
Social Cohesion: 
by Jane Jenson 

The Concept and Its Limits 

THERE JS A LOT OF r4LK in policy circles these 
days about "social cohesion. " There is, however, much kss 
consensus about what social cohesion is, what fosters it, 
and how much of it we want. Despite this lack of clarity, 
the international policy community has recently adopted 
the concept of social cohesion with enthusiasm, using it to 
consider connections between economic restructuring, 
social change and political action. 

For example, social cohesion is at 

centre of the Department of 
Canadian Heritage's 1996 docu
ment "Canadian Identity, Culture 
and Values: Building a Cohesive 

Society." Likewise, the 
Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) warns of the need to 

balance economic restructuring 
with social cohesion, in order to 
sustain that very restructuring. 1 

For the policy community 
(including planners), this concept 
is relevant. Yet, while we often 
hear of social cohesion , we also 
hear it used in widely divergent 
ways. Therefore, some mapping 
of the notion is useful. The map 
provided here delineates the 
basic contours and then proceeds 
to mark certain dangers that are 
associated with embracing the 
idea w ith too much enthusiasm. 

To begin , it is worth acknowledg
ing the bases of conversations 
about social cohesion . The focus 
is often on "deterioration." In a 

general way, the concept of 
social cohesion assumes that 
there are certain conditions and 
processes that characterize a 
properly functioning society, and 
that these conditions may no 
longer be satisfied . Those who 
use it, then , sense an absence of 
some sort. Yet there is no 
agreed-upon definition of the 

concept. 
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What do we mean by 
social cohesion? 
One way of setting the bound
aries is to examine the use of the 
concept in a number of represen
tative documents. Four have 
been selected for examination 
here. Two of them emerged from 
government think-tanks (one 
Canadian and one French) . The 
third is a report by an interna
tional organization, the OECD, 
while the fourth is a 1998 publi
cation of the Club of Rome, an 
international voluntary associa
tion . 

According to a the policy 
research sub-committee formed 
by the Canadian government to 
study the concept, social cohe
sion is "the ongoing process of 
developing a community of 
shared values, shared challenges 
and equal opportunity within 
Canada, based on a sense of 
trust, hope and reciprocity 
among all Canadians." 2 Similarly, 
for a working group of the 
French Commissariat general du 
Plan, social cohesion is not a con
dition but a set of social 
processes that helps instill in indi
viduals the sense of belonging to 
a community, and the feeling 
that they are recognized as 
members of that community.3 

Such attempts at definition are 
rare, however. It is much more 
common to deploy the term 
rather than to define it - to treat 
it as if it " goes without saying. " 4 

For example, despite announcing 
that social cohesion is the chal
lenge of the millennium, and that 
societies must promote social 
cohesion "as the basic source of 
economic development and eco
logical sensibility," the Club of 
Rome's book entitled The Limits 

of Social Cohesion provides no 
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definition of the concept. 5 Social 
cohesion is usually mentioned 
when a set of problems are 
evoked, as when the OECD con
vened a conference on the 
theme of "societal cohesion in 
the era of globalization." 
According to the resulting report, 
globalization and structural 
adjustment policies have pro
duced both economic growth
creating flexibility and "growing 
strains on the fabric of OECD 
societies." The concept of social 
cohesion is central to their belief 
that "most people prefer a world 
where life is characterised by sta
bility, continuity, predictability, 
and secure access to well-being. 
Societies with such attributes 
garner more easily the commit
ment and adherence that sustain 
societal cohesion over time. " 6 

There are echoes between all 
four texts: a fear of deterioration 
and instability, and a general lack 

of certainty about how to pro
ceed in these challenging times. 
The term "social cohesion" is 
used to describe a process rather 
than a condition or an end state. 
The documents agree that it 
involves a sense of commitment, 
a desire or capacity to establish 
some degree of harmony in 
diverse societies. 

Yet the precise message also 
depends on which problem is 
being addressed, and on who is 
speaking. Indeed, an overview 
study found that the concept 
referred to five different dimen

sions. These are listed on the left 
side of the table below, with their 
opposites, all of which are con
sidered to be detrimental to 
social cohesion , listed on the 
right.7 

For some, the term "social cohe
sion" primarily invokes the 
capacity to construct a collective 
identity, a sense of belonging. 
Others focus on a society 's 

capacity to ensure equality of 
opportunity by including all of its 
citizens and reducing marginal
ization . The concept also appears 
in conversations about democ
racy (including patterns of partic
ipation) and about the need to 
maintain the legitimacy of repre
sentative institutions such as 
advocacy groups, political par
ties, unions and governments. 
And finally, in modern liberal 
democratic societies, where value 
conflicts are inevitable and social 
choices are open, the concept of 
social cohesion is sometimes 
employed in conjunction with 
considerations of the society 's 
capacity to mediate conflict over 
access to power and resources. 

All of the documents examined 
here share certain values in their 
definitions; the dimensions are 
not simply measures of the situa
tion but also indicators of societal 
commitments . In addition , they 
call for a move beyond cate
gories that are outmoded or 
abandoned , without losing the 
best of the past. As the Club of 
Rome succinctly states, "it would 
be futile to consider a 'rollback 
strategy' to be a sustainable 
option in any regard . The solu 
t ion to the problem cannot be 
found in the restoration of the 
seemingly lost values of the 
past. " 8 

Given this focus on values and 
practices in all five dimensions, is 
the search for social cohesion 
always beneficial? 

Dimensions of Social Cohesion 

belonging ..... . . ......... . ... . . . .... isolation 
inclusion .... ... . . . . .. ... .. ... ...... exclusion 

participation . ..... .... . . . ... ... ... non-involvement 
recognition ...... . ... .. ....... .. . ... rejection 
legitimacy ..... . ... .. .. .... . ... . ... illegitimacy 
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Cohesion of what, and 
for whom? 
One of the major issues sur
rounding the cohesion of modern 
societies is the capacity to recog
nize and mediate politicized 
diversity. Normative conflicts 
organized around class-based, 
ethnic, religious, linguistic or 
nationalist claims are the stuff of 
everyday politics. Conversations 
about social cohesion must be 
able to address these conflicts in 
terms that are familiar and con

vincing, particularly to the several 
generations of Canadians who 
have been raised to value equi
table results and pluralism. The 
issue of scale is central to such 
discussions. Who is included 
within the boundaries of the 
community? How large is it? 
Should we speak of social cohe
sion in the singular or the plural? 
Also relevant is the following, 
seemingly paradoxical, but 
nonetheless perfectly legitimate 
question : can social cohesion be 
a threat to social cohesion? 

If social cohesion is a necessary 
characteristic of a community, 
borders are always an issue. 
Cohesion depends on establish
ing a boundary between the 
community and those on the 
outside. These borders can reflect 
any number of rules, only some 
of which meet particular tests of 
liberal democratic society. As 
Julie White noted while working 

at the Trillium Foundation, "like 
'the little girl , with the little curl' 
in the old poem, communities, 
when they are good, are very, 
very good . And when they are 
bad, they are horrid ." 
Communities are not only "bad" 
when they lack internal ties, 
when there is insufficient inter
personal contact and caring. 
They may be very, very bad if 
they are exclusive and entirely 
inward-looking. Cohesive com

munities can suffer from too 
much "bonding." One can be 
made aware only too quickly that 
one is "not from the neighbour
hood" and therefore an object of 
suspicion, that one is "not from 
the old gang" and therefore an 
outsider. 

Thus, policy communities might 
well ask whether attempts to 
increase social cohesion by 
stressing the need to share values 
may not actually reduce the 
space for viable compromise. 
Can citizens' identities be varied 

and multiple without threatening 
social cohesion, or is adherence 
to one national vision necessary? 
This question is obviously rele
vant to Canadians. 

Another danger to community 
health arises if social cohesion 
becomes too dominant an issue. 
It is also necessary to be aware of 
permeability - the capacity for 
openness, or the willingness to 
recognize legitimate difference. 
Historically, practices that foster 
openness have been much less 
prevalent than those that-foster 
cohesion. The stranger, like the 
outcast, is a common figure in 
traditional communities. 
Networks based on exclusion 
have been the bane of social 
reformers for at least a century. 
Modern history can be read as a 

long series of struggles to sup
plant private networks based on 
family and wealth . A wide variety 
of political movements have 
attempted to install norms of 
equity, justice, and non-discrimi
nation as the rules of economic, 
political and social discourse. The 
long battle for universal suffrage 
fought by progressive social 
reformers in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries is 

merely one example. Their goal 
was to construct a polity in which 
the political power of numbers 
would balance the economic 
power of wealth . But the need 
for such struggles is not confined 
to the distant past. Whether we 
think of racially segregated 
neighbourhoods, anti-Semitic pri
vate clubs, or even taverns and 
beer parlours (along with count
less other institutions) that did 

not admit women until recently, 

we realize that we are only one 
short generation away from 
forms of social organization that 
were highly cohesive and highly 
inequitable. 

Therefore, the real challenge for 
conversations about social cohe
sion is identifying the mecha
nisms and institutions needed to 
balance social justice and social 
cohesion. Such mechanisms and 
institutions would promote 
equality of opportunity and fair
ness across all dimensions of 
diversity, while fostering the 
capacity for collective action . 

Another important question: 
Whose sense of belonging is 
being maximized? In discussions 
of the importance of participa
tion to social cohesion (particu
larly in the case of voluntary 
associations) , the person fre
quently described as the benefi
ciary of involvement is the ser
vice provider, or the volunteer. 
The accent is on the benefits of 
being active in one's community. 
Yet, in many activities - and 
especially in those that provide 
services - there is another person 
involved: the recipient. Perhaps 
we have forgotten that much of 
the struggle for social reform in 
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the late nineteenth century was 
against the arbitrariness and 
invidious comparisons involved in 
the charitable provision of social 
welfare - against Lady Bountiful 
and her moralizing judgments. 
The goal was to transform every
one, even those in need, into full 
citizens. Thus, we can ask 
whether food banks, for exam
ple, increase the sense of belong
ing and involvement of the recip
ients, as much as they increase 
this sense in the volunteers on 
the other side of the counter. Is 
becoming the object of do-good
ism a fair or a just substitute for 

the right to claim a service from 
even the surliest of government 
employees? 

Social cohesion is an ambiguous 
concept. It is sometimes 
deployed in right-wing and pop
ulist politics that long for the 
" good old days" when life 
seemed easier and safer. But 
social cohesion can also be used 
by those who fear excessively 
market-based visions of the 

future. There is no question that 
those within Canada and many 
other nations who evoke social 
cohesion do so because they fear 
the results of structural adjust
ments that ignore social and 
political needs. They are facing 
the future, not the past. 

This latter strategy, too , is 
ambiguous, although it is per
haps necessary. Highlighting the 
search for social cohesion neces

sarily displaces other possible 
ways of defining the problem, 
such as those stressing social 
injustice, lack of equitable out
comes, or systemic discrimina
tion . Downplaying such issues 
may not only mean that those 
who continue to prefer more 
familiar concepts will find them
selves deprived - perhaps quite 
unintentionally - of voice. It may 
also mean that space will be 
opened up for those who use the 
concept of social cohesion to jus
tify calls for a return to a suppos
edly more golden but decidedly 
less just past. 

This is not the first time cohesion 
has been identified as the mech
anism for ensuring social order. It 

has gained popularity as a way of 
maintaining social order when
ever economic turbulence and 
political adjustment loosens the 
moorings of familiar patterns and 
practices. As was the case at the 
end of the 19th century (think of 
Emile Durkheim), and in the 
1930s and '40s (think of Talcott 
Parsons), the concept of social 
cohesion today appeals to com
mentators who fear social turmoil 
associated with new forms of 
production , new movements of 
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populations, new patterns of 
gender and social relations. At 
each of these times popular dis
course has expressed fears that 
things were "falling apart." 

The distinguishing characteristic 
of the concept of social cohesion 
is the proposition that shared 
values must underpin processes 
of social ordering. Other theoret
ical traditions - liberalism, for 
example - ground social order in 
the functioning of markets. Still 
others focus on the institutions 
that permit collective choices to 
be made democratically. In each 
of these periods of economic and 
political turbulence, several theo
retical approaches have proffered 
competing diagnoses and sought 
to promote other ways of think
ing about conflict, consensus and 
democracy. 

In other words, social cohesion is 
a contested concept, merely one 
way of thinking about social 
order. Those who use it demon
strate an analytical proclivity for 
seeing social order as the conse
quence of values rather than 
interests, of consensus rather 
than conflict, and of social prac
tices rather than political action. 
Value diversity - what we might 
term "pluralism" - is the hall
mark of modernity. Therefore, 
conflicts over fundamental cul
tural preferences are unavoid

able ; they are simply normal. 
Diversity in and of itself is not 
the problem. Trouble arises when 
institutions fail to manage con
flicts over values. Yet those who 
have embraced the concept of 

social cohesion tend to downplay 
the idea of conflict, and therefore 
often pay insufficient attention to 
processes and institutions for 
managing conflict. Even today, 
none of the five dimensions iden
tified as constituting social cohe
sion necessarily incorporates 
attention to conflict manage
ment. Addressing this failure to 
recognize the importance of con
flict management by institutions, 
especially public institutions, is a 
major challenge for current con
versations about social cohesion . 

We now live in an economy that 
is more information-based than 
industrial, and more open to the 
winds of global forces than ever. 
But the dilemmas are the same as 
they were a century ago. Will we 
prosper by letting private institu 
tions, such as the market and the 
family, take full responsibility for 
present and future distribution , 
or do we need to act collectively 
to ensure a fair future for all? Is 
social order the result of social

ization, of individual and private 
initiative, or of properly function
ing institutions which foster 
democratic collective action? This 
paper cannot answer these ques
tions, of course, depending as 
they do on fundamental princi
ples. Nonetheless, it has 
attempted to map the controver
sies, if only to make it clear that 
very few answers are readily 
available. Its goal has been to 
move us slightly farther along the 
road to answers by making the 
reader more sensitive to the 
many issues involved in this 

increasingly popular concept. 

Feb111ary/Mard1 2000 • Fevtier/Mars 2000, Vol. 40, N° 2 

SUMMARY 
There is a lot of talk in policy cir
cles these days about " social 
cohesion ." There is, however, 
much less consensus about what 
social cohesion is , what fosters it, 
and how much of it we want. 
Despite this lack of clarity, the 
international policy community 
has recently adopted the concept 
with enthusiasm, using it to con
sider connections between eco

nomic restructuring, social 
change and political action. This 
article therefore provides a map 
of the basic principles informing 
the thinking of those who deploy 
the concept. In particular, it iden
tifies five dimensions that are 
widely considered to be the 
underpinnings of social cohesion . 
It then moves on to an assess
ment of the limits, indeed the 
dangers, of embracing the notion 
with too much enthusiasm. 

Sommaire 
Actuellement, Jes cercles 
politiques sont animes par de 
nombreuses discussions sur la 
cohesion sociale. Meme si /'attrait 
du sujet est Jargement repandu, 
on ne constate aucun consensus 
sur la nature de la cohesion 
sociale et ce qui l'alimente, ou 
encore sur le degre de cohesion 
socia/e souhaitable pour la 
societe. Malgre ce manque 
evident de c/arte, la communaute 
politique internationale a 
recemment adopte le concept de 
cohesion sociale avec 
enthousiasme, en l'utilisant entre 
autres pour trailer des 
interconnections /iant Jes 
restructurations economiques, des 
changements sociaux ou de 
/'action politique. Ce court texte 
fait l 'inventaire des differents 
principes qui sous-tendent 
/'utilisation de ce concept. En 
particulier, cinq dimensions sont 
identifiees. Celles-ci, dans des 
combinaisons variees, sont 
souvent considerees comme Jes 
fondements de la cohesion 
socia/e. Enfin, ii evalue Jes limites 
et Jes dangers d'un recours trap 
enthousiaste a ce concept. 
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