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In this chapter, we explore some of the political discourse around contemporary
debates about Britishness and the alleged “retreat” of multiculturalism. Although
new discourses of Britishness have accompanied new policies prioritizing types of
unity, neither of these have completely overridden the recognition of “difference”
and anti-discrimination that previously comprised multiculturalism at both the
local and national levels. On the contrary, although a sense of plural Britishness
owes something to the UK’s multinational character, it undeniably also reflects
the political integration and contestations of postwar Commonwealth migrants
and their descendants. While the story of Commonwealth nonwhite immigration to Britain is one of incremental immigration controls, it is also a story about
anti-racism and multiculturalism guiding the redefinition of what it means to be
a “British” citizen.
Some years ago we argued that contemporary revisions of British multiculturalism could be understood as evidence of a “civic re-balancing.”1 That reading was in
marked contrast to an emerging thesis, proposed by a number of commentators,
which pointed to a “post-multicultural” era, or at least contained the view that we
were witnessing a “retreat” of multiculturalism.2 We agreed (and still do) that the
term had become politically damaged, but we concluded that the policies and discourses that make up the strands of British multiculturalism remained in place, even
though they have been contested and joined by others. We sought to show that there
are a number of intellectual and political developments (sometimes competing,
sometimes complementary) that have been shaping British multiculturalism over
the medium to long term, in which current changes need to be located and interpreted. One implication being that it is a mistake to view British multiculturalism as
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a completed or closed project, not least because the identities it seeks to take account
of are dynamic, even when they are coherent, and a political multiculturalism would
thus always need to be open to renewal—as indeed it has been.
Our argument was that it is short-sighted to view the elevation of previously
perhaps underemphasized features of national identity as an abandonment of
British multiculturalism. Such developments need no more lead to the abandonment of British multiculturalism than would lead to the abandonment of other
public policy approaches concerned with promoting equality of access, participation, and public recognition, such as gender mainstreaming and the disability
rights agenda. On the contrary, in the case of a multiculturalism sensitive to ethnic, racial, and religious differences, the pursuit of an inclusive national identity
appeared to reconcile itself to what had earlier been promoted (perhaps to the
disappointment and frustration of critics of multiculturalism). For example, even
as he and other Conservatives spoke derisively of multiculturalism, the leading
right-wing Cabinet Minister Michael Gove MP also stated “Britishness is about
a mongrel identity.”3 Similarly, Pauline Neville-Jones, a figure regarded as on the
right of the Conservative Party, led a review group that argued: “We need to rebuild
Britishness in ways which . . . allow us to understand the contributions which all
traditions, whether primarily ethnic or national, have made and are making to our
collective identity.”4 Indeed, a Leverhulme project that interviewed cabinet ministers and shadow cabinet ministers in 2007/08 did not find a uniformity of views
on this matter but instead considerable cross-party agreement that British national
identity had to be opened up to include minorities, and that politicians and the
state had a role to play in this process.5
Even while emphasizing that integration was something that had to be worked
on, politicians of all hues made glowing references to the opening ceremony of the
2012 London Olympics and the success of Team GB, including the Somalia-born
Mo Farah and the mixed race Jessica Ennis. Indeed, the opening ceremony of the
Olympic Games in London in July 2012 was an excellent expression of a multicultural Britishness that New Labour tried to articulate without ever quite succeeding.
Its positive reception in the British media—including the same papers that had
lambasted the Commission on Multi-Ethnic Britain (CMEB) some years earlier—
shows how far we have advanced.6 An Australian political theorist opined that the
Britain displayed at the Olympics meant that many countries were now “looking
to Britain as an example of a dynamic multicultural society united by a generous
patriotism.”7 The left-wing journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, a member of the
CMEB, who returned her MBE as a protest against the Iraq War, wrote: “These two
weeks have been a watershed of true significance. There has been a visceral reaction
among black and Asian Britons to what we have seen. For some, it has been perhaps
the first time they have really felt a part of this country. For others, the promise of
tolerance and integration has come true.”8
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Since the publication of “The Multicultural State We’re In” in 2009, which covered the period since the mid-1960s in broad terms and the New Labour governments in detail, public policy developments have continued apace. There has
not yet, however, been much peer-reviewed analysis of the Conservative-Liberal
coalition (2010–15) or the subsequent Conservative majority government (2015–).9
In this chapter, we thus begin by reminding ourselves of the core features of British
multiculturalism as we have understood it, before turning to the present government’s strategy, which is deemed by some to be forging a new path. Current
multicultural strategy is allied (indeed twinned) with significant changes in both
immigration/settlement policies and approaches to anti-terrorism; the former are
widely touted as being more restrictive and perhaps even leading to something like
a British guest worker model, and the latter identifies “integration” as one of the
primary objectives of counter-radicalism.10
We should not, however, ignore the potential significance of centrifugal tendencies for questions of “integration” in Britain that have become increasingly
prominent since the publication of our 2009 article. These include the galvanized
movement for the “break up of Britain” evident in the 45 percent of the electorate that voted in favor of Scottish independence; the potential fracturing of the
European project and the prospect of splintering states therein (or formal tiering of
membership); and the rise of popular English nationalisms, whether in relatively
benign, though ultraconservative, forms like the English Democrats, or more
menacing articulations of the Far Right that explicitly trade on an anti-Muslim
rather than an anti-minority platform such as the English Defence League.11
C O N T E X T UA L I Z I N G T H E T E R R A I N

While multiculturalism in Britain had for some time been perceived as creaking under the weight of “culturally unreasonable or theologically alien [Muslim]
demands,” there was a noticeable increase in governmental and non-right-wing
criticism of multiculturalism after urban riots in the north of England in 2001.12
By 2004, a swathe of publications and institutions of the center and/or liberal
left—including Prospect, the Observer, the Guardian, the Commission for Racial
Equality (CRE), Open Democracy, Channel 4, and the British Council—had held
seminars or produced special publications with titles like “Is Multiculturalism
Dead?” With a chorus of commentators declaring that multiculturalism had been
killed by the London bombings of 7/7,13 it is therefore not surprising that it is commonplace to characterize British multiculturalism as being “in retreat.”14
In querying the validity of this assessment, we distinguish at the outset between
those seeking to point to a normative or descriptive tendency and others who have
made little attempt to disguise their political motives in rejecting Britain’s multiculturalism. In the latter camp, we could include, on the center left, the influential
commentator David Goodhart, who evidently sympathizes with the position of
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those he perhaps unfairly calls “Burkeans” that “we feel more comfortable with,
and are readier to share with and sacrifice for, those with whom we have shared histories and similar values. To put it bluntly—most of us prefer our own kind.”15 We
could also include Trevor Phillips, previously chair of the Commission for Racial
Equality (CRE) and its successor, the Equality and Human Rights Commission
(EHRC), who stated that Britain should “kill off multiculturalism,” because it “suggests separateness.”16 While in opposition David Cameron characterized British
multiculturalism as a “barrier” that divided British society,17 and subsequently as
Prime Minister argued that “the doctrine of “state of multiculturalism” has encouraged culturally different people to live apart from one another and apart from the
mainstream.”18 Perhaps seeking to stake out a British Leitkultur (lead culture),
Cameron also complained that multiculturalism led to the minimization of
Christianity as a guiding public ethos, allowing “segregated communities to behave
in ways that run completely counter to our values and has not contained that
extremism but allowed it to grow and prosper.”19
While a much stronger and vitriolic critique is not unusual from a center right
in Britain that has historically lamented and contested governmental interventions recognizing the diversity of minority populations,20 opposition to the recognition and support of minority cultural practices in Britain has undoubtedly had a
qualitatively greater impact since it was joined by “the pluralistic center-left [and]
articulated by people who previously rejected polarizing models of race and class
and were sympathetic to the ‘rainbow,’ coalitional politics of identity.”21
One outcome for the British approach is that the inclusion of ethnic minorities is now increasingly premised upon greater degrees of qualification. This was
epitomized by the introduction of citizenship tests, the swearing of oaths during
citizenship ceremonies and language proficiency requirements for new migrants,
as well as repeated calls for an unambiguous disavowal of “radicalism” or “extremism” from Muslims in particular. Writing in the British Journal of Sociology in
2004, Christian Joppke interpreted these changes as evidence of a “retreat” from
multiculturalism and a “turn to civic integration” that is “most visible in Britain
and The Netherlands, the two societies in Europe . . . that had so far been most
committed to official multiculturalism.”22 Our argument was that Joppke assumes
that “civic integration” and “multiculturalism” constitute a dichotomy or a zerosum equation, and thus ignores the extent to which they could just as plausibly
be synthesized in a potential outgrowth of one another. For if it is the case that
Britain is engaged in a “retreat” from multiculturalism, heralding a victory for liberal or republican universalism, would it not follow that, as Keith Banting and Will
Kymlicka point out, it must “have rejected the claims of substate national groups
and indigenous peoples as well as immigrants. After all, the claims of national
groups and indigenous peoples typically involve a much more dramatic insertion
of ethnocultural diversity into the public sphere, and more dramatic degrees of
differentiated citizenship [emphasis in original].”23
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Since this does not appear to be the case in Britain at least, with quite the opposite in fact seeming to be true, one explanation of the “widely divergent assessments of the short history and potential future of multiculturalism” pertains to the
meaning and usage of the term itself. Indeed, this “highly contested and chameleon-like neologism whose colours change to suit the complexion of local conditions” seems to have a “chameleon” quality that is adopted differently in support
of different projects.24 For example, while some intellectuals, commentators, and
politicians of differing persuasions have in recent years united in their rejection
of post-immigration multiculturalism—our concern here—their critiques have
simultaneously revealed the diverging ways in which multiculturalism in Britain
has been conceived.
This chapter argues that there are at least three discernible contemporary positions: (1) an integration and social cohesion perspective that seeks to include
minorities through a process of greater assimilation to majority norms and customs; (2) an alternative, explicitly secular “multiculture” or “conviviality” approach
that welcomes the “fact” of difference, and stresses lifestyle- and consumptionbased behavioral identities that are anti-essentialist in orientation, and which invalidate “group” identities; and (3) a political multiculturalism that can to some extent
incorporate the priorities of either or both of these positions, while also inclusive of
“groupings,” not least subjectively conceived ethno-religious minority groupings.25
Of these three positions, it appears that the latter had been taking a cumulative and progressive institutional form since the early 1990s, mainly by developing certain racial equality discourses and policies beyond their starting points in
a response to minority ethnic and religious assertiveness.26 This has taken legal
form in, for example, the outlawing of religious discrimination and the incitement
to religious hatred, and an educational form in the inclusion in England of some
non-Christian, non-Jewish faith schools within public sector maintained by local
authorities.27 It is this multiculturalism that has been the principal target of recent
critiques from across the political spectrum. We argue, however, that rather than
having been defeated, the fate of this peculiarly British multiculturalism currently
remains undecided and might equally be characterized as subject to a “re-balancing” rather than a wholesale “retreat.” One way to begin to explore the plausibility
of this argument is to look at the most robust, coherent public policy advocacy of
multiculturalism that Britain has known.
T H E M U LT IC U LT U R A L M OM E N T ?

In the course of ushering in an era “after multiculturalism,” Yasmin Alibhai-Brown
has argued that “all societies and communities need to take stock periodically to
assess whether existing cultural and political edifices are keeping up with the
people and the evolving habitat.”28 Just such an exercise was the production of a
report on The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain by the Commission on the Future of
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Multi-Ethnic Britain (CMEB). This report, sponsored by the Runnymede Trust
and chaired by the political philosopher Bhikhu Parekh,29 made over 140 policy
recommendations to help Britain take advantage of “its rich diversity” and realize its full potential as “a confident and vibrant multicultural society.”30 It strongly
endorsed both the possibility and desirability of forging a meta-membership of
“Britishness” under which diversity could be sustained. To this end, its recommendations not only sought to prevent discrimination or overcome its effects, but
simultaneously championed an approach that could move beyond conceptions
of formal equality by recognizing the substantive elements of “real differences of
experience, background and perception.”31 For example, the CMEB advocated a
systematic type of ethnic monitoring that would “go beyond racism and culture
blind strategies” and could be implemented across public institutions in order to
promote an awareness of cultural diversity in general, and unwitting discrimination in particular.32 This “multicultural moment” following the Stephen Lawrence
Inquiry was when the New Labour government declared its commitment to creating a country where “every colour is a good colour,” “everyone is treated according to their needs and rights,” and “racial diversity is celebrated.”33 As then Prime
Minister Tony Blair insisted:
“This nation has been formed by a particularly rich complex of experiences…..
How can we separate out the Celtic, the Roman, the Saxon, the Norman, the
Huguenot, the Jewish, the Asian and the Caribbean and all the other nations [sic]
that have come and settled here? Why should we want to? It is precisely this rich
mix that has made all of us what we are today.”34
This was not only a time of reflection on the presence of institutional racism
alongside Britain’s ethnic diversity, however, but a period in which the policy recognition of Britain’s historical multinational diversity was being concretized by devolution in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. It was not unreasonable, then, that
post-migrant ethnic minorities too were seeking recognition of particularities arising from previously demeaned identities; not as self-governance, but through an
endorsement of the pluralizing of the mainstream with their own distinctive differences derived from ethnicity, religion, or culture. This high-water mark of British
multiculturalism was in truth the consequence the cumulative political movement
following the migrations of the parents and grandparents of many of Britain’s postimmigrant ethnic minorities, who had exercised their Commonwealth citizenship
by moving to its metropole from South Asia, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. The
CMEB recommended that the government formally declare Britain “a multicultural society,” hoping that this would invalidate the social and political inequalities
derived from minority cultural differences.35
That the report was subject to an unrelenting critique from the Right, not least
in the national media, has been well documented elsewhere.36 What is worth noting here, however, is the extent to which it also incurred the wrath of some prominent liberals who considered its approach a grave contravention of universalistic
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principles, not least those recommendations that promoted diversity as a means to
facilitate equality.37 Lord Anthony Lester, one of the founders of the Runnymede
Trust and a key architect of Britain’s race-equality legislation, said of the report
that “much of the more theoretical sections is written entirely from the perspective of victims, with little to challenge attitudes and practices prevalent among
some minorities and their leaders that are difficult to reconcile with the ideals of
a liberal-democratic society based upon the rule of law.”38 Such a view minimizes,
however, both a key problem identified by the CMEB—the role of differences that
serve as an obstacle to political equality in the public sphere—and substantive elements of the British approach that has intertwined, albeit inconsistently, agendas
relating to equality and diversity.39
A M OV E T O NAT IO NA L C O H E SIO N

One of the components of diversity that we have in mind has developed a prominence over a longer duration and increasingly in the shadow of a policy trajectory
concerning naturalization and civic unity. For example, the 1997-98 governmentsponsored inquiry into citizenship education chaired by Sir Bernard Crick explicitly avoided the relationship between citizenship and nationality: “We’re not
dealing with nationality, we’re dealing with a skill, a knowledge, an attitude for
citizenship,” Crick insisted.40 This understanding of citizenship as mainly about
delivering the knowledge and skills to pupils so as to promote active participation has shifted significantly over time.41 Whereas citizenship and nationality
were clearly distinguished by the original Qualification Curriculum Advisory
Commission (QCA), they were explicitly juxtaposed in the domain of naturalization following Crick’s “migration” from the Department of Education to the
Home Office after the 1998 report.42
The Home Office Advisory Group, also chaired by Crick, was set up by Home
Secretary David Blunkett to develop proposals for language and citizenship education for immigrants applying for naturalization as British citizens. The Advisory
Group’s report, published in September 2003, demonstrates the ways in which the
“failed integration hypothesis” of the various community cohesion reports/strategies
has informed the citizenship strategies for “new” migrants to the United Kingdom.43
For example, the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act (2002) explicitly introduced a test for residents seeking British citizenship (implemented in 2005), and
those immigrants applying for “indefinite leave to remain” in the UK (effectively
implemented since April 2, 2007). Applicants must show “a sufficient knowledge
of English, Welsh or Scottish Gaelic” and also “a sufficient knowledge about life in
the United Kingdom” through passing the test.44. If applicants do not have sufficient
knowledge of English, they should attend English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) and citizenship classes. Some categories can get free tuition, but in principle
applicants have to pay for the classes, and also for the test itself.

Accentuating Multicultural Britishness    53

Overall, the focus of David Blunkett’s citizenship strategy was less on the
deliberative quality of identities, forged (and modified) in interaction with others, than on a rather more “practical” intervention, in which basic skills (English
language proficiency and a superficial “knowledge of life in the UK”) become the
means whereby civic responsibilities can be taken up. The ability to speak English
thus formed the bedrock of the dialogic, participatory, and active citizenship elements advocated by Blunkett’s citizenship/integration discourse. The provision of
English-language training for new and established migrants was described in the
Strength in Diversity consultation document as a means of providing “practical
support” that would “overcome the barriers to integration” that might face those
newly arrived in Britain.
This relationship between English-language skills and the idea of a culture of
active citizenship resurfaced as being central to the findings of the Commission
on Integration and Community Cohesion (CICC) in both its interim statement
and final report published in 2007.47 In the latter, English-language proficiency
is linked with enhancing participation in civic culture in new and established
migrant groups. The emphasis on English-language proficiency and increasing participation and dialogue between communities found in the CantleBlunkett civic assimilationist discourse (and to a certain extent in the CICC’s
recommendations) is, however, relegated to the category of “taken for granted
skills” new migrants are expected to possess. As Prime Minister Gordon Brown
wanted more from immigrants than just the ability to speak English and to have
knowledge of “life in the UK,” he wants would-be citizens to “become British”
at a deeper level.48
It is telling, however, that the government insisted that “it would be unfair
for migrants to have to answer questions on British history that many British
people would have difficulties with.” Home Office explanatory documents
stress that the tests aim at “integration,” but without this meaning “complete
assimilation.”45 What this illustrates are the strong emphases on the experience
of living in Britain rather an attempt to define Britishness per se. A critical
interpretation of these initiatives is offered by Derek McGhee who is worth
quoting at length:
The “integration” of “new” migrant communities in asylum and immigration policy,
as well as the desegregation of “established” migrant communities in community
cohesion discourses, were to be achieved through a common policy solution: the
establishment of an inclusive sense of common citizenship. In turn, in asylum and
immigration policy, the emphasis in the process of attaining British citizenship
began to have a distinct “community cohesion” flavor, especially in its emphasis
on the “new citizenship pedagogy,” namely, on building the capacity in “new citizens” for effective engagement and “active citizenship.” This was to be achieved by
transforming naturalization from a bureaucratic process into “an act of commitment to Britain and an important step in the process of achieving integration into
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our society.” The a cquisition of the English language and knowledge of “British life”
were presented as key to successful integration of “new” migrants, as, without them,
according to the Home Office, migrant communities were ill-equipped to take an
active role in society.46

It is difficult not to recognize this as a particularly critical reading, however,
given the kinds of measures introduced and the extent to which they retain
strong commitments to anti-discrimination and the recognition of d
 ifference
within them. For example, in the Home Office’s Strength in Diversity, the
government maintains that: “Civil renewal is at the heart of the Government’s
vision of life in our 21st century communities. It aims to reconnect citizens
with the public realm by empowering them to influence the development of
solutions to problems affecting them. It is vital that barriers to participation—
from lack of confidence and capacity to express one’s views to prejudices which
lead to exclusion—are tackled so that the aspiration for wider engagement can
be translated into reality.”49
This perhaps also illustrates two further continuities. The first concerns the
utilization of notions of social capital within stipulations of civic renewal, as
elaborated at the beginning, and the second is what has been termed the “Janus
face” of British race-relations traditions (progressive to insiders but regressive to
outsiders). This is perhaps symbolically illustrated by how “Britain as a diverse
society” is one of the six areas upon which applicants seeking citizenship are tested.
Yet it is also worth noting how on several occasions government ministers at the
time maintained that “this is not a test of someone’s ability to be British or a test
of their Britishness. It is a test of their preparedness to become citizens.”50 The key
point is that while scholars took the rhetorical failure/demise of m
 ulticulturalism
at face value, when it required empirical rebuttal.51
I M M IG R AT IO N , I N T E G R AT IO N , A N D SE C U R I T Y

In “The Multicultural State We’re In” (2009), we surveyed a number of further public policy documents and developments in public policy and concluded that what
had been taking place in Britain could accurately be called a “retreat” of multiculturalism. Rather, the emergent multiculturalism of the 1990s that was attempting to
accommodate Muslim communities has been simultaneously subjected to at least
two critiques. One emphasizes commonality, cohesion, and integration; the other
was alive to fluidity, multiplicity, and hybridity, especially in relation to expressive
culture, entertainment, and consumption. Each critique was a reaction against
ethno-religious communitarianism, but neither emphasized what is not usually
present in some form in most accounts of multiculturalism. Hence, we argued that
“it is better to see these newly asserted emphases and the interaction between these
three positions, as a re-balancing of multiculturalism rather than its erasure.”52 But
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this should not be taken to mean that we underestimate the implications of competing developments.
The Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act 2006 was the basis for the postBlair migration and integration strategy of Prime Minister Gordon Brown and
Home Secretary Jacqui Smith from 2008 on. In particular, Brown elaborated
how becoming a British citizen should not just be a matter of the applicants’
choice, but ought to reflect a contract whereby they accept the responsibilities
of becoming British and thus “earn” the right to citizenship.53 To support this, a
status of “probationary citizenship” was created as a pathway between temporary
immigration status and either naturalization or the right to abode. Crucially, the
length of this period could be reduced by two years in cases where applicants
demonstrated that they were contributing to the community through “active
citizenship.” This could be achieved through “formal volunteering” or “civic
activism.” The idea of taking this further and developing a points-based system
of citizenship was put forward in 2009. This included the prospect of “deducting
points or applying penalties for not integrating into the British way of life, for
criminal or anti-social behaviour, or in circumstances where an active disregard
for UK values is demonstrated.”54
An overview of the new selectivity under the managed migration points system
provided by McGhee points to the consolidation into five “tiers” of the more than
eighty existing work and study routes to permission to remain:
∙ Tier 1: Highly skilled workers (e.g., scientists or entrepreneurs)
∙ Tier 2: Skilled workers with a job offer (e.g., nurses, teachers, engineers)
∙ Tier 3: Low-skilled workers filling specific temporary labor shortages
(e.g., construction workers for a particular project)
∙ Tier 4: Students;
∙ Tier 5: Youth mobility and temporary workers (e.g., working holidaymakers
or musicians coming to play a concert)55
The Conservative-Liberal coalition government narrowed these tiers further,
mainly by eliminating Tier 3.56. The most controversial change, taking away the
right to remain in Britain for more than five years from most Tier 2 migrant workers earning less than £35,000 a year, did not come into effect until April 2016.57
This last reform may perhaps be taken perhaps as evidence of an emerging guestworker type of approach for new migrants, although Brexit will certainly complicate matters still further.
A notable trend during the period we were initially exploring was the tendency
for slippage between integration and security agendas. Whereas this was initially
implicit, it is now a much more explicit coupling. Indeed, the striking development,
and one that could not have been anticipated by proponents of multiculturalism in
the 1990s, is how the assemblage of citizenship strategies has been reorganized to
give a central role to counterterrorism strategies. This has not happened overnight
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with the present government, and indeed owes some provenance to the previous administration and the way in which following the London bombings, and
several aborted bombings in a similar “leaderless Jihad,” the Labour government
(1997–2010) created seven working groups comprising representatives of Muslim
communities under the rubric of “Preventing Extremism Together” (PET, or
“Prevent”).58 These were clustered as follows: (1) engaging with young people; (2)
providing a full range of education services in the UK that meet the needs of the
Muslim community; (3) engaging with Muslim women; (4) supporting regional
and local initiatives and community actions; (5) imam training and accreditation
and the role of mosques as a resource for the whole community; (6) security—
Islamophobia, protecting Muslims from extremism, and community confidence
in policing; and (7) tackling extremism and radicalization.
Initiated by the Home Office, this would later fall under the remit of the subsequently created Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG).
These working groups devised a series of proposals to develop “practical means”
of tackling violent extremism. Sixty-four recommendations were put forward in
a report published in November 2005, which especially emphasized three recommendations that would serve as central planks in the unfolding of government
strategies concerned with preventing violent extremism.
These included, firstly, the development of a “scholars’ roadshow” coordinated
by British Muslim organizations to facilitate “influential mainstream” Muslim
thinkers to address audiences of young British Muslims. The rationale being that
these speakers would distil effective arguments against extremist justification for
terrorism in denouncing it as un-Islamic, so as to “counter the ideological and theological underpinnings of the terrorist narrative.”59 A second proposal focused on
the creation of Muslim forums against extremism and Islamophobia. These could
be led by key individuals and brought together members of local Muslim communities, law enforcement, and public service agencies to discuss how to tackle
extremism and Islamophobia in their area. The third and perhaps most substantive
recommendation, in terms of proposed structural capacity building within British
Muslim communities, promoted the formation of a Mosques and Imams National
Advisory Board (MINAB). To this end, a steering group of Muslim leaders undertook an extensive national consultation on matters such as the accreditation of
imams, better governance of mosques, and interfaith activity. Alongside this professional development program or “upskilling” of imams and mosque officials, recommendations were also made for a national campaign and coalition to increase
the visibility of Muslim women, and specifically to empower and equip them in the
course of becoming “active citizens.”
While Prevent inevitably included some security-related work, it was criticized
for a variety of reasons, “ranging from targeting the wrong people to stigmatizing Muslim communities by treating them all as potential terrorists.”60 Two recurring issues were that: firstly, intelligence agencies were using the softer cohesion
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aspects of Prevent “to spy and illicitly collect intelligence, which has dramatically
harmed the programme as a whole”;61 and secondly, that Prevent was oriented to
address wider social policy within Muslim communities which implied that this
policy was only valuable because it contributed to counterterrorism (something
illustrated by the fact that funding was directly linked to the size of the Muslim
population in a local authority, not on the basis of known risk).
It is unsurprising that a strategy premised upon entering, and to some extent
reformulating, the life worlds of British Muslim communities has been the subject
of critical debate in the study of ethnic relations more broadly.62 That this objective
was intended could be gleaned from the fact that immediately after the London
bombing, the Home Office signaled that it would establish a Commission on
Integration and Cohesion (COIC) “to advise on how, consistent with their own
religion and culture, there is better integration of those parts of the community
inadequately integrated.”63
The previous government had sought to advance Prevent through a variety of
local community partnerships and across statutory bodies, as well as voluntary
agencies and community groups “with police forces, local authorities and their
partners working closely together to oversee and deliver the project.”64 To foster
these outcomes the Prevent-related funding of around £45 million to foster these
outcomes for the period from 2008–9 to 2010–11 was distributed via local authorities. The Prevent strategy thus signaled some diffusion of formal responsibilities
for policy implementation and service delivery in a way that some see as indicative
of broader developments in “governance” practices whereby “responsibility and
accountability for a wide range of social issues is increasingly focused towards
local levels, while at the same time centralized control in terms of resources and
target-setting is maintained.”65
While it is not immediately apparent in the earlier quotation, the incorporation of faith-based groups from the non-profit “third sector” is potentially party
to novel approaches to engaging with religious minorities through the practices and models of representation, stakeholders, and advocacy in the consultative arena; perhaps as a development of what has been termed a multicultural
“municipal drift.”66 The extent of this shift is not the central focus here, other than
in elaborating the manner in which the Prevent agenda, in constituting part of
the broad counterterrorism strategy, appears to be simultaneously subject to at
least two broader prevailing dynamics, comprising firstly “the implementation of
anti-terrorist laws that can be used disproportionately against Muslims leading to
the potential for their increased surveillance and control and thereby serving to
reduce Muslims’ trust of state institutions, while [secondly] at the same time pursuing approaches that acknowledge, and stress the importance of, the involvement
of British . . . Muslim communities in helping to combat extremism.”67
Spalek and Imoual frame these dynamics relationally in terms of “harder”
and “softer” strategies of engagement, whereby the former may be understood as
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consisting of various means of surveillance, policing, intelligence gathering, and
so on.68 The latter, meanwhile, would include the development of dialogue, participation, and community feedback between Muslim communities, state agencies, and voluntary organizations in a way that may serve to increase trust in “the
battle for hearts and minds.” For example, the Prevent strategy also emphasized
long-established equality traditions historically orientated towards ethnic and
racial minorities and sought to extend them to Muslims: “The Prevent strategy
requires a specific response, but we must also make the most of the links with
wider community work to reduce inequalities, tackle racism and other forms
of extremism (e.g. extreme far right), build cohesion and empower communities. . . . Likewise, it is recognised that the arguments of violent extremists, which
rely on creating a ‘them’ and an ‘us,’ are less likely to find traction in cohesive
communities.”69
This built upon recognition of Muslim religious difference in government policies and legislation that has been manifested in other ways, including measures
against religious discrimination as set out in the Equality Acts of 2006 and 2010.
The tensions, then, surround the extent to which the prevailing British citizenship
being extended to Muslims through social and community-cohesion measures is
twinned, or placed within the same register as, counterterrorism strategies that
import or rely upon certain securitized “hard” aspects of this dimension of stateMuslim engagement. The risk has always been that “active citizenship” for Muslims
is to some extent framed in terms of demonstrable counterterrorism activities in a
way that assumes that Muslim communities in general are the “locus. . . of extremism.”70 Arguably, this risk is now being actively stated as a policy ambition, as the
concern is expressed within the Prevent strategy that insufficient attention has
been paid to whether Muslim organizations comprehensively subscribe to mainstream British values.
As then Home Secretary Theresa May stated in her foreword to the second
iteration of the Prevent strategy: “We will respond to the ideological challenge
of terrorism and the threat from those who promote it. In doing so, we must be
clear: the ideology of extremism and terrorism is the problem; legitimate religious
belief emphatically is not. But we will not work with extremist organizations that
oppose our values of universal human rights, equality before the law, democracy
and full participation in our society. If organizations do not accept these fundamental values, we will not work with them and we will not fund them.”72 As such,
while it is not quite the case that, as Liz Fekete has suggested, public policy engaging with Muslims amounts to being “tough on mosques, tough on the causes of
mosques,” it has become common to find statements such as that made by the former Communities Secretary Ruth Kelly, that Muslim organizations must take “a
proactive leadership role in tackling extremism and defending our shared values.”71
The new Prevent strategy thus takes a much more interventionist line regarding the constellation of British Muslim politics, forthrightly insisting that the
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government will not fund organizations “that hold extremist views or support
terrorist-related activity of any kind.”73 Much here hinges on the word “extremist,”
and mainstream organizations easily fall foul of this threshold by, for example,
taking oppositional positions on foreign policy or towards the state of Israel.
The current integration strategy of Department for Communities and Local
Government thus explicitly asserts the previously implicit view that Prevent is
“distinct from but linked to integration, tackling non-violent extremism where
it creates an environment conducive to terrorism and popularises ideas which
are espoused by terrorist groups.”74 A parallel effort was the Conservative-Liberal
coalition’s three-year “Near Neighbours” strategy, a program to “bring people
together in diverse communities, helping them build relationships and collaborate to improve the local community they live in,” which was run by the Church
Urban Fund, a Church of England charity set up in 1987, and initially focused on
Birmingham, Bradford, Leicester and East London.75 Nevertheless, the Prevent
agenda remains the British government’s most significant investment in Muslim
civil society organizations.
C O N C LU SIO N S

While new policies, complementing anti-discrimination strategies and recognition of “difference,” albeit with an emphasis on commonalities, have been introduced in the twenty-first century at both local and national levels, this has not
eliminated multiculturalism. It is most striking that when senior British politicians seek to define Britishness, they simultaneously appeal to a political-institutional history (monarchs, rule of law, parliamentary democracy, etc.) and to
cultural diversity.76 Although this sense of plural Britishness owes something to
the UK’s multinational character, it undeniably also reflects the political integration of postwar Commonwealth migrants and their descendants. In general, the
story of Commonwealth nonwhite immigration to Britain is one of immigration
controls, but also of redefining what it means to be “British” through anti-racism
and multiculturalism.
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