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Comparing conflicting groups in contact: Effects of contact and dialogue in peace education encounters.
Introduction
The practice of peace education in regions constituted by intractable conflicts between cultures, religions, ethnic fractions etc., is well established (Salomon, 2003; CERPE). An intractable or protracted conflict is characterized as having an apparently irresolvable nature (Fisher, 1997), and as being violent, central and total (Rouhana & Bar-Tal, 1998). An evident example would be the conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland or the Palestine – Israel conflict. Importantly so, several work-shops with Palestinian and Jewish Israeli youths have been conducted in the peace education field, with the aim of transforming attitudes toward the other group, and perhaps also changing the relations between the antagonistic groups (Maoz, 2000; Salomon, 2003). This – changing the attitudes toward the other “group” - is seen as an important and maybe necessary factor for making it possible for people belonging to different cultures, religions etc. to “co-exist” or live together in a region or nation constituted by intractable conflicts.
In the following, I will focus on the aspects of contact and communication in peace education, aiming toward a comparative method for investigating any effects of dialogue concerning the conflict during the peace education encounter, beyond the effects of mere contact. Social psychological theories of prejudices and stereotypes and their role in intergroup conflicts and conflict reduction will serve as a basis throughout the essay, and I will start with a brief review concerning this issue. 
Social psychology of peace education
Stereotypes are cognitive phenomena, that is, beliefs about shared characteristics of members of one group, held by members of another group (Wright and Taylor, 2003). Prejudice is biased attitudes towards the members of an outgroup (Dion, 2003), that is, a negative evaluation of the outgroup in question (Wright and Taylor, 2003). Different explanations of prejudice have been proposed over the years, focusing on different aspects; personality, interpersonal processes, cognitive processes and intergroup-processes (Duckitt, 1992). While cognitive factors are central in the following, it is important to have in mind that these beliefs and biased attitudes exist in an intergroup relationship. Moreover, in the context of intractable conflicts, the conflict is usually a zero-sum conflict in some senses, and there is a fight over some scarce resources, as in Sherif’s (1966) realistic-conflict theory. In such situations, stereotypes and prejudice can serve as justification of the actual intergroup relationship. Thus, groups in conflict tend to hold negative attitudes toward the antagonistic group (Hewstone and Brown 1986; Kelman, 1999; Maoz, 2003), even to the extent that each group delegitimize and in some cases dehumanize the other group (Kelman, 1999). Such negative stereotypes and prejudices are assumed to maintain the conflict and make resolution and reconciliation difficult, even in the presence of formal agreement (Maoz, 2000). In the context of protracted conflicts and possible reconciliation, one stresses that these stereotypes are held by whole societies, and thus that transformation of attitudes at the grass-root levels is as important as, and necessary, in addition to changes in formal diplomacy and negotiation (Maoz, 2000; Rouhana and Bar-Tal, 1998). Social psychological theories of conflict reduction, resolution and peace education have focused on such negative beliefs and attitudes and how to change these (Hewstone and Brown, 1986; Rouhana and Bar-Tal 1998; Kelman 1999)
Contact

At the core of peace education lays the notion of changing attitudes and relations between groups in conflict through contact and communication (Maoz, 2003). One important theory of reduction of intergroup conflict is the contact hypothesis, which in its original form stated that “…..interaction between individuals belonging to different groups will reduce ethnic prejudice and inter-group tension” (Hewstone and Brown, 1986: 1). However, research has shown that this is true only under certain conditions, and that contact in fact can yield additional prejudice (Hewstone and Browne, 1986; Pettigrew, 1998). Due to this problem, several additional criteria to the contact hypothesis have been proposed. A “modified” contact hypothesis specify a set of conditions which are seen to be necessary for intergroup contact to transform negative attitudes; (1) equality in status, at least within the contact context, (2) a common goal, (3) cooperative interaction (4) support from authorities (Allport, 1954) and (5) a potential for developing friendship between the members of  the antagonistic group (Pettigrew, 1998). These criteria thus specify in what kind of situations contact can lead to reduced prejudice.
While scholars of peace education admit that meeting all of these criteria in the context of intractable conflicts is extremely difficult (Salomon, 2003), it need not be impossible. A series of encounters with equal numbers of youth from the conflicting groups (for instance Catholics and protestants in Northern Ireland) supported by schools, NGO’s etc, in which they are to work together in some form of sport or cultural assignment, resulting in for instance a football match, a concert, a play, a show etc, would – at least in theory – meet the above criteria. The idea will then be that in such encounters where the focus merely is on meeting these situational conditions, changes in attitudes will occur. 
The contact hypothesis has been a major topic for social psychological research since Allport’s (1954) variant, but not so much in the specific context of intractable conflict and peace education. For this reason, it is important testing the contact hypothesis and its assumed effects on prejudice in peace education encounters in regions of intractable conflicts. 
Dialogue 
Although specifying under which conditions contact between conflicting groups will improve attitudes, the criteria added to the contact hypothesis do not say anything about what kind of interaction will be effective in reducing negative attitudes and transforming these to more positive. That is – they do not specify what the content of the communicative process should be, and thus what qualitative factors are assumed to influence and eventually transform the attitudes held by the antagonistic groups. It is, however, important to acknowledge that Pettigrew (1998) when adding the 5th condition to the contact hypothesis, claimed that this – a potential for developing friendship between the groups – included four processes during the contact encounter: Learning about each other, changing behaviour, developing affective ties and reappraisal of the ingroup. These are important aspects in the following. However, if these processes necessarily occur whenever there is a potential for developing friendships, these processes may be more intense or even qualitatively different in encounters where a conflict-specific dialogue is central.
Moving beyond the contact hypothesis and its modifications then, an interesting approach to peace education research is focusing on the dialogue and the quality of this in encounters with antagonistic groups. An important question in this respect is how a dialogue focusing on conflict issues between the antagonistic groups can improve intergroup attitudes.
The societies and the media in contexts of protracted conflicts tend to reinforce and maintain the negative images and stereotypes toward the conflicting outgroup (Maoz 2000). Further, ingroup members will have a tendency to seek out biased information about the outgroup, interpret this in a biased way and elaborate their beliefs in a biased way (Rouhana and Bar-Tal, 1998). It is therefore essential that the groups get a more realistic perception of the antagonistic group and it is assumed that to learn about the outgroup not via ideas presented to one “top-down”, but rather through “bottom-up” psychological processes, is crucial. The point here is that the dialogue between the groups offers a setting for listening to the other part’s thoughts about the conflict, reflecting on what is said, and in this way learn about the outgroup instead of seeking out information and via cognitive mechanisms adjust this information to already existing stereotypes.
For this bottom-up process to occur, self-expression, telling of stories and listening to the outgroup are of importance (Gergen et al. 2001; Maoz and Bar-On, 2002). Gergen et al. (2001) have proposed the idea of “transformative dialogue” in changing attitudes and eventually transforming the relationship of groups that initially are committed to separate and antagonistic realities, to one in which they can construct a common reality. One important feature of transformative dialogue is affirming the other, and in this respect, the telling of personal stories regarding the conflict is important. These stories are then assumed to move the members of the outgroup, eventually leading to feelings of empathy (Maoz, 2002).  
In fact, several social psychological scholars have emphasized the role of empathy and consequential reduction of intergroup tensions in contexts of intergroup conflict (Kelman, 1999; Maoz, 2002; Maoz and Bar-On, 2002). Empathy is defined as a “capacity to understand and enter into another person’s feelings and emotions or to experience something from the other person’s point of view” (A Dictionary of Psychology). By definition, once you feel empathy with someone, you will understand this person and the way this person thinks and feels. It is no surprise, then, that intuitively we think that empathy will have a major impact on attitudes toward the conflicting outgroup. The point here is that it becomes difficult and almost impossible to delegitimize and at least dehumanize people with whom you understand and with whose perspective you are able to take. Further, the stereotypes of the outgroup, the beliefs about the “other”, will be distorted in the way that they will be more complex, less monolithic and thus more realistic. Understanding the outgroup becomes easier. 
During an encounter between Palestinian and Jewish youth living in Israel, Maoz (2002) investigated the actual dialogical process between a Palestinian male student and a Jewish male student. The aim was to track changes in the dialogue, in which the Palestinian – Jewish Israeli conflict was the topic, and specify what factors contributed to these changes. Stressing the importance of empathy, what seemed to generate this was a combination of confrontation and friendship. Further, the confrontation seemed to contribute to a breakdown of the beliefs they held about themselves and the other, that is, a more complex identity conception both about “the other” and about “the self”. 
According to this perspective, then, for prejudice to be reduced through peace education encounters, the important factor is a dialogue based on the conflict. Important here, is that the contact hypothesis and its modifying criteria must already have been met and that any potential effects of the “conflict-dialogue” will be additional.
Comparing groups in contact
Summing up the previous pages, peace education to a high degree builds upon social psychological theories of negative attitudes and stereotyping of the outgroup (Salomon, 2003; Maoz, 2000). Further, social psychological research in general has shown that mere contact between groups under certain situational conditions can reduce prejudice and improve negative attitudes (Hewstone and Brown, 1986; Pettigrew, 1998). 
With the aim of specifying actual effective communicative processes in antagonistic group relationships, some theory and research have focused on how a dialogue concerning the conflict can improve attitudes, that is, why such dialogue is effective and what factors seem to be crucial (Gergen et al., 2001; Maoz, 2002). It is assumed that a bottom-up psychological process in which one learn about the outgroup through listening to stories and experiences regarding the conflict is essential in this sense (Rouhana and Bar-Tal 1998). Further, dialogue generating empathy, and a reconstruction of “the self” through confrontation are important factors (Kelman, 1999; Maoz, 2002).
Social psychological theories of contact and communication in intergroup relations are thus important as a basis for different peace education encounters. What lacks in the field, however, is research comparing different forms of peace education encounters in context of intractable conflicts.

Using a comparative method to investigate groups in such encounters that build on the two theoretical perspectives respectively, would allow us to measure whether the conflict-specific dialogue has any additional effects on reducing prejudice and improve attitudes. A research hypothesis could be: 
H: Peace education encounters will a) improve attitudes toward the outgroup in encounters “only” meeting the contact-criteria, and in encounters focusing on dialogue concerning the conflict, and b) show a greater effect on attitude-improvement in the dialogue-condition than in the contact “only”-condition.
Further, research on peace education has traditionally focused on the short-term effects on attitudes on the micro-level. Applying the comparative method of groups in contact described above in a long-term study would also be interesting, allowing us to measure: 1) If the two types of encounters have any effects on intergroup attitudes and relationship in a long-term perspective (e.g. after 1, 2 and 5 years) and 2) whether there will be any variation in the long-term effects on attitudes between the two conditions.
A study aiming to test these hypothesises would consist of two different group encounters building on the two different conditions. Ideally, these would be held in the same period, under as similar conditions as possible, except for the actual encounter-conditions. Although focusing on the dialogue concerning the conflict, the dialogue-condition should include other types of social interaction as well. Further, the members of the two conditions should be matched regarding sex, age, socio-economic status and political affiliation. The method for tracking any improvements in attitudes, would be a quantitative method measuring attitudes toward the outgroup before the encounters (pre-attitudes) and after the encounter (post-attitudes). 

Results from studies sketched above are important in that they can influence the construction of peace education encounters regarding the situational conditions and the specific encounter-interaction, as well as shed light on the effectiveness of such encounters in a long-term perspective.
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