CONCILIATION AND META-CONTRAST FOR CONFLICT GROUP MEMBERSHIP

Conciliation and meta-contrast are important for understanding how people assign group

memberships during conflict situations
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Abstract

Pietraszewski (2021) misrepresents both the nature of behaviour in conflict and the ability of
psychology to theorise the relational properties of group designation. At the behavioural
level, he focusses exclusively on “attack,” when consolation/care in conflict is equally
present and important. At the theoretical level, he ignores existing psychological work on

how group perception is shaped by the meta-contrast principle.
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Pietraszewski (2021) argues for a computational approach to deriving how humans assign
membership of social groups — and does so using “behaviour in conflict” as the context in
which the principles of a computational theory of social groups can be established. Key to the
approach is the importance of third-party involvement in conflict (“triads not dyads’) which,
in turn, provides the foundation for four “cognitive primitives.” These cognitive primitives
are presented as the building blocks of the computational approach. Each cognitive primitive
is structured around the possible combinations for any of the three parties to attack each other
in turn. Pietraszewski argues that the way in which people interpret these attacking moves

then structures how group memberships are assigned.

The major challenge for any computational model is its relationship to a “ground
truth.” Thus, Pietrazewski’s approach needs to be measured against what we know about the
nature of human behaviour in real-life conflict. There is now a significant literature which
examines conflict between humans captured on public CCTV cameras. For example, early
work by Levine, Taylor, and Best (2011) used CCTV footage to explore the role of third
parties in the escalation and de-escalation of aggression and violence in public space. More
recently, work by Liebst, Philpot, and colleagues (Liebst, Philpot, Levine, & Lindegaard,
2021; Philpot, Liebst, Levine, Bernasco, & Lindegaard, 2020a) has explored the behaviours
of third parties to public violence, and the likelihood and consequences of such intervention.
This work confirms the importance of the triadic approach, but tells an importantly different
story about the nature of human behaviour in conflict. Although Pietraszewski focusses
exclusively on the propensity for agents to attack each other, systematic behavioural analysis
shows that conflict behaviours are a mix of escalation and de-escalation (Ejbye-Ernst,
Lindegaard, & Bernasco, 2020; Liebst et al., 2019). Moreover, it’s clear from the literature

that third parties are much more likely to contribute the latter than the former (Levine et al.,



CONCILIATION AND META-CONTRAST FOR CONFLICT GROUP MEMBERSHIP

2011; Philpot, 2017). It seems, therefore, that Pietrazewski’s exclusive focus on “attack” as
the key communicative act in these triadic relationships ignores the richness of human
behaviour in conflict. He is in danger of ignoring the “equally old heritage of
countermeasures that protect co-operative arrangements against the undermining effects of
competition” (de Waal, 2000, p. 590). Behaviours which are aimed at conflict reduction are
equally as “primitive” as those that seek power and dominance. In fact, there are good
grounds to argue that behaviours which indicate conciliation and care are likely to be as
diagnostic (if not more diagnostic) of group relationships in conflicts (Liebst et al., 2019;
Philpot, 2017; Philpot, Liebst, Lindegaard, Verbeek, & Levine, 2020b). People watching
others in conflict — and people engaging in conflict themselves — are exposed to a more
complex sequence of aggressive and conciliatory acts from the antagonists and third parties
to conflict than Pietraszewski allows. In short, the model’s claim to have isolated a defined

set of “cognitive primitives” is undermined by this overemphasis on “attack, attack, attack.”

In addition to this misrecognition of the nature of behaviour in conflict, we also argue
that Pietraszewski (2021) fails to adequately acknowledge where theoretical work in social
psychology can contribute to his project. More specifically, we take issue with the claim that
traditional social psychology approaches to the group are conceptually or practically blind to
the relational property of group membership (e.g., p. 29). For example, the social identity
approach (SIA) (Haslam, 2004; Reicher, 2004) draws extensively on the idea of the “meta-
contrast principle” (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) — which is explicitly
relational. The meta-contrast principle states that a collection of individuals tend to be
categorised as a group to the degree inter alia that the perceived differences between them
are less than the perceived differences between them and other people (outgroups) in the
comparative context (Haslam, Reicher, & Levine, 2012; Smith & Hogg, 2008). As part of the

work on self-categorisation theory, Turner and colleagues have adapted the classic work of



CONCILIATION AND META-CONTRAST FOR CONFLICT GROUP MEMBERSHIP

Bruner (1957) on the importance of categorisation for the way an individual makes sense of
perceptual stimuli in the world. They show that decisions on when individuals are perceived
as groups can be subject to the same kinds of relational categorisation processes. It is true
there have been few attempts to build this dynamic group formation idea into computational
approaches to modelling group processes (but see Philpot, 2017; Salzarulo, 2004, 2006 for
work that provides an entry point for theoretical integration). A computational approach to
the perceptual mechanics of group formation would be better served by constructively

engaging with rather than ignoring or misrepresenting relevant work in social psychology.

In conclusion, the strength of the approach proposed in this paper is that it seeks to
model relationality across triadic rather than dyadic relationships. However, at a behavioural
level, the approach needs to recognise the central (and equally “primitive”) role of
conciliation and care as an indicator of group belongingness in the context of conflict. This
would facilitate a more veridical mapping of what actually happens in conflict. It would also
assist Pietraszewski stated aim of making this kind of computational approach to group
designation generalisable to contexts other than conflict. The paper would also benefit by
engaging constructively with the theoretical work in social psychology on relationality in
how group membership is derived. An examination of the meta-contrast principle might be
useful in modelling how aggressive and conciliatory acts across triadic sequences can result

in the emergence of group properties.
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