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In tro duc tion
The 2024 gen eral elec tion is a land mark in the rep res ent a tion of eth‐ 
nic minor it ies in the UK Par lia ment with the elec tion of a re cord 90
eth nic minor ity MPs . This rep res ents an in crease of 24 MPs since the
gen eral elec tion of 2019 to nearly pro por tion ally re flect the elect or‐ 
ate, 14% of whom are from an eth nic minor ity back ground (The Brit‐ 
ish Fu ture 2024). As the Dir ector of Brit ish Fu ture, Sun der Kat wala,
states, this pro gress co in cides quite iron ic ally with the end of Rishi
Sunak’s premi er ship as the first Brit ish Asian to hold the po s i tion (The
Brit ish Fu ture 2024).

1

While these fig ures sig nal sig ni fic ant pro gress in terms of par lia ment‐ 
ary rep res ent a tion and un der line polit ical parties’ ef forts to se lect
eth nic minor ity can did ates, his tory evid ences that polit ical parties,
in clud ing the La bour Party, have made pro gress in the pro mo tion of
eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion in the House of Com mons. While pur‐ 
su ing its strong com mit ment to race equal ity policies, the La bour
Party’s po s i tion on eth nic minor it ies’ polit ical par ti cip a tion was
some what con tra dict ory (Shukra 1990). Over the last 40 years, eth nic
minor ity rep res ent a tion has been rather lim ited, with the elec tion of
the first four eth nic minor ity La bour MPs to the Com mons in 1987.

2

By ad opt ing a his tor ical per spect ive, this art icle traces the evol u tion
of eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion in the House of Com mons and ana‐ 
lyses the mech an isms lead ing to a sig ni fic ant in crease in the num ber
of sit ting eth nic minor ity MPs. First, this art icle in vest ig ates the eth‐ 
nic minor it ies’ his tor ical al le gi ance to La bour and the factors that ac‐ 
count for the in con sist ency between this strong elect oral align ment
and minor it ies’ last ing under- representation in the Com mons.
Second, it ex plores how the Con ser vat ives have re cently in creased
the num ber of eth nic minor ity MPs, ser i ously chal len ging the La bour
mono poly on eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion. Fi nally, con sid er ing the
last 2024 gen eral elec tion and fo cus ing on the Muslim Vote move‐ 
ment, this art icle em phas ises how Muslims have suc cess fully chal‐ 
lenged and offered al tern at ive forms of rep res ent a tion to main stream
polit ical parties by present ing suc cess ful in de pend ent can did ates.
While both La bour and the Con ser vat ives util ised com mon strategies
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to in crease eth nic rep res ent a tion, sub stant ive rep res ent a tion 1 re‐ 
mains a key de term in ant of se cur ing the Muslim vote.

1. Eth nic minor it ies and the La ‐
bour Party: A win- win re la tion ‐
ship

1.1. The La bour Party and the ‘eth nic
vote’

The lit er at ure on the ques tion of par lia ment ary rep res ent a tion high‐ 
lights the very slow pro gress and per sist ent under- representation of
eth nic minor it ies in the UK Par lia ment since the elec tion of the first
four eth nic minor ity MPs in 1987 (Mess ina 1989; Geddes 1998; Sag gar
1990; Heath et al. 2013). This ap pears some what in con sist ent with the
strong pop ular ity and party al le gi ance the La bour Party has his tor ic‐ 
ally ce men ted amongst eth nic minor it ies. In 1979, the La bour Party
had already se cured 86% of eth nic minor ity sup port, com pared to
just 8% for the Con ser vat ive Party (Sag gar 2000).

4

Sev eral factors con trib uted to the La bour Party’s po s i tion as a home
for eth nic minor it ies. The im ple ment a tion of a race re la tions policy
frame work to com bat dis crim in a tion and pro mote ra cial equal ity
played a de term in ing role in this pro cess. Mi grants’ ar rival in the
post- war period gen er ated sig ni fic ant anxi ety about how im mig rants
could be ab sorbed into Brit ish so ci ety. The re ces sion in the tex tile in‐ 
dus tries that em ployed many Asi ans ex acer bated so cial prob lems in
the 1950s. In the con text of the race riots in Not ting ham and Not ting
Hill in Lon don in 1958, the race ques tion be came a sens it ive issue for
politi cians. The La bour Party passed major pieces of le gis la tion to
sup port pub lic order and re la tions between ma jor ity and minor ity
pop u la tions (Fav ell 1998). The first Race Re la tions Act was passed in
1965 and made dis crim in a tion il legal in pub lic spaces. The pro vi sions
of the law were ex pan ded in 1968 to hous ing and em ploy ment, while
the 1976 Race Re la tions Act out lawed in dir ect dis crim in a tion and es‐ 
tab lished the Com mis sion for Ra cial Equal ity with “du ties to work to‐ 
wards the elim in a tion of ra cial dis crim in a tion and to pro mote equal ‐
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ity of op por tun ity and good re la tions between per sons of dif fer ent
ra cial groups” (CRE 2002). The race equal ity agenda paved the way for
the in tro duc tion of policies in the UK that were meant to safe guard
eth nic minor it ies’ cul ture and re li gious spe cificit ies. As the ap plic a‐ 
tion of these policies re mained at the dis cre tion of the local au thor it‐ 
ies, a kind of bar gain ing re la tion ship between eth nic minor it ies
claim ing their cul tural and re li gious rights – es pe cially the re cog ni‐ 
tion of re li gious di versity in edu ca tion – and loc al it ies eager to se cure
the “eth nic vote” was es tab lished. As the former head of the Com mis‐ 
sion of Ra cial Com munity for cibly puts it:

His tor ic ally, mul ti cul tur al ism as a pub lic policy in Bri tain has been
heav ily loc al ised, often made vol un tary, and linked es sen tially to is ‐
sues of man aging di versity in areas of im mig rant set tle ment. The le ‐
gis lat ive frame work on which this policy is based – for ex ample, the
Race Re la tions Act (1965 and 1976) – re cog nised this con tin gency,
giv ing ad di tional re sources to local au thor it ies as well as new powers
to bet ter pro mote ra cial and eth nic equal ity. With these en abling
powers, most local au thor it ies with large eth nic minor ity pop u la tions
have trans formed them selves from ini tially being the bas tions of of fi ‐
cial ra cism to being pro moters of anti- racism and mul ti cul tur al ism
and with this change the strength of local eth nic com munit ies and
co ali tions have been in stru mental (in Meer 2010� 17).

The re cog ni tion of cul tural and re li gious rights would be come a
major motive for the mo bil isa tion of eth nic minor it ies. This, in turn,
con trib uted to sig ni fic ant changes in the local polit ical land scape as
ex em pli fied by the rise of left- led La bour coun cils in areas with large
eth nic minor ity pop u la tions. Re search into the early mo bil isa tion of
eth nic minor it ies set tling in the UK shows their strong in volve ment in
local is sues through community- based or gan isa tions ad voc at ing for
rights and fair treat ment in the work place and hous ing ac cess. The
“elect oral power” of eth nic minor it ies, which res ul ted from the pro vi‐ 
sions of Brit ish cit izen ship as defined by the 1948 Brit ish Na tion al ity
Act, en abled them to chal lenge and bar gain with the La bour Party.
Under the terms of the Brit ish Na tion al ity Act, the status of “Cit izen
of the UK and colon ies” (CUKC) was cre ated, con fer ring the same civil
and legal rights to Com mon wealth im mig rants as to per sons born in
Bri tain. One of these im port ant priv ileges was the right to vote: The
fact that these cit izens could vote in local and na tional elec tions con‐
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sti tuted a de cis ive tool for mo bil isa tion, en cour aging and shap ing
eth nic minor it ies’ polit ical par ti cip a tion (Gar baye 2005).

1.2. Ac count ing for eth nic minor ity
under- representation in Par lia ment
While elect oral in cent ives pushed the La bour Party to com mit to ad‐ 
van cing ra cial equal ity, the party re mained hos tile to eth nic minor it‐ 
ies’ de mands for polit ical rep res ent a tion and re cog ni tion (Shukra
1990). In deed, the race re la tions frame work mil it ated against par ti‐ 
cip a tion by con stru ing eth nic minor it ies as “ob jects” of policy rather
than ‘act ors’ in the decision- making pro cess (Crow ley 1993). The re‐ 
sponses re gard ing im mig ra tion and race were, at first, “bur eau crat‐ 
ized” (Geddes 1998) and cap tured as one of “mu tual re la tion ship
between the com munity lead ers, the coun cil and the La bour Party.
The com munity lead ers de livered the vote, the coun cils de livered the
money and the La bour Party won a new layer of sup port” (New
States man and So ci ety quoted in Geddes 1998�165).

7

In ad di tion, Asian com munit ies’ claims for cul tural and re li gious
rights were in creas ingly per ceived by the party as a “prob lem”
(Geddes 1998). In deed, the party ar gued that the se lec tion of eth nic
minor ity can did ates would pro voke a back lash among white voters
and, thus, eth nic minor ity can did ates would be de facto vote- losers
(Geddes 1998).

8

Pat ron age polit ics played a major role in con trolling party mem ber‐ 
ship and, by ex ten sion, par lia ment ary rep res ent a tion. Geddes em‐ 
phas ises the ex ist ence of net works of de pend ence and sup port
between people in po s i tions of power and au thor ity and their sup‐ 
port ers and ob serves that par lia ment ary can did ate se lec tion is “a
jeal ously guarded local prerog at ive lead ing to cent ral ized parties with
de cent ral ized se lec tion” (Geddes 1998� 153).

9

There fore, after mass ap plic a tions to join the La bour Party were
made in cit ies such as Birm ing ham in the 1980s, La bour feared that
such en deav ours would com prom ise es tab lished MPs’ reselec tion
chances. As Shukra (1990) notes, “The NEC ap peared to be con cerned
about the knock- on ef fects of suc cess ful re cruit ment drives amongst
Asian communities  – namely, that they might pro duce un of fi cial
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Asian block votes in the se lec tion of par lia ment ary can did ates.” This
“eth nic entry ism,” “where large in creases in the num ber of Asian
mem bers were seen as an at tempt to rig se lec tion con tests in fa vour
of other Asian can did ates” (Geddes 2001) was il lus trated in 1992 when
Ger ald Kauf man stood down from his po s i tion as Shadow For eign
Sec ret ary and the con stitu ency of Manchester Gor ton spec u lated
about the po ten tial se lec tion of an Asian can did ate at the next gen‐ 
eral elec tion, lead ing to 600 Asian ap plic a tions to join the La bour
Party from the Gor ton con stitu ency. Ahmed Shahzad re portedly con‐ 
duc ted this polit ical man oeuvre to chal lenge Kauf man in the reselec‐ 
tion con test. After ir reg u lar it ies were found, lead ing to the re jec tion
of fake ap plic a tions, Kauf man se cured the two- thirds of nom in a tions
ne ces sary to pre vent a chal lenge (Geddes 1998�168).

In ter est ingly, re search and data pub lished by the Brit ish Can did ate
Study of par lia ment ary se lec tions between 1987 and 1992 found that a
higher pro por tion of eth nic minor ity Con ser vat ives (2.3%) were
short l is ted on the Ap proved List and 1.3% were se lec ted as par lia‐ 
ment ary can did ates, whereas in the La bour Party, prob lems of both
“sup ply and de mand” res ul ted in greater under- representation of
eth nic minor it ies (1.4% of can did ates and 1.8% of MPs) des pite a
greater num ber of eth nic minor ity can did ates and MPs within the
party com pared to the eth nic minor ity share of the La bour vote (es‐ 
tim ated at 7.9% in 1992) (Nor ris, Geddes and Loven duski 1992).

11

Fi nally, while party mem ber ship in creased in con cen trated eth nic
minor ity areas, such as Brad ford or Birm ing ham, it re mained re l at‐ 
ively low over all. Re search into La bour’s mem ber ship showed that 3%
of its mem bers were from eth nic minor it ies in 1992 (Seyd and Whitely
1992). So cial in equal it ies, as well as ra cism and dis crim in a tion, may
im pede polit ical par ti cip a tion, es pe cially at the na tional level. While
eth nic minor it ies’ under- representation in the UK Par lia ment has
been per sist ent, in creased vis ib il ity has been ob served at the local
level, with greater num bers of coun cil lors from eth nic minor it ies (Le
Lohé 1998).

12

1.3. Some signs of change

A series of de vel op ments, how ever, in dic ated a pro gress ive shift in
the La bour Party’s po s i tion on eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion. First,
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the La bour de feat in the 1979 Gen eral Elec tion promp ted a re newed
in terest in the eth nic vote and the La bour Party Race Ac tion Group
(LPRAG) and the Na tional Ex ec ut ive Com mit tee re port La bour and
the Black Elect or ate called for in creased eth nic minor ity par ti cip a tion
(Geddes 1998). Second, the na tional con text of the 1980s provided op‐ 
por tun it ies to ac cel er ate the ap plic a tion of these re com mend a tions.
The ex plo sion of anger in urban areas in 1981 that The Guard ian de‐ 
scribed as “the most fright en ing civil dis order ever seen in Eng land”
(in Taylor 2002� 2) gave cre dence to eth nic minor it ies’ calls for polit‐ 
ical in flu ence which were re frac ted through the prism of intra- 
Labour Party de bates at the local and na tional levels. By the 1980s, a
younger gen er a tion took up the issue of rep res ent a tion and star ted
to cam paign within the La bour Party. They pressed for a Black sec‐ 
tion 2 to be in tro duced along with the Women Sec tion – es tab lished
to pro mote gender equal ity – based on the prin ciple of self- 
organisation with rights of rep res ent a tion and nom in a tion in
parliamentary- selection con tests. Fierce op pos i tion from the La bour
Party led some mem bers – Diane Ab bott, Bernie Grant, Paul Boateng,
Marc Wadsworth and Sharon Atkin – to es tab lish the un of fi cial na‐ 
tional La bour Party Black Sec tion (LPBS) in 1983, which the La bour
Party re fused to re cog nise con sti tu tion ally. The un of fi cial Sec tion’s
work, how ever, en abled the elec tion of four eth nic minor ity MPs dur‐ 
ing the 1987 gen eral elec tion. Paul Boateng was se lec ted from an all- 
black short l ist in Brent South; Diane Ab bott and Bernie Grant, who
had pre vi ously en gaged in local polit ics, were se lec ted for Hack ney
North and Stoke New ing ton and Tot ten ham, re spect ively. Keith Vaz
was se lec ted in Leicester East after strong Asian ab sten tion from the
1983 gen eral elec tion (Shukra 1990�182). All of these can did ates were
re turned in the fol low ing 1987 gen eral elec tion, and all sub stan tially
in creased their vote share. How ever, Neil Kin nock’s op pos i tion to the
rising left- wing rank or “loony left” led Martha Osamor, a com munity
act iv ist from North Lon don, to be ve toed as the of fi cial can did ate in
Vaux hall in 1989, just one year be fore the La bour Party fi nally
changed its con sti tu tion and in tro duced the Black So cial ist So ci ety.

In 1997, nine eth nic minor ity MPs were re turned at the gen eral elec‐ 
tions, all from the La bour Party, and most from areas with high eth nic
pop u la tions. Of the nine elec ted MPs, seven rep res en ted con stitu en‐ 
cies with large eth nic pop u la tions. Until the end of the 1990s, pat‐
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terns of eth nic minor ity polit ical rep res ent a tion laid bare the ex tent
to which the ques tion of rep res ent a tion was ra cial ised and cir cum‐ 
scribed within cer tain geo graph ical areas, lead ing some aca dem ics to
sug gest a form of ‘ghet to iz a tion’ of minor ity polit ical rep res ent a tion
and a ra cial isa tion of polit ics that made minor ity rep res ent a tion
claims tightly con nec ted to con stitu en cies with large minor ity pop u‐ 
la tions (Geddes 1998).

Over the years, the La bour Party has gained eth nic minor it ies’ over‐ 
whelm ing elect oral al le gi ance, but this gain has been ser i ously chal‐ 
lenged by Con ser vat ives, whose strategies to in crease the rep res ent‐ 
a tion of di versity have star ted to pay off re cently. This is the focus of
the next sec tion.

15

2. From ‘nasty party’ to di versity
rep res ent at ive: The Con ser vat ive
Party and eth nic minor ity rep ‐
res ent a tion
The La bour Party’s mono poly on minor ity rep res ent at ives in the
House of Com mons after 1997 has un doubtedly pres sured the Con‐ 
ser vat ives to tackle this de fi cit. While the Con ser vat ive and La bour
parties presen ted sim ilar num bers of eth nic minor ity MP can did ates
in 1997 (13 and 14, re spect ively), the Con ser vat ive Party failed to elect
any of these can did ates and even lost their sole eth nic minor ity MP,
Nirj Deva, elec ted in 1992 in the con stitu ency of Brent ford. The Con‐ 
ser vat ives’ dif fi culty with and failed in roads into the eth nic minor ity
elect or ate have be come con cerns for Archie Nor mann, the Con ser‐ 
vat ive Party’s vice chair man, who, between 1997 and 1999, raised the
issue to re build the party’s grass roots base and im prove the image of
a party long seen as an un reas on able op tion for eth nic minor it ies
(Geddes and Sag gar 2000).

16

The 2010 gen eral elec tion proved a crit ical mo ment for eth nic minor‐
it ies’ par lia ment ary rep res ent a tion as 27 MPs with eth nic minor ity
back grounds were elec ted, com pared to 16 in 2005. Of these 27 MPs,
16 were from the La bour Party and 11 from the Con ser vat ives. Ipsos’s
ana lysis of eth nic minor it ies’ sup port for the Con ser vat ive Party also

17



The ‘Muslim Vote’ Movement and Parliamentary Representation of Ethnic Minorities in the UK: A
Critical Test for the Labour Party?

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

in dic ated that, in 2016, 30% of re spond ents ex pressed sup port for the
party (Ipsos, 2023). This num ber aligns with the con tinu ous in crease
in the Con ser vat ive Party’s par lia ment ary rep res ent a tion of eth nic
minor it ies; at the last gen eral elec tion, 16 Con ser vat ive MPs were
elec ted. In this sec tion, we dis cuss the shift ing Con ser vat ive po s i tion
on the ques tion of di versity rep res ent a tion, from the ‘nasty party’ to a
party with many di verse rep res ent at ives.

Con cern about eth nic rep res ent a tion in polit ics was for mu lated by
MP Theresa May, who, in a fam ous speech as the Con ser vat ive chair‐ 
wo man, ex plained that the party’s base had nar rowed to rep res ent ing
“Middle Eng land” and that “as [the] coun try has be come more di‐ 
verse, [the] party has re mained the same” (May 2002). After her en‐ 
gage ment to “make Bri tain a coun try not for the priv ileged few, but
for every one of us,” Theresa May launched an audit of pub lic ser vices
across the gov ern ment, lead ing to the pub lic a tion of the Race Dis par‐ 
ity Audit (RDA), and pub lished “stop and search data” demon strat ing
that “people from black and eth nic minor ity com munit ies were seven
times more likely to be stopped and searched than their white coun‐ 
ter parts” (Home Of fice 2024). Al though this was a wel come ap par ent
change, the Con ser vat ive Party’s po s i tion on im mig ra tion blurred the
image it was pur su ing among eth nic minor it ies. The policy of a “hos‐ 
tile en vir on ment” for il legal mi gra tion that Theresa May in stig ated as
Home Sec ret ary, in volved, for ex ample, a cam paign in which mo bile
bill boards trav elled around Lon don call ing for il legal im mig rants to go
home or face ar rest and the Windrush scan dal of 2018 – with at least
83 cases of people wrongly de por ted from the UK by the Home Of fice
– un der line the party’s com plex, am bi val ent po s i tion on di versity.

18

How ever, this at ti tude par al lelled a sub stan tial in crease in the num‐ 
ber of Con ser vat ive eth nic minor ity MPs. Since 2010, as a re cord
num ber of in cum bents were re tir ing, major polit ical parties have
seized the op por tun ity to in crease the di versity of their benches (So‐ 
bolewska and Shankley 2020). Changes in can did ate se lec tion
strategies by both La bour and the Con ser vat ives in 2010 en abled sub‐
stan tial gains in eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion. The cent ral isa tion of
the se lec tion pro cess along side re cruit ment ex ternal to party polit ics
en abled both La bour and the Con ser vat ives to over come demand- 
and-supply-side prob lems in se lect ing eth nic minor ity can did ates for
va cant seats (So bolewska 2013).
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So bolewska fur ther notes that the 2010 elec tion brought some sig ni‐ 
fic ant changes in terms of di verse rep res ent a tion as eth nic minor ity
can did ates were se lec ted in con stitu en cies that were usu ally white
seats (where the pro por tion of eth nic minor it ies ac counts for less
than 20% or even 10%). Ef forts to in crease the num ber of Con ser vat‐ 
ive eth nic minor ity MPs were coupled with the se lec tion of eth nic
minor ity can did ates in the party’s best safe seats, those with pre dom‐ 
in antly white pop u la tions, show ing that polit ical parties had star ted
to be lieve, as they had not be fore 2010, that eth nic minor ity MP rep‐ 
res ent a tion should not be con fined to eth nic minor ity com munit ies
(Brit ish Fu ture 2024). This sig ni fic antly changed rep res ent a tion as it
ended the “ra cial ghet to iz a tion of eth nic minor ity MPs”, mean ing that
the se lec tion of eth nic minor ity can did ates was no longer cir cum‐ 
scribed to con stitu en cies with high pro por tions of eth nic minor it ies.
Not only did this shift bring the long- established link between eth nic
minor it ies and the left into ques tion but it also prob lem at ised the link
between de script ive and sub stant ive rep res ent a tion, “whereby a
point of view, or in terests are brought into Par lia ment by the rep res‐ 
ent at ive who comes from the under- represented group her or him‐ 
self” (So bolewska 2013). In so doing, they in creased the num ber of
eth nic minor ity MPs within the party from two in 2005 to 11 in 2011,
im prov ing their re cord in just 5 years, while it took al most two dec‐ 
ades for the La bour Party to make com par able gains (from four MPs
elec ted in 1987 to merely 12 in 2001).
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Since 2020, the Con ser vat ive Party has been com mit ted to in creas ing
its eth nic minor ity rep res ent a tion. The ap point ment of Rishi Sunak as
PM gathered the party’s mo mentum, con firm ing David Cameron’s
pre dic tion that the Con ser vat ives “are going to be the party of the
first black or Asian prime min is ter” (Cameron 2015). Other prom in ent
MPs ac quired major func tions in the cab inet, such as Priti Patel, Sajid
Javid, Suella Braver man and Nus rat Ghani, to name but a few. How‐ 
ever, the in crease in the num ber of Con ser vat ive eth nic minor ity MPs
was not ac com pan ied by a shift in the Con ser vat ives’ at ti tude to di‐ 
versity. Policy pro jects to com bat il legal im mig ra tion, such as the
Rwanda Bill to de port mi grants to Rwanda, which Suella Braver man
and Rishi Sunak de fen ded, were harshly cri ti cised by in di vidu als
across the polit ical spec trum, as well as char it ies. In de fence of the
gov ern ment policy pro ject, Suella Braver man talked about the “in va ‐
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sion” of the Eng lish South ern coast, ad opt ing much stronger words
than those of Thatcher her self, who de scribed the coun try as being
“swamped” by im mig rants. Be fore her, Sajid Javid, who had act ively
cam paigned for Brexit, im ple men ted new policies to close Bri tain’s
bor ders to people clas si fied as un skilled work ers and those who
could not speak Eng lish at a cer tain level. The Con ser vat ive Party’s
rep res ent a tion of di versity ap pears to be no more than a strategy to
pol ish the party’s image and le git im ise its re strict ive im mig ra tion
agenda which has been per fectly or ches trated by Home Sec ret ar ies
from eth nic minor ity back grounds. Two ar gu ments have com monly
been used: First, that these in di vidu als’ ex per i ence demon strates that
the Con ser vat ive Party is the party of so cial mo bil ity, and second,
that their eth nic and re li gious back grounds show that the Con ser vat‐ 
ive Party is neither ra cist nor anti- Muslim. An ana lysis of the pro files
of Con ser vat ive eth nic minor ity MPs elec ted in the 2019 gen eral elec‐ 
tion shows that, al though most of them are chil dren of first-  and
second- generation im mig rants, they share com mon fea tures: They
are pre dom in antly male, work in the bank and fin ance sec tor, in
mixed mar riages that make them strongly as sim il ated and rep res ent
con stitu en cies with large white pop u la tions; all qual it ies con sist ent
with the at trib utes of the con ser vat ive elite of the so- called ‘blue wall’
(Alexandre- Collier 2023). This strategy was, how ever, stained by Boris
John son’s anti- Muslim com ment about Muslim women wear ing bur‐ 
kas look ing like “let ter boxes” or “bank rob bers” and Nus rat Ghani’s al‐ 
leg a tion that she was fired be cause of her re li gion, lead ing the gov‐ 
ern ment to launch an in vest ig a tion. Bar on ess Say eeda Warsi lev elled
sim ilar ac cus a tions after her resig na tion, as the party moved to the
far right, cit ing “hy po crisy and double stand ards in its treat ment of
dif fer ent com munit ies” (The Guard ian 2024). High- profile al leg a tions
of dis crim in a tion within the party were given cre dence by the 2021
Singh Re port, which af firmed the pres ence of dis crim in a tion and
anti- Muslim views at the local as so ci ation and in di vidual levels (Singh
2021).

Given these ob ser va tions, one might won der whether the Con ser vat‐ 
ives have in creased their share of the eth nic minor ity vote. On this
ques tion, there have been some di ver gent ana lyses and opin ions.
After the elec tion res ults were an nounced, right- wing news pa pers
cel eb rated “how eth nic minor it ies turned Tory” (Daily Mail 2015), and
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the think tank Brit ish Fu ture es tim ated that the Con ser vat ive Party
re ceived 38% of the votes cast by eth nic minor it ies. How ever, Mar tin
(2018) of fers a more nu anced an swer to the ques tion, ar guing that the
Con ser vat ives only in creased their sup port among Hindus, which
aligns with pre vi ous work find ing that Hindus were more Con ser vat‐ 
ive than other re li gious groups (Heath et al. 2013).

How ever, the 2017 and 2019 gen eral elec tion res ults showed that La‐ 
bour re mained the most pop u lar party among eth nic minor ity voters,
re ceiv ing 77% of eth nic minor ity votes in 2017 the elec tion that is
often char ac ter ised as the “Brexit elec tion” (Mar tin and Khan 2019).
This trend was con firmed at the fol low ing gen eral elec tion (Mar tin
and So bolewska 2023). Al though La bour has tra di tion ally se cured the
ma jor ity of votes from eth nic minor it ies, their sup port has de creased
since 1997, when an es tim ated 80–90% of eth nic minor ity voters
backed La bour. Among eth nic minor ity groups, Muslims have his tor‐ 
ic ally demon strated strong sup port for La bour. How ever, the 2024
gen eral elec tion cam paign re vealed signs of erosion in this sup port,
with the party ap pear ing to lose ground among Muslim voters.

23

3. Sub stant ive rep res ent a tion and
the ‘Muslim vote’ move ment: A
crit ical test for the La bour Party?
The first Muslim MP, Mo hammad Sar war, was elec ted in 1997, stand‐ 
ing for the con stitu ency of Glas gow Govan after he was elec ted as a
Glas gow dis trict coun cil lor in 1992. This elect oral suc cess was con‐ 
firmed the fol low ing year by the ap point ment of the first Muslim Life
Peer in the House of Lords, Nazir Ahmed. Since then, Muslim rep res‐ 
ent a tion has in creased and Muslim can did ates have tra di tion ally rep‐ 
res en ted safe seats for La bour in con stitu en cies with high con cen tra‐ 
tions of eth nic minor it ies (Peace 2013), such as Beth nal Green and
Bow in Lon don, Birm ing ham Hodge Hill or Brad ford West. In these
con stitu en cies, the Muslim pop u la tion ex ceeds 40% of the pop u la‐ 
tion. At the 2024 gen eral elec tion, a re cord num ber of 25 Muslims
were elec ted as MPs, up from 19 in 2019. Among those, 18 are from
the La bour Party (rep res ent ing al most one- third of the 66 total eth‐ 
nic minor ity MPs), four are in de pend ents, two are from the Con ser ‐
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vat ive Party and one is from the Lib eral Demo crats. This elec tion was
char ac ter ised by a re cord num ber of first- time Muslim can did ates
win ning par lia ment ary seats, such as the elec tion of La bour MP Sadik
Al- Hassan over the Con ser vat ive Liam Fox in North Somer set, end ing
Fox’s 32-year ten ure. An other sig ni fic ant mile stone is the num ber of
Muslims stand ing as in de pend ent can did ates and being elec ted (four
of five can did ates), which il lus trates a shift in Muslims’ par tis an ship.
This hinges on a new form of mo bil isa tion that is oc cur ring without
the main stream polit ical struc ture and gain ing im port ance dur ing
elec tion cam paigns. This is the focus of the final sec tion which also
presents some thoughts on how sub stant ive rep res ent a tion mat ters
to Muslims.

In the past years, re la tions between La bour and Muslims have been
tested. Major de vel op ments have made the La bour Party much less
at tract ive to Muslims over the past years and epis od ic ally chal lenged
the Muslim vote, which the party has often taken for gran ted. For ex‐ 
ample, Brit ish for eign policy con sti tutes a prom in ent factor in po lar‐ 
isa tion. Tony Blair’s de cision to in vade Iraq in 2002 nour ished sig ni‐ 
fic ant re sent ment amongst Muslims. This con trib uted to politi cising a
new gen er a tion of Muslims in Bri tain, res ult ing in the Brit ish anti- war
move ment and the Stop the War co ali tion. At the time, Brit ish for eign
policy had ser i ous re per cus sions in elec tions. In local elec tions in
2003, La bour suffered sub stan tial elect oral losses na tion wide, los ing
con trol over Birm ing ham’s local au thor ity due to the “Bag dad back‐ 
lash” (Peace 2013). Muslims set up the Re spect Party in 2004 to de‐ 
fend their in terests. This new polit ical struc ture drastic ally re duced
La bour’s sup port in some areas and gained rep res ent a tion within
both local gov ern ment and the House of Com mons. This was an im‐ 
port ant break through for the Re spect Party as minor parties are dis‐ 
ad vant aged by the “win ner takes all” vot ing sys tem (Peace 2013� 300).
George Gal lo way joined Re spect and, to the sur prise of many, was
elec ted as MP for the con stitu ency of Beth nal Green and Bow in 2005
be fore los ing the seat in 2010 after major di vi sions within the party.
The major elect oral suc cess achieved by Re spect with Gal lo way’s
elec tion in the 2012 by- election for the Brad ford West con stitu ency, a
La bour strong hold, has shown the sa li ence of Brit ish for eign policy
for Muslims.
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The con text of the last gen eral elec tion has raised sim ilar con cerns
about Brit ish for eign policy in terms of the Is raeli–Palestinian con‐ 
flict, which has crys tal lised ten sions between the party and its
Muslim elect or ate. Since Jeremy Corbyn’s lead er ship, La bour has
tried to shift away from anti- Zionist rad ic al ism to re gain its cred ib il‐ 
ity with Jews.
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How ever, Keir Starmer’s hand ling of the con flict – not able for his fail‐ 
ure to call for a cease- fire early on and as ser tion that Is rael “has the
right” to with hold power and water from Gaza –has drawn much cri‐ 
ti cism not only from Muslims but also from many La bour sup port ers
and Bri tons in gen eral who be lieve that he handled La bour’s re sponse
to the con flict badly (54% and 52%, re spect ively) (YouGov 2024). In
re sponse, vari ous Muslim or gan isa tions set up the Muslim Vote
move ment, which defines it self as “a dy namic co ali tion of or gan isa‐ 
tions and in di vidu als, each con trib ut ing vari ous skills ex pert ise, and
cap ab il it ies for [their] com munity” and has ad op ted the motto “Peace
in Palestine. Equal ity in the UK. We are unit ing as a com munity.” (The
Muslim Vote 2024). This move ment, ac cord ing to their web site, is
ready to chal lenge polit ical parties long- term and they ‘will no longer
tol er ate being taken for gran ted.’ The Muslim Vote has an nounced
that the year 2024 would be a mile stone that set the found a tion for
Muslims’ polit ical fu ture (Muslim Vote 2024).
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Local elec tions func tioned as a crit ical test for La bour. The party’s
sup port was 8% down from pre vi ous elec tions in wards with Muslim
pop u la tions of more than 10%. More im port antly, the party lost the
Old ham coun cil and deputy leader in Manchester. Con tro versy also
arose from his ref er ence to Bangladesh when an swer ing a ques tion
about the de port a tion of il legal mi grants, lead ing to the resig na tion of
the deputy leader of the La bour group on the Tower Ham lets coun cil
(BBC 2024). This issue also led to frat ri cidal strife within the La bour
Party. In Novem ber 2023, when the Scot tish Na tional Party es tab‐ 
lished a mo tion for a cease fire in Gaza, des pite the La bour Party or‐ 
der ing its MPs not to back it, 56 MPs de fied their party’s or ders.
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La bour’s losses in creased dur ing the gen eral elec tion as the party lost
five safe seats to in de pend ent can did ates. Jonathan Ash worth, a
mem ber of La bour’s shadow cab inet, lost his Leicester South seat to
in de pend ent can did ate Shockat Adam, who cam paigned on is sues re‐
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lated to Gaza and in his first speech in the Com mons, as sured his
voters that he “would speak for them in these cor ridors of power [...]
and speak about the in justices of the world” (Hansard 2024). In Black‐ 
burn, in de pend ent can did ate Adam Hus sein de feated in cum bent La‐ 
bour MP Kate Hollern by se cur ing a nar row ma jor ity of 132 votes. In‐ 
de pend ent can did ates also made in roads in Is ling ton North, where
the former leader of the La bour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, won against
La bour can did ate Prat ful Nar gund. In Birm ing ham Perry Barr, Ayoub
Khan won over Muslim La bour can did ate Khalid Mah mood, who had
been MP for 21 years, and, fi nally, in de pend ent can did ate Iqbal Mo‐ 
hamed won a his toric vic tory in York shire against La bour can did ate
Heather Iqbal in Dews bury and Bat ley.

In some safe con stitu en cies, La bour suffered a major de cline in the
vote share. In the 21 con stitu en cies where more than 30% of the pop‐ 
u la tion is Muslim, La bour’s share of the vote dropped by 29% from an
av er age of 65% in 2019 to 36% in 2024 (Akhtar 2024). Ana lysis also re‐ 
veals a loss of about 300,000 voters in the 43 con stitu en cies with
small Muslim com munit ies (between 15% and 30% of the pop u la tion)
(Ba ston 2024). In Birm ing ham Lady wood, former Shadow Justice sec‐ 
ret ary Shabana Mah mood won against in de pend ent law yer can did ate
Akhmed Yakoob by a ma jor ity of only 3,421, down from 32,000 (Ba‐ 
ston 2024).
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This major slump did not pre vent the La bour Party from win ning a
land slide vic tory. How ever, the elec tion shows a mean ing ful de crease
in Muslim sup port for La bour, even when the La bour can did ate was
from an eth nic minor ity with a Muslim back ground, as in Birm ing ham
Perry Barr, where the Muslim in de pend ent can did ate, Ayoub Khan,
won against the Muslim La bour can did ate, Khalid Mah mood. The
the or et ical mech an ism link ing de script ive and sub stant ive rep res ent‐ 
a tion has well been es tab lished by em pir ical re search (So bolewska,
McKee and Camp bell, 1998). The elec tion of in de pend ent Muslim can‐ 
did ates has tested this link age. The La bour Party’s polit ical stance on
the Is raeli–Palestinian con flict has clearly been per ceived as in con‐ 
sist ent with Muslims’ cause, bring ing Muslim La bour can did ates’ abil‐ 
ity and will ing ness to rep res ent Muslim in terests into ques tion. One
might argue that Khalid Mah mood’s lack of com mit ted po s i tion on
the Gaza con flict and his loy alty to the La bour polit ical line on this
mat ter has called his Muslim ness into ques tion. The con flict has also
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Table 1. Num ber of MPs from eth nic minor ity groups elec ted at gen eral elec- 

tions from 1987 to 2024 by polit ical party

La bour Con ser vat ive Lib Dem SNP In de pend ent Total

1987 4 0 0 0 4

1992 5 2 0 0 7

1997 9 0 0 0 9

2001 12 0 0 0 12

2005 13 2 0 0 15

2010 16 11 0 0 27

2015 23 18 0 1 42

2017 32 20 1 0 53

2019 41 23 2 0 66

raised the concept of “linked fate” (Dawson 1994). This concept pos its
that an in di vidual’s sense of well- being and so cial stand ing is closely
tied to the status and out comes of their broader ra cial or eth nic
group. This shared sense of des tiny and col lect ive fate, which en com‐ 
passes so cioeco nomic status, among other as pects, in flu ences vot ing
pref er ences, as in di vidu als feel that what be ne fits the group over all
will, ul ti mately, be ne fit them per son ally. This does not only apply to
politi cians’ ac tions at the na tional level but also at the in ter na tional
level. For ex ample, Brit ish Muslims are not only Brit ish cit izens but
also part of a world wide com munity called “the umma” that in vokes
transna tional al le gi ance to a com munity linked by faith (Archer 2009).

The elec tion of in de pend ent can did ates has shown how de term in ant
the Is raeli–Palestinian con flict has been for Muslims, sur pass ing eco‐
nomic or edu ca tional con cerns. A sur vey showed that 44% of Muslim
voters ranked the Gaza con flict as one of the five most im port ant is‐ 
sues in the run- up to the elec tion (Pe pin ster 2024). The elec tion of
in de pend ent can did ates also in dic ates that a sig ni fic ant pro por tion of
Muslims have with drawn their loy alty from the La bour Party, whose
rep res ent at ives are seen as un able to de fend Muslims’ in terests. This
break through, achieved in just one gen eral elec tion, could well ex‐ 
tend to other con stitu en cies in the fu ture. It con sti tutes a cru cial test
for the La bour Party, which can not take the Muslim vote for gran ted
any more and would need to tighten the link between rep res ent at ive
and sub stant ive rep res ent a tion to pre serve its his tor ical leg acy.
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2024 66 15 5 0 4 90

Source: House of Com mons (2023), Brit ish Fu ture (2024)33

Con clu sion
The 2024 gen eral elec tion marked a sig ni fic ant mile stone in the polit‐ 
ical rep res ent a tion of the UK’s eth nic di versity, with the elec tion of
90 MPs from eth nic minor ity back grounds—an in dic a tion that di‐ 
versity has be come the ‘new norm’ in Brit ish polit ics (Brit ish Fu ture
2024). This de vel op ment can be at trib uted to a com bin a tion of in ter‐ 
re lated mech an isms. While the La bour Party did not ini tially aim to
grant polit ical rep res ent a tion to eth nic minor it ies, it sought to se cure
their votes by in tro du cing race and iden tity polit ics. By ad van cing a
race and equal ity agenda, the La bour Party po si tioned it self as a
polit ical home for many eth nic minor it ies. Fur ther more, grass roots
mo bil isa tion and in creased polit ical par ti cip a tion among eth nic
minor it ies played a cru cial role in driv ing in sti tu tional change, res ult‐ 
ing in the es tab lish ment of the La bour Party Black Sec tion and, ul ti‐ 
mately, the Black So cial ist So ci ety.
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How ever, eth nic minor ity MPs have pre dom in antly been elec ted in
con stitu en cies with large eth nic minor ity pop u la tions. This pat tern of
rep res ent a tion has been in ter preted as a dis tinct ef fect of Brit ish
race- related polit ics, al though the 2010 elec tion offered some signs
of change with the elec tion of eth nic minor ity can did ates to “white”
seats.
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The 2024 gen eral elec tions also high lighted sig ni fic ant po lar isa tion of
Muslim voters on the ques tion of the United King dom’s for eign
policy, res ult ing in major losses for the La bour Party’s vote share and
the elec tion of new in de pend ent can did ates even in con stitu en cies
rep res en ted by a Muslim La bour MP. Sub stant ive rep res ent a tion rep‐ 
res ents a de term in ant factor of Muslims’ vote, and for eign policy
con sti tutes an im port ant con cern for the Muslim com munity. The
Muslim Vote has offered a new polit ical op por tun ity for Muslims to
chal lenge the La bour as sump tion that their vote is se cured. Whether
this move ment will be short- lived like the Re spect Party or it will be
able to over come Muslim in tracom munity di vi sions will cer tainly de ‐
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1  In her work The Concept of Rep res ent a tion pub lished in 1972, Hanna Pitkin
dis tin guishes between de script ive rep res ent a tion “stand ing for” and sub‐ 
stant ive rep res ent a tion “act ing for”. Sub stant ive rep res ent a tion in volves
rep res ent at ives “act ing for” the in terests and con cerns of their con stitu ents
while de script ive rep res ent a tion refers to rep res ent at ives “stand ing for”
con stitu ents with whom they share cer tain char ac ter ist ics, such as race,
gender or so cioeco nomic status.

2  The word ‘black’ in ‘Black sec tions’ refers to the polit ical di men sion and
in cludes ‘non- white’ people and the ex per i ence of ra cism. The use of the
term has been prob lem atic as it makes no dis tinc tion between African- 
Caribbeans and Asi ans. For fur ther dis cus sion of this as pect, see, for in‐ 
stance, Tariq Mo dood, “Black, ra cial equal ity and Asian iden tity” in New
Com munity 14, 1988, pp. 397-404.

English
Over the past dec ades, the La bour Party has ce men ted strong pop ular ity
and the polit ical al le gi ance among eth nic minor it ies. How ever, since the
elec tion of the first four MPs with eth nic minor ity back grounds in 1987, eth‐ 
nic minor it ies’ par lia ment ary rep res ent a tion has re mained well below their
share of the UK elect or ate. The 2024 gen eral elec tion con sti tutes a sig ni fic‐ 
ant land mark in nearly re dress ing this im bal ance. This art icle ad opts a his‐ 
tor ical ap proach to de term in ing the factors that have en abled eth nic minor‐ 
it ies to be pro por tion ally rep res en ted in the House of Com mons. This art‐ 
icle first ana lyses the di cho tomy between, on the one hand, eth nic minor it‐ 
ies’ strong align ment with the La bour Party and, on the other hand, their
per sist ent under- representation in the House of Com mons. It then ex plores
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how the Con ser vat ives have suc cess fully chal lenged the La bour Party’s rep‐ 
res ent a tion of eth nic di versity, mak ing his toric gains since the 2010 gen eral
elec tions. Fi nally, in light of the 2024 gen eral elec tion res ults and fo cus ing
on the spe cific case of Muslims, this art icle ques tions Muslims’ polit ical loy‐ 
alty to the La bour Party. It shows how al tern at ive forms of polit ical mo bil‐ 
isa tion, such as the Muslim vote move ment, could present a crit ical test for
the La bour Party. Un less it shows more com mit ment to sub stant ive minor‐ 
ity rep res ent a tion, the La bour Party could lose its leg acy in fu ture elec tions.

Français
Au cours des der nières dé cen nies, le Parti tra vailliste a conso li dé une forte
po pu la ri té et l’al lé geance po li tique des mi no ri tés eth niques. Ce pen dant, de‐ 
puis l’élec tion des quatre pre miers dé pu tés issus de mi no ri tés eth niques en
1987, la re pré sen ta tion par le men taire des mi no ri tés eth niques est res tée
bien in fé rieure à leur pro por tion dans l’élec to rat bri tan nique. Les élec tions
gé né rales de 2024 marque un tour nant ma jeur en éta blis sant une re pré sen‐ 
ta tion quasi- proportionnelle. Selon une ap proche his to rique, cet ar ticle
iden ti fie les fac teurs ayant per mis aux mi no ri tés eth niques d’être re pré sen‐ 
tées de façon pro por tion nelle à la Chambre des Com munes. Il ana lyse no‐ 
tam ment la di cho to mie entre, d’une part, l’ali gne ment des mi no ri tés eth‐ 
niques avec le Parti tra vailliste et, d’autre part, leur sous- représentation
per sis tante à la Chambre des com munes. Il ex plore en suite la ma nière dont
les Conser va teurs ont réus si à concur ren cer le Parti tra vailliste sur la ques‐ 
tion de la re pré sen ta tion eth nique au Par le ment, en réa li sant des per cées
his to riques de puis les élec tions gé né rales de 2010. Enfin, à la lu mière des
ré sul tats des élec tions gé né rales de 2024 et en se concen trant sur le cas
spé ci fique des mu sul mans, cet ar ticle in ter roge leur loyau té po li tique en‐ 
vers le Parti tra vailliste. Il sou ligne que des formes al ter na tives de mo bi li sa‐ 
tion po li tique, telles que le mou ve ment ‘vote mu sul man’, pour raient re‐ 
mettre en ques tion le vote ac quis des mu sul mans au Parti tra vailliste. À
moins qu’il ne fasse preuve d’un plus grand en ga ge ment en fa veur d’une re‐ 
pré sen ta tion sub stan tielle des mi no ri tés eth niques, le Parti tra vailliste
pour rait perdre son mo no pole lors des pro chaines élec tions.
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