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Understanding intergroup conflict: How do children in a divided society perceive group differences?

Abstract

Outgroup perceptions are a fundamental element of social categorization, particularly in contexts of intergroup conflict. Social Identity Development Theory argues that perceived differences between groups is the first step in ethnic identity development. This understanding of social categories among children may have implications for negative intergroup attitudes or even prejudice. Our study explores how Jews (N=180) and Arab-Muslims (N=207) in middle childhood perceive the difference between these two ethno-religious groups in Israel. Thematic analysis found two themes: (a) differences in everyday ethnic and cultural properties, and (b) differences related to religion.  Understanding children’s perspectives offers rich evidence about categorization processes in a divided society.

Keywords: intergroup conflict, SIDT: Social Identity Developmental Theory, categorization, majority-minority, Jewish-Arab relations

Public Significance Statement
This study advances the idea that children perceive social categories based on rich systems of intergroup ethnic differences. Additionally, it highlights that both cultural and religious differences can play a meaningful role in children’s intergroup attitudes, with implications for multicultural societies. 


Understanding intergroup conflict: How do children in a divided society perceive group differences?                                      
          There is increasing global diversity with states populated by various ethnic and religious groups. This multicultural reality has implications for child development, particularly in divided societies. People classify themselves and others into groups based on social comparisons of different characteristics and traits (Reicher et al., 2010). Further, children form social categories based on perceived group size and when groups are labeled by others as having social significance (Bigler & Liben, 2007). Early in development, social categories might be focused more on patterns of interpersonal relationships than on personal attributes (Shutts et al., 2013). Particularly in conflict-affected societies, group differentiation begins early, is reinforced by institutions, and may have lasting societal implications (Nasie & Bar-Tal, 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). To gain a deeper understanding of how children understand social groups in a conflict-affected society, we explore how children describe differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in their own words. Among Israeli children, Jewish (majority) and Arab-Muslim (minority) ethnicity stands out as the most powerful category (Birnbaum et al., 2010); we include both ethnic voices.
          According to Social Identity Developmental Theory (SIDT; Nesdale, 2004), children develop an ingroup preference which may lead to more negative attitudes towards outgroup members during middle-childhood (Nesdale, 2004). For example, children as young as five demonstrated ethnic awareness between groups in Northern Ireland (Taylor et al., 2020). Moreover, once social groups are established, these groups shape children’s attitudes and behaviors (SIDT; Nesdale, 2004). Across middle childhood, ingroup preference is related to negative outgroup attitudes among both Jewish and Arab-Muslim communities in Israel (Shamoa-Nir et al., 2021). These quantitative findings provide empirical support for relations between ethnic awareness, ingroup preference, and negative outgroup attitudes (Shamoa-Nir et al., 2021; Taylor et al., 2020). It should be noted that in both studies, societies are characterized by division and intergroup tension.  
Complementing this line of research, we explore how children perceive ethnic and religious differences in middle childhood in their own words. Including children from both sides of the divide sheds light on shared and conflicting understanding (Deaux & Verkuyten, 2014). We focus on Israeli society, in which majority and minority groups overlap with ethnic-religious affiliation. That is, Jews are the majority (73.9% of the population), while the Arab minority is divided into a number of religious affiliations (18% Muslim, 1.5% Christians, and 2% Druze, in relation to the whole population). On average, compared to Jewish majority, the Arab minority has lower socio-economic status. The society also is influenced by the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian (Bar-Tal, 2011) which has been found to intensify prejudice, especially for the Jewish group towards the Arab-Muslim group (Razpurker-Apfeld & Shamoa-Nir , 2020). Hence, we explore how children raised in the context of intergroup conflict express social perspectives that may reflect and perpetuate existing social differences.
Method
Sample & Procedure
          These data are part of a larger cross-cultural study that focuses on intergroup prosocial behaviors across five settings (Ethics: ZAC #401-2018). Using WhatsApp community groups and Facebook in a region in northern Israel, we recruited 387 children: 180 Jewish (105 girls, 75 boys; M=9.87, SD=2.48, 97% 6-13 years old) and 207 Arab-Muslim (115 girls, 92 boys; M=9.35, SD=2.19, 95% 6-13 years old). Most of the children (99% Jewish, 99% Arab-Muslim) attended homogeneous educational systems and lived in their own respective communities (See additional background details in Supplementary Material). Each child was asked questions in his/her own home, when at least one parent was in a nearby room, by a trained research assistant of the same ethnicity in their native language. The Arabic responses were translated into Hebrew by research assistants fluent in both languages.
In the protocol, after a preference task there was a short pause, during which children picked a sticker as an incentive. Children then were asked two open-ended questions: (1) Do you think there is any difference between Jews and Arab-Muslims? And if so, (2) what do you think is the difference between Jews and Arab-Muslims? 

Analysis Strategy
          The findings were analyzed in Hebrew in the following manner: In the first stage, analysis was conducted on an initial 40 answers (20 Jews, 20 Arab-Muslims), which were closely studied for themes by the first and the second author, separately. Following procedures delineated by Bryman (2004), we developed a coding scheme for the major theme and also coded subthemes. 
         The coding scheme was used to analyze and identify the relevant themes across all transcripts. Two trained undergraduate research assistants completed independent coding; agreement with the first and second author’s codes was highly reliable (see Table 1 for agreement by sub-theme). The analysis reported below is based on the agreed codes.
Results
          About half of the Arab-Muslim children and 75% of the Jewish children answered the open-ended questions and the remaining children did not answer the questions (see details about the children's answers in Supplementary Material). Some responses were several sentences long (about 30%) and addressed several perceived differences related to group characteristics and traits for both ingroup and outgroup members. 
For both groups, a central theme emerged that related to perceived identity difference between groups (presented in Table 1). Within this theme, most children's comments addressed information about properties shared by the ingoup-outgroup. This social understanding is captured in two sub-themes, and Arabs and Jewish children used the first and the second sub-themes to the same extent (i.e., 60% and 30%, respectively). The first sub-theme was differences in everyday ethnic, cultural distinctions, which were reflected in 60% of the children’s responses. For example, differences between the members of the different groups in language, foods or shared social activities. The differences related to religion, reflected in about 30% of responses. For example, religious differences were noted in terms of religious clothing and symbols, shared rituals and traditions. 
[Insert Table 1 here]
Discussion
          This study deepens our knowledge of children’s perceptions of intergroup differences especially in groups with a history of conflict. Based on previous research on children’s use of social categories (Shutts et al., 2013), the current study explored how children describe in their own words differences between majority and minority groups. Thematic analysis revealed perceptions of understanding differences with outgroup members which are shaped mainly by everyday ethnic, cultural distinctions, and in part by differences related to their religions. That is, children spontaneously brought up cultural differences and differences in religious customs, traditions, clothing and symbols which reflect their ethnic awareness. These findings suggest that children’s social categorization is embedded in rich systems of cultural and religious content. Moreover, these social perceptions were found for children from both majority and minority groups, suggesting the relevance of social reasoning process to ethnic identity development across group lines in a divided society.
          This study highlights the notion that social categories convey both information about traits shared by the category members and contents regarding shared social activities (Shutts et al., 2013), and strengthens previous work on the role of ethnicity in ingroup-outgroup categorization (Birnbaum et al., 2010). Framed in SIDT (Nesdale, 2004), our findings provide more evidence to group differentiation during childhood especially, social categorization based on shared cultural and religious traits within different ethnic groups. That is, shared cultural and religious traits and activities might be dimensions which children rely on when evaluating and reasoning about outgroup members. Unlike research which shows both own-gender and own-race preferences during early childhood (Shutts et al., 2013), children in the current study did not spontaneously refer to gender and racial categories. These findings suggest that when focusing on the differences between the groups, children’s categorization process may be attuned to cultural and religious shared attributes to guide their social preferences. 
          This study is limited by some missing background information, due to a technical error, and a relatively high level of parents' religiosity (especially in the Jewish group). Our findings are consistent with previous research according to which religious Jewish children base their social inferences on ethnicity more than secular Jews and Arab-Muslim children (Birnbaum et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the perceived intergroup ethnic differences in the current study were relatively similar among children from both ethnic groups. Future research should explore such perceptions among groups with different levels of religiosity and among other minorities living in Israel such as Arab-Christians or Druze. Moreover, given the content that reflects the Israeli/Arab-Palestinian conflict, future research should explore whether and to what extent children's social reasoning is influenced by these patterns of intergroup tensions. Second, the findings from middle childhood may also have implications for internal representations influencing intergroup relations as adults (Razpurker-Apfeld & Shamoa-Nir, 2020) and may have implications for peacebuilding. 
         In summary, when it comes to social categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’ children in middle childhood, perhaps similar to adults, organize their social world relying on their cultural and religious experiences. We found relatively similar inferences about intergroup ethnic differences among children from both majority and minority status groups living in Israel. Complementing previous research according to which ethnicity has a privileged status (Birnbaum et al., 2010); our findings suggest that shared social inferences are based on ethnic categories in middle childhood across social status. The results suggest that both cultural and religious differences can play a meaningful role in how children understand the social world, with implications for Israel and other multicultural societies. 
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Table 1
Coding Scheme for Perceived identity difference between groups


	Coding Scheme

	Subtheme
	Theme Content
	Example
	Inter-rater agreement

	Differences in ethnic and cultural  properties

	Children refer to basic (individual and social) differences between the groups (members), e.g. language, foods and shared social activities
	Jewish participants  
"We have a different way of life",
"They have their communities and customs", 
"Arabs smoke Narghile, we don't", 
"Our music is different", 
"We don’t have the same books and language", 
"Their mother wears a jelby and our mother does not", 
Muslim participants 
“Different language",
"The way they talk, it's different",
"Clothing", 
"They dress differently", 
"Everyone learns at a different school",
"They live in the city",
"We have different music"
	97%

	

Differences related to religion 
	

Children describe differences in relation to their religion and religious clothing, symbols and traditions compared to the outgroups religion (Judaism/Islam) 
	

Jewish participants 
"We have a different way of life",
"we have two different religions",
"Different religious customs" "religion",
"They do not eat kosher food and we do",
"We have the Bible",
"Jews are the chosen people",
"We have more holidays than them"
Muslim participants
"We pray other prayers",
“They have different religion",
"They have a Bible",
"We have a Koran",
"The Arabs are the sons of Ishmael",
"We have different holidays than them",
"Muslims don’t wear yarmulke"
	
95%


	




