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Social cohesion is a complex concept that has become popular recently as shorthand for the
strength of human relationships and the stability of a more differentiated society. Put simply, it relates
to how well people and communities get on together for the benefit of all through such values as
tolerance and mutual support. Lack of cohesion may be reflected in a weak social fabric, with the
relationships between different groups being exclusive, impermeable and susceptible to tension and
conflict. People may be kept apart through fear, resentment, competition for scarce resources, or
protection of privilege. Social cohesion is sometimes used casually as a label for social success or
‘stable race relations, without any pretence of understanding what lies behind this.

Cities are particularly significant for the cohesion of societies because of the unique size,
density and diversity of their populations, as well as their distinctive challenges of poverty and social
exclusion. Cities and neighbourhoods are also key spatial units for social relationships and interactions

— whether positive or negative— because they dominate the everyday patterns of living and

behaviour for much of the population. Lack of engagement between groups in cities can take a highly
visible spatial form in residential segregation, whether by race, religion, income or some other social
attribute, although one should not read spatial patterns too directly off the underlying social processes.

- Social cohesion is clearly a multi-faceted notion and potentially very wide ranging. The social
relations and interactions between different groups, communities and institutions can take many
different forms and manifest themselves in all sorts of outcomes. They may range from violent disorder,
at one extreme, to intense social mixing and integration, at the other. This is simply one of the more
tangible dimensions. There are other aspects of the notion of cohesion associated with people's identity,
common experience, shared values, trust and respect for each other, as well as support for (public)
institutions that can find common cause and promote collective action.

Considering the issues of spatial scale and social unit adds to the complexity, since a social
system that is cohesive at one level may not be when considered at a larger or smaller scale. This is
highly pertinent to the distinctions between city and neighbourhood, and to the way in which a social
group or community is defined. For instance, tolerance and cohesion between different ethnic
communities can obscure conflicts within them (eg between young and old, men and women, rich and
poor). Highly cohesive neighbourhoods may give rise to a divided or fractured city if they involve
segmentation, exclusion and discrimination.

(H 84 : Department for Communities and Local Government (UK), 2006, State of the English Cities:
Social Cohesion, p.21. BIRIZHT- 0 —HEEK LT,)
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