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Muslim mayors in British local governments on social integration

Introduction

For years, the United Kingdom has been grappling with the question of how an ethni-
cally and religiously diverse society should be represented in local government struc-
tures. In cities such as London, Manchester and Birmingham, the presence of Muslim
communities, which over the decades have become an integral part of the urban social
fabric, is particularly evident (Henry, 2025). In this context, the importance of Muslim
local government leaders is growing, with them taking up positions as mayors, council-
lors and committee chairpersons. The visibility of this group of politicians is interpreted
as a sign of the maturity of British democracy functioning in a multicultural environ-
ment (Zasun, 2018). However, the question arises as to whether this phenomenon re-
ally testifies to the effectiveness of state integration mechanisms, leading to the gradual
merging of the indigenous and immigrant populations, or whether it reflects the pro-
cess of consolidation of communities of newcomers from the Middle East within sepa-
rate socio-political structures with Sharia law playing a leading role.

This phenomenon is not limited to Europe. On the global stage, similar processes
can be observed in other multicultural metropolises, as exemplified by the election of
Zohran Mamdani as mayor of New York in 2025 (Go6rzynski, 2025).

Despite the existence of positive narratives, there is a risk that this representation may
take on an intra-group character, based on ethnic and religious loyalties rather than on
the principles of civic community, which may encourage the emergence of parallel so-
cial structures. In this view, local government ceases to be a space for universal integra-
tion and becomes an arena for competition between groups.

The aim of this article is to analyze the role of Muslim mayors in the local govern-
ment structures of the United Kingdom, taking into account the comparative context
of New York. This will make it possible to capture the specificity of the British model of
integration and political engagement with general trends in multi-ethnic metropolis-
es. The article focuses on assessing whether the increase in the representation of politi-
cians from Muslim minorities can be interpreted as an element of deepening social in-
tegration or whether it is a manifestation of the consolidation of immigrant groups. The

1 Correspondence address: omar.lekhchine@gmail.com.



Omar Lekhchine

research hypothesis assumes that the growing presence of Muslim leaders in British lo-
cal governments does not always lead to greater social cohesion but may contribute to
the perpetuation of cultural and religious divisions, creating reproductions of identity
structures. The research methods used include comparative and qualitative analysis of
cases of Muslim leaders in selected local government units in the United Kingdom and
New York, analysis of official documents and media content.

Theoretical framework

An analysis of the role of Muslim leaders in British local government requires reference
to classical concepts of political representation. One of the leading theorists of politi-
cal representation is an American researcher, Hannah Fenichel Pitkin, with her concept
presented in The Concept of Representation (Pitkin, 1972). Pitkin distinguishes several
dimensions of representation in the context of ethnic and religious minorities: 1) for-
mal representation, 2) descriptive representation, 3) symbolic representation, 4) sub-
stantive representation.

Formal representation refers to the institutional and procedural aspects of political
participation. In this sense, representation means winning a mandate in elections, which
formally legitimize the will of the voters. The emphasis is on accountability to voters
and obtaining “entitlement” to represent the entire community. An important element
here is giving the candidate time through term limits (Pitkin, 1972: 43). In the case of
British local governments, this includes both electoral procedures and the role of coun-
cillors or mayors, regardless of ethnic origin or religious affiliation. Descriptive repre-
sentation focuses on the characteristics of representatives that reflect the socio-cultural
structure of the group they represent. Pitkin uses the metaphor of a “mirror image” in
this context, pointing out that voters should see elements of their own identity or cul-
ture in their representatives (Pitkin, 1972:76-78). The presence of Muslim leaders on the
local political scene falls within the category of descriptive representation. It includes,
among other things, ethnic origin, religion, cultural customs and language. This means
recognition of the minority community within the public institution. Symbolic repre-
sentation is characterized by the fact that the politician’s significance goes beyond his
actual competences, focusing on his role as a symbol. As long as voters perceive their
representative as a symbolic leader, his role as a symbol of the community remains per-
manent and influential (Pitkin, 1972: 102). This approach is reflected in city councils and
other local government structures. Muslim leaders have an important social dimension,
manifesting their values and strengthening their presence in the public sphere. The last
type of representation described by Pitkin is substantive representation. It focuses on
the actual actions of politicians on behalf of the group they represent (Pitkin, 1972: 112-
113). It includes real decision-making, initiating policies and solving social problems.
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Applying Pitkin’s concept allows us to look at the activity of Muslim leaders in British
local governments from the perspective of multidimensional representation. This makes
it possible to assess both formal legitimacy and social or symbolic functions. In political
science analysis, the presence of Islamic leaders can be examined not only in terms of
the number of seats won, but also in terms of the quality of representation, in the con-
text of strengthening integration or perpetuating divisions within local communities.

For a more complete understanding of the complex role of Muslim leaders in the
public sphere, it is reasonable to refer to certain assumptions that can be derived from
the classical concept of the public sphere by Jirgen Habermas, a German sociologist
and philosopher. In his view, the public sphere is: “the part of social life in which citi-
zens conduct public debates, deliberations and consultations on matters of importance to
society as a whole, with a view to reconciling interests and reaching consensus” (Itrich-
Drabarek, 2005). The inclusion of Muslim leaders in this space means not only formal
participation in decision-making processes, but also the presence of elements rooted
in Islamic culture. The public sphere, thus, becomes a space for negotiating identity, in
which religion is the primary tool, as a symbolic and cultural element. Contrary to the
norms preserved in the Western world, shaped by mainstream Christianity, there is no
division between the sacred and the profane. Everything is to be subordinated to God
and his law, including social life in local communities (Bohdanowicz, 2005). Islam em-
phasizes the comprehensive development of the individual, which is based on clearly
defined moral principles and a strong rooting in religious piety (Dworska, 2023).

Local government in the United Kingdom

In order to properly understand the mechanisms of power exercised by Muslim leaders in
the United Kingdom, it is necessary to analyze the structure and competences of its local
government. It is this local level that constitutes the primary arena for political activity.

Local government in the United Kingdom is one of the main state factors, shaped
by elements of the political and administrative system, acting as an intermediary be-
tween the central government and local communities. Its structure and powers have
evolved over time. The uniqueness of local government in the United Kingdom lies in
its absence from the constitution, which makes it very flexible and dependent on par-
liamentary legislation. However, their autonomy is delegated, and independent local au-
thorities have a very strong position in society (Sharpe, 1991). In order to achieve local
government autonomy, the legislator introduced discretionary functions which, unlike
statutory obligations, can be undertaken at the discretion of the relevant authorities. In
addition, adoption acts, which allow for the acquisition of additional powers after cer-
tain procedural requirements have been met, as well as local laws passed by Parliament
at the request of local authorities, play an important role. These mechanisms are sup-
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plemented by local regulations and institutions for the delegation of tasks between lo-
cal government units (Biga, 2015).

The structure of local government in the United Kingdom varies from country to
country. A common feature of all structures is that the authorities are elected in general
elections and make decisions solely on the basis of the powers granted to them by law.
England is divided into several administrative levels with different powers. At the re-
gional level, there are nine regions, used mainly for European elections, planning and
statistical purposes. The capital (Greater London) has a special constitutional position,
with a mayor elected in general elections and an assembly that has real executive and
strategic powers, including in the areas of transport and spatial planning. In the other
regions, the coordinating role is performed by advisory bodies supporting the activi-
ties of lower-level local governments. The next level consists of counties, whose prima-
ry body is an elected council that performs both legislative and executive functions. It is
the counties that have the widest range of responsibilities (education, social policy, road
infrastructure, fire protection and waste management). In some areas, there are also uni-
tary counties, which are not divided into lower levels and focus on tasks in a given area.
The lower level of administration is made up of districts, which have councils and, de-
pending on the model adopted, mayors with limited (appointed by the council, sym-
bolic, representative function) or broad (elected by the residents) powers. The compe-
tences of districts consist of tasks of a limited nature, including local development and
municipal housing. The smallest units of local government are secular parishes, in which
the leading role is played by residents’ assemblies and, in some cases, parish councils,
which deal with the minor needs of the local community. Outside England, the local
government structure also includes components from Northern Ireland, which has 11
counties with limited powers. Unlike administrative units in England, they are not re-
sponsible for areas such as education or road infrastructure. In Scotland, the division
consists of 32 unitary councils, elected for a four-year term with a wide range of tasks
related to meeting collective needs. The last division is in Wales, which has 22 admin-
istrative units, also with extensive powers (Biga, 2015: 175).

Muslim leaders in local government

The presence of Muslim leaders in local government structures in British cities should
be considered in the broader context of social changes brought about by migration pol-
icy in recent decades. As Konrad Pedziwiatr points out, it was immigration that led to
the permanent settlement of Muslim communities in Europe, which over time began
to articulate their interests and demand recognition of their cultural and religious dis-
tinctiveness in the public sphere (Pedziwiatr, 2005). This process was also reflected at
the local level, where local governments became an arena for the formal political repre-
sentation of minorities and a place where demands for political participation began to
take the form of winning over the electorate and gaining public office.
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The most recognizable representative of the Muslim political elite at the local govern-
ment level is the Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, a Muslim of Pakistani origin who has
held office since 2016 (Labour’s Khan Wins London Mayoral Election, 2016). As the first
Muslim elected to the position of mayor of the capital, he has become not only a signif-
icant player in London’s local politics, but also a symbol of the growing presence of reli-
gious and ethnic minorities in local government structures®. With a record 1.31 million
votes, Khan confirmed his ability to mobilize a broad electorate beyond the boundaries
of a single religious community. In terms of substance, his activities focus on key are-
as for the functioning of the city, such as public transport, climate policy, housing and
security. The introduction of a freeze on public transport fares (Mayor announces plans
for 2026 TfL fares package, including a further freeze, for the seventh time, to bus and
tram fares until July funded by City Hall, 2025), the development of low-emission zones
(Londyn poprawit jakos¢ powietrza 184 lata wczesniej niz zaktadano! SCT to szansa tez
dla Krakowa, 2025) and support for social housing programmes (Mayor of London set
to deliver 8,000 homes five years ahead of 2030 target, 2025) are presented as universal
measures addressed to all Londoners. At the same time, Khan’s activities have been the
subject of numerous controversies and criticism, especially in the symbolic sphere. His
involvement in promoting the visibility of minority religious holidays and symbols is
interpreted as a manifestation of the redefinition of cultural accents in urban space. In
2023, Khan became the first mayor of a major Western European city to initiate the in-
stallation of over 30,000 light illuminations in central London to mark Ramadan (Sad-
ig Khan switches on London’s first Ramadan lights in Piccadilly Circus, 2023), repeating
this in subsequent years (Ramadan display lights up Piccadilly Circus in London, 2025).
These activities can be contrasted with the modest visual setting accompanying Christ-
mas celebrations, in which the city limited itself to a symbolic, small Christmas tree?.
Such disparities can be interpreted as a potential shift in cultural emphasis in the city’s
symbolic policy, at the expense of traditional Christian references. At the same time,
the mayor justified his actions with a narrative of social inclusiveness. An example of
this approach was the call to Londoners of all backgrounds and faiths to participate in
the Eid Festival (marking the end of the month-long fast during Ramadan) in Trafalgar
Square on 2 July 2017, as a gesture of unity towards those affected by the terrorist at-
tack in Finsbury Park and the tragic Grenfell Tower fire (Mayor calls on all Londoners to
show solidarity at Eid Festival, 2017). In this context, the religious event was incorporat-
ed into a broader discourse of social solidarity, which reinforced the symbolic dimension

2 According to the results of the 2021 census, the number of people declaring themselves to be
Muslim in England and Wales increased from approximately 2.7 million in 2011 to 3.9 million, con-
firming the steady growth of this religious group in the demographic structure of society (Office for
National Statistics, 2021).

3 Itshould be noted that the London Christmas tree is a symbolic gift from the Norwegian people,
given since 1947 as an expression of gratitude for the help provided to Norway during World War II.
Nevertheless, this fact does not relieve the London authorities of their responsibility for the appropriate
setting and status of this symbol in public space (Gomulka, 2025).
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of Islam’s presence in the city’s public sphere. Another area that has been the subject of
critical reflection is the Mayor of London’s consistent support for equality policies, in-
cluding initiatives for the LGBT+ community, such as the city authorities’ allocation of
£650,000 to organizations celebrating the 2023-2027 period (Pride in London awarded
funding to deliver London’s Pride celebrations, 2022). These actions are at odds with the
religious norms of Islam in their traditional interpretations. The concept of taqiyya, un-
derstood as an adaptive strategy in interreligious and intercultural relations, may be ap-
plied here. As Piotr Slusarczyk points out, the term can be understood as “hypocritical
religion”, used in discourse to describe actions that are perceived as instrumental adap-
tation of religious discourse to the dominant normative order (Slusarczyk, 2015). The
case of Khan illustrates the tensions between substantive representation, based on the
implementation of universal public policies, and symbolic representation, which does
not always lead to the actual integration of all axiological orders present in urban space.

Legal controversy also arose in another part of London. Lutfur Rahman, the first Mus-
lim mayor of Tower Hamlets, who held office in east London, was accused of financial
misconduct. During the proceedings, he was accused, among other things, of violating
the rules of financing and using public funds in a manner contrary to the resolutions
of the borough council. Rahman favoured organizations linked to Muslim communi-
ties, allocating more funds to their activities than to other entities (Radojev, 2015). This
case reveals the problem of limited social integration. The mobilization of the elector-
ate in Tower Hamlets was based on religious and ethnic ties, which only perpetuated
social divisions. Public declarations of support by Muslim clerics, including in the form
of an open letter in a local newspaper, could be seen as an attempt to legitimize politi-
cal leadership based on religious authority rather than social community (Syal, 2015).
A report commissioned by the Prime Minister David Cameron in 2016 concluded that
the scandal was a consequence of excessive caution on the part of public institutions in
responding to issues related to “hypersensitivity to ethnic and religious background”,
which in practice led to irregularities in the electoral process (Election fraud: Politically
correct sentiment a problem, report says, 2016). There is a risk of privileging certain cul-
tural and religious narratives, leaving other traditions marginalized.

Comparative analysis with New York

In the context of a comparative analysis with New York, the results of the 2025 mayoral
election serve as a point of reference. Zohran Mamdani became the first Muslim elect-
ed mayor of the largest city in the United States and the youngest mayor in 100 years.
Defeating Republican candidate Curtis Sliwa and the candidate supported by US Pres-
ident Donald Trump, former New York State Governor, Andrew Cuomo, he won over
50 per cent of the vote (Garcia, 2025).
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The 34-year-old politician, who describes himself as a democratic socialist, built his
campaign on promises of radical social and economic reforms. He advocated freezing
rents in regulated flats, building 200,000 affordable homes, and providing free public
transport and low-cost municipal grocery stores (Zanger, 2025). After announcing his
election victory, Mamdani began to form the institutional base of his future adminis-
tration. He announced the establishment of 17 advisory committees for the transition
of power, involving more than 400 people, including the appointment of Rabbi Abby
Stein to the health committee, the first publicly declared transgender woman from the
ultra-Orthodox Hasidic community (Hetherman, 2025). This decision may represent
a shift in urban policy towards identity symbolism, in which the representation of spe-
cific groups and narratives takes priority over other communities. In this context, cer-
emonial gestures have taken on symbolic meaning, such as taking an oath of office on
the Koran, which may signify a growing narrative of the increasing role of the sacred in
the public sphere, which may complicate the process of building a common civic iden-
tity (Bieliaszyn, 2026).

From a political point of view, Mamdani’s success contrasts with traditional models
of civic integration. Formally, his programme was addressed to all residents of New York,
but his social mobilization and rhetoric focused on community narratives, which, as in
the case of British cities, raises the question of whether integration understood in this
way builds a lasting civic community or reinforces divisions based on group identities.
In his post-election speeches, Mamdani consistently emphasized the immigrant char-
acter of the city, presenting it as the foundation of the metropolis” identity. He stressed
that: “New York will remain a city of immigrants, a city built by immigrants, fuelled by
immigrants and, from today, governed by immigrants” (Gérzynski, 2025). This state-
ment may reinforce the identity narrative in which the importance of immigrants be-
comes the main point of reference for the legitimization of power. This kind of symbol-
ism, as in the case of British local governments run by Muslim leaders, raises questions
about the limits of civic integration and whether the universal urban community is be-
ing replaced by the logic of community representation. In both cases, integration in-
creasingly takes the form of diversity management through symbolic gestures, which
in the long term may have undesirable effects.

Conclusions

In recent decades, local governments in Western countries have become one of the
main levels of cultural and religious diversity management. The increase in the num-
ber of leaders from immigrant communities may be evidence of the maturity of liber-
al democracy. At the same time, this phenomenon raises questions about the nature of
this representation and its impact on social cohesion and relations between communi-
ties in multi-ethnic metropolises.
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An analysis of the role of Muslim mayors in local government structures in the Unit-
ed Kingdom, supplemented by a comparative perspective with New York, allows con-
clusions to be drawn about contemporary models of integration in multi-ethnic com-
munities. The study showed that the growing presence of politicians from Muslim
minorities is a manifestation of demographic changes and the openness of formal dem-
ocratic mechanisms.

In light of the theoretical framework used, including Pitkins concept of politi-
cal representation, the predominance of descriptive and symbolic representation over
substantive representation is evident. The presence of Muslim leaders in local govern-
ment serves to recognize and raise the visibility of the religious community in the pub-
lic sphere. This does not always translate into universal actions addressed to the entire
community, which deepens social integration.

The results of the analysis confirm the research hypothesis that the growing presence
of Muslim leaders in local government structures does not necessarily lead to greater
social cohesion. Under certain conditions, it may promote the consolidation of immi-
grant groups and reinforce cultural and religious divisions.
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Abstract: This article analyzes the role of Muslim mayors in local government structures in the United
Kingdom, taking into account the comparative context of New York as an example of a multi-ethnic
metropolis. It outlines the theoretical foundations of political representation by Hannah Pitkin and
the public sphere by Jiirgen Habermas, enabling a distinction to be made between formal, descriptive,
symbolic and substantive representation. The aim of the study is to assess whether the growing presence
of Muslim minority representatives in local government institutions can be interpreted as a sign of
deepening social integration or as a form of consolidation of immigrant groups. The research methods
used include a comparative analysis of selected cases from the United Kingdom and New York, analysis
of official documents and media content.
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