Conflict, Conflict Resolution and the
Children of Northern Ireland:
Towards Under standing the Impact on
Children and Families

Kroc Ingtitute Occasiona Paper Series #21:0P:1.

December 2001

Erin L. Lovdl

B.A. (2001) in Government and International Relations
with a concentration in peace studies, University of Notre Dame

And

E. Mark Cummings

Mark Cummings, Professor of Psychology, University of Notre Dame.



This review employs amultidisciplinary approach to consder the effects of conflict and
conflict processes on children in the case of Northern Irdland.1 Conflict processislikdy to
effect children a multiple and different levels of societd functioning, with each level capturing a
unique element of the effects of conflict processes on children. Thus, understanding each part of
the processis likely to contribute towards a more complete understanding than is possible by
focusing only on any one level of andyss Vaiouslevds of anadyds (eg., economic, paliticd,
ingtitutiond, educationd) of the effects of commund conflict on adults and children in Northern
Ireland have been considered el sewhere (INCORE, 1995). The specific gap addressed in this
paper isto further the conceptudization of the psychologica, sociologicd, and familid processes
in children that may be affected by communa conflict in Northern Irdland. A related god isto
place these conceptudizations in terms of a broader framework for understanding the
complexity of the processes underlying the impact of the conflict.

[llugtrating the importance of consdering multiple levels of andyss, in ahighly influentid
conceptuaization, Bronfenbrenner (1979,1986) and others (e.g., Cicchetti & Lynch, 1993)
have proposed an ecologica-transactional analysis of children and their contexts. That is,
ecologicd contexts are seen as congsting of severd nested levels with differing degrees of
proximity to children’s functioning. Thus, the macro system involves culturd beliefs and values
that reflect societd and governmentd functioning, and affect community, family and child

functioning. The ecosystem conggts of the influences of the neighborhood and community on

1 We wish to thank Marie Smyth, George Lopez, Siobhan McEvoy, and Amy Keller for comments on
an earlier draft.



children and families. The micro system reflects the effects of family environment. Findly,
ontogenetic development isthe most proxima leve of anadysis and istheleve of the child’'sown
development, including influences of biologica and psychologicd functioning. It has been widely
hypothesized over the past twenty years since Bronfenbrenner’ s origind conceptuaizations that
these levels of environment interact and transact with each other and over the course of timein
affecting whether children show desirable (e.g., socid competence; good conflict resolution
skills) or undesirable (e.g. behavior problems, proneness to violence and chronic hostility and
anger) adaptation during their development (Cicchetti & Lynch, 1993).

Figure 1 outlines a framework for the multiple levels that we hypothesize need to be
consdered to account for the effects of the conflict on adults and children. These levels of
anayss of conflict processes, that is, the macro system (i.e., government), ecosystem (..,
community) and micro system (i.e,, family functioning, including maritd conflict and parent-child
attachment), and individua ontogeny (e.g., child characterigtics), are represented as multiple
societd influences on children’s development. Moreover, these levels of andysis of conflict
processes are interrelated (Fay, Morrissey, Smyth, Wong 2001). Although we focus on
familia, psychologica, and sociologica processes affected by the communa conflict in Northern
Ireland in this paper, it isimportant to conceptualize how these factors affect, and are affected
by, the broader framework of the influences Northern Irdand’ s * Troubles” on children and

families (Fay, Morrissey, & Smyth, 1999).



Figure 1.
Framework for the multiple levels of culturd, community, family, and ontogenic influences

underlying the effects of the “Troubles’ on the children of Northern Ireland.
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Public policy can impact children and families. With politicians divided by nationd
identities the agreement and implementation of public policy isacongant chdlenge. For
example, the governments' involvement in the educationa system is relevant to the present
conflict. Northern Irdland’ s paliticians have not set aside funding to encourage integrated

schools. Also, evenif the government had set aside such funds, political debates over



implementation could inflame passons and might eventudly result in one nationd identity
benefiting more than the other, or at least the perceptions of such favoritism, further aggravating
matters. As another example, the possible reformation of the R.U.C. is aso strongly impacted
by palitica decisons, and the makeup of the R.U.C., aswell as contentious debates and
fedings about this matter, clearly impacts both individuas and the larger communities.

The economic Stuation families experience effects the well-being and devel opment of
both adults and children. Those most highly affected by the Troubles live in economicaly
disadvantaged areas (O’ Halloran & Mclntyre, 1998)2. Living in high intendity zones
subgtantiadly increases the impact on family functioning and child development. Children in high
intengity zones in Northern Irdland exhibit much more anger, suspicion, and sometimes hatred
towards the other community than children living in low intensty zones (Smyth & Scott, 2000).
Segregation affects the daily routines of many persons. Ninety percent of children in Northern
Ireland attend segregated schools. Moreover, a high percentage of people living in high intengity
zones only work with members of their own community (Fay, Morrissey, Smyth & Wong,
2001). The exigtence of such segregation “has far reaching implications not only for children,
but aso for the society at large and for long term prospects of peace,” (Smyth & Scott, 2000)

The presence of paramilitaries so impacts the experiences of children and adultsin
Northern Irdland. In some areas paramilitaries have become the substitute police force, and

may use “violent methods of punishment, such as bestings, which are tolerated and even

2. Wewould like to note our agreement with both Smyth and others, that in understanding and researching
the effects of Northern Ireland’ s Troubles on children it isimportant to remember that depending largely on
where the children live they may have very little experience with the Troubles, while other children may have



supported within some communities’ (Smyth & Scott, 2000). Membership in paramilitary
organizations may aso come to be viewed by youth as a prestigious or powerful position
(Smyth & Scott, 2000). Along with adults, the well-being and development of children in these
neighborhoods, may aso be affected by this culture of violence.

The merits of an integrated, multi-disciplinary approach to understanding the effects of
the “Troubles’ on children and young adults, asis depicted in Figure 1, is now recognized by
many observers and scholars of Northern Ireland (Smyth, 1998; Cairns, 1987, 1996;
INCORE, 1995; O'Hdloran & Mcintyre, 1999). Although a multi-tiered conceptudlization of
societd influences is often described and discussed in the socid science literature, very few
sudies of the effects of psychologicd and societd factors on children and familiesin conflict
zones have been conducted, and even fewer involve recognition of dl of these levels of andyss.

Such gpproaches are clearly needed to more fully understand the effects of communad conflict
in Northern Irdland on children and families. Moreover, we strongly encourage the
development of collaborative efforts, uniting teams of specidigts from avariety of fiddsand
subjects, towards the god of achieving such comprehensive andyses.

Next, we turn to an examination of the psychologicd, sociologicd, and familid effects of
family and commund conflict on adults and children in Northern Irdland, which is the focus of
the report. Asthe figureillustrates, both marita conflict and community conflict can affect
children’s development. In addition, studies have shown that conflict in the family is related to

conflict in the community (Kaslow, 2001; Reiss, Richters, Radke-Y arrow, & Scharff, 1993;

agreat deal of experience with the communal conflict (Smyth & Scott, 2000).



Dudley-Grant, 2001; Hapern, 2001). In particular, high levels of community conflict are
predictive of high levels of maritd conflict, and each of these sources of conflict may have
adverse effects on children’s adjustment (Martinez & Richters, 1993; Richters & Martinez,
1993).

In this paper we argue that child development and psychologica processesin families
arelikdy to be highly affected by the communad conflict setting in Northern Irdland, particularly
in zones of high intengty conflict. Aswe will show, children do not merely react to the presence
of conflict, but interpret the conflict and what it means to them personaly, and to their families
(or in acommunal scenario, to their respective community). Based on our review of theory and
research on dynamic processes known to underlie children’s functioning in families and groups,
(i.e. atachment, emotiond security and socid identity) in high conflict contexts of family and
community, we argue thet it is critica to initiate and conduct research rdlative to the dynamic
relaionship between both familid and communa conflict asthey effect the development and
well being of the children in Northern Irdand. We hope that the perspective on the
psychological, sociologica, and familia forces a work in this cultura context that we present
will serve as one foundation for new avenues of discusson and research in alarger

multidisciplinary undertaking towards further understanding of these issues.

Dynamic Processes that Underlie Children’s Functioning in Families and Groups
Human beings are “biologicaly predisposed to form long-lagting bonds to specific

individuds’ (Calin, 1996). “Attachment is an emotiond bond,” a long-lasting relationship that



formswith specific persons (Calin, 1996). The child desiresto be held, loved, and protected by
her parent not because her parent may feed her, but because the desire for an attachment is as
basic and as important in human life as the desires for food and sex. One of the main factors
affecting the security of attachment formed isthe caregiver’ s senstive reponsveness. A senstive
responsve caregiver notices dgnds from the baby, interprets them accurately and responds
gopropriatey and fairly promptly (Colin, 1996).

The security of children’s attachments are pertinent to their well being and adjustment
(Cummings & Davies, 2001). A child with a secure attachment comes to view himsdf ina
posgitive light, as a person worthy of love. He exhibits self-confidence and feds free to learn
through exploration in physical and socid environments. He expects that others will trest her
well and she has pogtive socid skills. His behavior islikely to be flexible and easily adaptable
to new Stuations and socid partners. Heis able to regulate emotions and behaviorsin socid
contexts, and isless prone in high stress contexts to become aggressiveness or otherwise exhibit
loss of control over socid behavior. A child with an insecure attachment views himsdf in a
negative light, as a person unworthy of love. Heisvery insecure in himsdf and in hisrdaions
with others. He does not expect othersto treat him well, and is at greater risk for exhibiting
aggressive behavior, anxiety, and depression (Colin, 1996).

Children with secure attachments are aso more socialy competent and appropriate than
children with insecure attachmentsin rdating to their peers. A 1992 study by Howes and
Rodning found that securdly attached infants “were more affectively positive toward others. they

were ranked higher on socia competence, number of friends, popularity with peers,



compliance, and empathy,” (Calin, 1996). Socid competence, in particular, isreflected in
greater success and competency in resolving everyday conflicts with others. These children dso
displayed less conflict during play and higher levels of socid pretend play with their peers.
Thus, one can see how children’s emotiona security in high stress contexts, such as high
intengity zones in Northern Irdland, might be related to their proneness to aggressvity, bullying
behavior, vanddism, or high socid anxiety.

In relation to teachers, children with secure attachments are moreindependent but, at the
same time, are able to cal upon their teachers for assstance when it is gppropriate to do .
Insecurely attached children do not cal on their teachers at gppropriate times, but, a the sametime,
are more dependent upon them and demand more attention than children with secure attachments.

Without knowing the child's history of attachment, teachers expect more mature and less

conflictua behavior from securdy attached students and have higher expectations of them overdl
(Cdlin, 1996). Thus, one can infer how children’s emotiond security in high intensity zones could
be related to their academic and school performance and socid competency in these settings.

Within the first few years of life parent-child interactions help to mold the child's view of
himsdf and others. Attachment security leeds the child to have or lack self-confidence, to positively
relate with his peers, or respond to peers with hogtility or suspicion, to attempt tasks on his own,
or to rely heavily on the direction of others. Though dterable, these early conceptions lay a
foundation for the child's future growth, success or productivity, and happiness, as both an

adolescent and an adult. The security of the attachment formed is pertinent to the well being of the



individua both in the present and future, and can be seen as surely pertinent to how well children
can ded with everyday stressesin high conflict contexts.

In particular, numerous studies have shown that exposure to marita conflict and other
conflict processes sgnificantly influences the security of atachment. The increased stresses of
marital and communa conflict decrease the parent’ s ahility to sengitively respond to the needs of
their child, thus negatively impecting the qudity of atachment (Colin, 1996). In the case of Northern
Irdland specificaly, a survey conducted by Smyth and others found that close to twenty-five
percent of the resdents living in high intendty areas had taken some form of medication, and of
these individuds, over fifty-two percent were on medication permanently (Fay, Morrissey, Smyth
& Wong, 2001). In apersond interview one woman commented on her use of medication by
dating,

“They lost me for seventeen years, eighteen years down the line. You know Marie, they
didn't have a moter. ‘Cause | was only a figure sitting there for to be used — to give them
money. | was there for that. That was the only reason. | wasn’t their mother...just afigure
sitting in a chair,” (Fay, Morrissey, Smyth & Wong, 2001).

Depression and additional stress brought about through the troubles of Northern
Irdland or marita conflict islikely to impact the well being and development of the child
(Cummings & Davies, 1999). Alcoholism, shown to be aresponse to the troubles of Northern
Irdland, sgnificantly impacts children’s security and the security of attachment (EI-Sheikh &
Cummings, 1998). In the Northern Irdland Survey, “22 per cent in wards of highest intensity
reported an increase in acohol consumption related to the Troubles,” (Fay, Morrissey, Smyth
& Wong, 2001). The stress or distraction of marita discord on the parents might cause them to

become “more inconsstent and ineffective in their parenting behaviors, thereby increasing the
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rate of child misbehaviors’ (Cummings & Davies, 1994). The additiond stress may aso lead to
areduction in sengtive respongveness to the needs of the child, which then diminishesthe
qudity of attachment shared between the parent and child. In summary, maritad and communad
conflict affects parenting in ways pertinent to the well-being and adjustment of children. Aswe
will see below, children are dso directly affected smply by the exposure to conflict in their

families and communities.

Conflict, Conflict Resolution, and the Emotional Security Hypothes's
Exposure to marital and family conflict and violence aso directly influences children’s
functioning3. Conflict within the marriage thus affects the child due to changesin the sociad

environment of the family and aso through direct exposure to conflict.

“Marita conflict has been identified as a risk factor that increase the probability of many
adjustment problems in children, including both externalizing disorders, such as noncompliance
and aggression, and internalizing disorders’ such as depression, anxiety, and withdrawal (Owen
and Cox, 1997, Grych and Fincham 1990).

Children display distress and increased aggression in response to the presence of
background conflict between adults (Cummings, 1985). Researchers have observed “ children
were stressed and distressed by others physica and verba quarrels as early as one year of
age’ (Cummings, E. M., lannatti, R., & Zahn-Waxer, C., 1985). In response to the adults
anger children appeared anxious and tense. Severa covered their eyes or ears, and many cried

or expressed verba concern. Some children scolded the adultsin conflict, while others

3 For purposes of this paper marital conflict is defined as any verbal or nonverbal disagreement or tension
present within or between the marital dyad. Moreover, the definition of marital conflict is broadened to
consider parental conflict involving unmarried partners.
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attempted to act asamediator. This suggests that background conflict between adults, which
the commund conflict dicitsin Northern Irdand, likely causes anxiety and tenson amongst the
children living there, especidly those living in high intensity aress?.

Exposure to background conflict children experience changes in heart rate, skin
conductance, and systolic blood pressure (Cummings & Davies, 1994). Thus, exposure to
conflict induces digtress and anxiety in children, even a aphysiologica leve of functioning.
These findings suggest that the presence of commund conflict likely dicits physiologica
reactions in the children experiencing the Troublesin their daily lives.

Parents may exhibit anger and conflict verbdly, nonverbaly, and even physicaly.
Although it is not surprising thet disputes involving physica conflict dicit the most negative
impact on children, Cummings studies on nonverba anger challenge the assumptions of many
parents about the sengtivity of children to their disagreements (Cummings, Balard, El-Sheikh,
& Lake, 1991). Many parents assume that as long as their voices are children are not raised,
their children will remain unaware of the conflict a hand. Children are affected by nonverba
conflict just asthey are affected by verba conflict.

In 1989, Cummings investigated children’ s responses to nonverba, verbd, and
verba-physical expressons of anger. In this experiment, children viewed video taped

interactions between adult actors and answered questions concerning their responses. The child

41n consideration of the communal conflict in Northern Ireland it would be interesting to consider whether
or not the presence of the communal conflict elicits more conflict within the home, thus leading to a decrease
in parents’ abilities to sensitively respond to their children.



participants ranged between the ages of four nineyears. “Children of dl ages more often
reported negative emotional responses to anger scenarios than to matched friendly scenarios,”
(Cummings, Voge, Cummings, & El Sheikh, 1989). These results show that “verbd

expression is not an essentid eement in children’ s negative regponse to angry exchanges
between adults’ (Cummings, et d, 1989). Cummings (1990) aso found that “children reporting
angry or distressed emotionsin reaction to nonverba anger expressions at rates comparable to
verbaly expressed anger,” (Cummings & Davies, 1994). In sum, the research findings indicate
that awide range of forms of conflict and anger expression between both parents and unknown
adults dicits anger and digtress from children.

Research on the effects of various forms of conflict on children may be reated to the
Troublesin Northern Ireland where the conflict is apparent in awide array of forms, on one
end, actud acts of violence, petrol bombs, paint bombs, gunfire, soning or bricks being thrown,
to the more glent, but just as piercing cries of the paliticd murdsin Derry and Belfast, and the
taboo nature Northern Irdland’ s society seems to embrace in avoiding conversation and
discussion about the topics of rdigion and palitics. As physicd violence has shown to have the
greatest impact on children (Cummings, 1998), the physical violence of guns and bombs would
aso have the greatest impact on distress and anxiety. In regards to the nonverba form of
conflict, it would be interesting to research how the children of Northern Ireland are affected by
the taboo nature of the conflict, and possbly other nonverba eements (the murds, flags, and

painted street curbs) for children living in those aress.
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Relative to the taboo nature, or lack of conversation and resolution, of the conflict in
Northern Irdand, familid studies on conflict resolution may be of interest to congder.
Cummings research dso demondtrates the pogitive effects of conflict resolution on children. In
one study while testing children’ s responses to nonverbd, verba, and verba-physica
expressions of anger, Cummings aso presented the children with a set of skitstesting the effects
of resolution. Child participants viewed one unresolved conflict and one resolved conflict. The
unresolved conflict dicited much more anger in the children than the resolved conflict,
demondgtrating children’s high sengtivity to whether or not conflicts are resolved (Cummings et
d, 1989). Cummings research supports the notion that children are highly sengtive to the
resolution of conflict and thet the effects of conflict resolution are highly beneficia. Cummings
found that, “what is most important may not be if parents fight, but how they act after fightsare
over. Completdy resolved conflicts may have effects that are dmost indistinguishable from
entirdy friendly interactions’ (Cummings, et d, 1991).

Recently, in 1991, Cummings studied how children responded to different types or
levels of resolution. The child participants viewed videotaped verbd arguments followed by one
of 9x endings. compromise or gpology (resolved anger), changing the topic or one Sde winning
(partidly resolved anger), the silent trestment or continuing the fight (unresolved anger)
(Cummings, &t. d, 1991). The negativity of the children’s responses directly corrdated with the
levd of resolution. Fully resolved conflicts resulted in the least negative responses. Unresolved
conflicts resulted in the most negeative responses. Partidly resolved conflicts resulted in

responses most often in between those for unresolved and resolved conflicts (Cummings, €. d,
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1991). Thisstudy exemplified children’s sengitivity to resolution. Children are not only attentive
to whether or not the conflict is resolved, but dso to what degreeit isresolved. Changing the
topic, or one person giving in to the other does not condtitute a full resolution in the eyes of a
child. Following children’s attentiveness to nonverba conflict, the study aso showed that
children are well aware of the silent trestment in an unresolved conflict.

The knowledge gained of children’s reactions to various levels of resolution in marita
conflict may have strong implications for understanding the effects of conflict and anger upon the
children of Northern Irdand who are living in congtant state of commund conflict, though a a
vaiety of intengty levels. Children in Northern Iredland may fed a congtant sense of
dissatisfaction, discomfort, stress, or anxiety — at one level or another — due to the absence of a
felt or percaived resolution. Some have hypothesized that children become habituated to
conflict, but familia studies have found that children become sengitized rather than habituated to
conflict (Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981). Further research on the
sendtization or habituation of commund conflict in Northern Irdand is certainly of interest.

In reflecting upon children’s attentiveness to the various endings to conflict, Cummings
further researched what congtituted a fully resolved conflict in the eyes of achild. Children
viewed videotaped conversations between two adults (Cummings, Smpson, & Wilson, 1993).
In one scenario, following an angry interaction, one of the two adults explained a resolution that
the child did not observe. In another scenario the adults left the room and went behind closed
doors. During thistime the experimenter asked the child what he or she thought the adults were

doing. More than hdf of the five and six-year-olds, and amost 100% of the nine and ten-year-

15



oldsinferred that the adults were resolving the conflict while behind closed doors. The adult
actors then returned to the room and interacted in a friendly manner, implying that a resolution
had taken place.

The study found that * explanation was an adequate means for communicating
information about resolution, dthough gpparently unnecessary if the child had observed the
resolution,” and “children’ s reactions to unobserved resolution were indistinguishable from
responses to resolutions that could be directly observed,” (Cummings, Smpson, & Wilson,
1993). Thus, the concluson was that parents do not necessarily need to worry about resolving
ther conflictsin the presence of their children. However, this udy dicits interesting questions
for further study in the redm of communa conflict. For example, due to the complexity of the
commund conflict in Northern Irdland are such relaively subtle means of conveying conflict
resolution adequate to convey the status of the conflict asresolved? Also, if parents are unable
to provide such adequate guidance themsalves regarding conflict resolution in families or the
community due to the trauma they have experiences is there a possibility that outside help may
be directed towards Northern Ireland’ s youth?

In an exploration of young peopl€ s views and experiences, INCORE interviewed
young people and inquired how people ded with conflict, and how the youth themsalves ded
with the gtress. One youth responded, “...1 think most people are afraid to talk to somebody.

They just keep it bottled up, so they do...It just hurts too much, so it does. The longer they
keep it bottled up, their heart just turnsto anger...” (Sunningdale Y outh Group, 1998). When

asked how they calmed themselves down, two other young men from North Belfast explained,
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“Just forget about it. Just try your hardest to forget about it,” (Sunningdde Y outh Group,
1998). Children in Northern Irdland may thus be feding a sense of anxiety due to the lack of
resolution within the communities thet they live, and dso within themsdves,

Familid research findings strongly suggest that children do not smply respond to the
presence of loud voices or felt tension, but rather interpret conflict and reflect upon and its
implications upon themselves and their families. 1n acommuna conflict setting, asin Northern
Ireland, it is hypothesized that the children may aso congder the implications the conflict has
upon their particular community aswdl. As Cummings explains, “Children respond not Smply
to whether or not conflict is expressed but to the implications of conflict for marital relations and,
ultimatdy, themsdves’ (Cummings & Davies, 1994).

Cummings and his colleague, Petrick T. Davies, present their emotiona security
hypothes's as a new vehicle for further understanding these psychological processes present in
children and conflict. Ther hypothessisthat children seek to attain alevel of emaotiond security
within their family networks, including the qudity of parent-child attachment, but aso including
factors beyond the emotiona security resulting from parent-child attachments. A child's sense
of emotiond security is derived from various sources such as his or her persond experiences,
impressons, or modds of family and community reations and networks, and the qudity of
attachment shared with the parents (Cummings & Davies, 1996). Cummings and Davies
explain that a child may gppraise his parent-child attachment as secure, while feding emotionaly
insecure due to the presence of marita conflict. They hypothesize that children work towards

the god of "preserving and promoting a sense of emotiona security” within the contexts of
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various emotiond rdationships within and outsde of the family (Cummings and Davies, 1996;
Waters & Cummings, 2000)°.

Emotiona security is both a product of past experiences and a primary influence on
future responses to marita conflict. A child's past experiences with conflict influence how he

both interprets and reacts to marita conflict. Cummings and Davies explain,

"Children who are emotionally secure about their parents' relationship have confidence in
the stability and predictability of marital interactions, an expectation that marital conflicts will
eventually ameliorate, and confidence in the continuing psychological and physical availability
of parents. Also, they perceive that family disputes pose no significant threat to their
physical and psychological well-being" (Cummings & Davies, 1994).

Asaresault of their emotiona security about family based on experience, children from homesin
which parents have harmonious marriages do not perceive the presence of maritd conflict as
threatening to themsalves, or maritd relations. Presumably they have seen their parents resolve
their conflicts and have confidence in their ability to do so on other occasions.

In contragt, children from homes with high conflict marriages more reedily interpret
marital conflict as threstening to their emotiona security and the security of the marriage; thus
they are more likely to become reactive, over-involved, and aggressive in response to parental
disputes (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Cummings, lannotti, & Waxler, 1985). Cummings
explains that emotional security is a process and a god, which organizes and directs "children's
coping processes and adjustment in reaction to marital conflict”. Children regulate their
responses to conflict in attemptsto attain or reeffirm their emotiona security. Those childrenin

homes of high marital conflict may find it necessary to ether interfere with the conflict, or act as

51nacommunal conflict scenario, such as Northern Ireland, this hypothesis may be extended to include
consideration of one’s community, inner-communal relations, and cross-communal experiences as being
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adigraction from the conflict, in order to dleviate the presumed threet. In an earlier gudy in
1981, Cummings found that children from homes of frequent marital conflict responded to
conflictin prosocid patterns reflecting effects to ameliorate their parents problems, such as
shown by attempt to reconcile, mediate, or distract the angry adults (Cummings, Zahn-Waxler,
& Radke-Yarrow, 1981).

Cummings research supports the conception that children become sengtized to conflict,
rather than desengitized, as aresult of repeated exposure to highly negative marital conflict
(Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981). Cummings and Davies"suggest that
repeated exposure (to marital conflict) increases children's fedings of emotiond insecurity,”
which decreases their capacity to regulate their emotions and behavior, "leaving them more
prone to fedings of fear, distress, and anger” (Cummings & Davies, 1994). Given the serious
implication of commund conflict for children’s emationd security, one might presume that
commund conflict might lead to even grester sengtization to conflict in children, particularly for
children in high conflict zones, such asthe most intensdy conflictud zonesin Bdfast (Fay,
Morrissey, Smyth, & Wong, 2001). These sendtization processes are reflected in over-
reactivity to conflict, including a propendty to intense fedings of anger, sadness, and fear; a
disposition to heightened aggressvity towards others, and over-involvement and highly negative

cognitions about othersin conflict Stuations.

influential in interpretation of, and response to the communal conflict
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Children in Communal Conflict: the Case of Northern Ireland

Thus, in reviewing the effects of commund conflict on children in the case of Northern
Ireland, the processes involved reldive to the impact of conflict on children’s functioning
multiply. Communa conflict extends beyond the family unit to include the larger community.
Sociologist Henri Tgfel explains community or communa conflict as being different from other
types of conflict because it isa conflict between large-scale socio-economic or socio-political
groupings as diginct from conflictsingde an individud, between individuds, or between small
groups (Tafd, 1981; as cited in Cairns, 1987). The number of individuas directly acting or
participating in the conflict increases from afew to many, and the amount of negativity built up
over time escd ates from the years or decades a couple may have been married to the number
of centuries behind the conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland and the
competing nationdisms that are reflected by these divisions®.

Children in homes of high maritad and family conflict in the United States may seek
refuge through rdlaions with their friends or teachers, but in acommuna conflict Stuation, the
conflict may appear inescgpable to the child. Asisevident in Bdfast, Derry, and other towns,
when walking down the streets the curbs are painted reminders of the conflict. The stark
segregation of the mgjority of Northern Irdland’ s schools aso bears testament for children

everyday to the seriousness of the conflict. The conflict dictates to the children where they can

6 First, although the recent resurgence of ‘the Troubles' in Northern Ireland was initiated with the Civil
Rights Movement in the late 1960s, some historians and sociol ogists claim conflict may be traced as far back
asthe plantations, and the Great Famine (as murals depict in Belfast), or from the division of the North from
the Republic in the early 20" century. Second, The usage of the terms* Catholic’ and ‘ Protestant’ is not
meant to suggest the existence of areligious war, but rather to easily depict the two distinct social
categoriesin Northern Ireland.



walk, what storesthey can go into, what school they can attend, and whom they may befriend.
The culture of slence, or taboo nature of issues surrounding the conflict, further decreases a
child's chances of dleviating any distress he or she may fed with regards to the communa
conflict or its affects through discusson (Smyth, 1998). The community violence in Northern
Ireland has potentialy wider ranging effects on children than does domegtic conflict in regions
relatively free from ethnic conflict, due the fact that the conflict in Northern Irdland can kill or
injure children, aswell as place them in the pogition where they are a risk for killing or injuring
others (Smyth, 1998).

The absence of an entrusted police force, the presence of paramilitaries, and urban
housing problems a so exacerbate the impact of the Northern Irdland conflict on children living
there. With the absence of an entrusted police force, children suffering from sexua or physicd
abuse, or neglect, arelesslikely to be removed from their homes. Although an ingtance of child
abuse may be observed, the individual may choose not to call the police due to poor relations
with the R.U.C. (Royd Ulgter Congtabulary) and dso in consideration of the tensons that may
result, both between the R.U.C. and the accused family, neighborhood, or socid category (in
this case Catholics), aswdl as the tenson within the Catholic neighborhood itsdlf that may result
(Smyth, 1998). In areas where the R.U.C. is not welcome, paramilitaries often take on the role
asan active or locd policeforce. Under locd paramilitary authority, a child experiencing abuse
or neglect in the home of a paramilitary leader may aso have less of achance of being dleviated

from his or her Stuation for Smilar reasons.

21



The children of Northern Irdland are dso affected by the presence of paramilitaries a a
number of levels. Paramilitaries have physcaly harmed children and their loved ones through a
variety of means such as bombs, guns, and beatings. Smyth cited that shootings and explosons
“account for 224 or 87% of al deaths of children under age 18’ relative to the Northern Ireland
conflict. Rubber or pladtic bullets, and army vehicles have d o killed children (Smyth, 1998).
Family involvement in paramilitaries may result in the loss of a caregiver through imprisonment or
degth, both extremely distressing experiences for children. Children of security forces, the
R.U.C.,, areds0 at risk dueto thresat to the family; these children may experience theloss of a
parent to deeth. Thus, children in Northern Irdland may witness the deeth of afamily member,
asitisnot unheard of for aman to be shot in the doorway of his home (Smyth, 1998). Children
and young adults in Northern Irdland may aso become active participants in paramilitary
activities and engage in group violence themselves (Smyth, 1998). Further studies are needed
to understand this culture of violence and children’ s infiltration into such a society, the possible
role of emationd insecurity about family and community, and sengtization to conflict, in the
effects on the children.

As regards urban housing, the growing Catholic population has posed problems due to
the segregation of society and land, especidly in the city of Bdfast. Intheearly 1990'sina
northern area of Bdfast, particularly in Duncairn Gardens and Tiger’s Bay, Catholicshad a
housing shortage, while Protestants had a housing surplus. Protestants were concerned about
an expangon of the Cathalics into their neighborhood, and the Cathalics were angry about

feding “fenced in” while Smultaneoudy fearing loydis paramilitary strikes as aresult of the



Protestants fears (Bollens, 1999). Such housing scenarios negatively affect the children.
Impoverishment and poor quality housing, relative to the economy and the conflict in Northern
Irdland, also negatively impact the well being of children living under such conditions,

The absence of atrusted police force, the presence of paramilitaries, and housing
problems due to land segregation, are dl additiona sgnificant dementsto the Northern Irdland
conflict beyond the fact of children’s exposure to intense conflict and violence and likely add to
the effect on the children. These factors are amongst numerous
eements negatively influencing the well being of children in Northern Irdand in rdlaion to the

commund conflict.

Social Identity Theory : Awareness, Attachment, Per ception

Beyond the individud attachments formed between parents and their children, and
extending past the network of relationships composing afamily unit, children form attachments
within a particular group or community. Human beings exaggerate differences between certain
categories while smultaneoudy minimizing differences within categories (Carns, 1987).
Coinciding with the process of socid categorization, Tgfd (1981,1982) arguesthat it logicaly
follows for individuds to see themsdlves as belonging to certain socid categories, but not to
others; “in thisway, the theory claims, we tend to develop various socid identities’ (Cairns,
1996). A person’ssocid identity becomes an “important aspect of the individud’ s self-

concept” (Jenkins, 1996). Thus Tgfd argues



“Socia identity will be understood as that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives
from his knowledge of his membership of a socia group (or groups) together with the value and
emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1982).

Concerning the relevance of the socid identity theory to conflict in Northern Irdand, it is
pertinent establish that (1) children recognize the two mgor socia categories within ther
society, (2) fed an emotiond attachment to the group of which they are members, and (3)
perceive themsdves in terms of the groups to which they belong.

In this case of Northern Irdland, the two mgjor socid categories are referred to as
Catholic and Protestant and the competing nationalisms represented by these groupings’.
Children’s awareness of these distinct categories and their sense of relationship to each category
wasfirst researched by Jahoda and Harrison in 1975 (Cairns, 1987). Roughly one hundred
and twenty boys of ages six and nine years, living in either a Catholic or Protestant working-
class area of Belfadt, or Edinburgh, Scotland, were involved in the study. Firgt, an experimenter
presented sixteen geometric figures of the same size, which were red, orange, blue, or green, to
the child participant. These particular colors were chosen due to their relaion to the Irish and
British flags, strong symbols for the Catholic and Protestant communities. Second, an
experimenter asked the child to sort the figures into two groups and then explain the particular
classfication, which they formulated (Cairns, 1987). Third, an experimenter displayed the
figuresin different color combinations and asked the child if the figuresin the group went
together. Most of the younger children grouped the objectsin relation to color. Of the older

children however, the mgority of those from Belfast continued to sort the objects by color,
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while virtudly none of the Scottish children did. Experimenters dso reported, “that nearly half
of the older Befast children spontaneoudy mentioned the politico-rdigious symbolism of the
colors asthey carried out the task” (Cairns, 1987).

The children residing in Bdfast further diolayed their awareness of the symbalic
meaning of the colors during the second activity when the experimenter combined various
figures and asked the child participantsif they were grouped properly. Experimenters noted
that during this exercise severd of the older children resding in Belfast “said things such as*No
that’ s not right: you can't put Protestants with Catholics' or vice versa when the experimenter
attempted to combine for example red and blue with green” (Cairns, 1987). This study
highlights Northern Irish children’ s awareness of both the existence of two socid categories
within their society, and that the two socia categories are at odds with one another.

Cairns, McWhirter, and Gamble, conducted later studies, which aso support the finding
that children in Northern Irdland are well aware of the two socid categories a avery young
age. Carnswrote, “the ability to make socid categorizations is probably fully developed in
mogt children by as early as age five years,” (Cairns, 1987). However, the possihility exists that
children in Northern Irdland may be aware of the two mgor socid categories at an even

younger age.

70nceagain it is noted that the usage of the terms ‘ Catholic’ and ‘ Protestant’ are not to depict an
understanding of the conflict asrelated to religion, but are simply used to depict the two major groupsin
Northern Ireland.
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The children of Northern Irdland most likely do not differentiate themsalves from the
opposing group due to a clear understanding of the palitical positions of each, but they do
recognize the other as different. Roughly ninety percent of dl children in Northern Ireland
attend segregated schools, thus derting them of the distinct separation on adaily basis.
Segregated housing areas, painted street curbs, and murds are dso daily reminders of the two
Separate socid categories. Children growing up in a segregated society are aware of the
exiding divison. One fifteen-year-old girl from Belfast reflected,

“1t’s very hard when you're split up in your different communities and you don’'t want
to know each other and that sort of thing. | do feel a bit sad about what’s happened to my
childhood. | haven't actually had a very normal life where | can go out into the street, go
into different communities and they wouldn’t say a word to me. But unfortunately, it’s not
like that at all now. And it never really will be, | don’t think” (Raymond, 2000).

Cairns explains that the children’ s awareness of the two groups isimportant in that “as
children learn about the divison in Northern Irish society into two mgor groupsthey are at the
same time learning to which of these groups they, and presumably their immediate family,
belong” (Cairns, 1987). Children’s understanding of the socid categories and their own socidl
identity occur concurrently.

Two younger children from Northern Ireland aso commented on the distinct separation.
They explained to the interviewer thet if they ventured into the * other’ neighborhood the ‘ other’
children would shout, and possibly throw stones at them.

Interviewer: Why would they do this?

Michelle: Because we don't get on with each other.

Danny: Because we're Catholics and they’ re Protestants and they just don't like it — us being
Catholics.

Interviewer: And that's all it takes?
Danny: That's al it takes.
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Even in achild’'s mind, theworld becomes ‘us' and ‘them’ in Northern Irdland. As
children cometo learn of the existence and divison of society into two mgor socid categories,
Catholics and Protestants, they also become aware of which group they are a part of, who ‘we
are, and who ‘they’ are. Investigating socid identity theory, in the case of Northern Irdland,
may shed further light on where children’s conceptions of the two socid categories primary
come from, and how they develop. For example, peers, parents, the media, and educationa
organizations may al play arolein children’s conceptions of the mgor socid categoriesin ther
society, and their own relationship to each.

Along with the importance of recognizing one' s membership to a socid category, socia
identity theory asserts that individuals vaue their membership and possess an emotiond
attachment to their particular group. Asachild’ ssocid identity gains greater Sgnificance within
his saf-concept, he fedls a stronger emotional attachment to his respective group. The presence
and leve of thisemotiond attachment is difficult to measure empirically. One's emotiond
atachment to their group membership is especidly chdlenging to sudy in Northern Irdand due
to the taboo nature of religion and palitics. Children may be fearful in expressing their socid
identity to an experimenter, or to define ‘Catholic’ or ‘ Protestant’ in reference to political
connotations rather than asreligious terms.

Another factor making one’ s emotiond attachment to their socia category complicated
to measure isits wavering nature. Socid identity is “adynamic entity which may vary from time
to time and from Stuation to Stuation” (Tgfd, 1981) making it even more difficult to caculate

(Cairns, 1987). Socid identity is more of a process than a concept with a concrete definition or
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measure. Socid identity is how one sees onesdf in asocid context and how one interprets the
world around him. These perceptions are subject to change as various circumstances and
events affect either the individua or group to which sheis a member.

Cairns and Mercer (1984) reported evidence to support the notion that Northern
Ireland’ s youth possess an emotiond attachment to their respective socid categories. In the
study, experimenters asked roughly one thousand sixteen to seventeen-year-olds, “to describe
themselves by choosing between a series of eighteen pairs of bipolar adjectives’ (Cairns,
1987). Only three percent failed to choose either the term ‘ Catholic’ or the term ‘ Protestant,’
sgnifying the percaived importance of this group membership. Experimenters found thet overal
Catholicsranked “ * Catholic third, behind age and gender, while the Protestant trend was to
rank this socid identity fifth, behind age, gender, socid class, and religiogty” (Cairns, 1987).
Socid identity was aso placed above more persond or individudistic adjectives such as happy,
anxious, and cdm. The high rankings of one' s socid identity are suggestive of an emotiond
attachment to group membership.

Children’s socid identity may be especidly sdient when the child is under threet or
sress. For example, Trew (1981) found that during the Hunger Strikes, children conjured more
grongly to their socid identity. Studies on parent-child attachment aso strongly support this
process of working especialy hard to assure one's attachment in times of stress (Colin, 1996)8.

In the case of an emotiond attachment to a specific socid category, children under stress

8 A most recent example of displaying group membership or attachment, may be the vast display of United
States flags across the U.S. since September 11, 2001. Many people have the U.S. flag waving outside of
their home in memory of those who have died, and who have sacrificed their lives, but also as a statement
that they are ahome of Americans.
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presumably exhibit a grester sense of connection or devotion to their group in order to reassure
their sense of physical security and the security of their socid identity (Waters & Cummings,
2000).

For example, in the beginning of the civil rights movement in Northern Irdland, Catholics
were being physicaly assaulted by loydist paramilitaries and the R.U.C. The Catholic
community denoted the IRA (Irish Republican Army) to and for “I Ran Away”. Catholicsfdt
insecure without a physica force or protectorate, which ingtigated, in part, the reemergence of
the IRA within Northern Irdand. A Catholic child, in the face of athreat from aloydist
paramilitary, may reingate his own socid category and its connection to their paramilitary
organization, the IRA.

At the same time, the powerful bonds or attachments that develop between families and
communities within nationdigtic groups can serve to increase conflicts even within these groups.

For example, slence about threatening and historica aspects of the “Troubles” In Northern
Ireland may result in feuding, violence, emotiona cut offs and other less than effective coping
patterns within culturd groups (Smyth, 1998; persona communication).

However, one' s socid identity must dways be established, it “is never afind or settled
matter,” but rather an on going process (Jenkins, 1996). This can be a cause for hope or
concern for the children of Northern Ireland. In the case of Northern Ireland, Catholics and
Protestants define themsalves, in part, through comparison to one another. One group may
view itsdf to be the minority, and the other group to be the mgority. One group may see itsdlf

as the oppressed, thus depicting the other group as the oppressor. As these relationships



change, a least within the eye of the beholder, the perceptions of one's socid category, and in
turn one€' s socid identity, changes aswell. The growing Catholic population, the fal of
Stormont, the Anglo-Irish Agreement, and the Good Friday Agreement are examples of the
changing relationship between Cathalics and Protestants, which may affect children’s
perceptions of socid category and socid identity.

In some ways the strong presence of the two maor socid categoriesin Northern
Ireland deducts from the significance of the individua and therefore of the individuals degrees of
freedom for relating to others asindividuas®. For example, In recaling the shooting of their
father, Danny and Michelle (previoudy mentioned) were asked, “And who did it?’

Michelle: The UVF. (Ulster Volunteer Force)
Danny: The UVF kill and bomb Catholics.

The person(s) who shot their father was not identified as an individua man with aname; he was
amember of agroup. Children cometo vaue their own socid identity, while Smultaneoudy
identifying others with respect to their designated group. For example, ayoung girl comesto
know another child who is playful, inteligent, and tall with brown hair, but despite these qualities
and characterigtics, the new acquaintance is defined first and foremost by his or her socid
identity, thus leading to an extension or termination of friendship.

The children of Northern Ireland learn to discriminate againgt the other group and stay
amongst their own. They develop an emotiond attachment to their socid category and in times

of dressthis atachment intensfies. The children may not understand the politica arguments, but

9 The media plays a notable rolein the Northern Ireland conflict asit affects the presentation of the conflict
to both children and adults. The children of Northern Ireland are exposed to various levels of the conflict,
but the mgjority view and hear the evening news.



they are aware of the presence of conflict and the sharp distinction between ‘us and ‘them'.
Such angry and hogtile thinking processes can only foreshadow the continuation of commund
conflict in Northern Irdland; therefore, changing such though processes in the children must be a

god for future peace efforts.

A Modd for the Effects of Communal Conflict on Children in Northern Ireland:
Towardsan Integration of the Emotional Security Hypothesis and the Social Identity
Theory

Children are both participants in, and observers of the communad conflict. Aswe
have shown, the presence of the conflict affects the children both through exposure to the
conflict, and through influences upon other socid factorsin their lives. Commund conflict may
aso undermine the effectiveness of parents to function as parentsto their children, thereby
resulting in another form of impact on the well being of the children (Smyth, 1998; persond
communication).

In the emotiond security hypothesis, children strive towards the god of “preserving
and promoting a sense of emationd security” within the contexts of various family reationships
(Cummings and Davies, 1996), and we would dso argue within the context of community and
ethnic groupings. In socid identity theory, children desire to become a member of a group
formed through the natura process of socid categorization. Recognizing both the various socid
categories and one' s membership or connection to a specific group coincides with the

development of an emotiona attachment to this group. In Northern Ireland children work

towards “preserving and promoting a sense of emotiona security” in relation to their socid
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identity and aso in relaion to threats to children’s sense of emotiond security, within the context
of adrictly divided society,” (Cummings and Davies, 1996).

Within Northern Irdland, achild's social identity becomes an integrd part of his sdf-
concept. A poditive image of one's group comes to be essentid in possessing a positive image
of onesdlf. Human beings desire to enhance their fedings about themsaves, “and one way of
doing thisis to ensure that our socid identity is pogitively evduated,” (Cairns, 1987).
Unfortunately, within an inflexible and highly dratified society like Northern Irdland, the only
way to achieve a positive socid identity is not through individud effort, “but by ensuring thet
(one's) own group comes out on top when socid comparisons between groups are made,”
(Cairns, 1987). In the setting of acommuna conflict a child’s sense of emotiona security
extends beyond his persona security as an individua to encompass the security of the socia
category asawhole, in regards to both physical security and the security of its socid or culturd
identity.

The emotiond security hypothesis further postulates that children attain an
understanding of their emotiona security through multiple influences, such as parent-child
attachment and experiences with marital conflict and broader socia influences on security. In
relation to socid identity theory, children perceive a sense of the security of their socid identity
through both their attachment to their respective group, through experiences with, and
knowledge or awareness of, communa conflict.

In the case of Northern Irdand, a child’s membership to a specific group is fixed due

to theimmobile nature of socid categoriesin theregion. A child isborn into asocid category in
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Northern Irdland, and dthough rdigious converson is possble, it is rare or smply unheard of in
theregion. As Cairns explains, the children “of Northern Iredland are locked into membership of
one of two groups’ from birth (Cairns, 1987). Thelevel of children’s emotiond attachment to
ther group is fostered through segregation and symbolism, amongst other things such as
overhearing parental conversations on the topic of communa conflict, listening to Dad's
comments againgt the opposing socid category, or viewing and hearing the nightly newslO,

We hypothesize that a child’'s experiences or knowledge of communal conflict affect a
child's sense of emotiona security relative to his socid identity, as one of severa waysin which
community conflict may relate to emotiond security. For example, according to Cummings
research, repesated exposure to marital discord sengtizes children to the occurrence of conflict,
which promotes gregter reactivity. It follows that in the redm of Northern Ireland children may
a0 become more sensitive to the communa conflict with the passage of time, rather than
habituate to it. Asthe communa conflict continues, and certainly when it worsens, the children
of Northern Ireland grow more concerned about emotiona security asit pertainsto their socid
identity and the security of their socid category.

A child' s attachment and sense of security, relative to his group, would presumably
affect how he both interprets and responds to the communal conflict. Cummings and Davies

have posited that repeated exposure to conflict decreases a child’s sense of emotiona security

10 In recognizing the role parental political discussion may have on the development of achild’ s social
identity and political preferences or activeness, it would be interesting to research whether or not parental
political arguments elicited more distressin children in high political conflict areas, such as Northern Ireland.



and smultaneoudy reduces his ability to regulate his emotions and behavior, “leaving (him) more
prone to fedings of fear, distress, and anger” (Cummings and Davies, 1994). Theimplicationis
that the continuation of communa conflict in Northern Irdland sengtizes children to conflict,
decreases the children’ s ability to cope with the presence of conflict, and makes them more
susceptible to negative fedings such as anger and fear, and negative behavior, such as violence,
aggression, delinquency, and destruction of property.

The emotional security hypothes's proposes thet the level of achild’s emotiond
security playsarolein the child's emotiona response to the conflict, the child’'s saif regulation of
how the conflict affects him, and how he responds to the conflict. Children do not smply
respond to conflict due to the tone of voices or anger, but due to the child’s understanding of
how the conflict affects him and his family on apersond leve.

Theoreticdly, this hypothesis of children’s processes affected by conflict isalso
goplicable to children’s behavior in acommund conflict setting. A child's emationa security,
reldiveto his socid identity and the perceived security of his group, playsarolein his emotiond
regponse to commund conflict, and in his self-regulation of how the conflict affects him and how
he responds. It is suggested that within the setting of a commund conflict children are affected
by the conflict not solely through the tension or violence between groups, but due to the child's
interpretation of the conflict, what it meansfor himsdf and his socid category. “Children are
actively processng the meaning that events have for their own well-being throughout a given

dressful event,” (Cummings and Davies, 1996). Within Northern Ireland children interpret



what an event means for them directly and indirectly, through how it affects the socid category
to which they belong.

In agtuation where achild feds her emotiona security is threstened, she will act in
such away asto reestablish her emotiond security to the desired leve. It isimportant to
remember that dthough the desired god is positive — a sense of emotiond security —the child's
action in seeking to attain this god may have negative results in avariety of ways. For example,
in the case of marita conflict a child may blatantly misbehave in order to distract her parents
from fighting. Thistactic may stop the conflict, thus partialy restoring her emotiona security, but
the child’ s response of mishehavior increases the likelihood of negetive repercussionsin the
future, epecidly if this pattern occurs repeatedly. In the case of Northern Irdland, a child may
try to reinstate a pogitive perception of his socid category and identity in aviolent or ddinquent
manner, while possibly strengthening his emationa security rdative to his socid identity, the
action implies negative behavior by the child towards othersin the future.

Recent work demongtrates a relationship between community conflict and family or
maritd conflict (Kadow, 2001, Reiss, et d. 1993). It is suggested that the presence of
commund conflict acts as an additiond stress on both the individud parents and their
interactions as a couple, thus making them more susceptible to marital conflict. In Northern
Ireland, the children’ s ability to successfully regulate their emotions and behaviors may be
undermined smultaneoudy due to the effects of both communa and maritd conflict on ther

emotiona security.



The Taboo Nature of Conflict, Conflict Transformation,
and the Need for a Multidiscipliary Approach

One way that citizens of Northern Ireland respond to the existing conflict is through an
ungpoken custom or law of slence (Smyth, 1998). Rdigion and politics are taboo in Northern
Irdland like sex isin many other countries. This unofficid policy of avoidance may deter or
prevent the occurrence of some verbd or physical arguments, as well as protect one' s sefety at
times. However, according to Cummings research, it is not a positive arrangement for children.

In studying different forms of conflict and various conflict endings, Cummings found that
children are equally affected by nonverba and verbd anger, and that ending a conflict by using
the glent treetment maintains the child’ s negative emotiona State, rather than leaving him fedling
posgitive, as afull resolution after exposure to verba anger has shown to accomplish (Cummings
1989, 1991).

The taboo nature of Northern Irdland also makes it more difficult for both children and
adults to cope with traumétic events, such as community violence and the loss of aloved oneto
death or imprisonment. Due to the possible reevance between the loss and the politica conflict
a large, even immediate family members are unable to openly discuss their fedings and
reflections. Smyth explained Northern Ireland’ s taboo as being “a secret that is known, but
cannot be spoken about, even with those who are closest to you,” (Smyth, 1998). Considering
the death or imprisonment of aloved one, the child is directly affected by the loss of the loved
one and the absence of being able to adequatdy grieve with the remaining parentd figure. The

traumatic experience may aso decrease the remaining parentd figures ability to respond



sengtively and gppropriately to his or her child, as some of Smyth's research suggests (Smyth,
1998).

Although the possible negative implications of the taboo nature of the Northern Ireland
conflict upon children is recognized, the term conflict resolution itsdlf is chalenged withina
communal conflict setting, such asthe case of Northern Irdland. Politicians, professors, and
participants of and in commund conflicts utilize the term conflict transformation, rather than the
word resolution. It isthus not proposed that the communad conflict in Northern Irdland be fully
resolved, as a disagreement over what to eet for dinner may be in amarital setting, but rather it
suggests that the conflict be transformed into a more managesble state, which would decrease
the conflict’ s negative impact on children. The decrease in paramilitary activity, the ceasefire,
and the Good Friday Agreement are dl examples of how the conflict in Northern Irdland, asan
entity itsdf, isbeing trandformed.

In relation to understanding how children are affected by communad conflict in
Northern Irdland it isimportant to more fully understand how the conflict’s transformeation is
affecting children. A greater understanding would assis politicians and community leadersin
formulating policies and programs that pogitively impact the children residing there. Such
programs may include emphasis on (1) recognizing common humanity (2) bresking
generdizations and seeing individuds as people (3) acknowledging the fears and concerns of
others (4) bresking cycles of retdiation and revenge (5) diminishing the stark taboo, so asto

open lines of communication and not so severely redtrict dissidence.
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The complex nature of communa conflict and conflict transformation highlights the need
for amultidisciplinary approach towards building peace, and positive relations amongst
communities and individua's in which the needs and rights of others are fully recognized and
empowered. Moreover, historical, political, and economic factors relative to the conflict need
to be addressed to improve the well being of children. Conflict transformation should be
gpproached from anumber of different avenues.

Even if the political and paramilitary leaders work out an agreement to end or
ggnificantly diminish the commund conflict in Northern Irdland, the conflict will continue unless
the psychologica and sociological bases behind the conflict are resolved and removed as
primary influences on interpersond lifestyles and inner understandings and perceptions of
individuas. Peace efforts a apoliticd level are essentid, including policies centered on
srengthening trust in the police force and dleviating housing problems rative to segregation.
Coinciding with these palitica efforts peace programs focusng on community, family, and the
individua must smultaneoudy occur. Programs should be amed towards a greater
understanding of the underlying socia and emotiond aspects of sociologica and psychologica
processes relative to commund conflict.

The commund conflict in Northern Irdland aso affects children through their exposure
to the conflict. This exposure decreases their emotiond security both in relation to their socia
identity and their percelved security of their families and communities. The continuance of this
conflict, even in a nonviolent manner, will affect the children due to the unceasing tenson and

lack of resolution. Fundamentdly, the continuation of this conflict rests, in part, upon the



perpetuation of children perceiving themselves as intricately and emotiondly attached to, and
defined by, their socid category, which is adamantly opposed to the ‘other’. Reatedly, these
responses are intendfied by the stress of exposure to conflict and the implications of conflict for
the security of families and communities. Children’s efforts to maintain a stable perception of
themselves, rdlative to the physica security of their group and the security of their group’s
identity, also feeds and sustains the conflict. If the message continues across generations that
“we’ are incompatible with, and superior to, “them”, the likelihood of lasting peaceis
diminished, despite the possible presence of notable gains a a palitica level.

Investigating how ideas and conceptions or the conflict and loca politics are transferred
to Northern Irdand s youth is of interest. The role of parenta discussion, primary education,
the media, and peer relaions may dl be considered as contributing to the development of a
child's conception of palitics. Studying how children view themsdves as potentid politicd
actors, for example, whether they view the government as a legitimate indtitution through which
change can be made, may aso bring about a greater understanding of Northern Ireland’ s future

developmentd chalenges as a paliticad community.

Children asVictimsand Participantsin the Northern Ireland Conflict

Internationa interest in Northern Irdland’s communa conflict has continued to grow
over the past few decades. A rise in publications regarding the conflict and media attention
heightened public awareness and concern both in the United States and other countries.

America sinterest in Northern Irdland aso increased, most notably through financid investments



in Northern Irdand’ s economy and the palitical guidance of former U.S. Senator, George
Mitchdll in the development of the Good Friday Agreement.

The mgority of publications on the conflict focus on historicd, politica, and sociologica
aspects of the Stuation. In contrast, few studies, reports, or written documents explore the
effects of the communa conflict upon the everyday lives of the individuds and familieswho live
within Northern Irdland. In particular, many researchers neglect sudying the effects of the
commund conflict on the children.

The effects on children isafertile areafor further investigation due to the dud Stuation
children in Northern Irdand find themsdves in, as both victims to and participantsin the
communal conflict. Political and societd interest in children as victims coincides with a concern
for the well-being and development of the children themselves. Interest in the children’srole as
participants in the communa conflict sems aso from the potentia of youth as an avenue
towards peace, or dternatively the thregt that the children will continue the traditiona conflict of
generations before them.

Cummings empiricad studies on children in conflict support the following statements,

reative to children asvictims.

Children are negatively affected by conflict between adult, not solely their parents.
The mere presence of background anger elicits distress, more proneness to
aggressive behavior, and an increase in heart rate and blood pressure.

Children become sensitized rather than desensitized or habituated to conflict in
their lives.

Increased exposure to unresolved negative conflict decreases children’s abilities to
regulate their emotiona and behavioral responses to conflict, making them more
susceptible to experiencing emotions such as anxiety, fear, and distress.



An absence of resolution, or an incomplete resolution, such as the silent treatment,
sustains the negative impact of conflict upon children.

Children are highly sensitive to conflict resolution. The presence of resolution has
been shown to dramatically ameliorate the negative effects of exposure to conflict.

Children are affected by conflict as a result of their understanding of the how the
conflict relates to them. Children are not aroused simply by the presence of angry
or loud voices, but interpret the conflict and its implications for their emotional
security, their families, and presumably their social categories.

These statements are based upon studies of children’ s reactions to inter-adult
conflict; however, this working hypothes's suggests their plausible gpplication to childrenina
communa conflict setting. The emationa security hypothesis and understanding of children's
psychologica processes relative to conflict embraces conceptions of emotiond attachment and
children’s perception of themsdlves.

Children in Northern Irdland are smultaneoudy victims and participants in the conflict.

The negetive effects of conflict upon children’s functioning reflect the role of children asvictims.
Children are participants as they come to form emotiona attachmentsto their group, to view
society as‘us and ‘then', to perpetuate the norm of adtrictly divided region through percelving
onedf in relation to one' s socid category, and in defining one's socid category relative to, or
agang, the competing socia group. The perpetuation of two distinct socid categories within
Northern Ireland is dependent, in part, upon each generation adopting these distinctions. Thus,
attaining a grester understanding of the social and psychologica processes of children within
Northern Ireland is essentia in conceptualizing the youth as one possible pathway to peace, or

further positive transformation of the conflict.
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The socid and psychologica perspective presented is proposed as a working theory
sgnificant to one avenue towards peace, open for further investigation, dteration, and
expanson. The attanment of a greater understanding of how and why children are affected by
conflict in Northern Irdland, and how they come to form emotiona attachments to their specific
socid categories, is essentid to further conceptudizing and redizing children as instruments of
peace. Inthe case of Northern Ireland hope for peace seemsto rest, in part, upon the children
and future generations.

Coinciding with the perceived importance of building peace processes amongst the
youth based upon a more developed understanding of children’s socia and psychologica
processes in commund conflict settings, the need for a multidisciplinary approach is advocated.

Building both communication and conflict resolution skills amongst the youth is one worthy
avenue for change, but without other experts and disciplines working on avariety of factors
connected to the conflict the efforts with Northern Irdland’ s youth may be ineffective.

The pogitive movements and |leadership amongst politiciansis essentid at the
internationd, regiona and locd levels. Growing cooperation amnong paramilitary leadersin
recent years presents glimpses of hope for future resolution. The role of the economy and the
development of new businesses and housing are also important, relative to the peace process.
The placement of new offices and industry, and the environment within the working community
is certainly affected by the conflict, especidly in Strictly segregated areas such as Bdlfast.

Building up positive communication and interaction between communities across cities,

towns, and generations is an aspiration of many. In recognizing the immense complexities and
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history behind the commund conflict in Northern Irdland, the need for utilizing a multidisciplinary
gpproach to building peace processes and programs, and advancing communication and conflict

resolution skillsin acommund conflict setting, is clearly evident.

Further Thoughts on the Application of Theory and Research

In effort to present a new perspective or understanding of the communa conflict in
Northern Irdland, in relation to children, the emotiond security hypothess are related to socia
identity theory, and then this newly developed or combined theory is gpplied to the communa
conflict in Northern Irdland. Cummings studies involve children relaive to marital conflict, but
an expansion into the arena of communa conflict is an avenue Cummingsis currently exploring.
Despite the possible differences between cultures and conflict types, it is assumed that
Cummings research on how conflict affects children’s emaotiond security and the importance of
resolution to children, are relevant to both other cultures and to other conflict scenarios. Of
course, additiona psychologica effects of conflict on children and young adults may accrue
from the effects of war and armed conflict on the children (Smyth, 1998). Some of these effects
may be overt (e.g., exposure to violence) and others may be less obvious, such as the effects of
amilitant peer culture in school in an area of ethnic conflict on children’s dispositions towards
nationdigtic bigotry, despite the qudity of the home environment (Smyth, persond
communication). This paper thus explores both the possible connection between the emotiond

security hypothesis and socid identity theory, as well as the possihilities of goplying knowledge



gained on the resolution of maritd or interadult conflict, to larger types of conflict as present in
Northern Ireland.

The further goplication of theory and results from empiricd sudiesto the conflict in
Northern Irdland provide a new perspective on the conflict asit relates to children. Inthe
search for peace in Northern Ireland, the review of dl proposed avenues and the exploration of
new ones are important. The working operative definition of peace entails an absence of
violence and the presence of pogitive relations amongst communities and individuas in which the
needs and rights of others are fully recognized and empowered.

The complexities of commund conflict likely require amultidisciplinary approach to
resolution. Asde from resolution, an introduction to the term conflict transformation is
appropriate. Conflict transformation implies the absence of afull resolution, and depictsthe
action of commund conflict transforming into a more managegble and pogitive entity or
presence. Thisreview suggests that one gpproach to conflict transformation at the level of
theory may follow, from the proposed theory.

The purpose of this paper is not to solve the conflict of Northern Ireland, but to initiste a
new way of looking a the conflict, specificdly in reaion to its affect on children, and in turn the
role children may play initsresolution. This presentation of a new avenue towards peace may
undergo further exploration and expanson within the future by other individuas and experts of
various disciplines and pogtions. Indeed, a multidisciplinary gpproach to conflict transformation

isesentid.



All children witness conflict. Many children witness marita conflict, or some form of
interadult conflict within their household. Unfortunately, millions of children around the world
aso witness other types of conflict, such asthe communa conflict of Northern Irdland. Within
the present review we consider recent studies on marital conflict for possible relevance to a case
study of Northern Irdland’ s communal conflict, while paying specid attention to the emotiond
security hypothess and the socid identity theory. The paper’ s focus on the effects of conflict on
children acts as areminder to governmenta ingtitutions to consder and address the interests of

children when making decisons impacting the conflict in Northern Irdand.

Epilogue: Future Initiatives
Research on the effects on children in Northern Irdland is ill afairly recent and

underdeveloped area. This thesis has worked to contribute an origina and working theory
firmly based on cutting-edge child developmenta research to further understand such effects.
As Notre Dame s involvement in Belfast through the Kroc and Keough Indtitutes increases, the
opportunities for future research on the effects on the children and young people come closer to
redization. At present, Notre Dame is collaborating efforts with the University of Ulger, the
University of Illinois, the government of Northern Ireland, and researchers such as Marie Smyth.
Buildings are currently being constructed to host a variety of community programs and research

on communa conflict resolution or transformation in the future. The programs and Sudies are



presently being developed to service al ages within the two neighborhoods, and to foster
positive communication and further understanding between the two socid categories.

Upon his most recent visit to Belfast in mid-March 2001, Professor R. Scott Appleby,
Director of the Kroc Ingtitute, brought a copy of an earlier version of this document to Belfadt.
Marie Smyth requested, and now holds, a copy of thisworking paper. Smyth is a professor at
the University of Ulger, isinvolved in research through INCORE (Initiative in Conflict
Resolution and Ethnicity), and directs a nongovernmenta organization, “ Community Conflict
Impact on Children”. Smyth’sinterest in the paper, proposed theory, and the research
initiatives that may follow can further enhance the diad ogue and involvement of Notre Dame with
theseinitiativesin Befadt. It isour intention to continue developing and revamping this proposd
in collaboration with Erin L. Lovell, Professor E. Mark Cummings, Marie Smyth, and others.
With thisworking paper as one starting point, we are interested in designing new research
projects in multidisciplinary collaborations with investigators and scholars in Northern Irdland
and a involved dtes. In terms of methodology, we are especidly interested in community
dudiesin family and socid environments that involve the researched populations as closdly as
possible in the work. It isour combined hope that we may positively impact Notre Dame's
involvement in Belfast and the development and onset of the programs and studies, which will
one day be redized through the efforts of many, while ading in the attainment of amore full
understanding of communa conflict and its affect on children.

Thus, work on thisfront istimely and important on multiple counts and in terms of the interests

of multiple disciplines concerned with the broader paiterns of influence of ethnic conflicts on



children’s adjustment, and, thus, ultimately, on the functioning of society and the continuation of
ethnic conflict.

A ggnificant chdlenge for such an undertaking isthat atruly multidisciplinary team is
needed. For the case of Northern Irdland the team idedlly should include and involve a
successful collaboration of sociologists, anthropologigts, psychologists, educators and other
providing socid services, community leaders, economists, representatives of government and
experts on governmenta policy, politica scientists, academics, anongst others. Such ateamis
difficult to assemble for many practica reasons of timed distance, and availability aswell asthe
chdlenge of overcoming disciplinary boundaries and inevitable problems of communicating
across disciplines. We do not claim to have the expertise oursalves to encompass the many
needed levels of andysis, including the study of conflict process and conflict resolution at
multiple levels of thair functiond sgnificance. We can cdlam to have extensve and cutting edge
knowledge about research methodol ogies and approaches for studying the effects of conflict
processes on children, marriages, and families. Thus, our god in this paper isto provide a
framework that may congtitute one (of perhaps severd) starting points for multidisciplinary
efforts towards better understanding of the issues and possible bases for intervention for
children and familiesin Northern Irdand. We are excited about possibilities because the Kroc
Indtitute naturaly encompasses a multidisciplinary perspective and has dements in place for
advancing the study of conflict process and conflict resolution in various high conflict zones and

regions of ethnic conflict, including Northern Irdland. We are hopeful that this report will
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provide a ussful starting point for the discussion and consideration of some of the possible new

and exciting directions.
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