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Barbara Bagihole: What is Equal Opportunities?

1. Central Quotation: “Prejudice can be reduced through contact between different groups, but contact is not enough on its own… Certain conditions need to be present to reduce prejudice; the contact must be between those of equal status and individuals that counter our stereotypes, there must be potential for personal acquaintance, support for intergroup contact and pursuit of common goals.”

2. Argument: Bagihole concludes her discussion of the theories analyzing prejudice by stating that it is possible to create conditions that can result in reducing prejudice. The primary requirement is contact with members of the group against which prejudice is held, but a number of other factors should be present as well. Other than the obvious condition that the individuals in question should counter rather than confirm the prejudice, the contact should be in a more or less peer setting, and the school, university, and workplace seem to fit the description perfectly. Thus these are logically the ideal settings for implementing “equal opportunities”. 

3. Question: Bagihole does not go deeper into the discussion of the effects of mutual contact or lack thereof on prejudice. It would be interesting to further examine the impact of a lack of contact, and whether “equal opportunities” (in any mode) can be helpful at all in removing prejudice in situations where this lack has been acute in past, perhaps approaching segregation, or whether in this case gradual familiarization might be more in place first. It could also have been expanded to look at the correlation between social distance and prejudice. 

4. Empirical Connection: My experience of ethnic conflict in former Yugoslavia both confirms and contradicts the argument. It certainly holds for the case of Serbian-Albanian relations, where ethnic distance has always been very strong, and where virtually any prejudice can survive due to absolute lack of knowledge about the Albanian culture on part of the Serbian population (if not so much the other way around as well). However, even very close contact and perfect mutual (cultural) understanding could not prevent what came down to a virtual manufacture and ballooning of ethnic prejudice among Serbs and Croats. 

5. Textual Connection: In an interesting approach to the traditional contact theory, Grim et al constructed a spatial model to look for justifications and explanations other than those provided by social-psychological hypotheses. They applied spatialized game theory and modeling techniques, and came up with a simulation that consistently confirmed the contact hypothesis. What their “results further suggest is that patterns of individual advantage in different contact networks … may be sufficient to explain why the contact hypothesis holds. Previous attempts to explain reduction of prejudice have appealed to complex psychological mechanisms of conceptual re-organization and the social dynamics of acquaintance and friendship. Spatialized game-theoretic considerations of advantage and imitation seem to offer a simpler and deeper explanation for at least some of the phenomena at issue.”

6. Implications: The argument would imply that a reduction in prejudice, and thus probably also an improvement in the equality of opportunity and of condition among different groups in society, can be fostered through better contact between these groups. Given that mere contact is not enough but that some other requirements should also be met for the desired results to be achieved, deliberate policy could be devised to recreate these conditions in various institutions and organizations, in an attempt at combating prejudice. 
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