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Social Policy and the multicultural city

I have put together this piece for the Charles Darwin 2003 Symposium series in the spirit of a belief in the cross fertilisation of academic and civil debate.  The piece attempts to address the problems of living together in conditions of multicultural urbanism.  It is written from a position which sees the multiculturalism of the cities of the 21st century as both demographically inevitable and politically challenging.  Ethically we need to consider what it means to live in cities that are constituted by communities that may be the products of both different histories and histories of differences that bear the imprint of colonialism, slavery and domination.  We need to recognise also that such communities may be constituted through globalised networks of sentiment and allegiance.  Just as the economic drivers of contemporary capitalist globalisation challenge the sovereignty of the nation state the flows of labour as well as capital creates transnational networks of culture and people.  

Across the world the city provides a privileged arena in which such challenges are realised.  So this contribution to the symposium is also written from a position which believes that an engagement with the structures of government is inevitable.  There is a tendency in some literatures (from both the left and right of the political spectrum) to romanticise the world beyond the boundaries of the state and to promote the virtues of civil society and community mobilisation.  I have written elsewhere that it is important to understand that such civil society forms are framed within regimes of governmental power and that such romance might limit rather than progress our movement towards cosmopolis
.

In the allure of the contemporay global city cosmopolitanism, diversity and difference shimmer for a moment.  Racism, nationalism, ethnic cleansing and xenophobia return as urban nightmares. Indeed the challenge of discussions that link urbanism to race, multiculture and forms and norms of intolerance is that both the subject (the city) and the object (multiculture) of debate keep on disappearing before our eyes only to resurface in different forms. 

The city appears so solid until we look for its boundaries.  The streets appear to offer certainty until we find the beach beneath the cobblestones, the secret narratives of the hidden spaces of private lives and alternative public spheres of association and dissent.  When history is the voice of the powerful, geography is the prerogative of both the explorer and the mapmaker.  We do not always wish to take such voices and such cartographies for granted.  The chronology of a Sydney or a London appears to offer the reassurance of a historical ordering of things.  This happened and then that.  Until you realise that as Peter Ackroyd has described with the capital of the United Kingdom and Peter Carey with Sydney the city has a biography that suffers always from the unreliable and imperfect flaws of the narrator
.  In contrast the historiography of the city tells us how chronology has been used to make sense of the city and that histories are normally written by the winners, the voices of the dispossessed relegated to the marginalia.

Similarly - though rarely acknowledged - the demography of most of the major metropolises of the 21st century is in large part a product of migration.  These migrations can come from the same country (as with the migrant growth of the first industrial metropolises) or they may bring folk from across the globe to a New York or to a Hong Kong.  The categoric certainties of this demography may appear to offer an alternative register of a kind.  The transnational movements are locked into patterns of urban residence and city labour markets, creating the classic patterning of jobs, homes and power marked by the mosaic of multiculturalism.  The city variously accomodates, assimilates or stigmatises these racialised patterns through its form.  The multicultural city mosaic (of Shanghai or Karachi or Bombay as much as London or Chicago or Sydney) is classically subjected to the institutional logics of the melting pot and the reproduction of segregation and the ghetto.  But both the exigencies of exogamy and the more prosaic realities of cultural flows that subvert ethnic boundary markers disrupt such narratives.  The hybrid forms of multiculture and the increasingly hyphenated forms of demographic mixing challenge a rubric that makes the city visible as a competing arena of ethnic cultures precisely because these cultures do not stand still to be photographed, analysed and measured.  

So we search for a vocabulary that captures the changing cartography of the multicultural city.  We are aware that the very act of description potentially ossifies and so such a vocabulary needs to be careful about its categoric forms.  And we are aware that we write in the shadow of all the other people that have written about cities and have written about multiculturalism and the processes of race making that even created its own subdiscipline of studies of race relations.    So much in the shadows that the deep meanings that attach themselves to the shape of the city and the lexicon of urbanism form part of our cultural present.  An urban sensibility structures the very act of writing about the city.

In this sense in social policy terms we need to understand how multiculture is made problematic in urban policy and the occasions and the reasons when it is not.  Even in the official statistics that probably underenumerated migrant flows, London accommodated an increase in its population by almost a million between 1991 and 2001.  This passed almost without comment in the decade in which it happened but has become a major topic of concern in the early 21st century.  How much was this due to the high proportions of Canadian, Americans, Australians and South Africans (re)settling in the city and who bore the markers of a certain kind of whiteness?  But how much also was this caused by the sense in which many of the migrations of Lithuanians, Muscovites, and refugees from international traumas in the Baltic and the horn of Africa were rendered invisible by the spaces of the city?

What is undisputable is that we are confronted by a situation in which the certainties of academic disciplines that take (often implicitly) the nation state as the principal building bloc of ‘sociologies’ or histories or politics or cultural anthropologies are challenged by the messiness of the contemporary city.  The social organisation of city resources may sit babushka doll like within neat hierarchies of central, regional and local state power but flows of culture, capital and population subvert such taxonomies.  And what is argued here is that the very vocabularies that are used to capture these new realities confront some very old problems within the loose array of writing and thought that we might call urbanism.

Specifically, we need a new heuristic compass with which to navigate the contemporary city.   Historically, we might place cities research on a spectrum that crosses the west east of conventional and critical literatures.  Conventional urban studies approaches tend to reify the social and economic order of the city (and strive to maximise its functionality and optimise its working form).  Critical analysis in contrast seeks to undermine this naturalised ordering of buildings and people (and expose their patterned artifice as inscriptions of injustice and reified inequalities of power and capital).  

The phenomenon of patterns of residential settlement and cognate debates around gentrification exemplify this contrast between the conventional and the critical.  Critical struggles to reduce the processes of gentrification to the Ricardian rent curve vie with a boosterist urbanism that narrates the city as a site of consumption and measures successful growth precisely in terms of enhanced capital valorisation of residential preferences in the new districts of Jerusalem, Los Angeles or Paris.  But such a spectrum is necessarily two dimensional in nature.  It cannot adapt to the transnational challenge of globalisation and the ethical challenge of multiculture.  

To do so demands insertion into both urban studies academic debates and public concern with the future of the multiculture of globalising cities a second spectrum.  It is fundamentally a product of moral philosophy and it challenges both economistic and cultural readings of the urban.  It runs north south between communitarian and liberal traces of moral philosophy but it is realised in the cities of multiculture in ferocious debates that our west east spectrum cannot locate.  

The spectrum creates a tension between the strange and the familiar and relates particularly to how we come to know the city and how we valorise either its knowability or its anonymity.  The city has long been a site in which newness comes into the world.  It has historically been the crucible of economic, political and cultural change precisely because old values and old orderings are disrupted by the tumult of city life.   This produces the quintessentuially urban horrors of populist fanaticism as well as the metropolitan potential for enlightenment critique.  The city is consequently paradoxically or ambivalently located between these tensions, the sites of the city that display the most intense forms of intolerance are commonly also those that demonstrate the potential for the most intimate forms of cultural dialogue.

We need to recognise that the polar north and related points east, west and south provide a compass for but not a road map towards the good city.  They identify a constitutive tension in the ordering of city life that sits agonistically within its frame.  The additional (‘north-south’) dimension speaks to some of the fundamental tensions in moral philosophy but it also resonates within cartographies of contemporary multiculturalism.  Significantly, the choreography of the debates within contemporary moral philosophy and those in multiculture are homologous with longstanding arguments around how we consider the ethical markings of the spaces of the city.  Unless we understand how the city draws together, displaces and explodes these tensions we will continue to misrepresent the challenges multiculturalism poses to an understanding of contemporary urbanism.  Most significantly of all such tensions speak directly both to the social policy questions that figure how we might organise the multicultural city and also to the academic questions that address how we might know it.

At one extreme the city has commonly welcomed the strange and the unknowable.  The migrant, the refugee, the indigenous culture and the newly arrived potentially see the city differently.  Seeing the niche market or the scope to innovate as well as challenging the received wisdoms and ascendant hierachies of power, the arrival of new people and migrant groups in the city potentially renews its lifeblood.  The discursively ephemeral may suddenly become symbolically central.  The hidden histories of colonialism and empire, slavery and suppression of native peoples may resurface from their cells in the subconscious of the city.  But they do not do so straightforwardly.

In contrast, the communitarian sense of the familiar unit of the ethically knowable and the moral legitimacy of the neighbourhood speaks directly to debates that confuse the west east typologies of what might conventionally be described as reactionary (coded as politically right) and progressive (coded as politically left) urbanisms.  The sets of values that privilege the speaking positions of minoritarian voices may rapidly have to defend the ground on which their claims are being made.  The right to police arrivals in such a (real or metaphoric) neighbourhood challenges such speaking authority.  This speaks directly to urban policy concerns in terms of property rights, gender relations, schooling, visible sexualities, the control of subsidised rental residence (through state or social landlord provision) and the rights of cultural recognition in the market place of employment law and practice.  The liberal indifference to the markers of individuality likewise speaks directly to the rights to avoid discrimination, racial harassment, the symbolic and real violence of cultural intolerance.  Crudely, our compass is complicated by this new spectrum.  We can see both a right wing and a left wing communitarianism in the multicultural cities of the 21st century.  The right of neighbourhoods to be turned into Business Improvement Districts and police themselves and the right of local communities to take self governing actions against the homeless, the anti social and the badly behaved appeal to the traditional constituencies of the right.  The sense of community grassroots organisation against property capital, protests against road extensions, building on green land and school closures speaks to the traditional agendas of the left.  Both are communitarian in both their moral stance and their invoked urbanisms.  They share ethical roots but differ significantly in their city visions and political routes.

But equally the right to be freed from state restrictions against wearing particular clothes or to exercise personal religious preference and the right to limit the state’s power to arbitrary violence and to police the spaces of the city tends to be celebrated likewise on the left.  Yet alternative strictures that limit state interference in the markets that structure the spatial realisations of Ricardian rent curves, the imperatives of global capitalism or government interference in market relations speak to a liberalism that few on the left would identify as their own.  Straightforwardly this cautions us to be more careful with our vocabulary.  There is a liberalism of the left and of the right.  Neo-conservatism is not necessarily best identified as neo-liberal and cannot be subsumed in catch all notions such as the revanchist city when we are identifying the enemies of progressive urbanism.  

The extra dimension of this moral compass becomes more not less complicated by the realities of city multiculturalism across the 21st century globe.  Recognitions of the rights of indigenous and native peoples and migrant minorities sit squarely within the fourfold tensions of critical urbanism, functional city building, communitarian valorisation and stigma and the problem of liberalism.  It does not always sit easily.  The case in favour of migration for the benefits of the economy of the city play against reactionary debates on the threats of migration to constructions of solidarity.  They speak also to more complex debates about which cultural rights of migrant minorities should be recognised and which suppressed by the governance structures of the well run city.  

These are traced through the way economic and social change are realised and managed in the city.  But equally significantly the extra dimension of the north south of our compass is complicated yet further by the dimensionalities of urban space and city temporalities.  Can the rights of recognition of Islamic schools in 21st century London, Paris or Brisbane be spoken about in the same register that gave church schools state recognition of Jesuit education in England or in the deep rooted enlightenment anti clerical voice of 19th century France?  Are the sites that are cherished as migratory zones of transition – metaphorical Ellis Islands of multiculture - to be naturalised for these processes of change or analysed for their contingency.  The East End of London is sometimes spoken of in these terms.  For some it has always (always is such a plastic adverb) been the site where migrant minorities arrive in London and then move on again.  There is a sense of it as a space of the changing same.  Reassuring narratives of assimilatory tolerance follow each other in centuries old succession and frame our understanding of the space itself and its setting within the city.  But how does such fleeting transition sit with the aggressive gentrification of the same city spaces in the late 20th century.  Alternative narratives would render the spaces of today’s East End visible as the logical frontier of capital appropriation, even as scholars such as Neil Smith have taught us to be careful about the deployment of the metaphor of the frontier itself.

In this paper what I have attempted to do is to think a little about how these challenges might make us think differently about how we come to think and discuss the multicultural cities of the 21st century.  The paper attempts to speak directly at the level of the political contestation of the multicultural city but in a manner that is rooted in a number of research projects based in contemporary London.  The register of voice is attempting to argue the salience of the traces of historicity and spatiality in making sense of the multicultural city but also to problems that I believe are universal to cities of the 21st century.  In this sense I hope that it speaks to the issues that confront this conference but does not pretend to lecture to a simplistically prescribed set of resolutions of these same problems.  

The paper identifies the homologies described above in the context of debates about the refashioning of contemporary London.  Ken Livingstone, the incumbent executive mayor of London aspires to build a new city the size of the northern England city of Leeds in the next twenty years in Eastern London.  Central government likewise welcomes and currently promotes this development of the Thames Gateway eastern pie slice of old postindustrial landscape.  

Both have adopted policies that welcome massive residential, employment and population growth on a scale that dwarfs anything comparable in today’s Europe.  The vision implies (though rarely addresses directly) that the new city will in large part find its demography filled by new migrants to the United Kingdom.  As a politician I have long been active - and complicit – in the formal structures of this new landscape.  I was for several years leader of one of its councils (the London Borough of Tower Hamlets in London’s inner East End– commonly defined as both the poorest borough in the United Kingdom and the site of some of the most intense forms of city social polarisation).  I remain a Labour Party member and what is grandly described as a Cabinet member for urban regeneration and partnership in the same authority.  More recently, in the last three years I have chaired the Thames Gateway London Partnership (TGLP).  TGLP represents and draws together the public sector across the 11 boroughs to the east of the Tower of London and two beyond London’s present political boundary in Dartford and Thurrock.  Local government, the local skills quango, the regional providers of health services and higher education institutions sit on the Partnership board. 

The paper attempts to draw contemporary political theory into a description of the nature of multicultural urbanism.  I have tried to explain the reasons for doing this in this introduction and return to some of the more directly policy related questions that result from such a considertaion in the conclusion of the piece.

Urban policy and the times and spaces of the city

In the Autumn of 2001 a report published by Bradford City Council, authored by Herman Ouseley - one time Head of the Commission for Racial Equality - diagnosed the causes of the disturbances of that year principally in terms of the segregated geographies of ‘white’ and ‘Asian’ communities.  Echoing an earlier equivalence made by Robert Park between social distance and geographical space the extreme forms of social segregation witnessed in the city were blamed for promoting civil collapse.  Social malaise was written as spatial configuration.

At almost the same time Ken Livingstone – looking down from the 30th floor of Pelli’s 1 Canada Square -  stood in Canary Wharf Group’s boardroom and gave a diagnosis of why he believed that London had not witnessed similar disorders to those seen in northern cities of the United Kingdom earlier in the summer of that year.  London had had its riots in 1981 - he said - and had learnt from them and so history would not repeat itself, not even apparently as farce.  In a narrative that figures the city as increasingly comfortable with its own ethnic diversity, postcolonial London was apparently framed by a Whiggishly progressive history.  London – or so it appeared – knew better.   This was an interesting way to historicise London’s present.  

For Theodor Adorno “history had no meaning in itself, but only in reference to the present, and then only as a critical concept which demystified the present”.  Similarly, Walter Benjamin expressed an allied suspicion of the chronological ordering of things.  Benjamin’s work has commonly been taken as a cautionary tale, urging the academy to be suspicious of narratives of the temporal, a warning to the reader of the fabricated nature of the historiographic artefact.

What would it mean to take a similarly cautious take on the postcolonial city?  If we were to be as suspicious about the spatial ordering of things as Benjamin and Adorno were about the nature of the historical narrative how might we come to terms with the ambivalent stew of cosmopolitan hope and racist intolerance of today’s London?  How do we map the increasingly multicultural condition that defines contemporary urbanism?  These are the diagnostic characteristics that are simultaneously sources of hope and despair in the city that claims to be capital of the 21st Century.  Both the colonial legacies of the population and the imperial imprimatur of the global networks of the London economy have left their mark on the city.  They point to the possibility of a metropolis that not only predates the existence of the nation state but may also survive it.  But what sort of analytical frame is most helpful in making visible this place that is always both here and elsewhere?  How is it possible to name the parts of rhizomatic multiculture that constitute contemporary postcolonial London?

In this context it is instructive to remember that the spirit of collaboration between Adorno and Benjamin was displaced at times by the attempt to translate shared insights into the maelstrom of the contemporary urbanism of their time.  Adorno became increasingly impatient, not only with Benjamin’s inability to complete his work on Paris – what has become known as the Arcades Project – but also with Benjamin’s perennial obsessions with the empirical found objects of the city at the expense of theoretical synthesis.   By 1938 Adorno was increasingly suspicious of the constellatory methods of allusion so central to Benjamin’s prose.  He reprimanded him for his recourse to surrealist juxtaposition and refusal to reconstruct social reality “through an immanent dialectical analysis”
.  Adorno comments,

“One might express it this way: the theological motif of calling things by their names has a tendency to reverse into the astonished presentation of simple facts.  If one wished to speak very drastically, one could say that the study has settled at the crossroads of magic and positivism.  That spot is bewitched.  Only theory could break the spell – your own determined, good speculative theory.”

The convolutes of the Arcades Project are evidence of Benjamin’s refusal to privilege particular representational regimes in articulating the meaning of the city.  When younger, Benjamin attended the lectures of Georg Simmel, whose influence is readily seen in his work. In Simmel’s seminal essay on ‘that synthesis of nearness and remoteness which constitutes the formal position of the stranger’ he addresses some of the core concepts that link the concerns of moral philosophy to the spatialisation of the urban that are central to this paper.  For Simmel the stranger organises the unity of remoteness and distance that defines all human relations so that “distance means that he who is close by is far, and strangeness means that he who also is far is actually near”
.  This interplay of perspectival movements between closeness and distance
 correlates directly with the privileging of different kinds of city view and different genres of urban knowledge that later becomes central to Benjamin’s own essays on photography and the work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction
.  

It is perhaps an exploration of this double interplay between closeness and distance, strange and familiar that might help us to understand not only Benjamin’s unfinished work but also the particular incommensurabilities of the postcolonial present and its valorised urbanistic cognate the cosmopolitan
. As such this paper attempts to explore the uncertain cartographies of the postcolonial city in a way that avoids both instant empirical anachronism and the sort of privileged speculative theoretical exegesis Adorno advocated.

There is a threefold metaphoric equivalence between some of the key longstanding debates in moral philosophy, contemporary urbanism and race thinking (or raciology).  In these seemingly distinct rhetorical worlds there is a homology in the replicated tension between the liberal and the communitarian, the tension between the city of strangers and the regulated metropolis and the tension between the recognition of difference and notions of racial equality.  And whilst both multiculture and the city can be narrated through frames of the temporal and the spatial they cannot be reduced to their histories or geographies.  In mapping the interests of the individual, the collective or the culture we speak directly to the ethical basis of regulation and governance in the city.  So if we are to understand the manner in which the spatial configuration of the multicultural repeats the homologous tensions of moral philosophy and raciology then we might need to think differently about both the need to regulate and plan the cosmopolitan city and the unstable and contingent foundations on which such interventions will be set.

In the wake of a burgeoning fascination with diaspora populations across the humanities and social sciences it has become a commonplace to invoke the cosmopolitan as both an ethically progressive way of being and an aspirational goal of becoming
.  As Aihwa Ong pointedly comments in her critique of the term’s popularity in the academy: “The new interest in diasporas and cosmopolitanism registers a special moment in interdisciplinary studies that seeks to invoke political significance in cultural phenomena that can be theorised as resisting the pillaging of global capitalism as well as the provincialism of metropolitan centers”

As ever at the heart of debates a linguistic uncertainty surrounds the term itself.  Though it is not germane to explore such inconsistencies and contradictions here, these range from a common erasure of governance that was so central to Kant’s original coinage of the term through to a tension between the cosmopolitan as mere descriptor of a mosaic of ‘perpetual peace’ and a more kaleidoscopic invocation of the term that privileges the contact zones and mixing that is frequently implied
.

The city invoked as the crucible of differences.

In particular when the ethical allure of the hybrid is translated into practical realisation it is to the city that cultural analysts look.  From diverse positions in contemporary cultural theory – Appadurai, Bhabha, Clifford, Hall – all invoke the privileged space of the city within the realisation of the cosmopolitan.  In the case of Britain “ ‘cosmopolitan communities’ – marked by extensive transculturation (are said to be) transforming many British cities into multicultural metropolises”
.  In part this might be seen as no more than an empiricist demographic.  Yet perhaps this is not the case.  In a world after September 11 where the kids coming home from the war may have fought on either side and the urban myths of returning Taliban heros abound there is an urgency in asking if the narrative role of the city in these structures of logic is of more than peripheral significance.  Indeed there is some reason to ask if the city can bear the weight of this burden of the expectations of cultural theorists.  Are the spaces that remain marked by everyday racisms of racial attacks, institutionalised disadvantage and systemic discrimination worthy of being the repositories of such hope?

It is imperative to consider carefully the dynamics of the contemporary city that might help to qualify both the more utopian claims of the cosmopolitical and the more casual invocations of contemporary urbanism within political and social theory.  This foregrounding of the city contrasts with the increasingly implausible organising force of the nation state that is analytically implicit in much traditional political theory.  

It is also essential to consider the extent to which such ethical positions might be realised in civic action.  The manner in which the city becomes an analytical or theoretical object is a theme that has run throughout this book.  This paper attempts to reframe questions that interrogate the manner in which it might be possible to plan the cosmopolitan.  The homology between race thinking, moral philosophy and the languages of urbanism might point to a reconfiguration of the politics of city change and the notion of the city planner
. 

Studies of nationalism have commonly identified the historical and geographical production of imagining and tradition that identifies rhetorically at the heart of the liberal nation states a combination of civic allegiance and citizenship rights, alongside a kinship or imagined bloodline and of national allegiance.
  But both the notion of civic association based on national citizenship rights and the unifying force of cultural sentiment look increasingly less plausible in the contemporary metropolis.  The contemporary city shatters such – albeit somewhat hypothetical couplings of nation and state in liberal democracy – in two ways.  It does so because through new globalised networks of affiliation and sentiment the citizens of the city may identify with causes and imagined communities that transcend national boundaries.  This may apply to causes that link on a global basis – movements of NGOs, struggles against capitalism or social movements based on ecological or environmental concerns
. 

In corollary fashion identification with the consciously transnational is mirrored in the emergence of narratives of universally localising identification.  The city commonly witnesses the paradoxical emergence of a global familiar.  In the contemporary metropolis the strategic neighbourhood based principles of mobilization developed by the sociologist Saul Alinsky - aligned with the value based commitment to knowable artefacts of ‘home’, ‘community’ and ‘family’ - can be identified as the source of a new form of democratic participation that foregrounds the familiar ‘local’ but stretches transnationally
.  In just one example, faith based neighbourhood mobilizations have been transported to East London through the foundation of TELCO (The East London Community Organisation).  TELCO is directly inspired by the work of Alinsky and the events in Texas where the Industrial Areas Foundation provided influential within the political landscape that generated George W. Bush
.  They link back to Texas in training programmes and information exchanges that attempt to share the Alinsky style model of direct action and participatory democracy.  Both draw on an appeal to a global universalism that privileges a politics of identification with the familiar causes of neighbourhood concern and the known local: mobilizing school governing bodies and youth groups, around construction jobs for local communities, the planning rights of religious buildings.

But the city also breaks the rhetoric of the liberal nation state in a second way, more prosaically.  It does so empirically because the very demography of the city is increasingly able to sustain contacts with family, diasporic and other transnational sentiments of identification.  Robin Reid, father of the shoe bomber describes himself as a cockney born within the sound of Bow Bells
, his son found disillusionment with the broken promises of British belonging in the prison cells of the state’s jails and the newly emblematic networks that link to Brixton mosque, the site that ties Reid to Zacarias Moussaui, the 20th hijacker.

Diasporic communities have increasingly straightforward ability to sustain transnational affiliations; configurations of closeness and distance are subverted by cheap flights, the telephone, the internet, the cable television and the video link.  Transport networks make it possible to confound conventional models of chain migration culminating in family reunification.  A young Bengali man on the Isle of Dogs in the early 1990s described to Phil Cohen the affiliation with familiar relatives and friends in Sylhet and Toronto as more powerful and more imaginatively proximate than those with his neighbours on the uncanny landscape of the Isle of Dogs
.

This tension between the strange and the familiar is a longstanding one throughout social and political theory. At its most stark, in the work of Kant the hard boundaries between rationality and sentiment distinguish the obligations of justice from the imperatives of loyalty.  Such tensions become central organising themes of debates in moral philosophy that either with Habermas return to Kantian typologies as the foundation of liberal democratic organising principles or prefer instead to provide various formulations for the accomodation of difference within the political imaginary
. 

Strange and familiar, close and distant, cultural particularity and universal rights.  These mark out not so much boundary parameters as poles of iteration.   The terrain of debate differs but the choreography in respectively moral philosophy, theoretical urbanism and race thinking is remarkably similar.  And when they come together in debates around the cosmopolitan future of the metropolis it is important to understand the dynamic tension between these poles. 

This agonism at the heart of the tension between the liberal and the communitarian readings of justice and loyalty that resonates at the heart of debates about the nature of contemporary multiculture finds a homology in debates within contemporary urbanism. Conventionally, axiomatic resolution of the tensions between abstracted justice and family rooted loyalty rests in the liberal tradition on a strict separation of private and public spheres.  What is done in private between consenting adults – received liberal wisdom suggests – is not the business of the state which should confine its purview to the public realm.

Feminist theory, and the weight of work around studies of the empirical realisation of such distinctions have repeatedly revealed the tendentious and ethically contentious basis for such typologies.  Invariably, both history and geography have the potential to provide narrative accounts of such agonism that naturalises the contingent and inserts generalising explanation in the place of empirical caution.  At times the city provides a ready catch all conceptual residuum, either the stage of resolution of such dynamics through the inevitability of mixing or the site through which such tensions are contained in what Rushdie describes as the locus classicus of impossible realities of the urban or Bhabha prefers to cite as the incommensurabilities of city experience
.  

In their urban form these processes are also not free of the economic bases of cities.  In one of the most powerful foundational descriptions of the city as a metaphoric extension of the factory - suppressing difference through homogenisation - Engels compellingly described the power of the capitalist city to anonymise corporeally, to make the familiar appear strange.  “The manufacturer is capital, the operative labour.  And if the operative will not be forced into this abstraction, if he insists that he is not labour but a man, who possesses, among other things, the attribute of labour-force, if he takes it into his head that he need not allow himself to be sold and bought in the market, as the commodity ‘labour’, the bourgeois reason comes to a standstill.  He cannot comprehend that he holds any other relation to the operative than that of purchase and sale; he sees in them not human beings, but hands as he constantly calls them to their faces” 
(emphasis added).

It is possible to unpack some of this conceptual residuum by thinking through the realisation of the racialised tensions between the strange and the familiar in the fabric of the city and the languages of urbanism.  In doing so it is necessary to ask what sort of imagery can portray such contradiction and incommensurability in the landscapes of the metropolis.

How the postcolonial city disrupts racial narratives: the limits of the mutticultural
In political rejections of racism and ethnocentrism the tension between recognition of particularity and difference on the one hand and demands for civic equality on the other reproduce the binary logics of debates between the liberal and the communitarian.  In an important article Stuart Hall
 - drawing on the pyschoanalytic resolutions of such work and the work of Butler and Laclau - has argued that it is important to go beyond such stale alternatives through the reconceptualisation of the incomplete nature of both the universal and the particular, defined in terms of their constitutive lack.  

Suggesting that what can no longer be sustained is the binary contrast of ‘their’ claims for particularity and recognition of difference versus ‘our’ claims of universal civic value he speaks to the need for a new political logic that unsettles culture and identity.  But the contradictions and incommensurabilities of the communitarian / liberal debate are not so much resolved as subsumed within a spatiality; “the moment of difference is essential to defining democracy as a genuinely heterogeneous space.”
.  Incommensurability and an agonistic notion of the democratic is conflated within the heterogeneity of space.

At the logical conclusion of his argument Hall echoes Paul Gilroy’s most recent demands to go beyond ‘raciology’ in calls for both “a deepening expansion and radicalisation of democratic practices in our social life; and the unrelenting contestation of every form of racialised and ethnicised exclusionary closure.”
.  However it is less clear how such a theoretical closure translates into the mass of social movements that occur under the sign of race, precisely because it almost works within an implicit model of the state that places racial thinking and categorisation as disconnected in kind from the mimetic processes through which the conduct of conduct emerges.   The former is perhaps a tautologous good.  The latter appears to contradict Hall’s own workings of the notion of arbitrary closure in a politics of race.  In what follows I want to explore some of these uncertainties through the specificities of the multicultural urban.

City Spaces: Do we dare to plan the postcolonial city?

In the County of London Plan and the Greater London Plan Patrick Abercrombie proposed that he would lend London “order, efficiency and beauty and spaciousness” which would bring an end to “violent competitive passion”
.  In contrast, the tentative attempts of London’s new mayor to create a new plan for London are more limited in their ambition though strikingly sanguine about the scale of change predicted for the capital in the next fifteen years.  ‘Towards the London Plan’ suggests from the year 2001 “there could be an increase of around 700, 000 people in the next fifteen years”.
   The report also notes that because of changing lifestyle patterns and demographics this could translate into a demand for approximately 500, 000 new households over approximately the same period of time
.  This vision for the scale of change of London has more recently been endorsed by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister in John Prescott’s plan for creating ‘Sustainable Communities’ to the east of London on a scale as great of greater than those in the London Plan
.

Although it attracted little publicity at the time of publication of the report the London Plan also noted the significant probability that renewed growth in migrant flows would account for a significant fraction of this growing population, that international in migration was increasing rapidly and had already averaged about 56, 000 people per year annually over the decade of the 1990s.  The increasing cultural diversity of London was expected to result in an increase in “non white ethnic minorities” from 27% of the population in 2001 to 31% in 2011
. 

The scale of growth and development pressures like a photographic negative focuses on those spaces of the urban that are vulnerable to development pressures.  Architecturally translated as voids, empty spaces or disused industrial lands, fragments of the city’s morphology will be subjected to the designs and dreams of those who would reinvent the metropolis.  The Chicago School depicition of zones of transition slips neatly into an increasingly transnational set of discourses about the city and incorporate practices exercised on the fabric of the city that fit within the rubric of urban regeneration.  And in this process the representation of what might be, as well as what is and what once was in these parts of the city will become central to narratives of urbanism that both seek to know through design and create new spaces for this extraordinary scale of growth.

In planning discourse such concerns are rationalised within a technocratic rhetoric that identifies a configuration of land uses that privileges an implicit – or at times explicit appeal to the interest of the totality of the city.  In London, significantly the growth is expected to focus on the Eastern ‘Thames Gateway’ sector of the capital, 63% of the capacity in London from “very large sites” lies in the Gateway.  And in positing the sort of urbanism that will be the result of such change the plan eschews the programmatic cartographies of Abercrombies plot numbers and prefers instead to suggest that “These sites offer particular scope for ‘urban village’ type development.”

Trends in urbanism that move between the strange and the familiar likewise reproduce the structural characteristics of the dialectical tension between sentiment and rationality.   The importance of the city realisation of the debate between liberals and communitarians in the structure of the cosmopolitan is consequently crucial to any thinking about how we might plan the multicultural urban.

Calls for an urban renaissance that are built into the British Government’s most recent White Paper on the City
 and a plethora of consequent policy initiatives are characteristically unsure about the degree to which the city can be known by its citizens, inhabitants and rulers.  More profoundly there is an ambivalence about the degree to which it is desirable that it should be known.   More particularly a progressive politics of urbanism that appeals to languages of citizenship and la droit de la ville may rest on a spatialised vocabulary that masks its incommensurability with a politics that takes as the city’s fundamental ethical aspiration the creation of forms of engagement where strangers might meet in public.

The stranger has long been an ambivalent figure in narratives of the city.  In 13th century London: 

“It is indicative of the close watch kept on upon all citizens that there were also regulations about private and social arrangements.  Every aspect of life was covered by an elaborate network of law, ordinance and custom.  No ‘stranger’ was allowed to spend more than one day and one night in a citizen’s house, and no one might be harboured within a ward ‘unless he be of good repute’
.

Much city thought can almost be classified by the degree to which the stranger is variously valorised or controlled.  Specifically, there are two very different traditions of thinking about the city that - conflated within most social policy discussions of urban regeneration and renaissance - parallel distinctions between liberal and communitarian strands of argument already outlined.  And whilst they are conflated within some kinds of writing about the city they may be less easily reconciled in their realisations in the multicultural metropolises of everyday life.

Using the development of public spaces as ways of involving all citizens of all incomes and classes, recent work by the Mayor’s Architecture and Urbanism Unit in London speaks to the possibility of the built form providing an active staging of urban civilization.  The refashioning of Trafalgar Square is just the most symbolically  weighted such intervention.  The overall register of speech within the celebration of the public space is in part an acknowledgement of the significance of the stranger for the city.  At times this can sound like the murmuring of a privileged middle class that might be more at home in Periclean Athens than in Birkenhead but it is important to consider the liberal philosophical convictions that underscore the occasionally aestheticised liberal sentiment that such structures of feeling bring into focus.

This register links intellectually to an agenda that draws on the work of Arendt, Bookchin, Habermas, Benhabib, Fraser and Sennett and to a politics that relates to the liberal ethics that privileges notions of citizenship, rights and tolerance.  The most recent government White Paper opens with the quote from Richard Rogers that ‘People make cities but cities make citizens’ 
.  The notion of the city treating alien strangers with dignity has similarly profound philosophical roots.
  It is premised in part on a valorization of the city as fundamentally unknowable, an invocation of urbanism that celebrates both the sensory overload of everyday life and the civic advantages of anonymity.  It correlates directly with both a liberal tradition that demands a categoric set of values at the heart of city citizenship and both a left and right wing notion of how the individual is figured within such a calculus.  Both in the privileging of market relations between individuals and in its collective notions of human rights it speaks to a notion that in the public realm individuals should be treated according to abstract principles based on demonstrable argument rather than populist rendering of the will of the people. 

Such a way of thinking contrasts with a writing about the city that sees each community providing a moral universe within the ecological mosaic of the whole.  In this second register ‘the community’ becomes the source of moral value and the ethical compass of the city needs to be set against the polar north of the known social unit of the neighbourhood.  It links intellectually to an agenda that sees the promotion of the conduct of civil life at its heart.  It has architectural correlates in the strong model of new urbanism that emanates from the Congress for New Urbanism that has assumed an almost ascendant ideological position in small town USA, the practices of D/PZ (Duany/Plater-Zyberk)
 and the legacies of urban villages and Prince’s Charles’ Krier inspired experiments in urban design.  It has ethical correlates that valorize the ‘knowability’ of the neighbourhood and places the sociability of community above the anonymity of the civilized crowd.

In programmes of neighbourhood renewal the plaintive appeal to bring local people into models of urban change simultaneously conjures up longstanding debates about the relative values of participatory and representative democracy.  But more significantly this produces a different sort of politics.  The privileging of an almost anthropological valorization of community values also does not have a necessary correspondence with a politics of the right or the left.  An authoritarian social reform agenda can at times be traced from the early Jane Jacobs through to the more recent communitarianism of Etzioni.  In such metonymic readings of the city of bits, the politics of the metropolis can in part be seen through the logic of the fractal.  Although each city is unique the nature of the whole can be seen in the smallest part. Analytically this is not the way the world is.  Ethically this is not the way we might want cities to be.

But equally an ethnographic relativism can privilege the plural (and incommensurable) moral worlds of difference and the corresponding autonomy of distinctive moral communities within the city.  Such questions might seem arcane until they translate into the juxtaposition of “bog standard” comprehensive education with a valorization of church schools that immediately foregrounds the multiplicity of religious possibilities within the state aided education sector.  Similarly the ready celebration of faith communities within the city may conveniently ignore the fact that the polis is characterised in most enlightenment political philosophy precisely by its absence of theological debate.  But most importantly these communitarianisms of both left and right are simply not reconcilable with the liberalisms (of left and right) outlined above.  

It is at the boundaries between the secular and the religious, the private and the public, the neighbourhood and the metropolis that very different cities begin to emerge in the normative theorizing of contemporary urbanism.  It is possible for Richard Rogers to quote Arendt and for the White Paper to invoke notions of citizenship.  But to do either without seeing how alternative traditions of urbanism would project their preferred models of the city into alternative (and possibly incommensurable) formulations of the built form is to hide within the language of an urban renaissance a political debate about la droit de la ville.

City spaces 2: Multiculture in the contact zone of the postcolonial city

Multiculturalism is both empirically incontestable as well as normatively contingent.  As Stuart Hall has pointed out it is the refusal of the latter of alongside a blindness to the former that makes the contemporary a moment of such danger
.

Well over a quarter of London’s population is already defined s from within ethnic minority groupings.  Moreover, in places the fragility of the homogenising power of majoritarian whiteness falls apart under historical trajectories that contrast Jewish, Irish Catholic, Celtic Presbyterian and low church legacies, the traces of which are part of the objets trouvés of the psychogeographers dérive through the city.  In this context it is important to focus simultaneously on the truly complex disruptions to racial thinking that cartographies of the city might provide alongside a sense of the persistence of singularly pre-modern articulations of intolerance and bigotry that remain.  

In the wake of September 11 most parts of the United Kingdom reported a rise in violently Islamophobic attacks in British cities.  In just one case, over the last two years one of the poorest communities in London have together raised £60, 000 to spend on two railway arches to create the Limehouse Mosque and Bangladeshi Cultural Association.  On 14th January 2002 two fires were started deliberately within the mosque by a group of white men seen to break into the venue.  The ensuing fire gutted the mosque and left little of the refurbishment work undamaged.

In East London a few hundred metres away from the fire a Victorian terrace of houses is now almost exclusively occupied by Lithuanian families.  At the corner of Settle Street and Fordham Street a school named after the national poet of Bengal - Kobi Nazrul - stands opposite an unmarked shop which offers travel and welfare support to the Lithuanian community by day and at night in the summer sells beer and coffee, breaching all licensing laws.  It is tempting to relapse to a Chicago school notion of succession, even though such a narrative obscures contingent processes and normalises change within a frame that represents parts of the city as the natural site of migrant settlement.

In East London in 2001 a survey examining the languages in most translation need for public services other than English in Tower Hamlets demonstrated that when the numbers of Russian, Lithuanian, Albanian and Polish requests were aggregated, the demand for Eastern European language services collectively now exceeds that for Sylheti translation
.  Though not reproduced within a demographic that includes several generations of British born English-fluent citizens of Bangladeshi origin the figures are significant.  Multiculture in the UK becomes increasingly complex; whiteness likewise.  London is increasingly witnessing new migrant flows from the former Soviet bloc that might disrupt the conventional race relations (paradoxically plural) binary framing of BME and ‘white’ communities.

The configuration of race politics in the United Kingdom is changing rapidly.  The categoric certainties of the couplet ‘Black and Asian’ (and its policy correlate ‘BME’) will increasingly be unable to address the complexity of the multicultural realities of tomorrow’s London.  The eugenicists’ nightmare of ‘race mixing’ and the melanin rainbow of the new migrations of London’s 21st century shatter such reassuring typologies.  Straightforwardly, the debates about asylum seeking and refugee settlement barely conceal a pent up demand for labour in the United Kingdom that is promoting new waves of migration as the London Plan tacitly concedes.   A recent Audit Commission report suggests that the numbers of people claiming asylum in the United Kingdom rose from “25, 000 applications in 1990 to over 70, 000 in both 1999 and 2000”.
  The report identifies the fiscal advantages of moving from bed and breakfast accomodation into the provision of longer term ‘private sector accomodation’.  Translated into the landscapes of London, the supply of these new forms of rental accomodation are often on the sink estates of the capital.  Within the cost cutting logic of the system there is commensurate pressure to concentrate asylum seekers in such sites.  As the dry terms of the same Audit Commission report suggests in some cases “asylum seeking families have been able to stay with family or friends who have already settled into existing communities.  This is the cheapest option as, in such cases, authorities have only provided subsistence, significantly reducing the overall cost of support.”

Putting to one side the jesuitical debate on the distinction between economic migrants and authentic asylum seekers the administrative minutiae falsify two shibboleths that are pervasive in the common sense of the multicultural city.

The first is the notion of natural succession that invokes diagnostically liminal spaces of a city subjected to waves of cultural change that are mediated by the fabrication and reconstruction of the ghetto.  Buried in the prosaic contemporary transformations of social housing and the emergence of a new boom in the private rental sector in the contemporary UK lies a mechanistic set of processes whereby the new migrations are being translated into housing classes that would make John Rex or Ray Pahl feel almost nostalgic.  The new Rachmans appear through Margaret Thatcher’s legacy of right to buy legislation that makes it entirely logical to buy up state provided social housing in the name of empowering local residents, creating a residualised housing rental market characterised by long term disinvestment and high rental values.  Historically, the lodging houses and doss houses of Catholic Wapping in the mid 19th Century or the Jewish East End described in detail by Bill Fishman
 in part gave way to the ghetto of Michael Banton’s coloured quarter, focusing on the red light district of Cable Street.  Iconically this in turn was displaced by the perversely Weberian, bureaucratically rational segregations of state housing provision in the post war era of social engineering.  The ghetto is erased and reconstructed , but it is invariably a creation of specific moments of economic change and is mediated through particular regimes of regulation and control.  Racialised cartographies of residence are always realised through the translation of governmental definitions of settlement.  The banal minutiae of forms of rent control, allocations of tenure, the role of social landlords (registered social landlords, local authorities, housing associations), and the uncertain future of council housing structure the seemingly natural patterning of ethnic diversity if the city.

Secondly the creation of ‘community’, a reflexively ethnic presence, is not now and has never been separated from the regimes of governmenality that not only circumscribe but also in part constitute both the new and the old formations of diasporic settlement.  The structures of the state and the imperatives of government may appear to occupy the role of the constitutive outside that lends an imaginary horizon to the mobilisation of Kurdish marchers in the Strand, Somali communities demanding welfare rights in Whitechapel or Black communities demanding justice in the face of the institutional racism of the criminal justice system.  But if in Foucauldian terms the boundary of state and civil society is invariably a transactional one then the struggle for community is in part precisely a struggle about the nature of these transactions.  From the decrees of 883 through which King Alfred foreshadowed apartheid when he allowed continuing Danish presence in London but confined it to the east of the River Lea through to the explicitly geographical practices of sus laws in the 1970s, the governmental cartography of London has always been a racialised artefact.

When the two shibboleths that render the city visible as a natural plane of migrant settlement are dismissed then two alternative organising principles can be seen to lie at the heart of the multicultural city.  The first principle is that political economy provides a material causality from which the cosmopolitan is fashioned.  It is political in that is inescapably located within particular regulatory regimes and economic in that is invariably associated with processes of commodification that structure the contact zones of the urban
.  The second organising principle is that in tracing the markers of race and ethnicity across the spaces of the city, the mapping of cultural difference brings with it the realisation of an iterative and at times mimetic relationship between place and the politics of identity.

First principle: Commodification in the contact zone

Much has been done to rescue the hidden histories of community struggles against racism and discrimination of diasporic communties settling in London and other major metropolises.
  But these progressive stories of community building and resistance sit alongside less valorised tales that have a powerfully disruptive force that is no less significant in making sense of the simultaneous terms of trade of culture and commodity.  It is in the hidden histories of the processes of racialisation of London that the counterintutive suddenly becomes visible, disrupting the reassuring narratives of just in time production processes and cultural reproduction.  In the East End and elsewhere a cast list of alternative historical characters await discovery.  Asil Nadir was the chair of Polly Peck International and nemesis of both Michael Mates MP and Deputy Assistant Commissioner Wyn Jones.  Nadir, who made his fortune in the rag trade was a high profile casualty of the 1980s downturn and whose former headquarters is now occupied by the East London and City Health Authority.  He sustained economic links and massive chains of formal and informal employment that tied Turkish Cyprus to Sylheti leathertraders in the East End and major retail chains in the West End throughout the early 1980s.  Musar Patel, whose life was plagiarisd by Farukh Dhondy in the BBC drama King of the Ghetto, and whose Pakistani origins were at times challenged in Brick Lane’s authenticity auction, was an early promoter of more upmarket Indian cuisine (at the Clifton Restauran) and who was famous for borrowing electricity from the streetlighting circuits.  Roy Sandhu, whose boom and bust affluence generated both national press headlines and large business growth that began in the UK but became a major corporate influence on the Indian subcontinent.  Roy – of the eponymous Roy’s Corner in Aldgate - was famous in the 1980s both for employing significant local white politicians and his proposal to build a tower almost as tall as César Pelli’s 1 Canada Square on the corner of Aldgate roundabout that his employees were expected to deliver.  These are just three of numerous individuals pioneering survival in the niche economies of the metropolis that provide an alternative – and often far less attractive - form of cultural exchange that structures the emergence of migrant communities and networks of association at any point in the history of the city.

These economic ‘contact zones’ may be less glamorous than fashion, less cutting edge than contemporary artistic expression.  But they became part of the cultural fabric that defines the constitutive heterogeneity of London and reveal the creation of networks and engagements that were invariably commodified and never free of the entangling but ever shifting boundary between state and civil society.  In this sense the political economy of migrant flows is always culturally mediated through networks of labour demand, job recruitment and marketing of the commodified differences implicit as much in old sources of employment in the rag trade and the railways as much as in the new cultural industries that market difference itself.

But it is also the categoric instability of the boundaries of ethnicity and the subjects of racialisation that render the spaces of the city singularly significant in the articulation of both identity mimesis and political mobilisation.  The city does not merely mediate such relations, it becomes simultaneously both polis and arena of communication.

Second principle.  Iconographies of certainty and cartographies of danger: mimetic urbanism

In the Arcades Project Benjamin famously decried history for the ability of chronology to explain through “flashing its Scotland Yard credentials”.  Several decades after the peak of post war Fordist labour migration it is similarly tempting to narrate London’s cartography through common sense mappings of the place names of multicultural Britain.  Iconographies of contemporary London invoke their own racialised explanatory power; the very names of Brixton, Southall, Tottenham, Green Lanes, Eltham all resonate; freighted with cultural referents and self confirming expectations.

These iconographies both generate their own natural repertoires of behaviour - the mimesis of the mirror dance - but also stand to be subverted in the performances of the everyday
.  Promoted as ‘boutique multiculture’ the residents of such places may opt both to turn cultural difference into scopohilic product or simultaneously undermine the certainties of their placing within London’s geography.  In this sense the role of Deptford networks within the diasporic resistance to the Abacha regime in Nigeria or the presence of a transvestite Bengali dance troupe based just off Brick Lane may equate to the more dangerous mappings of the multicultural that Benjamin would approve of.  Echoes of history and the contingency of the present undermine the ambivalence of cartographic certainty.  

In this context choosing between the celebration of the moment of hybridity or the cautionary rejection of a meeting of two purities becomes less germane than a recognition of how expressive cultures of both dominance and subordination are disrupted through what Paul Gilroy has described as the heterocultural vernacular of London life

The contact zones of the city are thus a constitutive feature of the simultaneous and iterative reshaping of place and identity.  They become Goffmanesque stages of contestation, subversion and disruption .  In this way it may be that in hindsight we will see the Parekh report’s
 noble attempt to reconstruct the nation in particular kind of multicultural way as in some senses the high point of a particular kind of thinking that will soon become increasingly anachronistic.  Both because of the sentimental implausibility of allegiance to the imagined nation and the empirical linking of transnational networks through the cities of the globe that become the commanding points of global flows, the metropolis is potentially displacing the nation state as both polis and site of dialogue.  But even as this displacement occurs the city itself is likewise contested, subverted and disrupted by the performance of the multicultural.  

Contested

On the ley lines of London, in the park where the regicide of Charles 1, Richard Brandon is buried, many struggles define the nature of community life.  Racists resist the renaming of the park in commemoration of the murdered garment worker Altab Ali in 1978, to this day painting out the sign with an extraordinary regularity.  In the beginning of Bangladeshi nationalism was the word, the struggle for langauge recognition in the face of West Pakistani enforcement of Urdu.  The site in East London is now appropriated through the presence – since 1999 – of a Martyr’s Memorial that cherishes the triumph of Sheikh Mujib’s strand of secular left wing nationalism over the Islamic state of Pakistan.  It is simultaneously the site where visiting imams hold seminars and the controversial Maulana Delwar Hossain Sayeedi – a former Jamaat MP in Bangladesh - has held public meetings that have been picketed by the secular leaning Nirmul Committee.  As other work explored in greater detail
 it is in short a stage where meaning is contested, dialogues of a sort between Bengali nationalism and plural forms of transnational Islam play out in the signs of graffiti, political demonstration, vernacular rumour and hidden histories.  Without a reading of these signs of the street it is impossible to come to terms with very particular realisations of the juxtaposition of rationality and sentiment that render the postcolonial so contingent.

Subverted and Disrupted

It is in the spatialisation of everyday practices that the continually contentious categories of identification are played out in the juxtaposition of new racisms and hybrid novelties described in exemplary fashion in the work of Les Back
.  Likewise in the traces of everyday life different ethnographic projects recently completed at the Centre for Urban and Community Research in London uncover accidental archaeologies of community history that render comprehensible the particularly local moments in which identity is defined
.

In one South London interview a youth worker, born and brought up on what became the Milton Court Estate - identified in the Metropolitan Police’s iconography of Black London in the 1980s as the estate most likely to witness a repetititon of the events on Broadwater Farm in 1985 – describes the archaeology of boundaries between the racialised public and the contingent interiors of sociality
.  He describes both the exclusion of Black communities from the policed public sphere and the development of cultures of the church based network of voluntary sector youth clubs:

"What I'm trying to say is that you had this, at the time it seems, it seems obvious but also ironic, that you had all these youth clubs that were heavily used by young black men whereas the guys you'd see on the street were white guys and you can only - it seems to me in retrospect - you can only put that down to the fact that at that point in this borough was that to be young and black and on the street was dangerous.  The evidence of that is the fact that the anti SUS campaign started in Deptford and that the first conspiracy trials were in Deptford”

The notion of Blackness negotiated through the musical vernaculars of the interior and white masculinities resting their last claims to legitimacy in the streets of Deptford and New Cross in the 1980s hardly accords with the common sense rhetorics of that time, exemplified in Lord Scarman’s notorious caricature of the British ‘West Indian’ community as a people of the street
.  Likewise the hidden story of the fight against the SUS laws reveals links between Black Communist Party activists exiled from South African apartheid after Sharpville and local black activists on the estates
.

In a corollary fashion in the scramble for regeneration funds racialised social policy initiatives directed towards the creation of ethnic enterprise, the participation of single parents in the workforce and the promotion of community safety create the subject positions to be inhabited by those aspiring to state funding explored in chapter 6
.  The voluntary group that works within caricatures of black motherhood to extract state support potentially either disrupts from inside or merely reasserts the primacy of the subjectifications of race thinking but this is more readily less significant than the struggle for welfare provision in any name.  

Nomadic practice and travelling theory in the politics of the magic carpet: 

So what kind of new city citizens can emerge in the cosmopolitan spaces between the strange and the familiar?  To answer such a question it is perhaps best to return to the naming of racialised political subjects in the city.

The Laboratory of Urban Interventions:

The architectural practice Stalker - drawing their name from Tarkovsky’s film that focused on the discovery and exploration of magical zones of the city - have attempted to question what sorts of spatial practice might open up the border territories between the strange and the familiar.
  Architectural critic Gil Doron has written extensively about the work of Stalker in his fascination with the potential of an architecture of transgression to learn from and draw on the practices of these transitional zones of the city.  

Winners of the Prix Ialia and exhibitors at the Venice Biennale in 2000 they toured cities of the Mediterranean with the exhibited Magic Carpet Project.  The project identifies the iconic significance of the Palatine Chapel in Salermo, “originally built by Iranian craftsman in the style of an Islamic mosque
”.  The creation of this installation piece drew together people of different origins in the construction of a combination of a sound sculpture and a mimetic object that recreated the devotional artefact as a magic carpet.  According to the architects themselves the intention was to disrupt the conventional categories of the political subject, recovering the historical links between Islam and Christianity but also reinserting new forms of political imaginary into the borderline architectural landscape of the city
.  Stalker produced the Tappeto Volante that they describe as;

“A re-elaboration, in rope and copper, of the wood ceiling of the Palatine Chapel in Palermo.  It is accompanies by a sound travel towards the Iranic origin of the ceiling.  The work is being done by a multicultural laboratory in Ararat.”

Stalker have tried to concentrate on the manner in which the contradictions of capitalism are translated into the surprising geographies of the contemporary city.  These are the parts of the city that are suddenly made visible by the restless gaze of capitalist growth.  Concealed, vernacular sites of rumour and alternative worlds they become the acquisitive moment as well at the point of economic transformation.  Stalker’s work has consequently highlighted the architectural correlates of such transformation through notions of the nomadic university at Campo Boario, the shadowlands of the refugee and the situationist reappropriation of city spaces.  Through such a frame of reference what Gil Doron describes as spaces of suspension emerge in the privileged cultural contact zones of the city. 

The elsewhere of postcolonial London

Drawing on Hannah Arendt’s 1943 essay ‘we refugees’ Giorgio Agamben has recently made a case for the centrality of the political subject position of the refugee
.  In his collection of essays ‘Means without ends’ he attempts a reconstruction based on a series of exercises that following the ‘ontological crisis’ of political theory attempt to invent new categories of political debate and discussion:

“given the now unstoppable decline of the nation state and the general corrosion of traditional political-juridical categories, the refugee is perhaps the only thinkable figure for the people of our time and the only category in which one may see today – at least until the process of dissolution of the nation state and of its sovereignty has achieved full completion – the forms and limits of a coming political community.”

Refiguring the native in the juridical order of the nation state Agamben draws on Arendt’s link between the Rights of Man (and their decline) and the fate of the nation state in “A call to “build our political philosophy a new starting from the one and only figure of the refugee.”
 .

In a similar way it is the constant moving iteration between the strange and the domestic that disrupts our own narratives of the city.  Consciously deployed this can be of particular significance in the translation of the incommensurability of the multicultural into the specifics of city life.  Agamben effectively critiques the roots of the nation state in the fiction of nativity:

“The fiction that is implicit here is that birth (nascita) comes into being immediately as nation so that there may not be any difference between the two moments.  Rights, in other words, are attributed to the human being only to the degree to which he or she is the immediately vanishing presupposition (and in fact the presupposition must never come to light as such) of the citizen”
 

In contrast the city shares a similar fiction that connects directly with the genealogies of citizenship.  The London folkmoot of 1216 that commodified the crown and that “gave 1, 000 marks to the French prince Louis in order that they might be consecrated as king in place of John”
 took place at the same time as the city displayed its intense suspicion of the strange in its discipline of domestic life, allowing only folk of good repute to stay for a night in the citizen’s house.  The regulation of the social life of the urban was embedded in the codes and practices that were the orchestrating rules of everyday life at the same time as a foreign prince was being manoeuvred in to displace King John by the merchants of London’s square mile.  In the city the strange and the familiar sit in an endlessly iterative relationship one with the other.  both the category of political citizen and the category of known neighbour are contingently constructed  historically.  

This sort of disruption of categories of the political subject resonates through an articulation of cultural rights in the arena of settlement.  In the UK minority communities have based political campaigns for homes and articulated demands for recognition of housing rights through the establishment of BME Housing Associations, some times originating in squatting movements of the 1960s and 70s, at other times products of a particular kind of 1980s identity politics
.   As city multiculturalism becomes much more complex and such organisations evolve the nature of rights and the focus of campaigns nuances likewise.  In one example an attempt by the The Monitoring Group in Southall to intervene in policy debates and social housing provision about racial harassment in the United Kingdom draws directly on the experiences of the women’s refuge movement and the notions of both recognition and equality to reconfigure the visible city.

Campaigns for social housing neither necessarily reject nor necessarily accept a unversalising philosophical narrative nor the roots of ethnic specificity.  Yet a fragmentary polis that recognises the legitimacy of identity politics potentially reifies categorically through institutions that may specify eligibility groups; gender, race, religion, sexuality, disability, (former) criminality may all become the plausible legitimate subjects through which universal provision is culturally inflected.  In this sense the diversity of Black and Minority Ethnic Housing Associations bears witness to both the struggles of specific communities and also the acceptable manner through which race is rendered visible in contemporary Britain.

But it is through praxis that new spaces open up these categorisations. TMG and Asra Housing Association, along with a complex of partners, - and working with architects Penoyre and Prasad -  have attempted to create a National Centre for Victims of Racial Harassment at the heart of Southall in West London.  In the words of Sunand Prasad, the principal architect of the work, the category of victimhood at the heart of debates around racial harassment, made concrete through the architectural realisation of the centre would self consciously disrupt itself.  The building is intended to intervene in the public realm but also reshape the territory of the public sphere itself.  For Prasad the centre becomes simultaneously public and private, a forceful presence that makes a statement about the nature of racial violence but also provides a refuge that guarantees safety and privacy.  The design drew on transcultural architectural traditions, the raised gardens drawing on the Indian vernacular but also providing a meditatative space and an aerial city panorama that goes against the grain, empowers through the masculinist politics of the view.  

But if the rendering of the city visible to the residents of the refuge attempts to reconfigure the position of the victim, the rendering of the refuge visible to the city as a public statement was consciously intended to disrupt conventional debates about racial harassment.  For Prasad the proximity of Heathrow, the public profile of the Centre and the ethos of the design all point to linkages between conventional understandings of racial harassment and the treatment of victims of genocide and racial hatred that become refugees in the UK.  In making connections between conventionally separated categories of eligibility the political subject positions of race in the multicultural city are likewise disturbed.

The boundaries of inclusion and exclusion of eligibility potentially point towards broadening definitions of racialised subjectivity.  This syncretism of architectural styles, transgressing of the public and private spheres, and disruption of conventional narratives of race was for Sunand inspired through thinking about the terms through which the Asian presence becomes visible in the cities of Britain.  In a conscious moment of inverting the power relations of such scopic regimes Sunand Prasad – unaware of the work of Stalker (which actually preceded chronologically Penoyre and Prasad’s designs) - lit upon the metaphor of the magic carpet as the organising principle for the Southall project.  The refuge is captured in a diagram of a magic carpet that sits above contemporary Southall, looking down from on high, gazed at from the street yet integrated into the urban fabric.

Theoretical Conclusion: 

Beyond postcolonial melancholia and the cosmopolitan romance 

In today’s postcolonial London selective migrant affluence sits alongside racialised immiseration.  The promise of the cosmopolitan is in no way irreconcilable with the perennial reinvention of racist intolerance.  In moving beyond the binaries of domination and resistance, autonomy and subjection, state and civil society there is a sense that in realising the banality of government and the potential of the plan we might adopt a more ambivalent positioning towards the contemporary city.  In this sense a critical urbanism needs to recognise simultaneously both the aspiration of the cosmopolitan alongside the potential for the city to reproduce intense patterns of immiseration in the carceral spaces of the city that are most readily understood as a metropolitan version of Achille Mbembe’s postcolony
.  

The allure of generalisation, the coded trajectory of model minorities and the subtextual assimilatory dreams such models imply is refuted by the brutal everyday realities of today’s London.  But equally the city stages moments of communication, of uncertainty though which forces of ethnicised and racialised closure are challenged.

In this way the city itself disrupts reassuring narratives of triumph or despare, the  spaces of contemporary London subvert either trite generalisation or Adorno’s synthetic speculative theory . The fabric of London provides instead a much more ambivalent dialectical imagery for us to behold.

This is explicitly not a privileging of the creative or Deleuzian cramped spaces of the vernacular city over the routinised territories of governance and subjectification.  Belatedly, the Arcades Project – many decades on – points to both the possibility and the danger of reflecting theoretically whilst simultaneously engaging with the empirically fluid quicksand of the configuration of the city.  Indeed Walter Benjamin’s work is so essential precisely because of its restless movement between perspectives as well as its attention to the production of perspective itself.  In refusing to allow theoretical categories to settle Benjamin’s constellatory epistemology spatialises movement between the strange and the familiar in configurations of power and people in the city.  It is because the city is invariably a product of many representations that the politics of juxtaposition and shock becomes so powerful, of viewing from up close and from a distance, a perspectival simultaneity that lends force to Benjamin’s claim that he “has nothing to say only to show”.  In such a spirit the postcolonial provides an important lens through which London might be seen differently.

But more significantly it is precisely because the staging of city spaces becomes constitutive of the postcolonial moment that it demands both a critical intellectual engagement with the everyday realities of the multicultural city through an interpretative sociology and also a refusal of Adorno’s speculative theory.  The consequent perspectival dance between the view from up close (the ethnographically ‘real’) and the privileged heights of the ivory tower, the Bonaventure Hotel or a hill in Paris favour a continual disruption of the very categories of race and space through which the multicultural city is mapped.  The baroque perspectives of such optics imply a self consciousness of the processes of fabrication that underscore such categorisations.

This is important analytically because the city increasingly mediates circuits of political engagement and cultural reproduction at a post-national scale of analysis.  It is important politically because the city becomes the disruptive force in the reproduction of cultural and political forms, the mediating field through which newness comes into the world. 

Social Policy Conclusion: Urban policy and the multicultural city

How does the interest in the irreconcilable abstractions of cultural theory translate into an agenda that addresses the realities and practises of the contemporary multicultural city?  In this conclusion I just want to set up a few problematics that might inform urban policy discussion on a more transnationally comparative basis.  They relate to the limits of debates within contemporary urbanism, a descriptive framing of the discursive sites of the city within notions of deliberative democracy and a few thoughts about the institutions of the cities of the future.

As a matter of shorthand all three of these concerns arise biographically from the position of a political activist struggling with the complexities of the actually existing cosmopolis.  They are informed by a sense of a need for what Michel Foucault described as a new ‘logique de gauche’ which he himself described as positioned ‘debout et en face’.  The argument of the paper contains within it a sense that we need to consider the generation of political subjects and claims by taking seriously the ethical problem of multiculture for the globalised city.  They are informed by as valorisation of the social movements and campaigns that emerge in civil society but are invariably set within a context of specific regimes of state power.  Such a context demands both an analysis and a political programme that sees the interaction between state and civil society as fundamentally transactional and consequently promotes the value of associational political action within the context of regimes of governmental power
.

1. Two principles in the recognition of the limits of urbanism

a. Acknowledging historicity and spatiality

The iterations of place and the politics of identity constitute active agencies in the processes of memory and forgetting.  We can – after Primo Levi – recognise that the relationship between memory and forgiveness is a complex one and – after the historian Alessandro Portelli – remember that memory is always an active process.  However, it is important to consider that the configuration of the city bears the imprint of the regimes of power that define the very different histories of multiculture across the globe.  We cannot with Alain Touraine merely suggest that the central question of the 21st century is ‘comment nous vivre ensemble’ or merely move beyond raciology (as Paul Gilroy has powerfully argued) without recognising this historical structuring of places and people in the city.

b. Acknowledging agonism

The tensions between the incommensurabilities described in the paper are not straightforwardly resolved in the mananegment of the well governed city.  They form part of what Chantal Mouffe has described as the agonism of the democratic process, an agonism that creates a tension between different forms of political resolution.

These acknowledgements suggest a politics that is not of the third way but is in part about a recognition that the manner in which such tensions are played out within the multicultural metropolis is site specific.  This can be described as ‘radical contextualisation’ but is more straightforwardly understood in social policy terms through the location of deliberative democracy within the discursive sites of claims making in the city.

2. The discursive sites of the city

The tension between recognition of difference and the anonymity of the universal suffrage points to a debate around the sorts of places and the sorts of debate that make visible the complex challenges of multiculturalism.  When we think about the life cycle of the individual from the cultural norms of giving birth inside or outside an institution through the processes of social reproduction in the educational system to the regulation of the working life and the division of labour, the promotion of equality of opportunity and outcome, to practise in private what may be disallowed in public, to expressions of religious faith and civil disobedience, through the regulation and policing of civil society to the right to die in peace multiculture reconfigures  the city.  In formulating policy practice and promoting civil debate we need to make clear that an understanding of such challenges must progress beyond the sort of decontextualised models of multicultural citizenship witnessed in certain strands of contemporary political theory.  It needs to do so because of the need to both recognise and frame the field of identity politics and to define interest in the refashioning of the city.

a. Identity politics beyond strategic essentialism

Identity politics has been seen to challenge both the universalism of the individual political subject and the everyday realities of city politics.  The arguments in this paper point neither to the managerialist celebrations of  diversity talk nor to the sort of strategic essentialisms that defend the blanket rights of minoritarian voices in the city.  They point instead to a notion of situated claims making in the metropolis.

b. Defining interests

The interests of property capital, the interests of growth coalitions, the interests of social reproduction and the state are well charted within the literatures of city writing.  The politics of the city necessarily work with such interest but frequently subsumes them.  A politics of the cosmopolitan demands a rendering explicit of such interest.

3. City Institutions

Avoiding the romanticisation of civil society and recognising the banal everyday inevitability of structures of government points to a debate about both the powers of the institutions of city politics and the manner in which such powers define their clientele as collective subjects.  This points to a series of academic engagements and political projects that interrogate:

a. Politics after governmentality

b. Framing the language of partnership structures of city change

c. Between participatory and representative democracy

d. Daring to plan the multicultural city

The post war years of the Keynesian welfare state briefly legitimised the grand projects of social engineering.  Both the anti establishment radicalism of 1960s social movements and the monetarist orthodoxy of the last three decades shattered the legitimacy of such a project.  In its urban realisation the iconography of the social engineers is appropriated by left and right alike to discredit this project.  The tower blocks are demolished, the projects rot and the new towns become monuments of hubris.  Yet the liberal roll back of state controlled engineering cannot be sustained.  The metropolis continues to grow in each of the continents of the 21st century globe and the passive option begins to become equally discredited as infrastructure crumbles and the city grinds to a halt.  In such a situation the challenge to the globalised multicultural cities of the 21st century is an old one.  Do we dare to plan the city?  Novelty lies in the challenge to harness the mechanisms of state power, regimes of governmentality and global capital to engineer the city’s future?  This is more than a rhetorical question about in whose image the city will be (re)made.  Can we plan the cosmopolitan?
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