REDBRIDGE SACRE LECTURE 2010 

Community cohesion: some questions for RE teachers

It is now more than 10 years since I last gave the Redbridge SACRE lecture and I am delighted to return.  Last time, my talk was on Religion and Education – a Buddhist Perspective; this year’s is on RE and community cohesion. It doesn’t take much imagination to link the two: the sangha - the community - in Buddhism is one of its three jewels and being part of a Buddhist community is very important for most practitioners.  

So, to begin with a Buddhist community scene:
A couple of years ago I spent a week on retreat at Harnham Buddhist monastery, high on a hill in Northumberland where this ancient Indian religion, shaped through its long history in Thailand, is now flourishing. At the end of the retreat – spent in Noble Silence but in which we still formed  a community – I walked into the kitchen and found a German monk, three Italians, one Australian now living in Scotland and one British man, all speaking in Italian.  Just what sort of community is that? What unites it? What makes it a cohesive community with such a range of language and cultures and nationalities?  

There is a tendency to look at communities, like a Buddhist sangha, and believe that it epitomises all that is good about cohesion – assent by silence, only when assent is reached – but, of course, like all communities, there are tensions and divisions, including a rift in recent months over the ordination of women.  This is the nature of communities: imperfect and subject to change.  That’s what the Buddha said and that’s what we all know about all the communities to which we belong and it is important to remember this as we examine the topic of community cohesion, what it means and how, and if,  it can be realised.
‘Community cohesion’

Community cohesion has been one of the buzz phases of the 21st century and yet we still aren’t very clear on what we mean by ‘community’ or ‘cohesion’ or ‘community cohesion’. There are several definitions, or descriptors, to help us along: the first widely accepted came from the LGA in 2002, revised by the Commission on Integration and Cohesion in 2007 who sought to simplify it.  For educationists, Ofsted added in their four-fold understanding to enable inspection of schools’ duty to promote community cohesion but, for me, it remains a rather slippery concept.
The origins of the term go back, at least in public discourse, to the disturbances in Northern towns in 2001, though there is some use of the term prior to that. What I find interesting is looking back now at the events that took place then and why they occurred: in Bradford, for example, there was a banned National Front march, an Anti-Nazi League demonstration, a stabbing and then chaos. The immediate cause of what came to be termed  ‘riots’ was an extreme reaction to extremism,  and ugly scenes of disorder were beamed into  homes across the country, and farther afield, raising  huge political and social concern, the impact of which we are still experiencing.
The riots in Bradford began on 7 July. Coincidentally that week, the Ouseley report, Community Pride not Prejudice was published. The timing, I believe, has been crucial in determining our understanding of cohesion, segregation and extremism. I also believe the coincidence was unfortunate.
The Ouseley report has been described as: 

... oddly uncontroversial... [it] focuses on ethnicity as the 

principle (sic) marker of community, largely neglecting social class, income 

and even neighbourhood (Alam, 2006, 18).

In a linked publication, Alam and Husband point out that the Ouseley report was based on ‘consultation rather than systemic research’ (Alam and Husband, 2006, 3). In other words, it is anecdotal and impressionistic.  What is also noteworthy is that if you look at the terms of reference given by Bradford Vision, the local strategic partnership that commissioned the report, they are based on a premise that is highly contestable: that relationships are ‘deteriorating’ and that ‘communities are fragmenting along racial, cultural and faith lines’ (2001,6). On what evidence are those assertions based? The Foreword to the report lists seven sets of ‘fears’ that, supposedly, dominate life in Bradford to which I can only reply that I was living there at the time and never felt fearful at all. ‘Parallel lives’ became the new buzz word, separating out the lives of ‘Muslims’ and ‘white people’ living in the same city.
As you know, what happened then was the publication of two reports, by Ted Cantle and by John Denham, who had investigated the riots. One of the many interesting points about their 2001 reports is that race equality does not appear to be on their agenda – despite the Race Relations Amendment Act   and the Parekh report the previous year and the Macpherson report in 1999. These are important matters if we are to understand where we now are in relation to community cohesion, because teachers, like others, cannot separate themselves from public discourse and these reports have been highly significant in shaping that discourse, and media coverage.
Is community cohesion a flawed concept?
What I am suggesting is that community cohesion isn’t actually the answer to the riots that occurred in Bradford and elsewhere and that it was the timing rather than the events themselves that determined the response. So the question arises: ‘Is community cohesion a flawed concept?’ And, in many respects, the answer is yes. There are four reasons for this:

1. 
Community cohesion has focused on social bridging rather than social bonding  (Putnam, 2000) and so it focuses on the perceived separation  that exists rather than the strengths that lie within communities 

2. It is easy for race inequality to be ignored and there is considerable evidence of an increase in racially motivated attacks, including a disturbing report from the University of Exeter’s European Muslim Research Centre (2010)
3. It is easy for social inequality to be ignored.  Early descriptors of community cohesion include the eradication of wealth disparities; this is then changed to equality of opportunity. They are different (Flint and Robinson, 2008, 4)
4. It is too easily conflated with preventing violent extremism and this has damaged the very community relations it set out to improve.  
 Nonetheless, community cohesion may be flawed but it isn’t wrong. And, again, there are four key factors:
1. It has helped us to move on from assimilationism (I think....)

2. Human rights have a higher profile: people have freedom of religion and belief and that it more clearly understood now

3. It celebrates difference as well as identifying commonalities
4. It recognises, albeit imperfectly, that not only individuals but the communities from which they come need to be valued. 
Community cohesion and extremism

It is widely recognised that the terrorist events of September 2001 made a huge impact, as they were designed to do. Again, timing was a crucial factor in the then on-going debate in Britain about community relations. Not only had we had extreme behaviour manifesting itself on the streets of England, now we had an ‘enemy’ capable of the most frightening of actions. The common denominator was all too quickly identified: Muslims. ‘Muslim’ was now understood to be, as Modood said, a ‘key political minority identity’ (2006, 42). Muslims were seen as a problematic and deficit community, ‘Islamophobia’ had already been coined as a term to describe that particular form of racism and it built on a long tradition of Orientalism, in which the ‘East’ was seen as ‘Other’ and dangerous (Said, 1981, 1997). Muslims were now ‘demonised’ (Samad, 2007, 17) and there are many - individuals and organisations - all too willing to propagate that view. One study, Images of Islam in the UK, conducted by researchers from the Cardiff School of Journalism, Media and Cultural Studies, found that two thirds of newspaper articles published about Muslims between 2000- 2008 is negative and stereotypical, showing Muslims as a ‘problem’. 
There has developed what has been termed ‘a litany’ 

Multiculturalism leads to...


Segregation (especially self-segregation) which leads to...


Fundamentalism which leads to...


Extremism which leads to...


Terrorism (Finney and Simpson, 2009). 

Nonsense! There is no evidence to substantiate this view (Finney and Simpson, 2009, 164) and even the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister said in 2006 that segregation is not increasing. Clearly, there are areas where the concentration of ethnic minorities is quite high but this is not the same as segregation. That should be  judged not only  on residence  - because there are many situations in work and in leisure when there are opportunities for integration and cohesion - and in any case all the time there is movement in and out of specific locations: as many Pakistanis are moving out of wards in Bradford, for example, other groups are moving in. It was ever thus, as the history of migration and demographic change shows only too clearly. 

The way in which this ‘litany’ has come to dominate public discourse and the presentation of these issues in the media is of huge concern. There is a need for a critique of this discourse that goes outside university departments and think tanks and permeates all sections of society. This includes teachers, especially teachers of RE, because it is in our lessons that these issues are most likely to be present in pupils’ minds, even if they do not arise as questions.  How do we develop a critique of and a challenge to public discourse? 

One example of where this needs to happen urgently is in the use of some of the terms in the litany above: ‘fundamentalism’, ‘radicalism’, ‘extremism’ and ‘terrorism’ are used interchangeably when in fact they are all different and there is no necessary causal connection between them. One of the most worrying aspects of the last government’s Prevent agenda was their move away from what had been their position on this. 
There were three aspects to Prevent in 2006:
· Tackling disadvantage

· Deterring those who facilitate terrorism

· Engaging in a battle of ideas to counteract extremist ideologies (Home Office, 2006, 1).
These are undertaken in relation to ‘Islamist terrorists’ (ibid), the government’s chosen terminology, and it recognises that radicalism and terrorism are not synonymous (10). This is a view generally taken by informed commentators: Lewis, for example, affirms that ‘there is no natural continuum from radical Muslim to militant violence’ (2007, 150). Despite this, in March, 2009, the government published Contest 2 in which the government now says that radicalism is a ‘key driver of contemporary international terrorism’ (HMG, 2009, 42) and it defines radicalism as ‘the process by which people come to support terrorism and violent extremism’. This is a dangerous tautology. Radicalism can be defined in a variety of social and political contexts and is not intrinsically connected to violence.  It is, furthermore, an essential component of change and improvement in our society.
And a final reflection on extremism and cohesion comes in relation to the Commission on Integration and Cohesion (CIC). One of the CIC’s terms of reference was ‘Looking at how local communities themselves can be empowered to tackle extremist ideologies’ (2007b, 17) and yet there are only six instances when ‘extremism/t’ appear in the text of the final report; two of those are in case studies (2007b, 52, 103); one is in an appendix (151); and two confirm the difference between preventing extremism and promoting community cohesion (15, 48). Given the report’s insistence that community cohesion and preventing extremism should be seen as different issues, one can only assume that the very few references to extremism are a deliberate decision by the Commission.  Furthermore, there have been wide spread criticisms of the conflation of cohesion and extremism, endorsed recently by the findings of a parliamentary cross-party committee: http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmcomloc/65/65.pdf .
What is a community?

It’s easy to get bound up in accusations and counter-accusations in relation to all of this but the fact remains that schools have a duty to promote community cohesion, and this would be true whether or not the government requires it. We return then to the fundamental question: what is a community?
The first part of the answer is that it is rarely correct to use it in the singular: we all belong to a range of communities and each ‘community’ has made aspects and subsets within it.  Communities are, by nature, changing and fluid in nature; they are multi-faceted and may be temporary; they can have their bases in a host of different descriptors – ethnicity, sport, nationality, music, language, religion, locality, post-code, knitting and anything else you care you mention.  The fact is that we all belong to several, local, regional, national and global. Communities are different from groups in so far as ‘community’ and ‘identity’ are inextricably connected and identity should also be understood as plural. What goes wrong is people’s attempt to ‘solidify’ both of these concepts– to give them a permanency and a character that in fact they do not possess. So, to talk of the ‘Muslim community’ is nonsense because of the huge inner diversity within Islam – religious, ethnic, linguistic, social, economic, national etc. 

But, I hear you cry, ‘What about the ummah?’ Is that not the Muslim community?  Is that not a self-ascription that neatly encapsulates all Muslims?  

There is, of course, a huge difference between what Muslims mean by the ummah and what non-Muslims mean by ‘the Muslim community’. Ummah is a theological concept that is intrinsic to the religion of Islam and from which identity, practice, faith and belief can be derived. The ‘Muslim community’ is an external descriptor, it is a social construct and it is reductive, not deductive.  It reduces each and every Muslim only to being a Muslim and takes away all other aspects of identity and being.  It is stereotyping on a massive scale and it denies the rich variety of the life and experience of the world’s Muslims. 

	Ummah 
	Muslim Community

	Theological concept 
	Social construct

	Intrinsic  - ‘insider’ 
	Extrinsic  - ‘outsider’

	Deductive reasoning 
	Reductive reasoning


This is also true of the word ‘civilisation’ –  there is the west and the rest and the two can be – allegedly – identified, separated and held in contrast. Again, this is nonsense not least, as RE teachers know, because of the deep theological and historical bonds that unite them. There is also a long history of inter-connectedness, across many disciplines and between cultures and in the case of Britain there is evidence of Islam on these shores from at least 796, in the reign of Offa – he of the dyke, and a coin bearing the Islamic declaration of faith.  And this inter-connectedness continues in our more globalised world. There is no reason why national and transnationalism cannot exist in tandem. To draw demarcation lines on human characteristics and define some as ‘British’ is a risible activity, not least because as we know, people of minority ethnic backgrounds living here often have a deeper commitment to being British than the indigenous population.  Suggesting that we should define our ‘shared values’ also seems as intellectually sterile an activity.  Let’s concentrate on more useful matters. 

How then do we teach Islam?
It would be naive to believe that pupils, their families and teachers are not influenced by public discourse and media images of Islam –which are often deeply pathological.  They portray a community that is ‘other’ and separate at best:  alien and dangerous at worst,  with a range of attendant problems, including terrorism, violence, drugs, the subjugation of women and a deep conservatism that is counter to modern, liberal, secular society. 

Then we have Islam as it often portrayed in RE lessons and texts: the five pillars; visiting the mosque; Muslim festivals; the Qur’an.  

Which, do you suppose, will have greater influence on pupils? Islam portrayed as the religion of peace and submission to the will of Allah or Islam as the religion that promotes jihad and international terrorism?
Consider these words from Jason Burke, a highly gifted journalist who is well-informed and deeply sympathetic to Islam on his return to London just after the 2005 bombings: 


I was angry at the ridiculous statements repeated again and again by politicians and 
‘community leaders’ alike, that ‘Islam is a religion of peace’. In fact, as I had learned 
on the ground, any faith is what its believers make of it and Islam had resources that 
could be utilized to justify appalling brutality as well as to encourage mercy and 
tolerance (2007,265).

Of course, the two versions of Islam given above - peace or terrorism – are invalid polarisations but my concern is how Islam is perceived by our pupils. Do RE teachers, consciously or otherwise, sanitise religions to try to make them more acceptable, in the way that they are sometimes homogenised to make them more accessible? It is not the role of the RE teacher to defend, sanitise or homogenise religions. It is our task to enable an informed understanding of and critical engagement with religions and that includes two areas that are sometimes neglected: the social and political dimensions of religion (Ofsted called for this in their 2007 report) and public discourse and media presentations of religion. Unless we address those, we have little chance of having a positive impact on community cohesion for these are often the basis of the presuppositions that pupils bring to their classrooms and, if unaddressed, they will simply fester. Informed debate in a safe environment can challenge all our thinking – teachers’ as well as pupils’.
Can RE impact on community cohesion?

The answer to that question is very definitely an affirmative one but we need to be able to articulate what it is in order to know what we’re doing.  A vague notion that this will somehow happen, like osmosis, is insufficient.  Osmosis is not a reliable pedagogy. It would be possible for me at this point to give some general answers to the question of what RE teachers can do to promote community cohesion but it would be more useful, I hope, to give five examples of work I have been involved in since my retirement from Bradford.

First, there are two sections of websites that I have written that offer some practical advice. On the REC website, there is a position paper on RE and community cohesion: http://www.religiouseducationcouncil.org/images/stories/pdf/reccoconov2009.pdf . 

It follows Ofsted’s four-fold understanding of community: school/local/national/global and suggests ways in which RE teachers can respond. Under ‘school’ for example it explores:
· Ethos

· Vision and values

· Curriculum.

Second, there is RE CPD E-Handbook in which I suggest: 
· What RE can contribute

· The potential dangers
· Exploration of ‘community’ including textual study, ethnographic research and LOtC
· Breaking down stereotypes
· Critical engagement with media
· Inter-cultural and inter-faith dialogue
· SMSC and its links with community cohesion

http://www.religiouseducationcouncil.org/content/view/118/74/
Primary schools – case studies
For the University of Warwick research project on RE resources, I contributed two case studies of primary schools.  The whole (very long) report can be found at http://publications.dcsf.gov.uk/default.aspx?PageFunction=productdetails&PageMode=publications&ProductId=DCSF-RR197& .
My two case studies are North Street and Sunnyside primary schools, one serving a mainly Pakistani-heritage community and one a deprived white estate.  Their contributions to community cohesion were considerable, sensitively undertaken with deep professional commitment.

The final report makes these comments:


RE is ‘not solely, or even predominantly, determined by the RE materials used ... it is 
shaped by teacher and pupil interpretation, and by other classroom activities and 
encounters’.


Religious education is not ‘confined to learning in RE classes [but] through other 
curriculum areas, through experiences of religion in other aspects of school life and 
encounters with religion in the wider community which are facilitated by the 
school’.


‘The community aspect of religious education (in its broadest sense) engages with 
wider issues of citizenship alongside the promotion of harmony between different 
religious communities’ (2009, 169).

There is a strong message here that RE cannot and should not be separated from the rest of school and community life - whether that was North Street school staff in discussion with the teachers at the local madrassahs or the head teacher at Sunnyside using Remembrance Day to study war graves and the history of local regiments to help give his pupils a real sense of community identity and pride - religion and local community were hugely significant in the daily life of the schools. 
Secondary school-research project
In a separate Warwick university study, I was a member of a community of practice in the REDCo project:  Religion in Education: A contribution to dialogue or a factor of conflict in transforming societies of European Countries.  My research study was conducted with humanities teachers in a comprehensive school and used the interpretive approach to RE developed by Prof Robert Jackson (1997) to help them develop their understanding of their communities. We wanted teachers to become ‘skilled cultural navigators’ (from Ballard, 1994) and I ran a CPD programme with them that included the following elements: 
· Semi-structured interviews with their students and colleagues

· Visits to places of worship and community centres

· Interviews with community and religious leaders

· Plenary time to consider implications and applications.
This resulted in:

· Engagement with  and awareness of diversity including belief and opinion

· Understanding of students and their backgrounds

· Changes in professional practice

· Increased confidence in handing complex and controversial issues in the classroom

· Increased confidence in curriculum planning

· Radical improvement in plans for community education
Put more simply, we used RE methods with teachers and the impact was very significant.  All the teachers believed that the rest of the staff should participate in the same activities and I believe that this is a transferable model for all schools in all areas of the country. 

REsilience
My final area of recent personal experience has been chairing the executive delivery group of the REsilience project, funded by the government to provide CPD for RE teachers to combat extremism, promote community cohesion and manage contentious address issues in the classroom. It will be evident from my earlier comments about Prevent that I am deeply suspicious of that agenda and I voted against the REC tendering for it. However, it did and it won the bid and I was invited to take on the chairing of the management group that oversees the development of the project   - and to keep watch on the potential dangers!  I now firmly believe that REsilience will make a significant difference to teachers’ competence and confidence in this area and that the mentor model of support that has been developed is an excellent one. If you haven’t already done so I would strongly recommend that you visit the website and, if you are a secondary school, register your interest in being part of the project:  http://www.re-silience.org.uk/ .
Final comments

In 2005, Trevor Phillips, the highly controversial chair of the Equalities and Human Rights Commission, made a now infamous comment about ‘sleepwalking into segregation’, though what evidential base he had for that assertion is unclear. I prefer the paraphrasing of the CIC, that we must avoid ‘sleepwalking into simplicity’: these matters are all complex and there are no simple solutions. Some people have concerns that we are sleepwalking back into assimilationism and that the debate about ‘Britishness’ is one about conformity and denial of human rights to freedom of belief. The Guardian newspaper, when I was preparing this paper in May 2010, said that we may be on our way to a ‘summer of unrest’ as the English Defence League targets towns like Bradford. 

What is true, of course, is that we all choose to walk our own path and that there can be a conjoining of our path and the path of others. One of our tasks as teachers is to help young people not just to find a path but to create one and what gives me a huge amount of hope is their recognition of and commitment to what is fair and just  - and it is justice that lies at the heart of community cohesion. 
Dr Joyce Miller

Associate Fellow, WRERU

j.miller.2@warwick.ac.uk 
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