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Is there a need for specific Muslim representation within the British political system? What methods have been used to progress greater inclusivity and what lies ahead for political equality within multicultural Britain?
In ‘Islamic Britain’ (2002), Philip Lewis cited Lord Ouseley’s report into the 1995 Bradford riots which supported a position demonstrating a polarised mistrust between Muslim and non-Muslim communities. Lewis asserted that Muslim communities differed from other, more dispersed South Asian immigrant cultural communities and that they preferred a ‘self-contained social world’[footnoteRef:1]. Lewis’s account of Bradford exemplified how an imported culture was successfully reproduced in Britain[footnoteRef:2], while positing Islam within the British nation state as potentially in opposition through Islamic Qur’anic theology.  [1:  Lewis, P. (2002), Islamic Britain, Religion, Politics and Identity among British Muslims, London: I.B. Tauris. Second Edition, pp. 216-217]  [2:  ibid, p.18] 

Sean McLoughlin’s 2005 response to Phillips Lewis’s 2002 postscript included an examination of the Muslim minority status through two case studies in which he proposed that middle-class Muslim activists now espoused engagement over ‘isolation’ or ‘resistance’ theories[footnoteRef:3]. Following the first Bradford riot, McLoughlin was able to frame an evolved Muslim identity politics through British legislation, established church policies, ending with the then contemporary stance of New Labour’s ‘civic renewal’ and an arising ‘faith relations industry’[footnoteRef:4]. McLoughlin’s enquiry into middle-class Muslims, however, did not account for the overwhelmingly concentrated Muslim areas often subject to depravation, typical for the majority of British Muslims. McLoughlin’s work is useful in showing that a rise in prosperity may increase Muslim political representation. [3:  McLoughlin, S., (2005), The State, ‘new’ Muslim leadership and Islam and a resource for public engagement in Britain, p. 81]  [4:  ibid p.81] 

Tatari and Shaykhutdinov asserted that empirical evidence showed that Muslims are not a ‘monolith group acting uniformly on all fronts’[footnoteRef:5]. In reviewing relevant characteristics influential on Muslim political representation in Britain, the authors used survey-based responses to support notions of the importance of religion within Muslim self-identity. Religious adherence is but one important factor that forms a Muslim’s perception of Britishness which leads to civic and political engagement. The establishment of political activism within non-elective participation was most notably witnessed through the Rushdie Affair. Tatari and Shaykhutdinov proposed that there had been a failure of Muslim collectiveness through religion and culture alone, but that subsequent consolidation of a group identity had been demonstrated through protest activism against the Iraq and Afghanistan western military campaigns[footnoteRef:6]. This work is therefore useful in demonstrating identity politics’ relationship to political representation. Nicole Martin used the 2010 Ethnic Minority British Election Study to show that Muslim non-electoral participation was based in opposition to western military campaigns against Muslim communities. This placed Muslims outside the accepted political position and was one political consequence of religious and cultural differences to the British political establishment [footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Tatari and Shaykhutdinov, (2014), Muslims and Minority Politics in Great Britain, p.27]  [6:  Tatari, p.27]  [7:  Martin, N. p. 361] 

Stephen Jones et al conducted research into modes of Muslim representation in governance in Britain, questioning whether a group identity of any nature required specific representation[footnoteRef:8]. The question in this work then is whether a successfully reproduced distinct Muslim community requires specific representation within certain aspects of civic life, from forums to politics? Jones’s co-authored 2015 article examined the current and historical positions of this question. [8:  Jones, s. et al, p 207, (2015) A ‘System of Self-appointed Leaders?’ Examining Modes of Muslim Representation in Governance in Britain’,] 

Jones et al, argued that there is more to Muslim political representation than the established discourse between government and Muslim umbrella organisations[footnoteRef:9] and Parekh in McLoughlin questioned whether Britain could recognise itself as a ‘multicultural post-nation’ in a world of transnational citizenship[footnoteRef:10]. The paper related to the relationship between political representation and group-based identity and explored the potential shift of a formal form of representation to one that rests within networks, being representative in nature. Noting the critics of organisations like the civic society led MCB, the difference in political and ideological positions held by government and umbrella organisations could rest upon quite specific issues. However, umbrella organisations do not necessarily represent all Muslims on any one specific issue. This is a clear disadvantage of an umbrella organisation when seeking to represent a Muslim voice. Another down-side to umbrella organisations is that they can come to be seen within a negotiating process between that organisation and the government. This by its nature removes the direct and required representation, perhaps substituting it for another style of party politics which removes dissenting opinions. Given that the British electoral system is prescribed in its nature, a claim-based type of representation could be made through a consultative form of mechanism similar to ones established under New Labours government. This would provide an opportunity for Muslims to make representations on important issues that ordinarily would not be progressed by an elected member of parliament who may have to represent a wider geographically aligned borough. Unelected representatives that are supported by the community can hold the official representative to account on specific issues, rather than representative of a whole community and subject to party politics.  [9:   Ibid, p. 208]  [10:  McLoughlin, p. 83] 

Arguably, there is not a Muslim community to represent. Muslims are divided, religiously and culturally, arriving from different parts of the world to settle in Britain. The issue here then may be the way in which others see Muslims. Instead of viewing an issue relating to an individual or group as subject-related, when there is identification of a Muslim link either culturally or religiously, that issue becomes a Muslim issue from the other’s perspective. This is clearly a negative issue within an umbrella organisation and maybe a better way forward is for Muslim communities to be encouraged to use established single-issue networks. Those networks should have the required representation at the early stage of such processes, but this would ensure that an subject remained issue-specific and did not become consumed into (anti) Muslim sentiment[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Jones et al p. 210-213] 

Shamit Saggar’s 2013 enquiry examined the responsiveness of British democracy to a new diverse society, noting that ethnic populations have alternative experiences of government and therefore different expectations of participation. Saggar aimed to show a disconnect between the British political system and ethnic minorities that may consequentially inhibit ethnic political involvement[footnoteRef:12]. Saggar’s article is useful within this field of enquiry as it is not demonstrative of a solely Muslim-based issue. His paper questioned whether members of the BME community could attain a place within British politics, placing successful parliamentary candidates within a gene pool of socio-economic ascendancy[footnoteRef:13], while demonstrating that Muslim communities fared comparatively well in local representation. His research indicated two important factors worthy of note within this topic of enquiry; firstly, that privilege is of paramount importance when an individual sought to rise within national parliamentary representation and secondly, that at a national level, the opportunity for the majority of society to become representatives for their community is limited for the wider multicultural community who share these inhibiting factors. Saggar’s work then lends itself to further examination of factors that have an additional and detrimental role to BME communities, in particular, closely knit Muslim communities as established through Lewis’s observations. Within the context of Lewis’s self-contained communities, Saggar’s work therefore leads an enquirer to question whether specific Muslim representation is required. The success of local councillors perhaps indicates a desire for a community to be represented by a person with whom there is a shared understanding and conversely a lack of representation from within concentrated Muslim areas within the current first-past-the-post British system of governance. [12:  Saggar, S. (2013), Bending without breaking the mould: race and political representation in the United Kingdom, p.69]  [13:  ibid, p.88] 
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