no one is 
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given anything better than health” (al-Tirmidhī, Hadith, 3558). Public health investment 

improves life expectancy and reduces poverty traps caused by illness (Yesufu, 86). Islam 

considers preserving life a core objective of the Maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah (higher objectives of 

Islamic law). Thus, health expenditure is both an economic necessity and a religious obligation. 

On-the-job training, vocational skills, and technical education provide the workforce with 

adaptability in a changing global economy (Jhingan, 249). Islam encourages skill development, 

as reflected in the Prophet’s engagement with trades such as shepherding and commerce, and his 

Companions’ diverse professions (Ibn Sa‘d, al-Ṭabaqāt). This demonstrates that dignified labor 

and continuous learning are integral to Islamic human capital development. 

Although physical capital (machines, infrastructure) is vital, its productivity depends on 

skilled human beings. Human capital is more durable, adaptable, and cost-efficient (Jhingan, 

252). The Prophet emphasized the superiority of human knowledge over material wealth: “The 

superiority of the scholar over the worshipper is like that of the moon over the stars” (Abū 

Dāwūd, Hadith 3641). While machines may become obsolete, human skills can be retrained to 

meet new demands. Ibn Khaldun argued that the prosperity of nations is inseparable from the 

quality of human effort, asserting that civilization collapses when knowledge and skills decline 

(Muqaddimah, 233). This insight remains relevant for Nigeria, where heavy investment in oil 

and physical infrastructure has failed to translate into sustained growth due to neglected human 

development. 

 

Findings 

The study reveals several important findings: 

1. Centrality of Human Capital in Islamic and Development Thought: Both conventional 

economic theories and Islamic scholarship converge on the view that human capital through 

education, health, and skills acquisition is the foundation of prosperity. Qur’anic injunctions and 

prophetic traditions, reinforced by scholars such as Ibn Khaldun and al-Ghazali, emphasize that 

knowledge, morality, and accountability are indispensable for the flourishing of societies. 

2. Nigeria’s Neglect of Human Capital Investment: Empirical evidence confirms that Nigeria’s 

limited investment in education and health correlates with high levels of illiteracy, 

unemployment, and weak labor productivity. Despite substantial investment in physical 

infrastructure and natural resource exploitation, the nation continues to rank low on human 

development indices, thereby constraining sustainable growth and competitiveness. 

3. Integration of Islamic Ethics with Human Capital Development: Unlike conventional 

frameworks that focus primarily on measurable returns, Islamic perspectives embed human 

capital in a moral-spiritual context. Values such as honesty, justice, accountability, and social 

responsibility ensure that productivity does not merely generate growth but also enhances equity, 

social cohesion, and long-term sustainability. 
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Conclusion 

The evidence strongly indicates that sustainable development in Nigeria depends less on 

natural resources and more on deliberate human capital investment. Education, health, and skills 

acquisition are not merely economic strategies but obligations reinforced by both conventional 

development theory and Islamic ethical principles. From the Qur’an and Hadith to the works of 

Ibn Khaldun and al-Ghazali, Islamic thought consistently underscores knowledge, moral 

integrity, and justice as the foundations of enduring prosperity. Contemporary Nigeria’s neglect 

of human capital has perpetuated illiteracy, unemployment, and weak competitiveness, despite 

considerable physical capital investments. To reverse this trend, Nigeria must shift toward 

knowledge-driven, ethically guided growth, in line with its National Development Plan (2021-

2025) and global commitments under the SDGs. By embedding Islamic ethical imperatives 

within human capital investment strategies, the nation can achieve inclusive and morally 

grounded development. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the study advances the following policy-oriented 

recommendations: 

1. The Nigerian government should allocate greater resources to functional education that 

integrates technical competence with ethical and civic instruction. This aligns with the 

National Development Plan (2021–2025), which emphasizes youth empowerment, 

innovation, and digital literacy as drivers of competitiveness. 

2. Public health must be prioritized as both an economic necessity and a religious obligation 

under the maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (preservation of life). Increased budgetary allocations to 

healthcare would improve labor productivity, reduce poverty traps caused by illness, and 

advance Nigeria’s commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly Goal 3 (Good Health and Well-Being). 

3. Vocational education, technical skills acquisition, and continuous professional training 

should be institutionalized. These measures ensure that Nigeria’s workforce remains 

adaptable in a rapidly changing global economy, consistent with SDG 8 (Decent Work 

and Economic Growth). 

4. Drawing from Ibn Khaldun and al-Ghazali, policy reforms should incorporate ethics 

honesty, justice, accountability into governance and education. Such integration would 

reduce corruption, foster social cohesion, and ensure that human capital investment 

promotes not only growth but also equity and moral integrity. 

5. Nigeria must address institutional weaknesses by embedding Islamic principles of justice 

(Qur’an, 4:58) and trust (amānah) into public administration. Transparent governance 

ensures that investments in human capital deliver tangible results rather than being 

undermined by mismanagement. 
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