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Conflict and identity

Personal identity

Each person’s basis of action is his identity: his way of understanding the world; his way of choosing some of the world’s features as parts of his own identity and his way of rejecting everything that doesn’t fit the existing configuration. The world and themselves in it makes sense to a person only when all the components that make up their identity fit together into a whole without creating incongruence between the different parts. This is fundamental to the integrity of the person because identity means a feeling of sameness: I am the same self as yesterday, last year and I will continue to be myself. Even if people change during the years, this feeling of sameness is achieved by having each new component of identity make sense for that whole. 

The traditional psychological view of identity is unitary: each person has only one identity that is constructed as the person grows up and maintained throughout his life as the basis to his existence. This one identity includes all the person’s selves (me as a daughter, me as a teacher, me as a theatre-lover), though a continuity and wholeness is considered fundamental. All social contexts are secondary to this primary identity: the social contexts (friends, clubs, workplace) will be selected on the basis of the personal identity that is by no measure affected by the social context. Thus, personal identity is:

· self-constructed (“nobody else can decide who I am”);

· relatively stable through time (“I am still me, same as yesterday and last year”);

· conceptualised by the person (“yes, this is me; that’s who I am”);

· integrated into a whole (so that no social roles conflict with one another).

When the psychological unitary view of identity stresses the importance of one single identity per person, the sociological view thinks different. From the sociological point of view, each person reinvents himself according to the social situation where they find themselves.

Social identity

The sociological plural view claims that a person’s self-conception is a structured system of various identities that need to fit together into a whole without creating incongruence between the different parts. New social contexts are integrated into the identity, combining and adapting it as necessary (changing opinions on politics will be integrated to the already existing philosophical ideas). 

In relation to groups social identity can be seen in two ways: individual social identity (“I” in a group) and collective social identity (“I”, a part of the group – a person’s sense of membership towards a social category or group). Collective social identity depends completely on the basis of comparison, so its importance to the person is likely to shift constantly. This is because it is instinctive for us to emphasize our difference from others to a certain extent in order to keep a stable 
view of one as unique (“I’m me just because there is no-one else exactly like me”). For this reason while thinking of oneself we emphasize mainly the traits that distinguish us from all the others. For example, a European is not likely to define himself as European under normal circumstances, as the same would be true of everyone else. Such a general social identity gains relief only when contrasted against something very much different. Being European in Africa or Asia, however, could become one of his main identifying qualities, as this would be what sets him apart more than anything else. All these fluctuations should be assimilated to the integral self-view in order to keep stability.

Social identity is also most dependent on how we like others to see us. We take care to shape our identities according to what we believe is right or good, but at the same time we make sure that the image we offer to others is congruent with both who we believe we are and who we believe we should be in others’ eyes.

Myself and others

Our identity is thus constantly monitored for unity and continuity: we cannot take actions that do not comply with who we believe we are. We can only take actions that make sense to us as people. This applies also to accepting new ideas. When new information is encountered that doesn’t integrate with what we already know and think, a conflict occurs that manifests itself through a feeling of frustration and stress. This is very important to intercultural contacts: accepting others’ way of behaviour is difficult for us when it doesn’t “agree” with our already existing mental structure.

This discomfort from what is new is the potential beginning of a learning experience, especially in intercultural situations where our perceptions may deceive us and in order to adapt to the situation we need to learn new ways of perceiving the world and temporarily put in doubt some of our underlying values. This type of cultural adaptation is described by Wei-Wen Chang through the concept of schema adjustment (2009). A schema is a term in psychology that has been used from Piaget’s works (1929) onwards to describe a structure of knowledge or experiences that people have gained during their lives and use to act in the world. Entering in a new cultural setting reveals the inadequacy of our schemata, or maps: suddenly we don’t recognise meaningful behaviours as such, we don’t know why people act in a certain way, and it is all rather confusing. This can constitute a simple cultural misunderstanding or, at worst, an overwhelming culture shock that causes the person to withdraw and start to avoid intercultural encounters. Successful intercultural adaptation cases see this initial culture shock followed by a development of new patterns of behaviour and thinking. Chang described this learning process as schema development that occurs in following steps:

· schema awareness – the person realizes the existence of their own mental map through unexpected experiences that function as mirrors or triggers for self-analysis;

· mental tension – the mental map does not provide enough information in order to operate effectively; the people from a different culture seem to act irrationally and that both infuriates and frustrates; 

· mental dialogue – the person asks themselves what is wrong, how to solve the problems and tries to seek help in understanding the other culture. 

· Cultural adaptation (also known as integration or adjustment) has occurred when the mental schemata can react successfully to most of the stimuli that previously were new and irritating.

Intercultural encounters can bring to new learning experiences, but they can also cause stress and result in conflict. When the new behavioural patterns are quite close to the person’s existing identity and values, adaptation is simple and new information is integrated without serious problems. However, the farther the other person’s behaviour or the other culture is from our identity and everything we are used to, the more difficult it gets to accept the challenge and adapt. The bigger the difference, the more difficult it is to create dialogue and accept the other. However, being used to internalising new information and adapt to new behaviours, makes it easier to accept other, more distant cultures’ behaviour. It is a question of habit and training to be able to accept the other. It may be difficult, but it is not impossible. 

The learning experience initiates with an internal dialogue: “What is wrong?” The initial and instinctive response to this is that the others are acting irrationally or don’t have the right understanding of things. It is easy to assume that only we have the right understanding of things. But being able to accept the other provides us with a fundamental ability to understand that which is strange to us, and greatly facilitates conflict management (see also “Postponing judgement”). 

It is important to be able to tell when a situation is about to transcend from a positive learning experience into a clash between personalities. The ability to recognize a conflict at an early stage is fundamental not just for trainers and facilitators but for everyone and it usually requires careful observation of the information sent to us by our interlocutor. The analysis should depart from identifying the type of conflict which is unfolding and the motivations that lay behind it. 

Types of conflict

While a conflict involves two or more opposing parties, their degree of involvement may be very different, and these levels of involvement are intimately related to the reasons for the conflict. When reason for a conflict is not a simple matter of material interest, but touches people’s underlying values, the dynamics between the parties can potentially be very destructive. Sometimes, however, a conflict starts from a simple practical issue that can easily be solved, before it becomes a personal issue.

First of all it is important to note that there are many conflicts that are really misunderstandings or scenes of miscommunication. Both parties might not disagree after all, but due to lack of listening habit, time or concentration both parties’ central message goes missing. In this case the simplest way out is to present each person’s views in a synthetic way, asking the other person to confirm or disagree. These skills are connected directly to those of active listening and effective expression. However, misunderstandings are not completely harmless – if persisting, they can develop into serious interpersonal conflicts, including various mixed emotions such as offence for not being listened to, frustration for not being understood and rancor gathering from each passing episode of miscommunication.

In her acclaimed book “Community Conflict Skills”, Mari Fitzduff describes possible types of conflict listed below. These different levels of conflict may be present simultaneously, and in different scales of intensity in any given situation.

Intra-personal conflict: problems inside a single person due to conflicting identities or needs. This type of conflict that is usually considered the competence of psychology is usually related with intense processes about the person’s behaviour, values, and ideas. What is interesting to underline here is that often any of the following categories of conflict may also arise from this particular one as our internal opposition may be reflected in external disagreements. A person experiencing an internal conflict is likely to act out due to their confusion. Usually, when the problem is two conflicting identities, the situation is temporary: for the sake of self-preservation the person will suppress one of the problematic identities and embrace the other. However, a series of problems might arise from this.

Inter-personal conflict: this type of conflict is the base for the next ones down the list. It affects two or more people when they are not organised in a group or an organization. It is the most common type to refer to because it derives directly to either face-to-face interaction or any other type of indirect communication. The present text is mainly concerned with intercultural conflict between two individuals (in relation with intercultural/international conflicts), but on an interpersonal scale rather than on the nation-wide level. 

Inter-role conflict: this type of friction doesn’t necessarily occur between the personalities or who the people are, but who they are in society. Even if two people might agree with one another on many accounts, the roles they carry out (due to their jobs or otherwise) dictate a certain position one must hold in order to stay in the role. For example, a policeman telling off children who play football might not really be against the children nor their playing at all (maybe he wouldn’t even mind joining in), but his uniform sets its limits to how he should behave. This type of conflicts is presented separately from organisational and interpersonal conflict because in this case the mediation forms that would work for interpersonal conflicts would not be any use at all. 

Inter-group \ organisational conflict: this occurs between groups or between individuals as representatives of those groups or organizations. For example, there is inevitable clash between formal authority and power and the individuals and groups affected by it. Historically we’ve been witnessing endless clashes between the trade unions and the industrial management. The organizations include subtler forms of conflict involving rivalries, jealousies, personality clashes, role definitions, and struggles for power and favour. These are on the borderline between interpersonal, inter-role and inter-group conflicts. In any case, clashes between two or more people classify as inter-group conflicts when the conflicting identities are only a part of the people’s complete self-view. An accountant and a marketing expert might not agree in professional issues, but in all other matters there are no real obstacles to them being good friends. 

Inter-community / International conflicts: this is persistent friction between groups or representatives of those groups that can be defined as communities (ethnic, religious, political, or other distinction based on a sense of belonging and underlying value systems) or nations. Values and norms are at the base of every community and whenever not respected they can fuel with other communities with a contrasting belief system. As community, nationality and the sense of belonging plays an important role in defining people’s identity, it will translate directly to the way they communicate and thus influence their way of managing interpersonal conflicts.

In this view, intercultural conflict can be described as a subset of interpersonal conflicts in which the source of conflict derives from the differences of cultural and social prescriptions rather than personal characteristics.

Inter-group and international conflicts are divided into different categories here despite their similarities: they are diverse not only due to the scale of their influence (nations involving millions of people instead of tens of local interest groups), but also their much longer life cycles and ways in which they may be controlled. Inter-community and international conflicts are carefully guided by the respective elites of each community. On such a scale a special rhetoric and communication strategy must be (and commonly is) used
. This means that the members of the given groups are not involved in the conflict directly, but passively. The real actions, offences and negotiations are all presented on a higher, usually political, level, to which the masses follow. Wars are the climax reached when the international conflicts explode at their strongest and most violent form. Now, when two people of these contrasting groups happen to meet, what results is a symptomatic representation of the information and attitudes given to each person by their national or community identities.  Resolving friction between, say, a single Arab and a Jew could be possible by working on the personal identities rather than social or collective ones, but the underlying problem would persist. The conflict can only truly be solved on the community heads’ level. 

A great deal of conflict management and conflict resolution study programmes focus mainly on analysing international conflict. This has little to do with the study of everyday interpersonal discords. The former is largely the area of political and social science, whereas the latter is often left to psychology and social psychology. This paper looks to work with interpersonal conflicts only, and especially in the context of international business. This is not because it wouldn’t be possible to work with large-scale conflicts in a classroom
, but because gaining conclusive results on issues as large as intercommunity and international conflicts require significant parallel activities from the side of public administration (such as building community centres, supporting anti-discrimination policy, developing diplomatic relations etc).

Another distinction exists that can be highly effective for finding possible ways out of a conflict: the issue of a conflict. The issue on which the conflict has arisen can usually be divided into two categories: material and immaterial / conceptual. Material conflicts (such as between clients and suppliers) are significantly easier to negotiate and a compromise or a win-win result is possible. 

Conflicts over conceptual matters can be anything from a simple dispute over the matters of the world to bloody clashes between the members of different religious communities. When it is the underlying (and identity-defining!) values that create the conflict, presenting a compromise is utterly useless, because the question is “What is right?” In these cases the sides can either agree to disagree, or take on a long and complicated path to conciliation. The latter, however, requires a modification of self- and world-views from both parties. Attempting to manage a conflict like this can be a lost cause from the beginning, if the mediator should decide to address the values directly. It might instead be fruitful to focus on the behaviour and practical results of the values, in which case an agreement could be found.

These two kinds of conflicts often present themselves together. It is important to recognise a possibly conceptual conflict under a seemingly material one and vice versa. For example, when neighbours argue over driveway space, it might only be an expression of an underlying antipathy. 

Every conflict has a certain degree of destructivity and violence. This is why it is important to classify them according to the level of tension present. The next paragraph will introduce a tool for classifying different levels of conflicts.
Levels of conflict
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As we have seen there are many types of conflict but conflict is also a process where the parties involved go through several stages before actually arriving to the crisis. Conflict in the crisis stage is often described as a condition where the behaviour is affected and a normal relation between people becomes extremely difficult, sometimes leading to destructive rancor or even violence. The spiral of events leading to crisis can be categorized in four stages of which climax is the final one. 
The people working directly with conflicts often call the first of these stages discomfort, describing it as an ambiguous situation that is difficult to identify as a conflict by the parties involved, though everyone is able to feel something in the air. When people are in a discomfort situation perhaps nothing is said or done to affect the relationship, but there is something unusual and indefinable in their behaviour, which accompanies participants continuously. Then, nothing might happen. If, however, there is an incident, the discomfort and distrust materialises as a sharp exchange. As a result, people feel upset, irritated and normally that is the first time when the parties acknowledge the potential presence of a conflict situation. 

After the incident motives and facts could be misperceived due to distraction created by irritation and the participants’ thoughts frequently keep returning to the acknowledged problem: when the persons involved lose the ability to understand each other without distraction of the tension, we are in the stage of misunderstanding.  After this stage relationships are weighed down by negative attitudes and fixed opinions and tension is present in every exchange of words and actions, leading to the climax of the conflict that we have already called crisis. 

An important thing to underline here is that the longer this pattern goes unnoticed, the more difficult is to solve this situation as, when unchecked, it tends to move along towards the crisis by its own. Therefore, if the conflict remains unaddressed, there is danger present in each exchange that makes normal conversations (and, also, possibilities of resolving the situation) difficult. Finding a way out of the falling curve is always a matter of time: the faster the underlying conflict is recognized by the parties, the easier it is to get out from it. When we reach the crisis state very little can be done to change the direction of the events: the conflict is exploding at its maximum potential: rationality and common sense leave the ground to rage and violence. At that stage, people lose the ability to think rationally and any solutions require time and a very careful approach. 

While talking of intercultural conflicts, however, it is important to distinguish between misunderstandings – different understanding of the same thing that don’t necessarily obstruct cooperation – and serious conflicts deriving from contrasting base values or beliefs.










� This is what might polemically be called propaganda.


� These training activities, however, would not be personal development training, but large-scale mediation or conciliation activities that require a different approach than the one presented here. 
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