1804381                                                ECSS6001                                              Assessment 1


For a case study of your choosing, critically examine how barriers in communicating can lead to social exclusion (Your discussions must refer to the concepts of ethnocentrism and cultural relativism).
This assignment is based on a case study about a boy referred to as SG, who took his school to court on the grounds of race and sexual discrimination. Before looking at the case study, there is a brief description of communication and the barriers involved in it, what ethnocentrism and cultural relativism is and the difference between the two. Based on the case study it is also important to look at what discrimination is, the difference between direct and indirect discrimination and when an individual is being discriminated against. It is important for individuals to know when they are being discriminated against, and when they can take further action in order to protect themselves and others from future incidents. Not all claims or accusations of discrimination will lead to a court case, as some age discriminations can be justified and lawful.

Communication is something that we all do, it is the backbone of social, political and economic organisation of society. Failing to communicate effectively could lead to unwanted conflict. Communication does come with its barriers and understanding what they are and how to overcome them are very important. A barrier is something that makes it hard for an individual to receive or understand what is being said to them. There are many different types of barriers. The barrier linked to the case study used is a cultural barrier. This is a misunderstanding in communication that involves the differences in which people see and understand the world and how they have been brought up. The key barriers come from different beliefs, taboos and social upbringings. Failing to understand other people’s circumstances because of this is a cultural barrier (Making Business Matter, 2021). 

Ethnocentrism is when one culture judges other cultures based on the preconceptions, starting  in the same standards and traditions as their own culture. Ethnocentrism seems to be moulded by both biological and cultural evolution kiloyear making it one of the human universals (Brown, 2000). An ethnocentric person will feel concerned about the likeness and similarities between their culture and others. If the other cultures have similar or the same beliefs and customs, an ethnocentric person will be concerned and if they have totally different customs and beliefs, they feel that the culture is cruel and awful. While believing and following your own culture is normal, disapproving and hating other cultures can lead to hatred and violence, causing aggression and conflicts. “The sentiment of solidarity, internal companionship and faithfulness to the ingroup, carries with it a sense of supremacy to any outgroup. The readiness to protect the attentiveness and interests of the ingroup against the outgroup, is technically known as ethnocentrism” (Sumner, 1911, p. 11). An ethnocentric person believes their own culture and their way of living is the correct and normal way of living, and their culture is far superior to all other cultures. An example of an ethnocentric person is if they are from a western country, they would not believe in using chop sticks to eat food as it’s their tradition to use cutlery or a knife and fork not wooden sticks (Hasa, 2020). 

Henslin “argues that cultural relativism means that sociologists must try to study "a culture on its own terms” (Henslin, 1999, p.37). The concept and thinking behind cultural relativism is that no culture is any better or more superior than any other culture. It is based on values, beliefs, behaviours and practices being judged on a person's , not against the criteria of other cultures or their beliefs. Cultural relativism is the belief that cultural values and norms obtain their definition within certain social surroundings (Hasa, 2020). Cultural relativism argued against the idea that human groups could be categorised according to societal stages that watched and followed success in a shared "practical reason" that engaged nature in instrumental terms. Social scientists came to see the importance and to focus on the clearness of different cultures, each of which was organised in ways that imitated its own inner logic that was ordinary, not natural (Sahlins, 1976).

The contrast between ethnocentrism and cultural relativism is how they look and understand culture. While ethnocentrism is based on the assumptions originating in the quality and customs of their own culture, cultural relativism is based on a culture that should be recognised on its own terms and not based using standards of other cultures (Hasa, 2020).

Discrimination is the prejudicial treatment of different categories of people based on the grounds of race, age, sex and disability. Disparate impact happens when people are treated the same abiding by a given set of rules and procedures but when the latter are made or established in ways that that favour individuals in one group over another (Reskin 1998, p. 32).

Direct discrimination is when you are treated unfairly or differently by another individual because of the person you are. Direct discrimination is against the Equality Act 2010 which means it is unlawful and could lead to action being taken. You can be directly discriminated against because of who you are, who someone thinks you are or someone you are with. It is only unlawful discrimination if someone treats you differently and worse from others because of a protected characteristic. This can be age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage or civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion and beliefs, sex and sexual orientation. All these protected characteristics are covered by The Equality Act. If you are treated differently because of a protected characteristic unintentionally by someone, it is still direct discrimination, and The Equality Act is there to protect you. Being treated unfairly yet not because of a protected characteristic, it does not mean you cannot do anything about it. Although age is a protected characteristic sometimes it is not direct discrimination if you are treated differently because of it. The law explains that it is possible to justify direct age discrimination if there is a good enough reason for being treated differently. This does not mean that someone can treat you differently because of age just because they want to (Citizensadvice.org.uk. 2021).

Indirect discrimination can be caused by someone if they treat you differently. Again, it could be due to your age, disability, pregnancy or maternity, race, religion, sex and sexual orientation. A policy, practice or rule can be a decision for something for the future or a one-off decision that can be put into force now. They include things like provisions, qualifications, conditions, criteria or arrangements and have to be neutral, applying to everyone in the same way. A practice, policy or rule which applies to every individual in the same way but has a worse effect on some individuals than others, is called indirect discrimination. If you are put at a certain disadvantage because of a policy, practice or a rule then you are protected by The Equality Act. An explanation of this could be that a café has a rule that all employees must work on a Saturday; this is a rule which applies to everyone who works at the café. If a Jewish person who observes the sabbath was to work at the café they would be put at a particular disadvantage. This would be indirect discrimination because they are being disadvantaged because of a characteristic (Citizens Advice, 2021).

The Equality Act 2010 was set up on the 8th April 2010 to prevent discrimination and harassment relating to certain characteristics. The Act enables certain business owners and employers to publish information by law about the difference in pay gaps between male and female employees. This in in place to prevent victimisation in certain circumstances, increase equality of opportunities available to everyone and to amend the law regarding the rights and responsibilities in family relationships (Equality Act 2010, 2021). In brief the Act made the following preventions on these dates: in 1960 the Act was made to make sure that different races were treated fairly from then on: 1970 onwards male and female employees must be paid the same amount of money for doing the same job and treated equally: 1990 Disabled people were looked after and cared for by the Act: 2004 onwards gay, lesbian and people were given equal rights with regards to relationships and marriage (Assets, 2021). These were all put into place to form equality and fairness in certain characteristics. 

Case Study.
This case study is about a young boy, known in this case as SG who has successfully taken his school to court to challenge a policy they had in place. The case was won at the high court.

SG is a young boy of African-Caribbean ethnicity. In accordance with his family tradition SG has not cut his hair since birth and keeps it in cornrows or braids as it is more commonly known. SG joined St Gregory’s Catholic Science College of Harrow in Greater London at the age of eleven in 2009. The school by all accounts was an excellent secondary school. At the time of SG joining, the school’s policy did not clearly have a ban on cornrows and to make things worse SG had missed his reception induction which made clear that the hairstyle was banned. The school later added to their original policy to put a ban on ‘braids’ and ‘peculiar and bizarre styles’ which are classed as unacceptable. The school had their reasons for their chosen policies and had to explain in court what the reasons were. The school claimed that the ban was not about preventing children from self-expression but that some hairstyles encourage the mentality of gang culture, predominantly amongst young men in the area. Their aims were first and foremost to ensure the children were safe and valued equally and to ensure all children saw the school as a community, where all children are equal and made in the image of God. 

SG used section 71 of the Race Relations Act 1976 and 76A of the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 from race and discrimination laws to challenge the policy. This case was one of the first high profile cases to reach the high court under the new duty contained in section 149 of The Equality Act 2010 which came into action on 5th April 2011. No notable difference in the duties under the new law and the old law could be seen by the judge.  

SG felt he was indirectly discriminated against on the grounds of sex and race. SG feels that he was put at a particular disadvantage because of his sex and race, and he had to prove it the courts. SG had to prove that the policy could not be shown to be a proportionate way of attaining a legitimate aim.

SG relied on the evidence of professor Dr Richard Majors who has a particular expertise in African, African-Caribbean and African-American culture. The court started by examining the history of cornrows in relation to race so Mr Majors’ evidence was very much needed. The evidence proved that cornrows and braids were worn by slaves for appearance and grooming purposes. The slaves would have had their heads shaved by their masters for health and hygiene reasons so, when they would get free they would grow their hair into cornrows or braids in defiance of the master. It was also explained that cornrows had ‘intergenerational values’ with many families believing hair braiding was an ancient art-form handed down from generation to generation. SG claimed this was the case in his family. All the males in his family wore their hair in cornrows and he liked having cornrows just like his brother and his dad. As well as it being a family tradition for SG he also mentioned that sporting super star David Beckham had worn the hairstyle, showing that he appreciated African hair styling and that despite a hairstyle underneath, we are all the same. The judge of the case could see that there had been a particular disadvantage to the social customs that SG’s family follow and be part of ethnicity within the sections of the Equality Act. The school’s policy restricted SG’s family and social customs, therefore he was at a disadvantage even though it was not done deliberately. When making the policy the school should have made sure that equality legislation was followed when considering issues of racial discrimination. The school had not had any other complaints from students about hairstyles but it was taken into account that others may have just accepted the disadvantage to get and accept a place in such an excellent academic school. In court the school argued that ‘if it was forced to allow cornrows in respect of racial and family reasons then it would have to allow all other hairstyles’. The judge rejected this by explaining ‘the only exception to the policy is if it regards to culture and family practice of not cutting males hair. There is no and was no indication that hairstyles might indicate gang relations. Hairstyles are by choice and there is no evidence that a haircut is anything but choice and personal preference’, therefore the policy was indirectly discriminatory on the grounds of race.

SG had also tried to claim for sexual discrimination on the grounds that girls at the school could wear cornrows and braids but boys could not. This claim however was rejected on the grounds that cornrows for African-Caribbean girls were acceptable because they were a satisfactory way of ensuring long hair was kept neat and tidy and under control. 

SG no longer attends the school and the outcome of the claims for damages will be dealt with by the crown court at a later date. The court will have to decide to what extent the school should have been aware that the policy was discriminatory at the time it was applied. The outcome of the change of policy will not affect SG but it will straighten out the policy and benefit future pupils (Wagner, 2021).

This case study was proven by the court that indirect discrimination had occurred to SG, due to section 71 of The Race Relations Act 1976; this part of the Act relates to local authorities and general statutory duty. This ensures that the local authority makes appropriate arrangements to consider the various functions carried out with due regard to need; to eliminate unlawful racial discrimination, to promote the equality of opportunity and to ensure good relations between people of different racial groups (Race Relations Act 1976, 2021). 

This case study can also be related to communication barriers and ethnocentrism through the way the school believed all pupils should stick to their policies regardless of their religions, traditions and cultures. The school disapproved of SG’s African-Caribbean ethnicity by refusing to let him have his hair in cornrows or braids but expected him to abide by their culturally approved hairstyles. Ethnocentrism is an attitude that evolves inside every cultural world. The propensity to assume that the modes and classification of expression of one’s own cultures are naturally given, clearly to themselves and the universe, it begins in a human need for individual identity and for identification (Lanternari, 1983, p. 39). Considering the nature of an ethnocentric person, whoever wrote the policy for the school relating to hairstyles, believed in their own culture and that the rules and policy would have to apply to every pupil. This meant that one culture was more superior to other cultures. Although the policy was not written aimed directly at SG’s culture it unintentionally meant that his culture was less superior to others. 

Due to the successful outcome of the court case the school has now changed their policy. It does not state in the case study how it has been amended but it is now based more on a cultural relativism view. The new policy will have to consider the values, beliefs, cultures and customs of everybody and that no culture will be better or more superior than any other culture. If a male pupil joining St Gregory’s Catholic Science College in the future with an African-Caribbean ethnicity, they will be allowed to have cornrows or braids without being punished and discriminated against. 

To conclude this assignment, it is important for individuals whether they are an ethnocentric person or an individual who believes in cultural relativism to keep their views, religions and beliefs on a respectable level. The communications between the school and SG failed, making the barrier clear and visible. If everyone could respect each other’s views and abide by the laws and legislations in place, then discrimination would not happen. The case study that was used was chosen to highlight that just because a policy is set by something as important as a school, it does not always mean it is right. It also highlights that an individual may be the only one to be discriminated against, but it is still discrimination and speaking out is the correct procedure to take. Once discriminated against it could have a negative lasting effect on someone’s life, therefore preventing these incidents from happening is important and would save a lot of time and unnecessary conflict. Communicating successfully could have prevented the whole court case but unfortunately a law suit was the only way to get SG’s points across.
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