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In the past several years, the success of British multiculturalism as a model of minority integration has been questioned by both academics and politicians.  The Rushdie Affair in 1989, the 2001 riots in Northern cities, and the recent Underground bombings, have sparked numerous debates about the ability and willingness of minorities—particularly Muslim communities—to ‘integrate’ into British society.  Fears of social isolation and self-segregation among British Muslims have prompted some politicians to devise ways to strengthen citizenship and to encourage ‘social cohesion’.   But critics argue that such measures are contradicted by the exclusions inherent in British immigration and race relations policies.  In this paper, I outline current debates about British multiculturalism.  I also illustrate the ways in which some minority activists are navigating the various currents of thought on multiculturalism in Britain.  This account focuses on British Arabs, a group that is largely excluded from official multiculturalism.  British Arab activists remain broadly committed to a multicultural ideal that gives them political space to assert cultural difference and to sustain transnational linkages.  At the same time, though, these activists temper their assertions of cultural identity with ideas about ‘integration’ and ‘social cohesion’ that mirror recent political discourses.  This case illustrates the ways in which some minority activists tread between claims of difference and sameness in a contentious political climate.

