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It would be worse than unwise - and Simon Hughes of the Liberal Democrats has been worse than unwise - to offer instant explanations of the riots in Oldham. It was shameful of him and others to lay blame on William Hague. None the less, anyone who saw policemen in flames on television, or who watched interviews with angry young Asian and white men, cannot help wondering about race relations in this country.

Most would probably agree that race relations here are, mostly speaking, relatively good and getting better. Britain has the highest rate of interracial relationships in the world, according the Institute for Social and Economic Research; this must be one of the best signs of real integration. At a BBC World Service broadcast I took part in, a largely black audience agreed London was without a doubt the best city in the world to live in for a person from an ethnic minority. 

It is premature to say we are a multiracial society. That is true only in certain cities and so far only about 6% of the population belongs to an ethnic minority. But we are becoming multiracial, and may well do so very successfully. However, such a major transition, in only a few decades, cannot but be difficult. I strongly believe that one of the greatest obstacles in the way of good race relations here is multiculturalism. 

Multiculturalism actually promotes racism. It engenders confusion, resentment and bullying; it encourages division and prevents people developing a shared British identity. This idea should have been dumped long since. I notice that some of the earlier British proponents of multiculturalism, like Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, have turned away from it, describing themselves as post-multiculturalists, and looking for the "ties that bind". Not a moment too soon. But unfortunately this subversive notion is now entrenched in the public mind. 

Multiculturalism is the idea that all cultures are of equal value, and deserve equal respect - an understandable response to the confusions of mass mobility. Unfortunately it has become overloaded with anxieties about race; in fact to say you are against multiculturalism is pretty much to confess to racism. 

This is absurd. Race has nothing to do with it; the time when race and culture were coextensive is long since past. It's history. If I truly value the beliefs of my culture, I cannot equally value the beliefs of another when they are opposed to mine. And in any case, what we must have to live together in harmony is a tolerant, over-arching common culture. We already have one, in what one might call our host culture, but the very idea of a host culture is denounced by multiculturalists as supremacist and racist; people have begun to feel confused by the fear of being thought racist into being ashamed of their own culture. 

Multiculturalism is always celebrating difference. Of course it is right that everyone should be free to remember their traditions and practise their faith, within the limits of the laws and traditions of this country. Of course all these differences can enrich the common culture; to pontificate, like Robin Cook, about chicken tikka masala is to trivialise and to patronise all these contributions. But what we've seen too often is a vociferous insistence on ethnic differences, which constantly remind people of their otherness. 

Worse still, this celebration of ethnic diversity has tended, pointedly, to exclude only one ethnic tradition - Englishness (or sometimes, more loosely, Britishness). There have been minor signs of this here and there - the abolition of Christmas festivities in schools, the substitution of a municipal "Winterval" somewhere in the Midlands, the non-appearance of the word English in an academic book I have which purports to celebrate Britain's various cultures. English ungood. 

Most astonishing was the Parekh report's condemnation of the word British. This was truly inflammatory. At least the government hastily dissociated itself, waking up rather late to the real dangers of this animosity. 

That report actually stated "immigrants owe loyalty to the British state, but not to its values, customs and way of life". What could be more destructive of any aspirations to a mixed community? What could be more destructive of the ideal of a multiracial Britain? What can be the point of coming here as an immigrant, if one feels no respect for our way of life? How could anyone truly welcome an immigrant with such a view? How can any minorities already loyal to the British way of life fail to be deeply offended or confused? 

The American ideal of the melting pot may have gone too far in the direction of cultural homogenisation. The problem with multiculturalism is the opposite - it is a recipe for permanent division. 
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