


Though we seemingly live in a time of flourishing anti-immigrant sentiment and 
a resurgence of the far-right… the story on the ground is a whole lot more 
encouraging. Now more than ever it is important to document the fact that lived 
multiculture is mostly entirely ordinary. Not always rosy, but far from the patho-
logical space of conflict the populist right would have us believe. This book 
marks a major contribution to our understanding of the spaces and places in 
which this at once extraordinary, yet unremarkable togetherness is achieved. In 
dark times, it offers a story of hope that we overlook at our peril.

Amanda Wise, Associate Professor of Sociology at Macquarie University, 
Australia

A brilliantly sane and accurate portrait of the fact of English multiculture. This 
book offers a much needed antidote to the panicked debate about immigration 
and the toxic parochialism of the post-Brexit era. From branded corporate cafés 
where unfocused conviviality can be enjoyed anonymously over a cup of coffee 
to the common ground of public parks, we see the unspectacular triumph of how 
people actually live across differences of culture, race and nationality for most of 
the time. Its ultimate lesson is that we are defined not by the identity labels that 
are applied to us but rather by what we do everyday.

Les Back, Professor of Sociology, Goldsmiths University, UK

Lived Experiences of Multiculture brings together a rich seam of original empiri-
cal research with conceptual analysis to address the question of how multiculture 
is shaping and reshaping urban spaces. It seeks to show that a sense of place is an 
important framing principle as to how we experience formations of race, ethni-
city and class. It is an important contribution to current debates about how we 
live together in diversity.

John Solomos, Professor of Sociology, University of Warwick, UK
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also repositioning debates which focus on conflict models for understanding cul-
tural differences.
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1 Spatialising multiculture
Changing formations of urban 
diversity and the difference a 
place makes

Introduction
We have been living in an ‘age of migration’ for some time. The first edition of 
the book by Stephen Castles and colleagues (2014) bearing that title was pub-
lished in 1993. But in the early decades of the twenty- first century, the scale 
and extent to which new and diversifying forms of human mobility, migration, 
settlement and resettlement have begun to reshape national populations has 
intensified. Not surprisingly the implications of these processes have been the 
focus of political contestation and extensive public (and academic) debate. One 
aspect of this is to be found in the re/emergence of nationalism in Europe and 
the US. The UK’s 2016 vote to leave the European Union was widely inter-
preted as a vote about and against migration. The 2016 US presidential election 
of Donald Trump has been similarly read as a reorientation towards ethnic and 
national closure.
 But such events, and unleashed new nationalisms, cannot erase the co- 
existing cultural differences of and between multicultural national populations. 
In the noise and anxieties of anti- migration discourses and increasing levels of 
racist violence, the quotidian lives of ethnically diverse, proximate urban popu-
lations tumble on. In urban environments, corporeal cultural difference and the 
multiculture that has evolved over decades of migration settlement continue to 
characterise and shape the micro, multifarious encounters, exchanges, tensions, 
activities that make up every day social worlds. Following Husband and Alam 
(2011: 223), this suggests that ‘we must define our collective identity through 
the way we live with difference rather than by the desperate assertion of 
sameness’.
 In this book we aim to explore and understand the complex (and actively 
negotiated) experience of – what we have called – living multiculture with the 
help of research undertaken in three urban environments in England. Of course, 
it is not appropriate to argue for the replication of our findings elsewhere or to 
generalise from this qualitative work, but we believe that the discussion that 
follows in the chapters of this book provides insights which are in and of them-
selves significant and, at times, may also be translated into other contexts. The 
chapter begins with a consideration of the spatial in debates about migration, 
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difference and settlement; it discusses the meanings of multiculture and the ways 
in which it can be understood as situated, shaped by relations of place and space. 
The second half of the chapter charts the changing maps of ethnicity in England 
and introduces the three geographies and places in which the qualitative data on 
which the chapters all draw was collected. The chapter then considers the ways 
in which the project draws on comparative approaches before it outlines the 
organisation and structure of the book.

Urban diversity and cultural difference: between crisis and 
the ordinary
At the heart of the book is a counter narrative. Dominant approaches to ethnic 
diversity and cultural difference work with a problematising lens associating cul-
tural difference with conflict, social disorder, threats to national identity and 
social strain. In the UK there has been a policy approach in which the govern-
ance of cultural difference is managed through extensive immigration legislation 
and a policy tradition of multiculturalism and the celebration of diversity (Bloch 
et al. 2013). In the early twenty- first century however, the notion of ‘multicultur-
alism’ has increasingly been associated, by a range of high profile public voices 
(for example, former UK Prime Minister David Cameron in 2011; Casey 2016; 
the political commentator David Goodhart, 2013; Trevor Phillips, former Chair 
of the Equalities and Human Rights Council, 2005) with failure and crisis 
(Lentin and Titley 2011; Stephen Jones 2015).
 However, the dominance of the ‘cultural difference equals conflict’ position 
has been challenged by a range of interdisciplinary and transnational debates 
which have emphasised the ways in which cultural difference gets routinely 
navigated and managed (Amin 2002; Back and Sinha 2016; Gilroy 2004, 2006a, 
b; Hall 2012; Heath and Demireva 2014; Jones 2014; Noble 2013; Vertovec 
2007a; Wessendorf 2014a Wise and Velayutham, 2009). Following what Greg 
Noble (2009) has described as ‘unpanicked’ multiculture in which cultural dif-
ference is culturally ordinary and ethnic diversity a ‘commonplace’ demographic 
experience (Wessendorf 2014a), we hope to contribute to an understanding of 
the significance of the quotidian ways in which cultural difference and ethnic 
diversity are both tacitly and consciously managed by multicultural populations 
through our exploration of experiential multiculture in a variety of distinct geog-
raphies and social worlds.
 The starting point of ‘living multiculture’ reflects both the ways in which 
people routinely manage difference and the ways in which cultural difference 
evolves and develops dynamically – shaping, converging and changing all cul-
tures. In the book we examine the possibility of social relations of multiculture 
that can be defined through forms of interaction across cultural difference 
involving encounter, engagement, negotiation, practice and competencies, while 
continuing to recognise the significance and impact of strain, exclusion, racism 
and division (Back 1996; Gilroy 2004, 2006a, b; Kaufmann 2014; Neal et al. 
2013; Nowicka and Vertovec 2014; see also Chapter 2).
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 This ambivalence, or what Les Back (1996) describes as the ‘metropolitan 
paradox’, is a key aspect of the wider contestations and contradictions that define 
debates about multicultural social relations. Spatial dynamics are central to these 
debates. There is a powerful and continuing tradition within public policy and 
political discourse which identifies (minority) cultural withdrawal concretised 
into ethnic segregation as a (or even the) problem that has generated a multi-
cultural crisis. In urban England, however, as the 2011 Census data show (Office 
for National Statistics, 2012), the new migration flows and the resettlement pat-
terns of older migration flows have created more dispersed maps of ethnic diver-
sity and heterogeneity. The contemporary focus on cultural withdrawal and the 
notion of ‘parallel lives’ (see, for example, Ouseley 2001; Cantle 2001, 2008; 
Phillips 2005; Phillips 2006; Cameron 2011; Cantle and Kaufmann 2016 ) as the 
terms of migration and ethnicity debates are reflections and manifestations of 
longer standing racialised politics, as well as newer anxieties and contestations 
surrounding cultural difference. In short, there is a contradiction between the 
trends towards increasing heterogeneity and ethnic dispersal on the one hand, 
and a high- profile concern with segregation, in which demands for integration 
and conditional forms of national belonging are rearticulated, on the other. The 
politics of race shape this contradiction. It is in this context that Kalra and 
Kapoor (2009: 1400) ask why ‘segregation [has] again become so significant in 
the UK context when it was almost absent from major policy statements on 
immigration and diversity before 2001’.
 The easy way in which an old term like ‘segregation’ moves from the political 
to the academic arena and back again has been widely noted (Neal et al. 2013). In 
public imaginations, segregation calls up images of the complete sep arateness of 
Jim Crow in the US and Apartheid in South Africa, while geographers and social 
scientists generally use it to capture more complex sets of spatial differentiation 
between social groups. As Ceri Peach (2009: 1382) puts it, ‘there is a gulf 
between the understanding of segregation as an academic, technical term 
(meaning a scale of high to low segregation) and its everyday meaning (high 
segregation)’. The argument developed by Trevor Phillips (2005) based on (mis)
readings of data collected by Poulsen and Johnston (2006; see also Johnston et al. 
2010) that in the UK we may be ‘sleepwalking into segregation’ with ‘marooned 
communities [who] will steadily drift away from the rest of us’, which received 
much attention, is just one example of the way that segregation retains a powerful 
popular resonance. The ‘sleep walking’ phrase and the arguments about levels of 
segregation continue to circulate in the public domain as reflected in the question 
posed by Ted Cantle and Eric Kaufmann, ‘Is segregation increasing in the UK?’ 
(Cantle and Kaufmann 2016). Again this work attracted widespread media atten-
tion and comment. Even Cantle and Kaufmann reminded their audiences that the 
findings were nuanced; that some urban locations had seen an increase in white 
residential settlement in ethnically diverse areas and they conclude not that ghet-
toes are being created (as Cantle (2001) himself earlier implied) but rather that 
predominantly white areas are increasingly identifiable alongside more diverse 
urban areas (Cantle and Kaufmann 2016).
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 But there has, nevertheless, been some shift in the terms of debate over the 
last decade. If in the early years of the twenty- first century concern was 
expressed in a language that identified the ways in which certain minority groups 
were said to cluster together in particular areas (apparently creating ghetto- like 
places), today it is acknowledged that what have emerged are mixed or diverse 
areas alongside others which are dominated by white British populations. The 
white spaces, of course, never attract the soubriquet ‘ghetto’ and ‘segregation’ is 
rarely blamed on those who choose to live in them. Instead the debate is framed 
by the rise of anti- immigrant popular politics, associated with UKIP and even 
the political geography of the referendum on membership of the European Union 
in June 2106 (Kaufmann 2014; Kaufmann and Harris 2014). Kaufmann notes 
the apparent paradox that in the diverse areas of cities there is widespread 
acceptance of the ‘legitimacy’ of various migrant and minority ethnic popula-
tions by those he describes as White English, even as in neighbouring areas and 
areas with low levels of diversity anti- immigrant (and potentially anti- minority) 
attitudes are common.
 Kaufmann’s focus on the geographies of division and diversity and on the rise 
of right wing populism in the white areas geographically close to (but also 
socially and culturally often far away from) more diverse parts of the city lead 
him and his colleagues into a series of policy recommendations, for example, 
around the building of garden cities ‘to help insulate existing communities from 
rapid ethnic change’ (Kaufmann and Harris 2015: 100) and a stress on the 
possibilities of an English ethnicity (Kaufmann and Harris 2015: 104–6) which 
sit uneasily with the arguments about interaction, practice and place which are 
developed in this book. But his insights about the ways in which people are able 
to live proximate cultural difference and his convincing demolition of the notion 
of ‘white flight’ (Kaufmann and Harris 2015) reinforce our ambition to pursue a 
rather different way of thinking. Without denying the significance of the divi-
sions identified in Kaufmann’s work, for us it is the extent to which and ways in 
which people engage in evaluatory and negotiated processes of living with cul-
tural difference in places that are of central interest, rather than the extent to 
which divisions are maintained over time and at a wider spatial scale. Karner 
and Parker (2011: 357) similarly argue from their examination of community 
cohesion in Alum Rock in Birmingham, a problematised part of the city associ-
ated with low levels of integration, that it is only by drilling down into the par-
ticularity of place that more granular accounts of communities – which disrupt 
the absolutism implied by the terms cohesion and integration – can be revealed. 
Their three- year qualitative study of Alum Rock allowed Karner and Parker to 
offer a bespoke, place and context- focused analysis in which they found that ‘co- 
existing tendencies […] towards both local exclusions and inter- ethnic strategies 
for improvement’ (original emphasis) shaped local social relations in this area of 
the city.
 In this context, our work takes places seriously, and seeks to explore the 
partial stories of places in which cohesion and community, interaction and 
tension may all be unevenly present (Jones et al. 2015; Neal et al. 2015; Neal 
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et al. 2016; Bennett et al. 2016). We give an emphasis to the sometimes divided, 
antagonistic and sometimes, reflexive, competent ways in which people routinely 
manage social interactions and relations in multicultural environments. This 
process is often most apparent in ways that are rooted in social practice and 
informal interaction rather than being expressed in codified knowledge or insti-
tutionalised policy regulation.
 Our use of the concept of ‘multiculture’ is deliberate. In part this is to distin-
guish our approach from those that focus on ‘multiculturalism’ as a policy 
object, but also because the debates around multiculturalism have been distorted 
whether through the thin celebratory talk based on a hierarchical ordering of cul-
tural difference or through thick crisis talk in which the governance of condi-
tional difference and the maintenance of social order underpin policy 
intervention. But our use of the concept of multiculture is also a recognition of 
the dynamic and contingent ways in which minority and majority cultures co- 
constitute and shape the other in an unfinished process of becoming. Far from 
the stable, discreet and exclusive co- existing but distinct formations of cultures 
which make up multiculturalism, and not simply summed up in the demo-
graphics of super- diversity, multiculture is a concept that demands recognition 
of the ways in which cultural formations are made through the crossings, adap-
tions, borrowings, translations, convergences that take place between and across 
cultural difference. We stress the importance of understanding multiculture as a 
process to be negotiated rather than an outcome expressed in either a collection 
of diversity statistics or a particular policy frame. It also offers the prospect of an 
open and unfinished range of possibilities, in which intersectionality (across 
class, gender, place, the life- course, religion and sexuality as well as ethnicity) 
may be as important as any implicit or explicit assumptions that we are working 
with sets of more or less fixed cultures, however diverse they may be. For all its 
abstractions, multiculture is not an abstract process; multiculture gets made in 
places, and the spaces within them, in the everyday (at ease/uneasy) interactions, 
interdependencies, materialities and practices that are part of urban social 
worlds. It is this process and the places and spaces in which multiculture is made 
that the book examines and that we consider next.

Situated multiculture: the return of place in debates about 
migrant settlement and cultural difference
Our focus on the spaces and places of multiculture reflect the ways in which they 
have emerged as the terrain across which cultural difference and multicultural 
social relations are being enacted and lived. Doreen Massey’s (2005, 2011) sug-
gestion that places cannot be understood through static Cartesian geographies 
but rather as socially made, fragmented, evolving ‘collections of stories so far’ is 
a helpful reminder of the extent to which they need to be understood as multiple, 
with identities shaped in relation to wider geographies (Escobar 2000; Allen and 
Cochrane 2010) and ‘stretched’ by populations that are shifting, diverse and con-
nected to other places (Henry and Mohan 2003; Mohan 2006).
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 This return to place, after a longstanding focus on national identities and pro-
cesses of racism and exclusion within institutions and social resources (Neal 
et al. 2013), has a number of drivers. First, it reflects the wider shifts in the 
twenty- first century geographies of ethnicity and migrant settlement. As Phillips 
and Robinson (2015: 409) argue, 

despite recognition that migration is experienced differently in different 
places and is affecting different places in distinct ways, less is understood 
about the factors underlying the variable geographies of experience and 
outcome associated with migration. Why do immigrants, for example, 
appear to assimilate more smoothly in some parts of the host country than 
others? What underpins different experiences in different places? How 
strongly do migrants connect and identify with new people and places in a 
transnational world?

 The return to place also reflects the nature of twenty- first century social policy 
interventions. While the cohesion approach has been criticised for its problema-
tisation of cultural difference and for the integration demands it lays on minority 
groups (Phillips 2006), its focus on locality, place, community and sociality 
bumps, albeit uneasily, into recent academic engagements with quotidian multi-
culture and the routine ways in which people live and negotiate cultural differ-
ence in everyday settings.
 But, most important, perhaps the return to place as the optic through which 
to explore the social relations of multiculture reflects a recognition of the sig-
nificance of encounter, interaction and practice. This is a response to Wise’s 
(2009: 42) call for more attention to be given to ‘who, where, how and why 
people get on [and] how diversity is lived on the ground’ and follows Ash 
Amin’s (2002: 959) well- cited emphasis on the significance of those ‘prosaic 
sites of multiculture’ where ‘much of the negotiation of difference occurs at the 
very local level through everyday experiences and encounters’. Amin proposes 
that by taking into account interactions ‘from below’, social- cultural divisions 
may be better understood and reconciled, with the potential of establishing a 
progressive politics of place.
 While recognising the potential limitations of what may be no more than 
‘endless talk amongst adversaries’, Amin identifies an urban multiculture, and the 
encounters and exchanges that emerge from and within it, as a possible frame not 
only for describing interaction across cultural difference but also for transcending 
such differences. Approaching issues in this way implies ‘attending to the ordinary 
social spaces within which people of different backgrounds encounter one another, 
and the mundane practices they construct and draw on to manage these encounters’ 
(Harris 2009: 188). In this book we work through a range of ‘ordinary social 
spaces’ to understand how diversity is lived. And like Amin, in the chapters that 
follow, we seek to move beyond simplified notions of encounter to understand pro-
cesses of negotiation, reflection and co- production as well as co- presence within 
places. In Chapter 2, in particular, we build on Paul Gilroy’s elaboration of similar 
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themes drawing on the notion of conviviality in the context of the ways in which 
‘processes of cohabitation and interaction … have made multiculture an ordinary 
feature of social life in Britain’s urban areas’ (2004: xi).
 In the remainder of this chapter we return to the broader geographies of ethnic 
diversity shaping England, before introducing the particular geographies of the 
places on which our research has focused, reflecting on the difference that place 
makes for experiences of multiculture and how multiculture shapes different 
places in distinct ways.

Multicultural drift and super- diversity: evolving urban 
multiculture
As we have already noted, the make- up of England’s urban population has been 
transformed over the last two decades – the UK’s 2011 Census confirms that 
England’s cities have become increasingly diverse (Jivraj 2012; Office for 
National Statistics 2013; Catney 2016a).
 The rapidly changing nature and geographies of multiculture in England have 
come about through a constellation of factors – globalisation, migration trends, 
migration dispersal, EU agreements, social mobility, demographic structural 
change, labour market demands. This is a manifestation of what Stuart Hall 
(1999, 2000) once described as a ‘multicultural drift’ or the ‘growing visibility 
and presence of ethnicised communities at the heart of British life’ (2000: 231). 
Hall describes this drift as ‘visibly registering the new play of difference across 
British society’. He says: 

this creeping multiculturalism is, of course, highly uneven. Large tracts of 
the country, most significant centres of power and many so- called ‘ethnic 
minority’ people are largely untouched by it. Many white British people 
may accept it as a fact of life, but do not necessarily welcome it. Outside of 
its radius, the practices of racialised exclusion, racially- compounded dis-
advantage, household poverty, unemployment and educational under- 
achievement persist – indeed, multiply.

(Hall 1999: 188)

 Hall’s idea of multicultural drift was culturally rather than spatially orien-
tated and he did not develop it in anticipation of the new scale and multiple 
forms of migration flows in the twenty- first century, but it continues to have a 
powerful resonance in the changing geographies of ethnicity and migration 
settlement. The UK’s most recent migration experience has meant, according 
to Vertovec (2007a: 1024), that ‘Britain can now be characterised by “super- 
diversity” ’, a notion intended to underline a level and kind of complexity in 
migration flows which surpasses any the country has previously experienced. 
Such a condition, he says, ‘is distinguished by a dynamic interplay of vari-
ables among an increased number of new, small and scattered, multiple- 
origin, transnationally connected, socio- economically differentiated and 
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legally stratified immigrants who have arrived over the last decade’. London 
in particular, and some other urban settlements, have seen rapid population 
shifts with the arrival and settlement of new migrants who are highly differ-
entiated and often have little connection to previous migrant communities or 
with the UK. While the concept of super- diversity speaks to heterogeneity 
and the transnational nature of new migrant populations, it is the thicker slow 
burn of multicultural drift that continues to effectively capture the experien-
tial and shifting dynamics of both older and more recent formations of 
multiculture.
 In 2011 20 per cent of people in England and Wales identified with an ethnic 
group other than white British compared with 13 per cent in 2001 (Jivraj 2012). 
There is more ethnic diversity in England than Wales, with the greatest ethnic 
diversity found in urban areas, because places with a history of migration and 
associated with particular ethnic groups continue to be attractive to new migrants 
and grow with the birth of successive generations (Catney 2016a). In Leicester, 
Slough, Luton and most Inner London boroughs no ethnic group accounts for 
the majority of the population (Jivraj 2012), while London is the UK’s most eth-
nically diverse city and those identifying as white British declined from 60 per 
cent to 45 per cent between 1991 and 2011.
 Although the majority of the population identifying with an ethnic group 
other than white British lives in cities, between 2001 and 2011 the greatest 
growth in ethnic diversity took place in suburbs and rural areas newly experi-
encing ethnic diversity (Jivraj 2012). In part this has been the direct result of 
international migration, as has been the case in some rural areas such as East 
Anglia which have been newly experiencing ethnic diversity, as migrants from 
European 2004 ‘A8 accession’ countries are employed in agricultural work 
(Robinson 2010; Neal et al. 2013; Catney 2016a). There has been a dispersal of 
minority ethnic groups from areas in which they were previously concentrated 
and a spreading out of ethnic diversity to suburban and rural areas close to ethni-
cally diverse cities, with all ethnic minority groups represented in newly diverse 
places (Jivraj 2012; Finney and Jivraj 2013; Kaufmann and Harris 2015; Catney 
2016a). This means that while minority ethnic groups (as well majority ethnic 
groups) may be clustered in particular wards, census data provides evidence of 
dispersal over time as households move into neighbouring wards and beyond 
(Finney and Jivraj 2013; Catney 2016a).
 We have already noted the apparent paradox that concerns about parallel lives 
and segregation persist (Phillips 2006) alongside this increasing evidence that 
patterns of internal and international migration are breaking down some of the 
most obvious examples of spatial separation, except where these coincide very 
clearly with issues of class in some of the predominantly ‘white’ areas of high 
end suburbia (Simpson and Jivraj 2015; Catney 2016b). As Finney and Simpson 
argue, there are ‘no very high concentrations of particular minority ethnic groups 
other than white because the areas with fewest white residents are diverse and 
becoming more so’ (2009: 187). In other words, it might be argued that those 
who are left isolated (and in the rhetoric associated with debates around EU 
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membership, this has been made explicit in a concern for the ‘left behind’) are 
not those living in now increasingly diverse urban areas, but those living in areas 
whose residents predominantly identify as white British (or even white English) 
(Kaufmann and Harris 2014).
 In these contexts in particular, the concepts of (minority) ethnic segregation, 
cultural withdrawal and multicultural crisis are theoretically and empirically 
inadequate and too politically selective to describe and capture the current spatial 
and social formations of multiculture. Aspects of the more complex multicultural 
story have also forced themselves onto the policy agenda. So, for example, while 
the Commission on Integration and Cohesion accepted the broad framing 
delivered by earlier reports, arguing that ‘diversity can have a negative impact 
on cohesion’ (2007: 9), it also recognised the changing spaces and composition 
of multiculture in the UK and highlighted the significance of locality, neighbour-
liness and civic interaction.
 The current geographies of multiculture are constantly evolving, linked into 
wider networks of stretched relations which define place as much as any ima-
gined fixed notions of the local. It is this convergence of drift and diversity 
alongside a variety of intersecting wider structural factors that is apparent in the 
emergent maps of ethnicity that we have already discussed and which shape the 
three places on which we focus our attention – suburban multiculture, newly 
multicultural smaller cities and urban spaces of super- diversity.

Putting multiculture in its place
All three of the places we look at are part of a bigger national story, which itself 
is shaped by its post- colonial identity and transnational connections within a glo-
bally defined economy. The places on which we focus – the London Borough of 
Hackney; Oadby, once a small town in the Midlands but now more of a suburb 
of the city of Leicester; and the new urban space of the city of Milton Keynes in 
South East England – have all experienced multicultural drift in different ways. 
Whilst Hackney, Oadby and Milton Keynes all reflect the wider narrative of new 
formations of multiculture, they each have their own stories to tell which are 
interwoven with the migration histories, transnational connections and life 
stories of people who live and work in these places.
 While each is distinct, all are places of population and economic growth. 
While the London Borough of Hackney has something of what Karner and 
Parker (2011) describe as a ‘reputational geography’ with a track record of 
attracting the attention of social researchers drawn to its East End history, cul-
tural and migration history and new forms of gentrification (see Neal et al. 2015, 
and Chapter 3), research on Milton Keynes has tended to focus on its urban plan-
ning as a new town (see, for example, Clapson 2004) attracting little other 
research attention, and few readers may even have heard of Oadby. The three 
cases we have chosen make it possible to think across some fundamental aspects 
of the changing social geography of England’s emergent multiculture: Oadby 
allows a focus on multicultural suburban spaces; Milton Keynes a focus on 


