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Response to Jenson and Papillon Backgrounder 

Tariq Modood 

 

1. The paper argues, rightly I think, that the Canadian political axes of diversity are three: 
Aboriginal peoples; two founding European cultures (or is that nations?); and successive waves of 
immigration. 

This naturally raises questions about the relationship between these axes, most fundamentally, 
whether the axes are similar or different to each other. There are some theoretical attempts, most 
notably Will Kymlicka’s, to argue that the responses to the normative challenge that they pose can 
be derived from a single political theory of multicultural citizenship. I personally am not convinced. 

Part of my hesitation is no doubt based upon the British experience in which we tend not to bring 
these different forms of diversity together. (In fact, it is not done anywhere in Europe, but I will 
confine myself to Britain). If I had to draw up a set of three axes to match the Canadian ones above, 
they might be: 

• the position of Scotland, Wales, N.Ireland and England within the UK, or what we call, 
devolution;  

• the position of the Irish in Britain;  
• the position of non-white, post-colonial immigrants and the new generations arising thereof.  

These three issues have arisen and so far have developed quite independently of each other. We 
very rarely talk about these issues in the same breath. Devolution, being a constitutional issue, is 
much more likely to be thought of as having more in common to do with the N. Ireland peace 
process or closer integration into the European Union. Till quite recently the issue of immigration 
and multiculturalism was thought to be synonymous with ‘colour’ and ‘race relations’; to refer to a 
group as an ethnic minority was to signal that it was not white. This has begun to shift for some 
activists and analysts. Partly, because of a recognition that racism can take different forms (e.g., 
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This naturally raises questions about the relationship between these axes, most fundamentally, whether the axes are similar or different to each other. There are some theoretical attempts, most notably Will Kymlicka’s, to argue that the responses to the normative challenge that they pose can be derived from a single political theory of multicultural citizenship. I personally am not convinced.


Part of my hesitation is no doubt based upon the British experience in which we tend not to bring these different forms of diversity together. (In fact, it is not done anywhere in Europe, but I will confine myself to Britain). If I had to draw up a set of three axes to match the Canadian ones above, they might be:


· the position of Scotland, Wales, N.Ireland and England within the UK, or what we call, devolution; 


· the position of the Irish in Britain; 


· the position of non-white, post-colonial immigrants and the new generations arising thereof. 


These three issues have arisen and so far have developed quite independently of each other. We very rarely talk about these issues in the same breath. Devolution, being a constitutional issue, is much more likely to be thought of as having more in common to do with the N. Ireland peace process or closer integration into the European Union. Till quite recently the issue of immigration and multiculturalism was thought to be synonymous with ‘colour’ and ‘race relations’; to refer to a group as an ethnic minority was to signal that it was not white. This has begun to shift for some activists and analysts. Partly, because of a recognition that racism can take different forms (e.g., anti-black racism, anti-Asian racism, anti-semitism, Islamophobia etc), Irish political activists have rightly argued that you don’t have to be non-white to be ‘racialised’ and have reinterpreted their experience, contemporary and historical, as victims of an English/British anti-Irish racism and have sought to be included as an ethnic minority in analyses and policies to do with immigration, racial discrimination and cultural diversity.


The Scots, certainly, do not think of themselves as an ethnic group but as a nation (as I suppose do the Quebecois).


Indeed, there is a very real sense in which the idea of Britain as a multi-ethnic and a multi-national country conflict. If it is a multi-national country, do all citizens have to belong to one of these nations. Perhaps in a possible future independent England, it may be different but the position to date is that non-white people in England often do not think of themselves as English but as British. They think of English as a particularistic, ethnically exclusive affiliation, similar to their own ethnic affiliations, which they seek to combine or hyphenate as in Black British or British-Indian. British is seen as much more (ethnically) open and elastic. (Think of the way that London is not an English city but a post-imperial British cosmopolis.) British is seen as potentially and actually more multicultural than English, Scottish, Welsh and N. Irish. Hence, the contemporary irony that some commentators have noted that while the nations of the British Isles are rejecting or demoting the identity, British, non-white ethnic minorities are redefining ‘British’ to include themselves (in sharp contrast to Irish migrants or even some second generation in Britain, who find that ‘British’ sticks in their gullet).


There are some high-minded efforts to bring the ‘diversity of diversities’ into a single frame. For example, Bhikhu Parekh’s Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, which reports in October 2000, wants to conceptualise the diversity within the idea of ‘a community of communities’. Some people argue that a culture of human rights (we have just incorporated the European Convention of Human Rights into UK law) will provide a guarantee of individual rights and cultural diversity; and a European identity will counteract narrow nationalisms (as might do a North American federation?).


2. Religion and Diversity


The Backgrounder does not mention religion and this may reflect the Canadian situation. In Britain, ‘immigrant’ was synoymous with ‘coloured’, later ‘black’ and as Britain borrowed American race relations analytical and especially legal and rhetorical frameworks to deal with racial discrimination, the black-white dualistic perspective became institutionalised. South Asian migrants, failed however to fit into this framework, which worked moderately well for the Caribbeans. Policies designed for an anticipated US-style black underclass (economic and academic marginality; fatheres abandoning children; constant conflict with the law) failed to anticipate Asian settlements based on patriarchal cohesive kinship networks, lifeterm joint parenting, religion and a strong upwardly mobile thrust based on self-employment and academic credentials. Hence, the race relations establishment has been pluralising itself away from its founding black-white dualism.


In these developments, religion has come to be seen as an important basis for community amongst S. Asians, most of whom do not self-identify in ‘colour’ terms (unless ‘Asian’ is read as synonymous with ‘brown’, in which case the colour-dualism becomes a colour-triadism). Notably, Muslims have argued that to think of them as ‘black’ (and also ‘Asian’, ‘Pakistani’ etc) is to ‘misrecognise’ them. The last decade has seen an increasing Islamic consciousness (at least as political as religious) and Muslim mobilisation, which now amounts to one of the most prominent of minority activism. Muslims have identified Islamophobia as one of the most important of unaddressed contemporary racisms (religious discrimination is not unlawful in Britain), have challenged aspects of British foreign policy, have demanded state-funding for Muslim schools on the same basis as Christian and Jewish schools (there are currently two Muslim state schools), have unsuccessfully sought to have the law of blasphemy extended to cover Islam, and have joined conservative coalitions on sexual policy issues (abortion, anti-homosexuality, preference for two-parent families etc). One of the effects of these developments is that some liberals have renounced multiculturalism in favour of assimilation; others have argued for the importance of not allowing multiculturalism to challenge human and other rights of individuals.


It is clear that different sensitivities are involved when it is advocated that the state should support/promote minority religions than when it is advocated that the state should support/promote minority cultures/heritages. For many the latter is attractive but the former is not. Muslims, on the other hand, argue that their religion is their culture/heritage and so that is what state policy should be promoting.


These debates have raised the question as to why multiculturalism must have a secular bias, as many multiculturalists assume, and whether such a bias is in itself an example of a cultural hegemony that multiculturalism is supposed to challenge?


This debate intersects with current and prospective constitutional changes. At present, the monarch is the Supreme Governor of the Church of England; Prince Charles has let it be known that he thinks this is too exclusivist and as King he would rather be Defender of all Faiths, not just one. To date, 26 Bishops have sat in the House of Lords by right. The second chamber is being reformed and the Wakeham Commission has proposed that this number be reduced to 16, with ten seats distributed amongst other Christian denominations and other faiths. Many reformers think that the Upper Chamber should only consist of electees; even more think it is time to sever the church-state link in its entirety. Yet on the face of it two chambers with identical modes of representation are less in keeping with the idea of diversity.


So, though ethnicity does not connect with current constitutional changes in response to nationalism, it does connect with state-church constitutional issue.


While discourse about multiculturalism is much more advanced in Britain than most other countries in Europe, it could be said that in the above, Britain has been catching up with W.Europe, where ‘migrant’ is more or less synonymous with ‘Muslim’. Certainly, it may turn out to be the case that, against all expectations, religious cleavages are likely to have a more long-term character in Britain, as well as in Europe, than those of ‘race’ (especially in the light of current black-white unions, running at about half of all new black unions).


The key point is that British and European multiculturalism cannot be indifferent to religion in the manner of North American multiculturalism.


4. One of the exciting social developments in Britain at the moment is the degree of social mixing, inter-racial friendships, dating, co-habitation, marriage, and an appetite for cultural hybridity amongst young people and metropolitan elites. The Caribbeans have led this socio-cultural movement, the success of which of course has depended upon the openess and tastes of the white British, and the second-generation of Asians are joining in. This means that at least some cultures and communities are fusing and this is leading to talk about redefining what ‘Britishness’ and ‘British culture’ mean as mentioned in 1 above.


The point being mentioned here (hybridity, fusion, incorporation) may seem to contradict some of 3 above. I don’t think so. The groups that are least fusing and least likely to fuse are communities defined by and organised around religion. They may turn out to be the only post-immigration groups who are sufficiently distinct to be candidates for corporate representation and collective rights; yet, they may be the groups that multiculturalists are least in tune with and wish to empower.


Hence there are (at least) two kinds of multicultural social processes taking place in Britain: a dynamic, youthful, hybridic multiculturalism that multiculturalists welcome, and which if successful, may even mean that minorities disappear. And, secondly, the formation of more bounded communities, usually religious, who are seeking to be accommodated within a multicultural dispensation and are less likely to disappear.


5. The Backgrounder speaks of how the Canadian complex diversity has led to an acceptance of asymmetry. I think that some degree of asymmetry is inevitable in a diversity and working out what degree is or is not unacceptable is one of the major hydra-headed questions for multicultural theory and practice.


I have indirectly alluded to some asymmetries above. For example, organised religions can make a case for a state-funded school but not an ethnic or ‘racial’ group.


The asymmetry that has potentially the most profound implications is not to do with ethnicity but with the principle of national self-government. With the founding/restoration of a Scottish Parliament, a Welsh Assembly and a N.Irish Assembly, England is the only nation in the UK without a national assembly. All English affairs are decided in the Westminster Parliament, i.e. in the UK assembly. This means that there are matters, such as, say, education, that Scots have self-government over, yet Scottish MPs at Westminster can vote on all matters to do with education in England when the matter is debated at Westminster. This is referred to as ‘the Midlothian question’, meaning: how come an MP from Midlothian in Scotland can vote on exclusively English matters?


Canadians might think that solution lies in creating a federal solution. But England, consisting of over 80% of the UK population is too big to be a single unit in a federation of four nations. For a federation to be a practical option, England would have to be broken up into regions; but the dismemberment of England is not consistent with the idea of national self-government. If power was going to be devolved to the regions, then we should have devolved it to Scottish and Welsh regions not to the Scottish and Welsh nations. Is it reasonable to build up these small nations while demolishing England? This is a question that some English people have started asking and which can lead to cataclysmic consequences for the UK. It can also have very dangerous consequences for ethnic minorities in England, if it engendered a narrow, sullen English nationalism. This takes me full circle to 1 and to my question whether multi-nationalism is a friend of multi-ethnicity.


Tariq Modood
Centre for the Study of Ethnicity and Citizenship, University of Bristol 

(May 2000)
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anti-black racism, anti-Asian racism, anti-semitism, Islamophobia etc), Irish political activists have 
rightly argued that you don’t have to be non-white to be ‘racialised’ and have reinterpreted their 
experience, contemporary and historical, as victims of an English/British anti-Irish racism and have 
sought to be included as an ethnic minority in analyses and policies to do with immigration, racial 
discrimination and cultural diversity. 

The Scots, certainly, do not think of themselves as an ethnic group but as a nation (as I suppose do 
the Quebecois). 

Indeed, there is a very real sense in which the idea of Britain as a multi-ethnic and a multi-national 
country conflict. If it is a multi-national country, do all citizens have to belong to one of these 
nations. Perhaps in a possible future independent England, it may be different but the position to 
date is that non-white people in England often do not think of themselves as English but as British. 
They think of English as a particularistic, ethnically exclusive affiliation, similar to their own ethnic 
affiliations, which they seek to combine or hyphenate as in Black British or British-Indian. British 
is seen as much more (ethnically) open and elastic. (Think of the way that London is not an English 
city but a post-imperial British cosmopolis.) British is seen as potentially and actually more 
multicultural than English, Scottish, Welsh and N. Irish. Hence, the contemporary irony that some 
commentators have noted that while the nations of the British Isles are rejecting or demoting the 
identity, British, non-white ethnic minorities are redefining ‘British’ to include themselves (in sharp 
contrast to Irish migrants or even some second generation in Britain, who find that ‘British’ sticks 
in their gullet). 

There are some high-minded efforts to bring the ‘diversity of diversities’ into a single frame. For 
example, Bhikhu Parekh’s Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, which reports in 
October 2000, wants to conceptualise the diversity within the idea of ‘a community of 
communities’. Some people argue that a culture of human rights (we have just incorporated the 
European Convention of Human Rights into UK law) will provide a guarantee of individual rights 
and cultural diversity; and a European identity will counteract narrow nationalisms (as might do a 
North American federation?). 

2. Religion and Diversity 

The Backgrounder does not mention religion and this may reflect the Canadian situation. In Britain, 
‘immigrant’ was synoymous with ‘coloured’, later ‘black’ and as Britain borrowed American race 
relations analytical and especially legal and rhetorical frameworks to deal with racial 
discrimination, the black-white dualistic perspective became institutionalised. South Asian 
migrants, failed however to fit into this framework, which worked moderately well for the 
Caribbeans. Policies designed for an anticipated US-style black underclass (economic and 
academic marginality; fatheres abandoning children; constant conflict with the law) failed to 
anticipate Asian settlements based on patriarchal cohesive kinship networks, lifeterm joint 
parenting, religion and a strong upwardly mobile thrust based on self-employment and academic 
credentials. Hence, the race relations establishment has been pluralising itself away from its 
founding black-white dualism. 

In these developments, religion has come to be seen as an important basis for community amongst 
S. Asians, most of whom do not self-identify in ‘colour’ terms (unless ‘Asian’ is read as 
synonymous with ‘brown’, in which case the colour-dualism becomes a colour-triadism). Notably, 
Muslims have argued that to think of them as ‘black’ (and also ‘Asian’, ‘Pakistani’ etc) is to 
‘misrecognise’ them. The last decade has seen an increasing Islamic consciousness (at least as 
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political as religious) and Muslim mobilisation, which now amounts to one of the most prominent 
of minority activism. Muslims have identified Islamophobia as one of the most important of 
unaddressed contemporary racisms (religious discrimination is not unlawful in Britain), have 
challenged aspects of British foreign policy, have demanded state-funding for Muslim schools on 
the same basis as Christian and Jewish schools (there are currently two Muslim state schools), have 
unsuccessfully sought to have the law of blasphemy extended to cover Islam, and have joined 
conservative coalitions on sexual policy issues (abortion, anti-homosexuality, preference for two-
parent families etc). One of the effects of these developments is that some liberals have renounced 
multiculturalism in favour of assimilation; others have argued for the importance of not allowing 
multiculturalism to challenge human and other rights of individuals. 

It is clear that different sensitivities are involved when it is advocated that the state should 
support/promote minority religions than when it is advocated that the state should support/promote 
minority cultures/heritages. For many the latter is attractive but the former is not. Muslims, on the 
other hand, argue that their religion is their culture/heritage and so that is what state policy should 
be promoting. 

These debates have raised the question as to why multiculturalism must have a secular bias, as 
many multiculturalists assume, and whether such a bias is in itself an example of a cultural 
hegemony that multiculturalism is supposed to challenge? 

This debate intersects with current and prospective constitutional changes. At present, the monarch 
is the Supreme Governor of the Church of England; Prince Charles has let it be known that he 
thinks this is too exclusivist and as King he would rather be Defender of all Faiths, not just one. To 
date, 26 Bishops have sat in the House of Lords by right. The second chamber is being reformed 
and the Wakeham Commission has proposed that this number be reduced to 16, with ten seats 
distributed amongst other Christian denominations and other faiths. Many reformers think that the 
Upper Chamber should only consist of electees; even more think it is time to sever the church-state 
link in its entirety. Yet on the face of it two chambers with identical modes of representation are 
less in keeping with the idea of diversity. 

So, though ethnicity does not connect with current constitutional changes in response to 
nationalism, it does connect with state-church constitutional issue. 

While discourse about multiculturalism is much more advanced in Britain than most other countries 
in Europe, it could be said that in the above, Britain has been catching up with W.Europe, where 
‘migrant’ is more or less synonymous with ‘Muslim’. Certainly, it may turn out to be the case that, 
against all expectations, religious cleavages are likely to have a more long-term character in 
Britain, as well as in Europe, than those of ‘race’ (especially in the light of current black-white 
unions, running at about half of all new black unions). 

The key point is that British and European multiculturalism cannot be indifferent to religion in the 
manner of North American multiculturalism. 

4. One of the exciting social developments in Britain at the moment is the degree of social mixing, 
inter-racial friendships, dating, co-habitation, marriage, and an appetite for cultural hybridity 
amongst young people and metropolitan elites. The Caribbeans have led this socio-cultural 
movement, the success of which of course has depended upon the openess and tastes of the white 
British, and the second-generation of Asians are joining in. This means that at least some cultures 
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and communities are fusing and this is leading to talk about redefining what ‘Britishness’ and 
‘British culture’ mean as mentioned in 1 above. 

The point being mentioned here (hybridity, fusion, incorporation) may seem to contradict some of 3 
above. I don’t think so. The groups that are least fusing and least likely to fuse are communities 
defined by and organised around religion. They may turn out to be the only post-immigration 
groups who are sufficiently distinct to be candidates for corporate representation and collective 
rights; yet, they may be the groups that multiculturalists are least in tune with and wish to 
empower. 

Hence there are (at least) two kinds of multicultural social processes taking place in Britain: a 
dynamic, youthful, hybridic multiculturalism that multiculturalists welcome, and which if 
successful, may even mean that minorities disappear. And, secondly, the formation of more 
bounded communities, usually religious, who are seeking to be accommodated within a 
multicultural dispensation and are less likely to disappear. 

5. The Backgrounder speaks of how the Canadian complex diversity has led to an acceptance of 
asymmetry. I think that some degree of asymmetry is inevitable in a diversity and working out what 
degree is or is not unacceptable is one of the major hydra-headed questions for multicultural theory 
and practice. 

I have indirectly alluded to some asymmetries above. For example, organised religions can make a 
case for a state-funded school but not an ethnic or ‘racial’ group. 

The asymmetry that has potentially the most profound implications is not to do with ethnicity but 
with the principle of national self-government. With the founding/restoration of a Scottish 
Parliament, a Welsh Assembly and a N.Irish Assembly, England is the only nation in the UK 
without a national assembly. All English affairs are decided in the Westminster Parliament, i.e. in 
the UK assembly. This means that there are matters, such as, say, education, that Scots have self-
government over, yet Scottish MPs at Westminster can vote on all matters to do with education in 
England when the matter is debated at Westminster. This is referred to as ‘the Midlothian 
question’, meaning: how come an MP from Midlothian in Scotland can vote on exclusively English 
matters? 

Canadians might think that solution lies in creating a federal solution. But England, consisting of 
over 80% of the UK population is too big to be a single unit in a federation of four nations. For a 
federation to be a practical option, England would have to be broken up into regions; but the 
dismemberment of England is not consistent with the idea of national self-government. If power 
was going to be devolved to the regions, then we should have devolved it to Scottish and Welsh 
regions not to the Scottish and Welsh nations. Is it reasonable to build up these small nations while 
demolishing England? This is a question that some English people have started asking and which 
can lead to cataclysmic consequences for the UK. It can also have very dangerous consequences for 
ethnic minorities in England, if it engendered a narrow, sullen English nationalism. This takes me 
full circle to 1 and to my question whether multi-nationalism is a friend of multi-ethnicity. 

Tariq Modood 
Centre for the Study of Ethnicity and Citizenship, University of Bristol  

(May 2000) 


