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ABSTRACT 

Social cohesion is both a widely used and contested concept in South Africa. Local              

government has a mandate to facilitate social cohesion but has no clear definition of what               

this entails or how to measure it. In some contexts, social cohesion is directly associated with                

migration in that it is seen as the inverse of xenophobic violence. In other contexts,               

migration and population mobility are completely excluded from social cohesion debates,           

which instead focus on race relations or generic collective activities in arts and sports.  

Where there are local government efforts to measure levels of social cohesion empirically,             

indicators seek to reflect social cohesion outcomes, but they do not address the process              

elements or the need for local-level specificity. This paper argues that population mobility             

should be an integral dimension of the measurement of social cohesion at the local level, but                

that it should be understood as a context factor rather than a causal factor. Areas with high                 

levels of migration and diversity are key sites for social cohesion interventions, not because              

the migration and diversity should be changed (as would be the case if conceived of as                

‘causes’ of low social cohesion) but because all other forms of local development and              

relationships must be informed by an appreciation for these kinds of diversity.  
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