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Foreword
In December 2021 I was invited to speak at an online conference looking 
at the engagement of Muslims with the ‘Western(ised) Establishment’. 

The conference explored theological and political perspectives on 
engagement - and the invitation to speak and submit were based on 
terms of reference that I have tried to respond to in my paper. 

The Islamic Human Rights Commission (IHRC) organise a conference 
annually on ‘Islamophobia’. The context for this year was primarily 
the situation of Muslims as minorities living in secular, capitalist, 
predominantly non-Muslim states. 

However, the question of engagement has a potentially vast scope. 
What is meant by engagement - cooperation, interaction, accounting 
and participating? What do we mean by the establishment? Given that 
political establishments in the Muslim world have been ‘Westernised’, 
what is the relevance of this discussion in that context? 

These are all questions that warrant discussion from an Islamic 
perspective. 

Nonetheless, the conference allowed me to discuss a particular aspect 
which was relevant to both contexts: should political engagement with 
the establishment be principled or pragmatic? Meaning, should our 
engagement be focussed on objectives defined by Islam - as well as 
restricted to permissible styles? Or are our ends defined by short term 
interests, and do ends justify the means? 

Using evidences from the Quran and Sunnah, I have tried to illustrate 
why we should take the principled approach - that Islam actually 
defined a very noble objective for a distinct and superior political order. 
Only once that is clear in our minds can we have a discussion about the 
relative merits of particular tactics. 

The issues explored in this paper are just the beginning of this important 
discussion that we hope will continue going forward. 

Dr Abdul Wahid,
Chairman of the Executive Committee of
Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain

London 
Jumada al-Thani 1443 / January 2022
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Introduction

Session - the 
Theological Case: 
Islam, Muslim
Cultures and the 
Possibilities of 
Interaction

”Working with the Western(ised) 
Establishment” - and this particular 
session is subtitled the “Possibilities of 
‘Interaction’” we need to ask: what do 
we mean by ‘working’ or ‘interacting’ 
with the political establishment in 
‘Westernised’ states - i.e. secular, 
democratic, capitalist states?

Whilst discussing this question I 
will primarily focus on the situation 
of Muslims living as minorities in 
the West because this is where our 
discussion is happening. However, it 
cannot be disconnected from issues 
within the Muslim world because 
political establishments in the Muslim 
world are also ‘Westernised’; but also 
because Islam is a universal faith and 
the Muslim Ummah is a global Ummah.  

During the discussion I will distinguish 
between ‘engagement’ or ‘interaction’ 
on the one hand - and ‘working with’ 
the establishment or ‘participating in’ 
the political system on the other. They 
are two distinct things. 

Sayyidina Jafar (عنه هللا   was, of (رضي 
course, engaging or interacting with 
the ruling authority - not working with 
it. Did the Muslims compromise 
anything of their beliefs when 
engaging in their discourse with the 
King? Absolutely not! Rather, they 
were so frank, honest and 
uncompromising about their doctrine 
that they utterly contradicted the 
Trinitarian creed of the Negus when 
explaining their own beliefs about 
Prophet Isa (�).

There is a famous incident in the history 
of Islam that was all at once dramatic, 
moving and inspirational. Members of 
the small Muslim community in Makkah 
were given permission by the Prophet 
 to migrate due to the persecution (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص)
they were suffering. They migrated to 
Habasha (Abyssinia - modern day 
Ethiopia) where, they were told by the 
Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص), there was a Christian King 
- the Negus - who ‘will not tolerate 
injustice’. The Companions of the 
Prophet were pursued by their 
persecutors who tried to use their good 
relations with the King to extradite the 
Muslim refugees. The Negus heard 
entreaties from Jafar ibn Abi Talib
عنه) هللا   ,on behalf of the Muslims (رضي 
then refused to hand them over and 
promised to give them the shelter and 
security they had sought. 

This incident is an example sometimes 
cited to justify Muslims engaging with a 
‘non-Muslim establishment’.

Since the title of this conference is 
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In this paper, I will show that Islam
permits us - and sometimes may even
demand of us - many aspects of engagement
and interaction with a ‘Westernised 
establishment’. This could include seeking rights 
deemed legitimate by Islam, as was the case in 
Abyssinia - or engaging to denounce, account or 
advise the establishment from the perspective of 
Islam. 

However, I will also show that working with a 
‘Westernised establishment’ or participating in 
its systems, as advocated by some, is extremely 
problematic from a theological perspective - as 
well as being highly questionable from the point 
of view of political strategy.

Most of all, I want us to consider the more 
fundamental question ‘What is it that we are 
engaging for?’ For it is the vision and outlook 
that we hold that will define the nature of any 
engagement or political activity that follows.

Is our goal to fit in? Or to 
defend a distinct identity from 
a position of weakness? Or 
to engage as part of a much 
bigger, principled and noble 
objective? A defensive mindset 
would inevitably put survival 
and self-interest at the top 
of our priorities.  Whereas an 
approach that seeks a higher 
cause would necessitate a 
degree of sacrifice where 
individuals face tests in order 
for the cause to succeed.    

I will show that it is only 
engagement according to 
Islamic principles, on our 
own terms and for objectives 
defined by Islam, as self-
reliant as possible, and within 
the context of seeing ourselves 
as part of a global Ummah, 
that has the ability to bring 
real ‘power’ and influence. 
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What is it that we are engaging for?
The majority of political activists will start asking what are 
the needs and interests of our community. They focus on 
rights, equality of opportunity, sometimes even fears for 
the very survival of our community. These are no doubt 
valid concerns. We could have a rich debate as to how 
to best deal with these. We would most likely find widely 
divergent views - from a position that argues we should 
try to enter into the system in order to change it for the 
better - to a more radical political position that argues to 
stay outside of the system and build an external power 
base as the best way to influence political opinion within 
the establishment. 

The merits and demerits of both sides could be argued 
endlessly. 

However, the Muslim guided by Islam does not start from 
the position of interests but from the objectives set by 
Allah (هلالج لج)  - and does not judge the validity of an approach 
by a risk-benefit analysis open to bias, but according to 
the commands and prohibitions of Islam. 

Allah (هلالج لج) 
says: 
‘I have not 
created 
man and 
jinn except 
to worship 
Me.’ 1 

1 

نَس ِإلَّ ِلَيْعُبُدوِن  - Al-Dhariyat 51:56 َوَما َخلَْقُت ٱلِْجنَّ َوٱْلِ 1
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If these are the agreed goals for Muslims, then we can 
start a discussion about what are the legitimate means 
that Islam directs us towards to achieve this, then after 
that there may be yet further discussion about the pros 
and cons of differing approaches within those legitimate 
means. 

If, however, these are not the objectives, preferring 
instead to focus on limited defensive positions - or 
more likely they are ill-defined - then secondary tactical 
discussions would be premature. 

So our goals, wherever we live and in whatever 
situation we face, start from this maxim.

‘Worship’ in Islam, as we know, is not confined to 
prayer, fasting and rituals. It encompasses living 
according to the commands and prohibitions of 
Allah (هلالج لج); enjoining good and forbidding evil; 
loving and hating for the sake of Allah; economic 
laws which lead to a circulation of wealth; 
standing for justice even if against ourselves, 
never mind against the establishment of the 
country you live; supporting the worldwide 
Ummah in their struggles; inviting people to 
the message of Islam and ultimately ruling by 
what Allah (هلالج لج) has revealed to establish a noble 
vision of society and a world where people live in 
goodness.
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How then can Muslims 
achieve these goals? 

The goal of achieving the objective of 
worshiping Allah (هلالج لج) comprehensively 
would start by building the aqeedah 
of Islam within the community. It 
requires building a community upon a 
set of ideas and principles. Community 
institutions like mosques, madrassahs, 
businesses, etc., would all serve to 
build this Islamic community.
 
The building of institutions within the 
Muslim community in the UK was not 
achieved by political engagement, 
but by self-reliance and self-funding. 
That self-reliance has been one of 
the only ways to try to maintain their 
independence from the influence of 
the political establishment. 

The goal of seeking to enjoin good and 
forbid evil as a community cannot be 
realised by joining political parties that 
have a fundamentally confused view of 
what is ‘good and evil’ - especially when 
one needs to ‘toe the party line’ on the 
most important issues in order to seek 
any influence within those political 
structures. 

The goal of establishing a truly just 
Islamic society and state somewhere in 
the Muslim world cannot be achieved 
by immersing oneself in the very same 
system that invaded, divided, colonised 
and subjugated it.

If these are the shared goals, we 
need to look at where and how 
to start working towards them, 
and whether or not political 
engagement is required. 

One can only achieve those goals 
from a position of Islamic principle, 
self-reliant and free from the 
constraints and influence of the 
state and political establishment.
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We have already said the debate as to 
whether to restrict oneself to Islamic 
principles or to engage in the system 
pragmatically - whether to target one’s 
goals radically or gradually - can be debated 
either way from a rational perspective.

However, a look at the example of the 
Messenger of Allah (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) leaves little room 
for doubt about the principled, radical and 
uncompromising stance that he took when 
engaging with the establishment of his 
time, the leaders of the tribe of Quraish. 

They were so troubled by the Islamic call 
upsetting their societal order that they 
made several entreaties to the Prophet 
 either directly or indirectly, to ,(ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص)
compromise.
 On the face of it, they offered concessions 
that many people today would welcome: 
that the society would share the worship 
of the two faiths differently - one year for 
Islam and the other for polytheism; that 
they would offer mutual concessions and 
peaceful coexistence; or that they would 
give him wealth and status; or that the 
persecution of the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) and the 
Muslims would cease - all of it only if he’d 
give up his call. 

The response on each occasion was an 
uncompromising rejection of these offers.

On one occasion the response was 
through the revelation of Surah Al-
Kafiroon, rejecting the idea of shared 
worship ending with the words: ‘For you 
your Deen (way of life) and to me, my 
Deen (way of life)’. 2

On another occasion the response was to 
recite the majority of Surah Fussilat, which 
uncompromisingly warned those who had 
come with the offer: ‘But if they turn 
away, then say, “I have warned you of a 
thunderbolt like the thunderbolt [that 
struck] ‘Aad and Thamud.”’ 3

On yet another occasion, when they 
threatened the Prophet’s uncle, Abu 
Talib, with sanctions against the clan of 
Banu Hashim, and his uncle entreated 
him (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) “Spare me and yourself and put 
not a burden on me that I can’t bear”,  he 
replied: “O my uncle! By God if they put 
the sun in my right hand and the moon 
in my left on condition that I abandon 
this course, until God has made me 

The Prophetic 
engagement 
with the 
‘establishment’

لَُكْم ِديُنُكْم َوِلَى ِديِن
ـِٰعَقِة َعاٍد َوَثُموَد ْثَل َص ـِٰعَقًة مِّ َفِإْن َأْعَرُضو۟ا َفُقْل َأنَذْرُتُكْم َص

- Al-Kafiroon 109:6

- Fussilat 41:13

2

3
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victorious, or I perish therein, I would 
not abandon it.” 4

The response was similarly 
uncompromising when a delegation of 25 
leaders suggested that they would refrain 
from intervening in his religion if he did 
the same with theirs - a policy of “mutual 
concessions and peaceful coexistence.” 
The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) told them “I will guide 
you to the means by which you (i.e. 
the Quraish) will gain sovereignty 
over both the Arabs and non-Arabs.” 
The Makkan leaders wondered what it 
was that would afford them so much 
power - and Abu Jahl even said to tell 
them and they’d concede more than they 
had initially proposed. The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) 
responded saying perhaps the only words 

guaranteed to scupper their proposal: 
“I want you to testify that there is no 
god worthy to be worshipped but Allah, 
and then divest yourselves of any sort 
of worship you harbour for any deities 
other than Allah.” 5 
The Prophetic example illustrates that his 
 focus was on a higher goal than the (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص)
interests of the Muslims in Makkah. While 
no one would have been more concerned 
for their wellbeing, he (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) did not allow 
those concerns to deter him from the 
main objective.

His interaction with the establishment 
of his time was to persistently and 
uncompromisingly invite them to his 
 message and warn them of the (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص)
consequences of not doing so. 

 “O my uncle! By God if they put the sun in my right hand and the moon in 
my left on condition that I abandon this course, until God has made me 
victorious, or I perish therein, I would not abandon it.”

Al-Seerah Al-Nabawiyyah, ibn Kathir
ibid

4

5
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Some might criticise my approach of focussing 
on the mountainous heights of a principled 
vision - a desire to fundamentally change the 
system - whilst ignoring the lowland forests of 
real life. 

What about day to day issues like the stripping 
of citizenship? Or planning permission for 
mosques? Or funding for Muslim faith-schools? 
Or discrimination in schools or the workplace? 
Or making sure that the niqab or halal meat 
is not banned in an ever more oppressive 
atmosphere in Europe? 

Aren’t these pressing and immediate matters 
worthy of engagement in order to achieve a 
goal? 

The answer to this is ‘yes’ - but a qualified ‘yes’. 
Qualified because dealing with a hundred 
small issues could easily distract from the big 
picture. If Muslims want to worship Allah (هلالج لج) 
sincerely, and want to become true slaves of 
Allah, entering into Islam completely, then to 
achieve that means ultimately we have to live 
under a system which upholds those systems 
and laws that allow us to do that. If that system 
is absent, then the priority would surely be to 
restore that system.

Nevertheless, the answer is ‘yes’ because 
many of these ‘real-life’ matters are those 
where Islam allows you to seek things that it 
has defined as legitimate.

Engagement can be for many reasons. 
The following areas could, subject to some 
principles we will outline later, be entirely 
legitimate or even mandatory. 

Aren’t there 
other reasons to 
engage with the 
establishment?

• Engagement as seeking 
one’s rights: e.g. Muslims 
seeking their rights from a 
government. This might include 
the example of the Muslims 
who migrated to Abyssinia and 
spoke to the Negus. It might 
include redressing a wrong 
such as defamation, unlawful 
detention, etc. 

• Engagement as consultation: 
e.g. Muslims being involved 
in giving their opinion or view 
when requested upon a matter 
- from both the Shar’i and reality 
perspective.

• Engagement as cooperation 
at a grassroots level on good 
things: e.g. Muslims being 
involved in their local and 
wider community on matters 
of goodness e.g. ensuring 
the neighbourhood is clean, 
neighbourhood watches, 
recycling,  etc - ‘Cooperate 
with one another in goodness 
and righteousness, and do 
not cooperate in sin and 
transgression.’ 6 

• Engagement as critical stance: 
e.g. Muslims should be a critical 
voice on government actions 
and policies, domestically 
and internationally. ‘You are 
the best Ummah raised for 
mankind. You bid the good 
and forbid the evil and believe 
in Allah.’7 Enjoining good and 
forbidding evil is a duty in Islam 
which might require a direct 
address to the establishment 
using the force of argument. 

• Engagement to invite them to 
fundamentally change the 
society to one based upon the 
truth and justice of Islam from 
one based upon falsehood and 
injustice. ‘Alif, Lam, Ra. This 
is a book We have sent down 
to you, that you may take 
the people out of (all sorts 
of) darkness into the light 
with the will of their Lord - to 
the path of the Mighty, the 
Praiseworthy.’ 8 

َ َشِديُد ٱلِْعَقاِب َ ۖ ِإنَّ ٱللَّ ِن ۚ َوٱتَُّقو۟ا ٱللَّ ْثِم َوٱلُْعْدَوٰ  َوَتَعاَوُنو۟ا َعلَى ٱلِْبرِّ َوٱلتَّْقَوٰى ۖ َوَل َتَعاَوُنو۟ا َعلَى ٱْلِ
ِ ٍة ُأْخِرَجْت ِللنَّاِس َتأُْمُروَن ِبٱلَْمْعُروِف َوَتْنَهْوَن َعِن ٱلُْمنَكِر َوُتْؤِمُنوَن ِبٱللَّ  ُكنُتْم َخْيَر ُأمَّ

ِط ٱلَْعِزيِز ٱلَْحِميِد  ـِٰت ِإلَى ٱلنُّوِر ِبِإْذِن َربِِّهْم ِإلَٰى ِصَرٰ ُلَم ـُٰه ِإلَْيَك ِلُتْخِرَج ٱلنَّاَس ِمَن ٱلظُّ ـٌٰب َأنَزلَْن الٓر ۚ ِكَت
 ۗ 

- Al-Ma’idah 5:2
- Aal-Imran 3:110

- Ibrahim 14:1

6

7

8
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Examples of this include the repeated actions of the 
Messenger of Allah (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) in approaching the leadership 
of various tribes - first and foremost the Quraish - to 
support him in establishing the Deen of Islam. This 
was an engagement which was finally realised in the 
Second Pledge of al-’Aqabah by the leaders of the Aws 
and Khazraj from the place later called Al Madinah.   

However, the following areas are either fraught with 
danger or would involve an outright disobedience to 
Allah (هلالج لج), and anything that involves disobedience 
to Allah (هلالج لج) or even anything close to that can be 
dismissed absolutely. The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) said “There 
is no obedience to anyone if it is disobedience to 
Allah. Verily, obedience is only in good conduct” 9 - 
so when we are talking about voluntary engagement 
the matter should be even clearer.  

• Engagement as cooperation at an establishment 
level: e.g. Muslims being directly involved in 
(voluntary or non-voluntary) working with (i.e. in 
partnership with) government, or government 
representative bodies, organisations and agencies 
to further policies for the Muslim community. This 
could be fraught with danger for several reasons. 
Funding from the establishment will almost always 
come with conditions - and that means being 
influenced by the establishment. Moreover, it 
presupposes that members of the establishment 
would be honest partners. Given the track record 
of all the main political parties with the Muslim 
community, and most of the leading politicians of 
the past 20 years, it would be naïve to expect that. 

• Engagement as employment: e.g. Muslims 
directly employed by government funds to work 
for the government, or government representative 
bodies, organisations and agencies to further 
policies towards the Muslim community. This is 
often how policies such as the Prevent strategy 
have been rolled out in the community and given 
legitimacy in the community. Given that anyone 
who looked carefully at this strategy would see 
it is targeted against Islam and Muslims, such 
engagement should be rejected absolutely. It is 
little more than using individuals in the community 
against the community as a whole.  

Bukhari and Muslim 9

IHRC conference Paper 11



Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain12

• Engagement as intervention: e.g. Muslims request, solicit or resort to 
government intervention in its internal affairs (for example mosque or charity 
disputes) whether directly from government or via government representative 
bodies, organisations and agencies. Given the experience of Muslim charities 
and Muslim schools over the past two decades, this sort of engagement would 
be very dangerous and effectively surrenders control of the institutions.

• Engagement as assimilation: e.g. Muslims become part of the political 
establishment, joining the political parties, working for their aims; participating 
in the political process and its mechanisms (becoming councillors, MPs, MEPs, 
aides, secretaries, advisors, etc). This would be theologically unacceptable for 
reasons that will be explained later in this paper. 

Breaking it down like this, we can discuss the conditions of engagement with the 
establishment which would answer the question: ‘yes, no or maybe?’
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The principles
of engagement

The Shari’ah gives us general principles as to how to engage non-
Muslims when living in their own lands. Those would include:

1. You cannot benefit from, cooperate with or call to
any munkar (sinful or evil thing).

2. You cannot cause harm (darar).
3. You cannot be a cause of oppression (zulm).
4. You cannot obey creation over the Creator.

5. You cannot seek a right (haqq) that the Shari’ah has
not granted you.

6. You cannot cut your loyalty (wala’) to
Muslims and Islam.

7. You cannot disconnect from the global Ummah.
8. You cannot prefer corruption (mafsada) for

the community over benefit (manfa’a).
9. You cannot abandon any Islamic obligation for the

sake of any perceived more immediate local objectives. 

Each of these points is supported by text, many of which are mentioned elsewhere 
in this paper. Any engagement has to be on our terms (which to date has virtually 
never been the case). It cannot entail a compromise on our beliefs and values, or 
the strategic vision for the Muslim community in the West, as we outlined before. 
Yet a problem remains that we don’t always have agreement between us on what 
are those strategic objectives. We have to learn from the abysmal record of previous 
engagement strategies e.g. on matters to do with ‘extremism’ and ‘radicalisation’. We 
should be cautious about seeking support for our cause where it might compromise 
our own values and principles, e.g. with others who might have a strategic 
agenda that is opposed to ours. We have to chart our own narrative, and making 
alliances needs to be done with people that accept that narrative and our terms. 
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There are too many to mention in this paper. 

The most important is the risk of compromising one’s 
Islamic principles and risking both punishment in the 
Hereafter and losing the support of Allah (هلالج لج) in both 
worlds, due to the Quranic Ayah: ‘Do not incline toward 
the wrongdoers, lest the Fire should touch you, and 
you will not have any friend besides Allah, then you 
will not be helped’. 10

Joining political structures - whether secular parties, 
the state, or even supranational bodies, that are built 
upon principles that contradict Islam: the separation of 
‘deen’ from ‘dunya’; the usurious-based financial system; 
the corrupted influence of big business on politics; the 
nation-state system that enforces division in the Muslim 
world - goes way beyond an inclination towards them! 

It should be obvious that it would be almost impossible 
to produce anything substantial or worthy by entering a 
system that is geared to achieve something different to 
your goals and objectives. 

The ‘Westernised establishment’ is a political structure 
geared to preserving the secular, capitalist, democratic 
system - such that whoever enters it has to conform to 
the rules rather than to fundamentally change them.

The example of many Muslim politicians sadly illustrates 
this. They enter the system and perform what might be 
termed a ‘political striptease’. They enter the system to 
target justifiable and perhaps even honourable goals. 
However, in order to achieve their aims they have to 
compromise some Islamic principles at every step along 
the ladder of progress in their political careers, like 
shedding an item of clothing. It is seen as a ‘quid pro 
quo’ - something for something but in reality it is like 
the Quranic expression: ‘They wish that you would 
compromise so they would too compromise’.11

The perils of 
entering in
the system 

ِ ِمْن َأْوِلَيآَء ُثمَّ َل ُتنَصُروَن ن ُدوِن ٱللَّ ُكُم ٱلنَّاُر َوَما لَُكم مِّ َوَل َتْرَكُنٓو۟ا ِإلَى ٱلَِّذيَن َظلَُمو۟ا َفَتَمسَّ
و۟ا لَْو ُتْدِهُن َفُيْدِهُنوَن َودُّ

- Hūd  11:113
- Al-Qalam 68:9

10

11
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Over time one of three things happens:
 
(1) Some realise the compromises they are making and 
abandon the attempt at rising up the greasy pole. 

(2) Some may try to stick to their principles but are expelled 
by a system, which has many checks and balances to ensure 
it operates within first parameters. The ultimate example of 
this was perhaps the rise and fall of Jeremy Corbyn - a political 
outsider catapulted to the position of Leader of the Opposition. 
He found many obstacles in his way - whether delays in being 
appointed a Privy Counsellor, or ultimately finding that his 
own party was one of the checks and balances of the system, 
when it turned against him. 

(3) Finally, others go the ‘Full Monty’, shedding their principles 
in their climb to the top, such that by the time they have 
established their careers they have fully embraced liberal 
values, (LGBT+ and all), as well as the Zionist occupation of 
Palestine. Theirs is a journey where the person they have 
become cannot even remember the person they were when 
they started on their political journey - though some find some 
of their principles again as they descend the career ladder.

There is a separate peril that affects some Muslim activists that 
is worth mentioning.  It might be termed ‘political desperation’ 
- meaning that they are so desperate to engage with  and 
be recognised by the establishment, their own lack of self 
worth is all too apparent for others to see. They start their 
bargaining position as a supplicant rather than as someone 
who speaks from a position of strength. They are like politically 
‘battered wives’ - sadly destined to be humiliated repeatedly. 
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What
others say?
Some argue that Muslims can or should participate in the system - what we 
have called ‘engagement as assimilation’ - from a theological perspective. 
One of the more prevalent arguments today is that whilst we might agree that the 
Shari’ah does, in origin, forbid the making of laws that contradict Islam due to the 
sayings of Allah (هلالج لج) in Surah Al Maidah: “...And whoever does not judge by what Allah 
has revealed, they are the kafiroon (disbelievers) … And whoever does not judge 
by what Allah has revealed, they are the zalimoon (oppressors) ...And whoever 
does not judge by what Allah has revealed, they are the fasiqun (rebellious or 
disobedient)” 12  -  but that we also happen to live in a country or a world where that 
happens by default - so Muslims must engage on these terms. They argue at the time 
of a national election, that Muslims should vote for the least worst option. 

ـِٰفُروَن  ـِٰٓئَك ُهُم ٱلَْك ُ َفُأ۟ولَ  َوَمن لَّْم َيْحُكم ِبَمآ َأنَزَل ٱللَّ
ـِٰلُموَن ـِٰٓئَك ُهُم ٱلظَّ ُ َفُأ۟ولَ َوَمن لَّْم َيْحُكم ِبَمآ َأنَزَل ٱللَّ
ـِٰسُقوَن ـِٰٓئَك ُهُم ٱلَْف ُ َفُأ۟ولَ َوَمن لَّْم َيْحُكم ِبَمآ َأنَزَل ٱللَّ

- Al-Ma’idah 5:44
- Al-Ma’idah 5:45
- Al-Ma’idah 5:47

12
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To me, that sounds about as shallow as the 
early Muslim community calculating that 
backing Utbah ibn Rabiah (one of the tribal 
leaders in Makkah who suggested that trying 
to reach a compromise with the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) 
) would be a better option than Abu Jahl (one 
of the chief persecutors of the Prophet’s (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) 
and his companions). 

In the United States, many in the Muslim 
community backed George W Bush over Al 
Gore, seeing the latter as a staunch Zionist 
who also carried extreme liberal values, 
as opposed to the Republicans holding 
family values. In a later election, seeing the 
destruction wrought on the Muslim world by 
the Bush administration, they backed Barack 
Obama - who preferred murder by drone to 
sending in troops on the ground. 

To argue that we have to choose the least 
worst option is a misrepresentation because 
it presents ‘voting’ in a national election as 
merely offering an opinion on who might 
sound like the least worst - regardless of the 
philosophical basis of that party’s stance, 
never mind its policies.

It overlooks the important matter of what 
you are voting for. The reality of voting in 
a national election in the UK, for example, 
is appointing someone who is delegated 
to perform the task of lawmaking on your 
behalf - a ‘wakeel’ on your behalf. 

The laws of wakala (representation) in Islam 
are fairly clear. You can appoint someone 
to represent in matters that Islam permits. 
‘Lawmaking’ is not something that Islam 
permits. 

The Quranic verse ‘They have taken their 
rabbis and their monks as gods beside 
Allah’13 rebukes former generations for 
doing this. In explaining this verse, the 
Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) explained that those priests 
forbade what Allah (هلالج لج) had made lawful and 
permitted what Allah (هلالج لج) made unlawful - 
and that by following them the people were 
actually ‘worshiping them’. 

Moreover, this position presupposes 
that the system actually allows real 
change - whereas in truth a political 
system which channels political energy 
into a vote once every five years actually 
limits their voice, thus preventing 
substantial change. 

Finally, given that it is not mandatory to 
vote, there are many people who think 
that not voting is a political statement 
in itself rather than apathy. 

Similarly, abstaining from something 
theologically problematic is a 
manifestation of Al Wala’ (association) 
wal Bara’ (disassociation) for the sake 
of Allah (هلالج لج) - like Prophet Ibrahim 
(�) rejecting the choice of worshipping 
the Sun, the Moon, the stars or man-
made idols by declaring: “O my people, 
indeed I am free from what you 
associate with Allah.” 14

There are others who present different 
arguments in favour of participation. 

They argue that Prophet Yusuf (�)  
participated in the government of 
Egypt. Or that shura (consultation) is an 
Islamic concept, and that democratic 
institutions are consultative - therefore 
we should participate in the system. 

These views are flawed for many 
reasons - both theological and from a 
practical perspective. 

Regarding the argument regarding 
Yusuf (�), first of all there is nothing 
in the Islamic texts that suggests 
that he ruled in contradiction to the 
revealed laws of Allah (هلالج لج). Secondly, it 
is well understood that the Shari’ah of 
previous Prophets (alayhummusalaam) 
is not a Shari’ah for Muslims today. 

 ِ ن ُدوِن ٱللَّ ـَٰنُهْم َأْرَباًبا مِّ  ٱتََّخُذٓو۟ا َأْحَباَرُهْم َوُرْهَب
ا ُتْشِرُكوَن مَّ ـَٰقْوِم ِإنِّى َبِرٓىٌء مِّ َقاَل َي

Al-Tawbah 9:31 -
Al-An’am 6:78 -

13

14
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Regarding the ‘Shura’ argument, this is conflating consultation with the actual 
functions of someone in a legislature, i.e. legislation.These are two distinct things. 
The former may be permitted according to an Islamic criterion, whereas the latter is 
prohibited by many ayaat including those mentioned above. 

We already cited the example of the migration to Abyssinia explaining how it 
illustrates some legitimate engagement with the establishment. But this noble 
example is also used in a fallacious manner. Can one reasonably compare the 
example of interacting with ‘a king who would not tolerate injustice’ with a state 
that has established a two-tier system of justice against its Muslim population, has 
a policy of criminalising political and religious expression with its Prevent policy - 
and is currently considering violating its own norms of citizenship by stripping it 
arbitrarily from some of its citizens? To do so would be to delude oneself. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the argument that the ends justify the means 
is not an Islamic one. Such an argument would permit threats of violence or actual 
violence, or deception, in order to achieve political interests that we deem worthy - 
and that is, of course, forbidden. 

Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain18
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How might people criticise my position?
The obvious concern is that my position 
could be characterised as a ‘separatist’ 
approach - that it would leave the Muslim 
community isolated, subject to the dictates 
of the state without any say. 
I believe that this concern ignores 
the fact that in capitalist states the 
democratic system leaves most people 
without a substantial say. The system is 
a government of the people, by the elites 
from amongst the people, for the benefit 
of giant wealthy corporations. 
The biggest challenge to that has always 
been the fear that sections of the 
population realise this reality and refuse 
to engage in the game. 
Creating a self-reliant united body in 
society, empowered by its beliefs and 
values - a Muslim oasis, not a ghetto - is 
one of the few ways to exercise a voice. 

Malcolm X and Dr Martin Luther 
King perhaps represent two differing 
approaches, one more radical and 
seemingly ‘separatist’, the other seeking a 
way into the system - though with a shared 
goal of ending the apartheid system in 
America that persisted almost a century 
after the formal abolition of slavery. 
One view that engaging from a united, self-
reliant position of strength was a better 
option for African-Americans - whereas 
the latter argued that getting the franchise 
would give them a voice in the system. 
Dr King’s approach won - ultimately 
resulting in the election of Barack Obama 
as President of the United States - a fact 
that many would argue proves that such a 
strategy does not change the system, but 
instead just permits people of colour to 
engage in the same flawed system. 
Malcolm X’s strategy did not yield the 
tangible result it sought. Yet it could be 
argued it gave dignity and a realistic 
understanding of the system - and it 
was deemed far more of a threat to the 
system, suggesting that self-reliance and 
independence is indeed a better way to 
exercise one’s voice outside of the system, 

from the point of view of political strategy.
 One can chart a similar pattern in the 
UK, whether in relation to race, women’s 
rights, workers’ rights or the environment. 
One approach is to enter the system to try 
to change it - the other is based on a view 
that the system has some structural factors 
that prevent real change, and that lead to 
compromises from the activists such that 
they are changed by it - and so direct their 
efforts independently, nonetheless hoping 
their activism will bring some change. 
However interesting the experience 
of these various rights movements in 
terms of lessons in political strategy - or 
exemplifying a contemporary example 
that people can sense more easily - we 
should be clear that we only look to the 
example of the Messenger of Allah (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) in 
Makkah for our political example.
 He (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) did not enter the system of politics 
in Makkah - despite being invited to, and 
having a claim based on the nobility of his 
lineage. As detailed before, he rejected 
compromise solutions, power-sharing 
deals, or giving up any part of his message. 
All of these illustrate the Prophetic 
approach was radical, uncompromising 
and did not use the system for short term 
ends.
Rather the mission that the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) 
was working towards was a comprehensive 
alternative to the existing system at that 
time: a system which saw the rich and 
powerful exploit the less fortunate; a 
system which exploited women and even 
saw people killing their newborn daughters; 
which concentrated wealth in the hands 
of a few; where corruption in the markets 
was rife; where superpowers dominated 
the world for their own ends, and where 
the worship of other than Allah (هلالج لج) was 
the norm. It was the era we call Jahiliyyah 
(ignorance) - with a political system bearing 
remarkable similarities to today’s. 
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The matter of the 
Muslim world
As we know, the Prophetic system was not established in 
Makkah, but when the Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) migrated to Al-Madinah 
and entered as the head of state - supported by the most 
powerful tribes in the society. That city became the oasis 
which became the source of that alternative that spread 
across the region. 

I don’t think many Muslims really seriously consider that the 
establishments in Britain, France or the United States will 
welcome Islam like the Ansar did in Al-Madinah. That sort of 
change is likely to come in a part of the world where the people 
would welcome that change - where the majority of people 
embrace those values; where their historical experience does 
not make the prospect of such a change something alien, and 
where artificially imposed borders look weaker than any time 
in the past century. 

Politics in the Muslim world shouldn’t be about upholding 
today’s jahiliyyah - it should be about challenging that and 
working for a similar radical change until today’s power 
brokers accept that alternative - working like the Prophet 
 to make message of Islam resonate clearly: ‘It is He Who (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص)
has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of 
truth, to make it prevail over all religions, and sufficient 
is Allah as a Witness’.15

Ebitas sentotatqui odisint iuntisque eos eos 
dolupta sitatent volorer orporatur aut pel 
ide porro im inctotatas incipsus. 

ِ َشِهيًدا يِن ُكلِِّهۦ ۚ َوَكَفٰى ِبٱللَّ ُهَو ٱلَِّذٓى َأْرَسَل َرُسولَُهۥ ِبٱلُْهَدٰى َوِديِن ٱلَْحقِّ ِلُيْظِهَرُهۥ َعلَى ٱلدِّ - Al-Fath 48:2815
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Conclusion
divided for too long. 
Seeing the trajectory for Muslims in 
Europe, with clampdowns on mosques 
and practising Muslims under the guise of 
counter-extremism policy, or the stripping 
of citizenship, some people might believe 
their only salvation will exist once there is 
a place in the world where the justice of 
Islam is implemented comprehensively. 
Hence, working for change in the Muslim 
world cannot be divorced from how 
Muslims work for their future in the West. 
At the heart of this discussion is the 
question of who do we want to be? Steve 
Biko once said: ‘I’m going to be me as I am, 
and you can beat me or jail me or even kill 
me, but I’m not going to be what you want 
me to be.’ 
Do we want to preserve, cherish, 
implement and carry what we value about 
who we are? 
By entering a political system built on 
fundamentally different values, we 
abandon who we are and what we value - 
step by step and bit by bit - no matter how 
much we convince ourselves otherwise. 
On the other hand, we have a chance to 
build something different and better, 
according to the Book of Allah (هلالج لج) and 
Sunnah of the Messenger (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص), and to 
engage with principles and on our own 
terms, whether as a community where we 
live - or as a state of our own in the world. 
Along the way, we will meet criticisms, 
labels of ‘extremist’ and ‘separatist’, and 
much more besides. Despite this we need 
to remain steadfast and not fear the blame 
of the blamers! 
And our final words are that all the praise 
is for Allah (هلالج لج), Lord of the Worlds.

Dr. Abdul Wahid is the Chairman of the UK Executive Committee of Hizb 
ut-Tahrir in Britain. He has been published on the websites of Foreign 
Affairs, Open Democracy, the Times Higher Educational Supplement, 
Prospect Magazine, 5 Pillars and Islam21c. He comments on issues related 
to Islam and Muslims in the UK and across the world. You can follow 
him on Twitter, @AbdulWahidHT or on Facebook, @AbdulWahid.HT.

It is sad that the predominant view 
amongst Muslim leaders and activists 
today appears to be based on engagement 
with the establishment thinking that the 
community is in a weak position; that we 
need to find theological arguments to 
justify engagement; that the world is as it 
is, and that we may not like that but we 
have to accept it. 
Unfortunately, the counter arguments 
often do not go beyond refuting their 
textual and theological errors and 
presenting textual and rational arguments 
about why Islam does not permit us to 
participate in the political systems of the 
West.
 I have tried to show that our theological 
stance should start from our purpose of 
existence, and the noble objectives that 
Islam gives us. 
Based upon those objectives, we should 
be looking to engage within Islamic 
parameters. That becomes a very positive 
vision. 
I believe that can only happen when 
Muslims try to build their community upon 
Islamic beliefs and values, independent of 
the state and the establishment so that it 
is not subject to political interference - and 
then to engage from a position of strength, 
whether to further the objectives of Islam 
or to seek legitimate rights and interests 
for the community. 
That cannot be detached from what 
is happening in the Muslim world, still 
suffering the effects of colonisation - and 
struggling in terms of its own political 
challenges. The challenge there is similarly 
to embrace the obligations and objectives 
that Islam places before us, and in so doing 
to re-establish Islam as a comprehensive 
way of life, unifying regions that have been 
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Hizb ut-Tahrir (meaning The Party of Liberation) is a global Islamic political 
party. Our aim is to implement Islam and carry its message to humanity, via 
the re-establishment of the Khilafah.


