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ity theory might also direct attention towards weakening group boundaries and the in-
tensity of group identification. Finally, cognition and perception theories might be as-
sociated with efforts to alter negative stereotypes of the out-group and to question the
core assumptions which underlie them (Messick and Mackie 1989: 70). In Northern
Ireland, this might involve simple exchange of information about practices and con-
cerns of the two communities in areas ranging from mundane daily routines to relig-

lous practices.
As with the theories of ethnocentric conflict, each proposal aimed at lowering in-

tergroup tension seems reasonable. But how are we to decide if some are more useful

than others, or whether some should be taken before others? I am struck that too many

peace-makers have too little guidance from social science theory and evidence at pre-
sent to be able to answer such questions very easily either in general or in a particular

case.

Conclusion

One of Campbell and my working hypothesis growing out of the cross-cultural inves-
tigations of conflict is that rather than thinking about each of the theories outlined
above (and others) as necessarily right or wrong, the contingent nature of social beha-
vior makes it useful to think of the different theories as partial, in that there are certain
conditions under which each is most likely to be supported (Ross and Campbell, 1989;
Rule 1988). An important advance in theory would be to spell out those conditions
and to illustrate them with specific examples. For the peace research community inter-
ested in severe ethnic conflicts (as so many of the world’s dispute are today), the most

important task will be the laying out of alternative theories so that they can be com-
pared, the enumeration of points of direct agreement and disagreement, suggestions as
to research needed to resolve these disagreements, and the complementary augmenta-
tions in what theories supplement each other. Cross-cultural research offers a signifi-
cant tool to inform this process.

It highlights clearly some of the social structural and psychocultural patterns un-
derlying what too often seem to analysts to be highly particularistic events. But if the
regularities of culture can be seen at the societal level, they also can be found at the dis-
pute level as well. Culture involves both the organization of the society where one lives
and the inner worlds of individuals who make sense of the actions which go on in it.

Cognitive psychologists refer to underlying schemata; others use such terms as cultu-
ral frameworks. While there will be individual differences in such schemata within any
community, the concept of culture focuses on those elements which are most widely
shared.

This is crucial in the analysis of political conflict, for it emphasizes the collecave
and social nature of disputing. It draws attention to ways in which there is public sanc-
tioning of certain courses of action over others, the ways in which support for certain


