


Chapter 6

Councillors and Caliphs: Muslim
Political Participation in Britain

Dilwar Hussain

I n t r o d u c t i o n

With the slow but steadily growing involvement of Muslims
in the British political process, the Muslim community seems
to be coming of age in its dealings with the ‘establishment’.
This has, however not been an easy process and still the
degree of involvement with the state remains one that is easily
influenced by a number of different factors. Among these
factors are the climate of co-operation (which may depend in
turn on local and international politics), the degree of
acculturation or integration of the Muslim community and
how responsive the Government appears to be to the sensitivities
and needs of the British Muslim community. 

There are numerous ways that Muslims have entered the
political arena: as candidates for the political parties, as a
lobby group entering into a dialogue with the parties, or by
the setting up of an alternative political party. In addition to
these ‘engaging’ approaches there are also cases of those who
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have sought to find a political niche outside the mainstream
political system, and those who have vehemently opposed any
attempt at dealing with the state, even voting. This chapter
will look briefly at these various trends and approaches but
it will also touch upon the arena of political action that is
often forgotten, namely that of civil society (and also look
at how the Prophet Mu^ammad engaged with his society).
Perhaps the largest component of Muslim effort is exerted in
this arena – ordinary people changing their social space
through collective efforts. 

The chapter will also assay some of the Islamic legal
opinions that lie behind socio-political participation in a
political system that is not Islamic and also briefly look at
the debates surrounding the involvement of Muslims in
modern, democratically organised states. Such issues have
been hotly debated within contemporary Islamic thought with
some scholars even questioning the validity of Muslims living
outside Muslim countries (see the chapter on British Muslim
identity). Like so many of the issues discussed in this book,
the themes are very much inter-related and inextricably linked.
Despite the theoretical debates, there seems to be a growing
consensus that Muslims are now permanent citizens of plural,
Western, nation-states and they need to assert themselves to
create a place for their future. 

It is not only the internal factors relating to the Muslim
community that determine how engaged British Muslims are
with the politics of the nation. External influences such as
the climate of political apathy in Britain and Europe naturally
affect the British Muslim community. One may therefore see,
as is the national trend, that younger people from the Muslim
community are generally more apathetic to voting than their
parents. Other significant external influences are international
events that have brought the Muslim community under the
spotlight, such as the Oil Embargo in 1973, the Iranian
Revolution in 1979, the ethnic cleansing of Muslims in Bosnia



and the Gulf Wars in the 1990s, the attacks of 11th
September 2001 and the war in Afghanistan, and the war
in Iraq in 2003. Likewise, there have also been a number
of domestic issues such as The Satanic Verses affair, the
campaign for state funding of Muslim schools or religious
discrimination laws. In each case Muslims have been increasingly
vocal as they have been forced to articulate responses or
demands. This has meant engaging in lobbying, learning how
to address the media, and meeting with government officials
to articulate the views of the Muslim community. Such
events have, step by step, brought the Muslim community
into the public arena.

If one is to compare the response of the Muslim community
during The Satanic Verses affair and that after the 11th
September, there are marked differences in approach. With
the events over a decade apart, there are signs of growing
maturity in walking the corridors of power. It is likely that
this has been aided by the fact that by 2001 the second
generation of Muslims had reached either the leadership or
prominent positions in many Muslim institutions, and were
more articulate and well versed in the nuances of British
society than their ‘elders’ were. 

The discussion around political engagement partly impinges
on the social, economic and political needs of the Muslim
community, as well as on how established the Muslim
community has become and is able to understand the
opportunities available to articulate its needs, concerns and
vision to the wider society. In order to look at this from a
psycho-social perspective, one could refer to Maslow’s hierarchy
of needs which looks at human motivation. Important parallels
can be drawn with how, not only individuals but also
communities are motivated to act, thus giving us a basis for
understanding the priorities and challenges that may face the
Muslim community. This will be looked at in the section that
discusses ‘Why political participation?’ 
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T h e  D e b a t e  A r o u n d  
P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i c i p a t i o n  

The notion of Muslims participating in a non-Muslim political
climate (including regimes in Muslim countries) has stirred
strong opinions, for and against, within Muslim intellectual
circles. As with the discussion on identity, this debate is also
linked with how Islam relates to Modernity. 

There are in fact two different issues, interlinked as they
are: 

1. Democracy and its acceptability to Muslims. 
2. Sharing power as a minority with a non-Muslim authority.

Without going into the question of whether nations like
Britain always behave democratically or not, or without
actually discussing what democracy really is – both valid
debates but ones that need their own time and place – this
section will briefly look at some of the Muslim viewpoints
in response to democracy. 

The most vocal opponents of democracy are the Jih¥dÏ
movements,1 the ¤izb al-Ta^rÏr,2 some of the SalafÏ movements
as well as other traditional or conservative movements. Of
course there are many others who defy categorisation. The
reasons for opposition range from the thesis that democracy
constitutes a form of polytheism (shirk billah), (by interfering
with God’s authority to rule), as God, not the consensus of
people, is the ultimate source of legalisation and sovereignty
(^¥kimiyyah), rests with God, to critiques that tap into the
debate between traditionalism and modernity and highlight
that Islam has its own paradigm based on consultation
(sh‰r¥), and does not need to borrow from a Western
philosophical model, that to borrow the concept of democracy
from the West would be to buy into the philosophy of
modernism and secularism, if not consciously then by stealth.



The first significant encounter by Muslims of Western
democratic systems probably occurred in the early nineteenth
century as contact between Europe and the Muslim world
began to grow. The most prominent advocates of democracy
and a rapprochement with the West at the scholarly level,
mainly figures such as Rifa¢ah Ta^tawÏ (d. 1873), Jam¥l al-
DÏn al-Afgh¥nÏ (d. 1897), Mu^ammad ¢Abduh (d. 1905) and
more recently Rachid Ghannouchi, Hasan Turabi and
Abdulkarim Soroush, claim that democracy is not as alien to
Islam as people often view it. Democracy as a mechanism of
the political relationship of the individual to the state is
distinct from the ideology of secularism and modernism. The
principle of sh‰r¥ is in essence a democratic model that
encourages participation. The other salient features of democracy
– the ability to choose rulers and remove them if they deviate,
and the freedom to criticise – are seen as Islamic values that
have been taken up by the European Enlightenment and
developed in a specific Western context at a time when the
Muslim world had declined into a state of monarchy and
dictatorship. This democratic alternative is seen as far more
akin to the spirit of Islam than the status quo of the Muslim
world. As regards the ^¥kimiyyah of God – Muslim democracies
would use the Qur’¥n and Sunnah as a framework, or
legislative source, within which to enact democratic policies.3

This would ensure that overall sovereignty rests with God, but
the process of decision-making is a democratic one. It is also
pointed out there are different models of democracy and Islamic
democracy would emerge and develop with its own nuances. 

The first Muslim scholar to formally write about democracy
was probably Ta^tawÏ, who in 1834, on his return from
France, wrote of the virtues of French democracy in comparison
with his experience of Egyptian/Arab society.4 Ta^tawÏ, an
Im¥m, felt that Muslim societies could borrow experiences
from the West if they did not directly contradict Islam.
Another early figure was KhairuddÏn al-T‰nisÏ (d. 1899) who
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stressed that political reform was necessary to rejuvenate the
Arab world. In order to appreciate the desire for reform, one
should note that the Muslim world, having been superseded
by Europe, was at the point of political fragmentation and
the leading questions in the minds of Muslim intellectuals of
this age were: ‘how did the Muslim ummah come to such a
state of decline?’ and ‘how should we deal with the West’?
Al-Afgh¥nÏ’s answer to these questions were, similarly, that the
Muslims had contributed to their own downfall by accepting
despotism and that the way out was to learn from the West,
as “wisdom is the lost property of the believer”.5 For al-
Afgh¥nÏ the absence of ¢adl (justice), sh‰r¥ and the lack of
adherence of rulers to the constitution had brought the Muslim
ummah to its declined state.6 ¢Abduh, one of al-Afgh¥nÏ’s
followers, took this notion further. ¢Abduh was known as a
proponent of the Salafiyyah trend, a return to tradition in the
model of the first generations of Muslims (salaf). (However
¢Abduh’s approach is not to be confused with the contemporary
Salafì movement, which although connected in some matters
of methodology, has been much influenced by conservative
Wahh¥bÏ7 thought.) ¢Abduh’s vision was one of combining
traditional values and principles with a need for constant
change in light of the modern. ¢Abduh declared that Islam is
not a theocracy and that there is some distinction between
the ‘religious’ and ‘worldly’. He was very careful to use the
term distinction (tamyÏz) rather than separation (fa|l) for he
believed that the two should co-exist, but not be separate.8

The ideas of al-Afgh¥nÏ and ¢Abduh were taken on by
RashÏd Ri\¥ (d. 1935) (albeit with a more conservative slant).
Some of these views and approaches were adopted and
contextualised by activist-scholars like ¤asan al-Bann¥9 (d.
1949), who was able to popularise, within Muslim circles,10

an approach towards the West that involved a strong critical
stance towards colonialism but also a desire to learn from
what was considered to be of benefit (ma|la^ah) to the



Muslim world.11 A document released by the Muslim
Brotherhood elucidates the official viewpoint: that they believe
in “...a representative council which is elected through free
and fair elections...the term of presidency should be limited
and should be renewed only for a fixed period, to ward off
tyranny.” Furthermore: “...the Muslim Brotherhood believe in
the plurality of parties...[and that] The law would be applied
through an independent judiciary away from the hands of the
government...”12 It is worth noting here that Sayyid Qutb (d.
1966), one of the prominent ideologues of the Muslim
Brotherhood during the 1960s, seemed to have very different
views. For Qutb, liberal democracies would lead to perpetual
factionalism, and then there is the concern of sovereignty
again. For others like Abdul Rashid Moten, democracy is a
form of cultural imperialism that has fooled ‘Westernised’
Muslim thinkers into championing its cause. Democracy comes
from the Enlightenment tradition13 and cannot be separated
from Westernisation. 

Ghannouchi views such ideas as the misunderstanding of
both democracy and Islam. He admits that liberal democracy
may not suit Muslim society, but postulates that the mechanism
of democracy can be used to develop a democratic tradition
that is applicable to Muslims. Ghannouchi clarifies that the
sovereignty of God cannot mean that God comes to earth to
rule. On the contrary, the sovereignty of God implies the rule
of God’s law, i.e. ‘the rule of law’, a cornerstone of modern
democratic states. For him, the idea of submitting oneself to
the sovereignty of God is actually a liberating one; to remove
the possibility of despotism, the totalitarian rule of another
human being.14 Another key argument posed against democracy
is that the will of the people could be expressed in a way
that runs counter to Islamic values, e.g. people could vote to
legalise alcohol or usury. This is indeed the case in principle,
but three considerations should be born in mind. Firstly, that
as the framework or constitution of an Islamic democracy
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would be based on Islamic values, one would have to change
the whole nature and ethos of the state in order to render
it un-Islamic. This process is not as simple as just holding
an election or referendum. Secondly, if the vast majority of
people are adamant that they wish to depart from Islamic
values then this raises more important questions about the
Islamicity of that society and whether it is appropriate to
observe Islamic laws in such an environment. The third, and
most important, consideration is that any and every form of
government could deviate from Islamic values. History is
testimony to that. In a democracy it would take the majority
to agree on this, but in a system where power is concentrated
in the hands of a few, this is potentially even easier. History
has shown how even scholars could be coerced or bought
out to justify and legitimise tyranny. As the Prophet Muhammad
said, “My community will not agree upon an erronous
matter,”15 it seems better to leave power as widely dissipated
as possible, in the hands of the people. 

In terms of the second issue, sharing power, it is true that
even among the milder critics of democracy, most still tend
to participate (perhaps out of pragmatic reasons) in the
system although they would not consider it ideal (or even
legitimate in some cases) according to their own definitions.
There are a few, such as the ¤izb al-Ta^rÏr and the Jih¥dÏs
who call for a complete abstention from even voting. Although
it is interesting to note that the ¤izb al-Ta^rÏr did in fact
enter the electoral process in 1954 and 1956.16 Coming back
to the objection, the argument again is similar to that given
above for if one accepts that a system is non-Islamic, then
one cannot share in the ruling of the system; that rule by
other than God’s revelations would be tantamount to
wrongdoing (fisq), injustice (·ulm), or even disbelief (kufr).17

This argument is not restricted to the state level, but is also
used in the context of, for example, a university student
union where objections are raised about Muslims being party
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to a decision that may involve the sale of alcohol or other
such actions that would run counter to Islamic values. 

A counter argument is based on the maxim (q¥’idah) of
fiqh “if you cannot change a situation in its entirety then
you should not leave it in its entirety”. Secondly, another
maxim, “choosing the lesser of two evils” is also cited, as
well as the case of the Prophet Y‰suf ruling in Egypt within
a non-Muslim system. The Qur’¥n mentions the story of
Y‰suf and how he was abandoned in the well by his brothers.
Eventually Y‰suf finds himself in Egypt where he is first
imprisoned wrongly and then gains favour with the ruler due
to his ability to interpret dreams. He predicts the potential
agricultural disaster of Egypt and offers his help in running
the affairs of what could be considered the ‘Ministry of
Agriculture’.18 Ghannouchi further mentions the Negus of
Abyssinia ruling by Christian laws (while the Prophet indicated
at the time of the Negus’ death that he was a Muslim).19

Ibn Taymiyah states regarding this: 

We know definitely that he could not implement the law of
the Qur’¥n in his community because his people would not
have permitted him to. Despite that, the Negus and all those
who are similar to him found their way to the pleasure of
God in eternity although they could not abide by the laws
of Islam, and could only rule using that which could be
implemented in the given circumstances.20

A fifth argument is mentioned by Ghannouchi as being
the ^ilf al-fu\‰l (the virtuous pact – see later), to which the
Prophet Mu^ammad was party; and finally the fact that
¢Umar ibn ¢Abdul AzÏz found himself in a situation in which
he was ruling over the Muslims as a monarch. A situation
that befell him by right of inheritance and not one that he
agreed with morally. However he tried his best to make
gradual changes from within his post, rather than abdicate it
altogether. 



The argument is basically a pragmatic one, albeit rooted
in jurisprudence (fiqh) that Muslims must engage with the
system and influence it as far as they can. By standing
outside they can only be conscientious objectors with no
impact on the status quo. Close scrutiny of Islamic sources
shows that neither the Qur’¥n nor the Sunnah specified a
particular form of government,21 in fact Ibn ¢AqÏl al-¤anbalÏ
(d. 1130) defined Siy¥sah Shar¢iyyah (Islamic Administrative
Policy) as:

that which brings people closer to good and distances them
from evil, even if such actions were not advocated by the
Prophet or revealed from the Heavens.22

As long as the practice of politics is described in such
broad terms, it seems likely that Muslims will feel able to
engage in any age and society, that they will be able to
participate in political life in whatever society they are in and
be able to take up their full roles in that society. Perhaps
the clearest contemporary statement for political participation
comes from a fatw¥ of Taha Jabir al-Alwani23 in the US: 

...it is the duty of American Muslims to participate constructively
in the political process, if only to protect their rights, and
give support to views and causes they favor. Their participation
may also improve the quality of information disseminated
about Islam. We call this participation a “duty” because we
do not consider it merely a “right” that can be abandoned
or a “permission” which can be ignored.24

E x a m p l e  a n d  M o d e l s  o f  
P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i c i p a t i o n  

Of the different models of participation, and indeed non-
participation, the models mentioned below are presented as
the main categories of the UK experience. It is very difficult
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to compartmentalise such entities into neat groups and there
may be some overlap: 

1. Working outside the system. 
2. Working for an alternative system. 
3. Joining existing parties. 
4. Setting up a Muslim party. 
5. Lobbying. 
6. Local action and civil society. 

Broadly speaking these groups could be divided into two:
non-participative (1-2) and participative (3-6). It would be
useful to look briefly at each model and mention some of
the organisations or movements that are involved:

1. Working outside the system 

The ¤izb al-Ta^rÏr typifies the anti-democratic, antiparticipation
tradition. The solution is to work for the establishment of
the Islamic State or Khil¥fah,25 but in a way that does not
involve any participation with the ‘kufr system’. According to
their recent and current literature, it is therefore wrong to
vote, to join a political party, or to take up a post in
government: 

As for the Islamic view on joining the political process and
engaging in Western politics by becoming members of secular
political parties, the view is clear – it is Haram – without a
shred of doubt...The Muslims in Britain need to critically
evaluate the call to participate in the political processes of
the West. This call wishes to further the community away
from Islam and accelerate the acceptance of Secularism as a
basis for the Muslim political outlook. The Muslim community
must resist this call.26

Working from outside the system, the party’s strategy is to
awaken Muslims to work for the Khil¥fah by challenging and
critiquing the prevalent beliefs of society. However, as
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mentioned before the party did put up candidates for election
in Jordan in 1954 and 1956. The eventual goal is a revolution
that will bring about the Khil¥fah, which will then apply
Islamic laws. In the late 1990s a split arose within the UK
branch on the issue of where the attention for the Khil¥fah
should be centred, with one group saying that the focus
should be a Muslim country and another group wanting to
concentrate on the UK – this led to the split and formation
of al-Muhajiroun, currently led by Omar Bakri Muhammad,
who believes in the latter view. 

As previously mentioned the Jih¥dÏ tendency would also
come under this category of working outside the established
system of politics. This tendency is typified, not as much by
the desire to build an external Khil¥fah, but by its aggressive
stance and the articulation of jih¥d as a physical, military means
of resolving the current dilemmas facing the Muslim world.

2. Working for an alternative system 

The Muslim Parliament was launched in 1992 out of the
Muslim Institute27 under the leadership of Kalim Siddiqui (d.
1996). In 1990 Kalim Siddiqui launched a Muslim Manifesto,
which laid out a vision for a ‘minority political system’. The
purpose was to create a political platform that would allow
Muslims to debate issues of concern and formulate policies,
while being accessible to the Muslim community. It was
claimed that Muslims would never have real access to the
corridors of power in Westminster and hence they needed
their own version of ‘parliament’. In fact, the organisation
was originally called a council, but this was projected by the
media as a parliament and then adopted by the organisation
as such. The Muslim Parliament was composed of the leader
of the house (Kalim Siddiqui), a speaker, four deputy speakers
and around one hundred and fifty members (called MMPs –
Muslim Members of Parliament) in the ‘Lower House’ as well
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as a planned ‘Upper House’. This approach is quite different
to the one adopted by the ¤izb al-Ta^rÏr, simply because it
was in essence an approach towards building a future for
Muslims in Britain through a gradual process but one that
felt this future lay in parallel institutions, rather than within
mainstream society. After the death of the founder in 1996
the Muslim Parliament has become less vocal and has lost
many of its activists, some of whom have set up another
organisation, the Institute of Contemporary Islamic Thought. 

3. Joining existing parties 

British Muslims began joining the mainstream political parties
in the 1960s and the first councillor, Bashir Maan, was
elected in 1970. Until quite recently the affiliation was almost
exclusively with the Labour Party. Currently there are over
200 Councillors,28 two Members of the House of Commons,
four Members of the House of Lords and one Member of
the European Parliament, that are of Muslim origin. It is
difficult to estimate the number of Muslims that are members
of the various parties. 

Table: Number of Muslim Councillors according to Party in 2000.

Party Number of Muslim Councillors 

Labour 166
Liberal Democrat 27
Conservative 20
Justice 6

Total 219

(Source: “Muslim Councillors in the UK: May 2000”, compiled
by The Muslim News, 2001)

However, it is still the case that few Muslims are placed
in winnable seats and a recent tribunal found that there was
race discrimination taking place within the selection procedure.29
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According to the Institute of Public Policy Research (IPPR)
there is still a strong case of under representation of ethnic
minority candidates (including Muslims) in political positions.30

The report, which calls for urgent positive action, found that
there are only twelve black and Asian MPs, a figure which
should be around forty-seven31 in order to be more reflective
of the demographic situation of the UK. 2.5% of the councillors
are from ethnic minority backgrounds while there should be
around 6% and there should be around six black and Asian
members of the Greater London Assembly (GLA) whereas in
reality there are only two. 

Table: IPPR Estimate of Ethnic Minority Underrepresentation
in Political Positions. 

Current MoreReflective
Situation Situation 

No. of MPs 12 47
No. of Councillors 2.5% (530) 6% (1,272) 
Members of GLA 2 6

(Source: Ali, Rushanara and O’Cinneide, Colme, Our House?
Race and Representation in British Politics, London: IPPR,
April 2002.) 

On the whole, individuals rather than groups have
participated in this manner, though at times some broadbased
coalitions such as the pro-Kashmir lobby have encouraged
Muslims to take up posts. Recent General Elections have seen
a number of ‘votesmart’ campaigns (organised by Q-News,
Muslim News, the Muslim Council of Britain and others)32

highlighting areas with winnable seats and encouraging Muslims
to vote strategically. The Muslim Council of Britain produced
a document called Electing to Listen prior to the 2001
General Elections, which was formulated to encourage the
different parties to take on board issues of concern to Muslims
in a broad range of areas.
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Muslims have traditionally been keen supporters of the
Labour Party. However in recent years there has been a
gradual increase in support for the other two mainstream
parties as well. This has probably been because of dissatisfaction
with some of the Government’s foreign policy choices and
also domestic stances on matters such as the repeal of Clause
28 and the lowering of the age of consent for gay relationships.
The reasons for supporting the Labour Party find their roots
in the immigration stance that Labour took in the 1970s,
along with of course the fact that being factory workers, first
generation Muslims would have had strong links with the
unions. The local elections of 2003 saw Labour losing a large
number of seats. Though there are no studies yet to prove
why, it is thought that anti-war sentiment played a significant
role in shifting votes from Labour to the Liberal Democrats.
In Leicester for example, the previous four Muslim councillors
(all Labour) lost their seats. At the same time there were four
new councillors of Muslim background, but this time with
affiliation to the Liberal Democrats. Patricia Hewitt, a Labour
MP for Leicester, commented that Muslims were registering
their protest against the Labour Party and acknowledged that
she was not surprised by the lack of support for Labour in
the Muslim community.33 A number of groups including the
Muslim Association of Britain (MAB) led vociferous campaigns
asking Muslims not to vote for Labour out of protest for
the Government’s stance on the war in Iraq.34

4. Setting up a Muslim party 

The Islamic Party of Britain, established in 1989, has been
the only case of Muslims setting up a political party of their
own to participate in mainstream elections in the UK.35

However this experience has not been very encouraging. The
party failed to secure a significant number of votes even in
places like Bradford where some wards have high percentages
of Muslim voters. In the Bradford North by-election in 1990
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the Islamic Party attained 3% of the vote, and in the 1992
elections it lost its deposit. The reasons for this lack of
support are quite complex but some of these may be: lack of
trust in the group, lack of community involvement in setting
up the party and the agenda of the party being perceived as
too narrow. This may indicate that the Muslim community is
more willing to vote for the mainstream parties than a party
that makes Islam the issue of its manifesto. There is a possible
correlation here with electoral behaviour in Pakistan and
Bangladesh, for example, where large numbers of British
Muslims originate from. Until recently overtly religious political
parties in these countries have not enjoyed widespread success
in elections, which is perhaps a sign of general cynicism
towards religious figures entering the political arena. There is
a caveat to this however, as in the last election in Pakistan,
in which a broad spectrum of religious groups set up a
coalition party (the United Action Forum), there were some
significant gains. 

5. Lobbying 

The Union of Muslim Organisations (UMO) was set up in
1970 and pioneered the lobbying36 of government for Muslim
needs. In the wake of the Satanic Verses affair and the Gulf
War in 1991 the UK Action Committee on Islamic Affairs
(UKACIA) also made important strides in representing Muslim
concerns to government. This eventually led to the creation of
the National Interim Committee for Muslim Unity (NICMU),
the precursor to the MCB which was established in 1997. The
MCB has been active in lobbying government support for the
inclusion of the Census question on religious affiliation, increase
of Muslims in the House of Lords, funding for Muslim schools,
changes to discrimination laws and a host of other matters.
The MCB is the largest umbrella body, with over four hundred
affiliate organisations from all over the UK. Its aims are: 

188 British Muslims Between Assimilation and Segregation



1. To promote co-operation, consensus and unity on Muslim
affairs in the UK. 

2. To encourage and strengthen all existing efforts being
made for the benefit of the Muslim community. 

3. To work for a more enlightened appreciation of Islam and
Muslims in the wider society. 

4. To establish a position for the Muslim community within
British society that is fair and based on due rights. 

5. To work for the eradication of disadvantages and forms
of discrimination faced by Muslims. 

6. To foster better community relations and work for the
good of society as a whole. 

There are also other organisations (and indeed individuals)
such as: Forum Against Islamophobia and Racism (FAIR), the
Muslim College, al-Khoei Foundation and The Islamic
Foundation, that have been able to establish good relationships
with government institutions and have had some significant
effects on policy matters. 

A very recent development has been the rise of email
based pressure groups like MPAC (Muslim Public Affairs
Committee) styled upon some of the aggressive tactics of
American lobbies. MPAC claim to have tens of thousands of
email subscribers on their daily mailing list and alerts are
sent out for action on a variety of issues ranging from writing
complaints to biased programmes to attending marches and
pickets. The group aims: “to politicise the Muslims and
encourage them to get to know their Member of Parliament,
and to feel confident in raising issues with them – it is after
all their job to look after the interests of their constituents”.37

6. Local action and civil society 

Many local and national organisations have been involved
outside the sphere of formal political authority within civil
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society as service providers and important catalysts in effecting
change in society. Such organisations are too numerous to
name but they range from small single-issue organisations that
offer advice, counselling and support on specific issues to
networks with thousands of people that encourage members
to constantly write to MPs and the media and work on local
capacity-building projects. Also of great importance here are
the various mosques and mosque councils that are able to
engage with the wider society. There is, no doubt, some
degree of overlap between this category and the lobbyists
above. Especially if ones look at movements such as the Stop
the War Coalition which have organised a number of high-
profile marches against the war in Iraq specifically and the
War on Terrorism in general. This movement has attracted
wide support from the left of the political spectrum, from
the anti-globalisation movement, from Muslim groups as well
as many non-aligned individuals and organisations creating a
vibrant civil participation.38 The sphere of civil society has
become more prominent in recent years as people have begun
to feel that states are too distant and aloof from their lives.
Voter apathy seems to be on the increase, and while Fukuyama
may have hailed ‘The End of History’,39 Paul Hirst feels that
“...liberal individualism and free-market capitalism have gained
no decisive victory from this failure of socialism...”.40 Civil
society is that sphere of public life that is between the state,
the corporate sector and the family. It is the realm where
people associate and come together for a plethora of different
causes and pastimes that are non-governmental in nature, yet
may be highly politicised, or indeed not. Often such organisations
and associations can act as mediators between individuals,
small groups and informal networks on the one hand and
the state or statutory bodies on the other. The capacity-
building work of civil society institutions or NGOs is well
recognised as is their contribution to fighting social exclusion.41
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However a recent IPPR report highlights that there is much
room for improvement in getting ethnic minority civil society
organisations involved in the thinking and consultation
process.42

An interesting model for civil society engagement is provided
by the Citizen Organising Foundation (COF), formed in 1991
and inspired by the Broad Based Organising model very
prominent in US Civil Society. The COF and its affiliated
bodies, Young Citizens (in Birmingham) and The East London
Communities Organisation (TELCO) have managed to bring
thousands of volunteers from different backgrounds, including
Muslims, together to work for issues of common local concern.
The philosophy is to teach politics through action and to
show that individuals can make a difference if they organise
themselves together with others. The COF provides training
for its affiliates and contacts to show how local community
leaders can assess the power relations within communities,
build connections with powerful people and press the right
buttons to make things happen.43

W h y  P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i c i p a t i o n ?  

In order to bring some analysis to this scenario one must
pose the question – why is it that Muslim organisations and
individuals are participating in the political system? And
furthermore, why is it important to be engaged in the political
process? The obvious answer lies in the desire to affect power
and to gain power. One of the definitions of power is ‘the
ability to do or act’.44 Hence Muslims are trying to improve
their lot by building their capacity to act. All too often this
action has been to seek the needs of Muslim communities
and so the focus has been to seek changes in service provision,
public opinion or law. There has been little emphasis on
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contributing to the wider society. Abraham Maslow’s (d.
1970) hierarchy of needs45 for human motivation give us some
useful insights into some of the complex needs and challenges
that face human beings. It may help to describe the needs of
British Muslims on a priority basis and thus allow the
community to chart out an issue-based agenda for its future
development. According to Maslow the following levels of
needs motivate people: 

1. Physiological: hunger, thirst, bodily needs, etc. 
2. Safety/security: self-protection, shelter, order. 
3. Belonging and Love: affiliation with others, be accepted. 
4. Esteem: to achieve, be competent, gain approval and

recognition. 
5. Cognitive: to know, to understand, and explore. 
6. Aesthetic: symmetry, order, and beauty. 
7. Self-actualisation: to find self-fulfilment and realise one’s

potential. 
8. Transcendence: to help others find self-fulfilment and

realise their potential. 

The first four are called deficiency needs and the second
four are identified as growth needs. As this is a hierarchy,
it is suggested that the growth needs are not felt to be
important or applicable until the deficiency needs are met (at
least partially). To transpose this on the Muslim community,
it may be somewhat unrealistic to expect the community to
engage in contributing to the wider society, for example,
when it is still at the level of securing its own existence and
at the stage of meeting physiological or security needs. 

We have seen that some British Muslims choose not to
engage in the political process out of principle. There are
however those who, due to their experiences, feel so frustrated
with ‘the system’ that they end up losing confidence and faith
in the political process altogether. This has been the case
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during every major event that has featured a perceived
unjustified stance towards Muslims domestically or
internationally by the government in power. It is surprising
to see how many young (and not so young) people feel a
sense of alienation. In some cases this may have led to
radicalisation – a factor that deserves serious attention for it
is a threat to both the Muslim community and society as a
whole. Moderate and engaged Muslim organisations face a
difficult job in convincing such people that isolation will be
harmful. The day-to-day experiences of people in encountering
racism, Islamophobia, feeling a sense of betrayal by their
government, coupled with a sense of political impotence –
not having a voice or the ability to affect the ‘powers that
be’ – can result in serious harm as the riots in 2001 showed. 

Much has been written and said about the disturbances
in Oldham and other northern cities in 2001. Some have
called into question the whole notion of a multicultural
society, while others have tried to defend and justify the
actions of one group or another. We need to separate the
causes of the riots from the catalysts – some of the factors
usually mentioned such as poverty and underachievement are,
most likely, catalysts that may speed up the precipitation of
a problem rather than the causes themselves. One could
compare the attitude of the Asian first and second generations
here and the way both have dealt with racism given their
relative disadvantages. Among the list of causes would be
issues such as provocation, Islamophobia and racism, thuggish
behaviour, lack of sensible leadership, gang mentality, lack of
access to power, and the inability of officials and authorities
to relate to the needs of young people across cultures. This
has led to a significant communication gap between the
authorities and sectors of the communities in question. 

A number of questions have arisen in the minds of onlookers:
why are some communities in the same city leading such
separate lives? Does having separate religious schools cause
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this? How did things get so bad – did we not solve the
problem of racism a number of years ago? In order to
understand why some communities live such separate lives,
one needs to understand the nature and reality of community
formation among migrants. When one arrives on the shores
of a strange land where the culture, language, religion, norms
are so different and sometimes hostile, one would find it
natural to seek safety and security among one’s ‘own’. It is
a reality that ghettoes, or enclaves, of migrants are formed
throughout the world. Even the Europeans who migrated to
Asia and Africa tended to live in their own quarters and
cantons. But ghettoes are not just formed by people moving
into certain areas, they are also formed by people moving
out of areas – or ‘white flight’ as it has come to be known.
This separation of people naturally brings with it certain
challenges for society as identified in the Home Office report
on community cohesion.46

Some have criticised religious schools (and more specifically
Muslim schools)47 for this ‘self-imposed separation’, yet the
rioters, whether white or Asian, were not graduates of religious
schools. It is a reality that in some British state schools,
Asians form over 90% of the pupils, just as there are schools
with over 90% intake of white pupils. Hence this separation
is happening in state schools even when religious schooling
is not an issue. 

The fact of the matter is that these disturbances show
racism and prejudice are still a problem on the streets of
Britain, they never actually went away. Faced with prejudice
and lack of opportunity second generation Asians, that have
grown up in Britain, would not be as passive as their parents
may have been. For they now felt that this is their own
society, where they can be assertive. There is a striking
parallel between these ‘Asian riots’, the ‘Black riots’ of the
1970s and early 1980s as well as the ‘Battle of Cable Street’
in London’s Jewish neighbourhood in 1936. All had at their
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roots a conflict between discriminated minorities encountering
bigotry and prejudice, all may have been signs of communities
that were coming of age. Communities that were grappling
with issues such as poverty, underachievement and
discrimination, while at the same time being conscious that
they were no longer ‘guests’ in society, that they were in a
position to make demands. It could also be said that taking
to the streets is not just a feature of underachieving migrant
communities, but it has been the expression of choice by
many groups of frustrated people in European history,
particularly British history. The lack of understanding between
people of different faiths and cultural traditions is, of course,
deeply disturbing. Well intentioned attempts at the ‘meeting
of minds’ through inter-faith and inter-cultural dialogue does
not seem to penetrate to the grassroots level, or to young
people – where it really matters in this context. Some observers
claim that the solution lies in assimilating individual communities
into the majority culture. But calls for assimilation are not the
answer either for they produce a whole set of new problems
and reactions. What is needed is greater and more positive
interaction and engagement across all boundaries and at all
levels, especially the political and social, so that the Muslim
community can be empowered to feel more confident, a
confidence that will bring with it a sense of calm and settlement.

The challenges that Muslims may face while living in a
non-Muslim society like Britain are not an argument for social
exclusion, if anything they are greater reasons to be involved
and engaged. The Prophet Mu^ammad lived for thirteen years
in Makkah in a society that on the whole rejected his
teachings, his views on morality, behaviour and conduct. Yet
this did not deter him from trying to influence all the possible
avenues of power in his society. He would meet whenever
possible with the influential members and leaders of the
Quraish. He would go to the Ka¢bah to speak to people
around him. Perhaps one of the most vivid examples of social
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engagement is the case of the pact that came to be known
as ^ilf al-fu\‰l (the virtuous pact). When the Prophet was
about twenty years old a trader from Yemen came to Makkah
and was wronged by one of the Quraish, Al-¢®| ibn W¥’il,
who bought goods from him and refused to give the agreed
price. In those days people would be protected through their
family/clan or an appointed protector and, knowing that the
trader had no protection, Ibn W¥’il felt that he would get
away with this. The trader went to the Ka¢bah and pleaded
for help. In response to this a group of people met in the
house of ¢Abdull¥h ibn Jud¢¥n. Those present at the meeting
formed a pact to protect the innocent and downtrodden. Some
of the biographers of the Prophet narrate that those who were
at the meeting went to the Ka¢bah and after washing their
hands in a bowl, raised their right hands and made the pledge.
The Prophet Mu^ammad along with Ab‰ Bakr, was party to
this pledge. Later on in life, during the time of Prophethood,
he is reported to have said: “I attended in ¢Abdull¥h ibn
Jud¢¥n’s home the formation of a covenant which I would not
exchange for any material gain. If now after Islam I am called
upon to honour it, I would certainly do so.”48 This incident
shows clearly how Mu^ammad was keen to stand up for
issues in his society that needed attention. But beyond this it
shows that he was willing to make a moral stance with other
people, despite their different faith or values, for a common
cause. A cause that not only affected one of his ‘own’ but
another human being whom he did not even know. Some have
argued that this all happened before Prophethood was declared
and does not form a part of the exemplary life or teachings
of the Prophet, however his clear statement praising the pact
later in life shows that this is an erroneous view. We can
also find other examples of how Mu^ammad benefited from
the help of other people, or was prepared to work with them,
regardless of their own particular religious or moral backgrounds.
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When the small band of followers in Makkah faced severe
treatment at the hands of the Quraish, it was to the Christian
Negus of Abyssinia that the Prophet sent those who were
able to leave, as we have already seen. When the Prophet
was secretly leaving Makkah for Madinah at the time of the
migration (hijrah), it was a polytheist guide that he employed
and confided in to show them the way. During the time of
famine in Makkah, when the Muslims were boycotted and
placed under strict sanctions, it was non-Muslims like Al-
Mu~¢im bin ¢Adiy who would secretly smuggle food to the
Muslims and who were instrumental in bringing the boycott
to an end. 

The Qur’¥n exhorts believers to stand up for justice, even
if it be against their own kin. Furthermore it asks people,
especially people of faith, to find common ground and work
together for good causes. The example of the Prophet Y‰suf,
that we have also seen before, shows how he took up a place
in a non-Muslim government because in that was scope for
him to promote good and prevent harm, not just for himself
but for the whole of that society. This notion of promoting
good and preventing harm is a central idea in the Qur’¥n.
Many Muslim scholars would say that it is the earthly purpose
of the Muslim community. The basic Objectives (Maq¥|id) of
the SharÏ¢ah (Islamic law) further elucidate this, for the law is
designed to protect: (i) life, (ii) faith, (iii) intellect, (iv) progeny,
and (v) property.49 All of this is tied to the notion of justice,
for the pursuit of justice can only be meaningful when people
are granted dignity and their fundamental rights are guaranteed.
Islam expects that Muslims will cooperate with others in the
pursuit of justice; the Qur’¥n states: “...and join together in
pursuit of good and pious things...”.50 It further clarifies that
our differences are there to be explored rather than to be
obstacles to interaction: 
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O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male
and female, and made you into nations and tribes, that you
may know each other, (not that you may despise each
other)...51 [for] if God had willed he could have made you
all one people...52

Before we complete this discussion it should be mentioned
that with the ethnic, racial and ‘religious’ diversity among
Muslims, despite the common bonds that tie them together,
it is difficult to see them as a homogenous community. There
are marked differences in the way different Muslim communities
relate to the state and civil society, for example, those who
migrated from regions where they became accustomed to
living under authoritarian regimes may not be well versed in
the art of organising within civil society. A difference in
engagement can be perceived between Muslims that initially
migrated from South and East Asia, where power is quite
devolved and civil society is active and pronounced, and the
Arab world or Turkey where there is a problem of centralised
authority and rule, or even totalitarian rule, in which many
Muslim organisations and movements have been banned. For
those Muslims who had no chance of organising themselves
outside the state in their inherited traditions, the state has
always played an exaggerated role in their lives. Migrant
communities would have brought their own culture of
participation with them and passed these on, albeit in diluted
form, to the new generations that have grown up in Britain. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

In this chapter a brief overview of the different approaches
that Muslim individuals and institutions have used to engage,
or not, with mainstream political life in the UK has been
presented. We have looked at some of the arguments presented
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for and against participating in the political reality that
confronts us today. Politics is about power, and the pursuit
of power for the Muslim community or individual groups
within the community has been the driving force. Initially,
one would expect that power to be used for certain parochial
needs such as safeguarding the position of the Muslim
community, i.e. lobbying for necessary changes to law, service
provision and creating an acceptable public profile given the
prejudices that exist in relation to Muslims. However that
power must eventually be used to benefit people at large.
Muslims need to devise strategies that will allow them to
look ahead and plan their presence in this country, rather
than stumble along, as has arguably been the case so far.
Naturally, a number of different approaches need to be
actively adopted to affect power, including lobbying, encouraging
individuals to join political parties, and also working at the
level of civil society. It would seem that setting up a Muslim
political party would not be a useful step given the lack of
support for this in the near past and the dichotomy this may
create between ‘Muslim’ issues and ‘non-Muslim’ issues. It is
probably much more realistic, and strategic, to encourage
Muslim individuals to join the established political parties,
based on their personal inclinations, and to work in those
parties as individuals who aim to represent the whole of the
local electorate, not just the Muslims. 

Another question that needs to be posed is, where does
power lie? Does the ability to act lie primarily with political
parties and government? In modern societies globalisation has
led to a radical re-shuffling of power and it may well be
that financial and corporate power, the power of the media
and entertainment industry far outstrip the power of politicians.
If this is true, then it may be that the experience of the
Muslim communities in influencing power will be an incomplete
one, for there seems to be minimal effort in affecting the
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world of ideas through academic institutions, think tanks and
policy forums; there seems to be little significant impact on
the financial sector and perhaps less so on the media. The
arenas of art, culture and entertainment do not even seem to
feature in any serious form on the agenda of Muslim
organisations. One should not forget that by engaging in these
spheres of life Muslims can probably have as much, if not
more, of a role in contributing to society and shaping the
ability of people to act.
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