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IntroductIon

It is by now well recognized that one of the major obstacles in the culti-
vation of historical thinking (Seixas 2004) in the formal educational sys-
tem of post-conflict societies is the collective memory and narratives of 
the conflict itself (Carretero 2011; Ferro 1984; Makriyianni and Psaltis 
2007; McCully 2012; Carretero and Van Alpen 2014; Psaltis et al. 
2017).1 This is because many of the actors involved in the educational 
process, teachers, students, parents and policy makers often share social 
representations of the past, and the conflict in particular, that closely 
align with the official master narratives characteristic for their conflict 
ethos, monoperspectival, selective view of history and naïve epistemology 
(Bar-Τal and Salomon 2006; Psaltis 2016).

In this chapter, we argue based on empirical evidence from three post-
conflict settings (Cyprus, Serbia and Croatia) that such representations 
of the past and their uncritical internalization that leads to adherence to 
master narratives of conflict construct a threatened self and generate dis-
trust towards the outgroup. A threatened self and intergroup distrust are 
in our opinion obstacles to conflict transformation (Galtung 2000) and 
to a peaceful settlement of intergroup conflicts.

representatIons Based on BelIef vs representatIons  
Based on Knowledge

The main tension in post-conflict societies around history teaching is 
well captured by the classic distinction by David lowenthal (1985a,  b) 
between Heritage vs History or by Wertsch (2007) as collective memory 
vs history, or Seixas (2004) as collective memory vs disciplinary approach 
to teaching history. This is not a claim of course that academic history 
is in any way objective and that collective memory is necessarily false. 
What we are claiming, however, is that there are two basic orientations 
that capture two distinct epistemological orientations. History teaching 
can be oriented towards the one or the other orientation depending on 
curriculum aims (Perikleous 2010), textbook content and structure and 
the ideological orientations and training of the educators (Psaltis et al. 
2011; Makriyanni et al. 2011). The consequences of taking the one 
or the other orientation for the representations of the past formed in 
the classroom will be important, not only for  communication in the 
classroom (Goldberg 2013, this volume; Goldberg et al. 2011), the 
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cognitive and moral development of the students (Makriyianni and 
Psaltis 2007) and their historical consciousness (Rüsen 2004), but also 
for conflict transformation in the wider societal context. In the field of 
social psychology, Moscovici (1998) makes an important distinction 
between social representations based on belief and social representations 
based on knowledge (Psaltis 2016) which captures the epistemological 
intention that we are implying here. The distinction is premised on the 
idea that characteristics of beliefs are homogeneous, affective and imper-
meable to experience or contradiction that leave little scope for individ-
ual variation. They are thus similar to the “dogma” characteristics that 
lowenthal attributes to approaching the past as an essentialist heritage. 
By contrast, social representations founded on knowledge are similar to 
lowenthal’s approach to the past as history since they are more fluid, 
pragmatic and amenable to the proof of success or failure and leave cer-
tain latitude to language, experience and even to the critical features of 
individuals.

the socIal psychologIcal contrIButIon

The social developmental and social psychological literature stands in a 
privileged position to render intelligible the reasons behind the resiliency 
of representations of the past based on beliefs, but at the same time it 
can critically evaluate the consequences of this approach for intergroup 
relations in their local context. According to Hammack (2010), the ten-
sions around “history wars” is one between theories that present devel-
opment and the construction of identity in the youth as a benefit and 
theories that present the development and the construction of identity in 
the youth as a burden. Identity can be viewed as a burden to the extent 
that young people come to uncritically appropriate, reproduce and reify 
the narrative basis of conflict. The view of identity as a burden that char-
acterizes the narrative identity development of youth is derived from a 
critical account of the hegemonic nature of identity as a received social 
taxonomy. Such internalization of a reified and polarized narrative of col-
lective identity would curtail the agency the young people might other-
wise possess to make meaning of the social world. In this approach, the 
nonsense of conflict gains meaning by situating oneself in a community 
whose collective trauma is anchored in a common narrative (Bekerman 
and Zembylas 2011) as well as a feeling of perceived collective victimiza-
tion (Bar-Tal et al. 2009).
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On the contrary, the set of theories that view identity as a benefit stress 
the liberating potential of identities in the context of a collective struggle 
for recognition of a weak and marginalized group that is forced to face a 
dominant, more powerful and suppressive group. This position is largely 
drawing on writings on national liberation, civil rights movement and 
collective action. From this position, “national liberation struggles have 
and continue to embrace the strategic use of reified identities to mobilize 
and motivate individuals for collective action against an oppressive con-
figuration of intergroup relations” (Hammack 2010). The assumption 
here is that the internalization of national master narratives of collective 
victimization can become a valuable symbolic resource (Zittoun et al. 
2003) for the construction of a patriotic, proud, self and a society that 
is homogeneous and socially cohesive. The use of a symbolic resource 
can both enable and constrain certain actions, and in the case of master 
narratives, it is worth exploring how their structure and content canalizes 
the past, present and future of the person.

According to Carretero et al. (2012), master narratives have six com-
mon features: (a) exclusion–inclusion as a logical operation contribut-
ing to establish the historical subject; (b) identification processes that 
function as both cognitive and affective anchors; (c) frequent presence 
of mythical and heroic characters and motives; (d) search for freedom 
or territory as a main and common narrative theme; (e) inclusion of a 
moral orientation; and (f) A romantic and essentialist concept of both 
the nation and the nationals. Van Alpen and Carretero (2015) showed 
that such master narratives create a very problematic interpretation of 
the relation between past and present which often takes three forms:  
(a) collapsing past and present; (b) the past is idealized in a way that the 
present is a decadent version of the past; and (c) relating the past to a 
teleological end. All three forms of thinking were found to hinder the 
historical thinking of 16-year-old high school students in Argentina.

The narratives of conflict also sustain a temporal sense of continuity 
(Smeekes et al. 2017), and this sense of continuity is closely related to 
self-identification processes. Groups generally tend to have an under-
standing of their ethnic and national identities as entities that possess 
a past, present and future (Sani et al. 2008). During the last few years, 
social psychological researchers started to examine the importance 
of a sense of continuity between the past, present and future for col-
lective identities. A series of studies by Sani et al. (2008) revealed that 
the perception that one’s group has temporal endurance over time (i.e. 
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perceived collective continuity) is associated with stronger attachment 
to one’s ingroup and it bolsters social connectedness with the ingroup. 
Importantly, however, recent studies found that ingroup members tend 
to oppose social developments and outgroups that undermine group 
continuity (Jetten and Hutchison 2011; Jetten and Wohl 2012).

Moreover, an emerging body of research started to address the under-
lying psychological mechanisms that drive these relationships by examin-
ing the role of feelings of collective self-continuity (for an overview, see 
Smeekes and Verkuyten 2015). Self-continuity refers to having a sense 
of connection between one’s past, present and future self. Following the 
social identity perspective (Turner and Reynolds 2001), people should be 
able to derive a sense of self-continuity from their memberships in social 
groups. Thus, collective self-continuity refers to the feeling that the part 
of the self that is derived from group membership has temporal endur-
ance.

There are various groups that can provide people with a sense of self-
continuity, but this is particularly likely for national groups. The reason is 
that nations are mainly defined and understood as communities that live 
together through time (e.g. Anderson 1983; Bhaba 1990), and are often 
perceived as having a shared culture and identity that is passed on from 
generation to generation (Bar-Tal and Teichman 2005). This identity, 
according to Anderson, is imagined, but people perceive it as real. From 
this point of view, continuity is also imagined but perceived as real. In 
intergroup conflicts, both groups may develop historical narratives that 
help them to maintain a sense of collective self-continuity. Previous stud-
ies indicate that individuals tend to identify with groups that they see as 
temporally enduring, because this satisfies their need for self-continuity 
(e.g. Smeekes and Verkuyten 2013, 2014a, b). This is particularly the 
case when these groups are seen to possess essentialist continuity, which 
refers to the perception that core features of the group’s culture and 
identity are stable and continuous even for centuries.

Continuity is not the only way in which group members draw on time 
to understand their group identity. lowenthal (1985a, b) proposes that 
the collective past is used to validate national identity in the present in 
two ways: by preservation and by restoration. Preservation connects to 
the concept of collective continuity as discussed within social psycho-
logical work (e.g. Sani et al. 2008) and refers to the notion that people 
find comfort in the belief that their social identities have temporal endur-
ance and are therefore likely to believe that “we” are (and should be) the 
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way we have always been. This means that most people want to preserve 
their collective ways of life, symbols and practices in order to maintain 
a sense of collective continuity. In times of social change and transition, 
groups may get the feeling that they are losing their connection to “who 
we were” in the past, and this is likely to result in attempts to restore 
a sense of collective continuity. Attempting to restore a national culture 
and identity that is perceived to be lost or undermined is another way in 
which the past validates the present. That is, people often refer back to 
the way things were done in the past, such as customs and traditions, in 
order to legitimize how things should be done in the present. lowenthal 
(1985a,  b) suggests that preservation and restoration often exist simul-
taneously. People are likely to preserve their group identity by affirming 
its continuity over time, and this is alternated with attempts to restore 
traditions and ways of life that are seen to be undermined by foreign fla-
vours. One manifestation of this alternation between preservation and 
restoration is feelings of national nostalgia. National nostalgia is under-
stood as a sentimental longing for the good old days of the country. It 
is a group-based emotion that can be experienced on the basis of one’s 
social identity. Scholars have proposed that national nostalgia emerges in 
times of social change and transition, because it has a restorative func-
tion (Boym 2001; lowenthal 1985a, b). The reason is that in longing 
for those good old days of the national past, group members become 
more aware of the importance of their original national culture and tra-
ditions as a basis for preserving their national identity. In other words, 
national nostalgia can help group members to restore a sense of collec-
tive continuity. At the same time, national nostalgia is often an expres-
sion of the mourning and regret over these changes that have taken place 
(Duyvendak 2011). A fond remembrance of the national past can serve 
as a painful reminder of the good things that are lost, and this is likely to 
result in attempts to restore “the way we were”. Recent work has shown 
that national nostalgia is related to feelings of threat to the continuity 
of group identity (Smeekes and Verkuyten 2015) and results in negative 
attitudes towards immigrant outgroups (e.g. Smeekes et al. 2015).

The focus on group history observed in public discourses over inter-
group conflict in various European countries explicitly frames the collec-
tive past as the rooted basis for group identity. However, within these 
discourses there are different representations of what this collective past 
looks like. This means that people are both capable of understanding 



SOCIAl REPRESENTATIONS OF THE PAST IN POST-CONFlICT …  103

their group identity as a temporal entity, and to attribute content to its 
temporality. This latter aspect is relevant for the study of intergroup rela-
tions, because depending on the particular historical narratives that are 
endorsed, people may position themselves favourably or unfavourably 
towards the presence of others. These historical narratives are socially 
shared as they are expressed in public and political discourses (Ashmore 
et al. 2004; Psaltis 2012, 2016). In these discourses, the collective past 
is often reconstructed and used flexibly to fit the interests of the pre-
sent (lowenthal 1985a, b). That is, strategic representations of group  
history are often employed in politics to justify present arrangements 
(Reicher and Hopkins 2001).

The historical perspective to group dynamics has been integrated to 
social psychological research. There is, for instance, a considerable body 
of research on how representations of historical wrongdoings of ingroups, 
such as slavery, colonialism and genocide, impact current intergroup rela-
tions via group-based emotions (Branscombe and Doosje 2004; Doosje 
et al. 1998). Group-based emotions refer to the emotions that people can 
feel on account of their ingroup’s behaviour towards others, such as guilt 
or shame, even when not personally involved in this intergroup conflict. 
Most studies within this line of research have examined whether experi-
encing group-based emotions for historical wrongdoings impacts atti-
tudes towards the harmed outgroup. Several studies show that feelings of 
group-based guilt for past ingroup atrocities are related to reparation and 
compensation intentions towards the harmed outgroup in the present 
(e.g. Brown and Cehajic 2008). A related body of research has examined 
how group members, despite not being directly harmed, regard them-
selves as victims of past group conflict (i.e. collective victimhood), and 
how this impacts intergroup relations (Bar-Tal et al. 2009). Furthermore, 
studies by liu and colleagues (e.g. liu and Hilton 2005; liu and lászló 
2007; Sibley et al. 2008) examined how representations of national his-
tory guide current sociopolitical attitudes, such as support for mili-
tary action, and legitimation of social inequality (Sibley et al. 2008). 
Importantly, these social representations also hinder the development and 
attainment of some central historical thinking skills (Seixas 2004) like his-
torical significance, change and continuity, cause and effect and historical 
empathy (Páez et al. 2017, pp. 491–510; Psaltis et al. 2017).

We argue that something that is missing from the above line of 
research is the study of historical narratives of intergroup conflict in rela-
tion to a basic ingredient of reconciliation which is trust given that trust 
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is not only a prerequisite for reaching a political settlement, an organ-
izing principle of identity positions in the representational field of con-
flict, but also an essential element of the viability of any peace settlement 
(Psaltis 2012a).

the present study

Our aim in this study was to further our understanding of the way adher-
ence to master narratives of conflict relates to feelings of intergroup 
threat and distrust. We put into test the hypothesis that adherence to 
master narratives is associated with intergroup distrust and feelings 
of threat. We more specifically propose that the positive relationship 
between (greater) adherence to ingroup’s master narratives and (greater) 
outgroup distrust is mediated by (increased) feelings of threat.

We test this hypothesis in three post-conflict contexts (Cyprus, Serbia 
and Croatia), all of which are characterized by violent conflicts between 
ethnic groups. As is explained next, the adversarial ethnic groups in 
each of these settings have developed their own accounts of the history 
of their conflict thus resulting in differing and opposing historical nar-
ratives. Despite this major similarity, Cyprus, Serbia and Croatia remain 
to be three qualitatively distinct contexts. Of interest to us was to assess 
whether the proposed course of relationships between adherence to the 
ingroup’s master narrative and intergroup distrust via feelings of threat 
could be validated in all three contexts.

The studied “ingroup” in Cyprus was Greek Cypriots, in Serbia it 
was Serbs and in Croatia it was Croats. The respective outgroups were 
Turkish Cypriots in Cyprus, Kosovar Albanians in Serbia and Serbs in 
Croatia. A brief description of the three contexts follows.

Cyprus: The conflict in Cyprus originates in the 1950s when Cyprus 
was a British colony. Greek Cypriots (82% of the population) sought for 
political union with Greece, which elicited the reaction of the Turkish 
Cypriot minority (18%) who embarked on a struggle for the partition of 
Cyprus between Greece and Turkey. In 1960, Cyprus gained its inde-
pendence and a power sharing partnership between Greek Cypriots and 
Turkish Cypriots was established along with the Republic of Cyprus. A 
coup against the Greek Cypriot president in 1974 engineered by the 
Greek military junta prompted a military intervention by Turkey that led 
to the division of the island into two ethnically homogeneous areas.



SOCIAl REPRESENTATIONS OF THE PAST IN POST-CONFlICT …  105

According to Papadakis (2008), the central nationalistic historical 
narrative in the Greek Cypriot community (henceforth GC) as repre-
sented in history textbooks is one that begins with the arrival of Greeks 
(14th century BC) in Cyprus that leads to its Hellenization. The moral 
centre is Greeks (of Cyprus), and the major enemy is Turks. The plot 
concerns a struggle for survival of the Cypriot Hellenism against foreign 
conquerors. The “tragic end” of this struggle is the “Barbaric Turkish 
Invasion” in 1974 and occupation of 37% of the island’s territory since 
then.

The corresponding Turkish Cypriot (henceforth TC) narrative is 
one that begins with the arrival of Turks in Cyprus (in 1571 AD), the 
moral self is Turks (of Cyprus) and the major enemy are Rums (Greek 
Cypriots). The plot concerns a struggle for survival by the Turks of 
Cyprus against Greek Cypriot domination. The military intervention of 
1974 marks a happy ending of their struggle for survival. For this rea-
son, it is regarded as the “Happy peace operation” by Turkey in Cyprus 
which saved Turkish Cypriots from a pending union of Cyprus with 
Greece.

Serbia: Kosovo is a territory located between Albania, Montenegro, 
Macedonia and Serbia. The region is burdened by history of long-term 
ethnic tensions between Albanian and Serb population. Following the 
violent breakdown of former Yugoslavia during the 1990s, an armed 
conflict erupted in Kosovo in 1998. Between 1998 and 1999, more 
than 10,000 people were killed and about 3000 were abducted, whilst 
approximately 800,000 people fled to neighbouring countries (O’Neill 
2002). The conflict ended by NATO intervention, after which a UN 
protectorate secured by international peacekeeping force was estab-
lished. Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence in 2008, and its sta-
tus is still disputed by Serbia. Kosovo and Serbian officials are currently 
engaged in EU-facilitated dialogue aimed at normalizing their relations.

Kosovar Albanians and Serbs have very different narratives explain-
ing the origin and course of the conflict: Kosovar Albanians consider 
Kosovo’s independence reflecting their large majority status, whilst Serbs 
view the territory as historically belonging to Serbia. Above a territorial 
claim, Kosovo is a vital national idea for each group (Bieber 2002).

Croatia: Within the context of collapse of communism in Eastern 
Europe, significant political and historical changes occurred in the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The political leaderships of 
Slovenia and Croatia (two out of six Yugoslav republics) elected on 
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the first multi-party elections proposed a new confederal agreement 
(October 1990) to other Yugoslav republics, proposing each repub-
lic’s right to free self-determination. After the Yugoslav state presidency 
rejected this proposal, in Croatia a referendum for independence was 
held in May 1991, whereas 93% of voters (with 83.6% turnout) voted for 
independence from Yugoslavia (Jović 2007). However, the ethnic Serbs 
in parts of Croatia with ethnic Serb majorities boycotted this referendum 
wanted Croatia to remain a part of Yugoslavia. Croatian independence 
from Yugoslavia was declared in June 1991, followed by international 
recognition in January 1992.

The tensions with Serbs minority who opposed Croatian independ-
ence escalated in August 1991, and grew into 1991–1995 war between 
Croatian forces and the Croatian Serbs rebel forces with the help of the 
JNA and Serbia (UN-ICTY). Around 54% of Croatian territory inhab-
ited by 36% of the Croatian population was directly affected by war, 
and around 26% of Croatian territory was occupied for several years 
(Perković and Puljiz 2001). Direct demographic losses counted 22,192 
people; out of them, 36.7% were members of Croatian military forces, 
29.8% civilians, 5.5% missing Croatian forces and civilians and 28% miss-
ing and killed members of the army of the so-called Republic of Serbian 
Krajina and Serbian civilians from the same territory (Živić and Pokos 
2004).

Dominant narratives about the war 1991–1995 between the two sides 
are still very different. According to dominant Croatian historical nar-
rative, the 1991–1995 war in Croatia or Homeland war is legitimate 
international war by which Croatia established its independence and 
defended itself from Serbian and Slobodan Milošević’s aggression and 
aspirations for so-called Great Serbia (Banjeglav 2013). Such narrative is 
promoted also by Declaration about Homeland war adopted by Croatian 
parliament in 2000 (Narodne novine 2000). On the other side, accord-
ing to dominant Serbs narrative the 1991–1995 war is primarily internal 
conflict or civil war with emphasis on Serb’s suffering (Mirkovic 2000,  
p. 364; Subotić 2013).
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Methods

Participants

Our sample consisted of a total of 478 university students, study-
ing in the capital cities of the three countries under study: Cyprus, 
Nicosia (N = 145); Serbia, Belgrade (N = 173); and Croatia, Zagreb 
(N = 160).1 The mean age of the total sample was 21.2 (SD = 2.47), 
and this was comparable across countries, Cyprus: M = 21.2 
(SD = 2.82), Serbia: M = 21.3 (SD = 2.32) and Croatia: M = 21.25 
(SD = 2.34). Of the participants who indicated their gender (9% was 
missing), the vast majority were females (82%), and males made up 
18%. The gender distribution was similar across countries, Cyprus: 77% 
females, Serbia: 81% females and Croatia: 87% females.

Procedure

Participants were recruited from university classes using opportunity 
sampling. The participation was voluntary and anonymous. Upon agree-
ing to take part, participants were asked to fill in the questionnaire either 
electronically or via paper and pencil as truthfully as they could. The 
master questionnaire was developed in English, and it was translated 
into the mother tongue of the participants in each country by two inde-
pendent native speakers. local research coordinators compared the two 
versions against one another and corrected minor discrepancies. As this 
study was part of a larger cross-cultural survey, we are only reporting the 
variables relevant to the purposes of this paper.

Measures

Adherence to ingroup’s historical narratives was measured by a three-item 
scale in Serbia and Croatia, and a two-item scale in Cyprus. The items 
comprising the scale were designed to convey the ingroup’s mainstream 
narrative of the conflict (as it can be found in textbooks and mainstream 
media) which is typically placing the blame for the eruption or/and the 
continuation of the conflict on the outgroup(s). The items differed (in 
content) by country. Examples of items for each country are the fol-
lowing: Cyprus: (1) “In 1974 Turkey invaded Cyprus with the aim of 
partitioning the country” and (2) “The declaration of the ‘Turkish 
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Republic of Northern Cyprus’ prevents the solution of the Cyprus prob-
lem”; Serbia: (1) “the Kosovo conflict erupted primarily because Kosovo 
Albanians wished for Greater Albania” and (2) “Throughout their his-
tory, Serbs have been repeatedly forcefully displaced from Kosovo”; and 
Croatia: (1) “The war in Croatia was entirely a consequence of Serbian 
aggressive politics” and (2) “War in Croatia happened because the 
Serbs refused to accept the creation of Croatia as an independent state”. 
Participants assessed their agreement with each statement on a 7-point 
likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.76 in Serbia and 0.80 in Croatia, 
whereas the correlation coefficient in Cyprus where this construct was 
measured by two items was 0.33, p < 0.001.

Realistic threat was measured by four items which participants had to 
assess by declaring their agreement or disagreement on a 7-point scale 
(e.g. in Cyprus: (1) The more power Turkish Cypriots gain in Cyprus, 
the more difficult it will become for Greek Cypriots; (2) I am afraid 
that allowing Turkish Cypriots to decide on political issues would mean 
that Greek Cypriots will have less to say in how this country is run). 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.86 (Cyprus: 0.88, Serbia: 0.86, 
Croatia: 0.77).

Symbolic threat was measured by a four-item scale. Participants had to 
declare their agreement or disagreement with each of the four statements 
on a 7-point scale (e.g. in Serbia: (1) Some of the customs and traditions 
of Albanians undermine the traditional way of life of Serbs; (2) Albanians 
are beginning to project their identity in a way that I find threatening). 
The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.78 (Cyprus: 0.73, Serbia: 0.80, 
Croatia: 0.80).

Group-esteem threat was measured by four items (e.g. Croatia: (1) 
Serbs have little respect for Croatians; (2) Serbs think positively about 
Croatians (reverse-coded)). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86 (Cyprus, 0.92; 
Serbia: 0.85, Croatia: 0.82).

Outgroup trust was measured via three items to which participants 
had to respond on a 4-point scale. The three items were the following 
(e.g. Cyprus): (1) Do you think most Turkish Cypriots would try to take 
advantage of you if they got a chance, or would they try to be fair? (1, 
definitely try to take advantage; 4, definitely try to be fair), (2) Would you 
say that most Turkish Cypriots can be trusted or that you can’t be too 
trusting of them? (1, definitely can’t be too trusting; 4, definitely can be 
trusted) and (3) Would you say that most of the time Turkish Cypriots 
try to be helpful or that mainly they are interested only in themselves? 
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(1, definitely interested only in themselves; 4, definitely try to be helpful). 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81 for the whole sample (Cyprus: 0.87; Serbia: 
0.87; Croatia: 0.75).

results

Descriptive Statistics

Tables 1, 2 and 3 show the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for 
all variables, as well as the correlations between variables, in all three 
contexts. As can be seen in these tables, the mean levels of adherence to 
ingroup narratives were above the mid-point level (4.0) in all countries 
suggesting a tendency to overall agree with the ingroup’s narrative of the 
conflict. The means of realistic, symbolic and group-esteem threats were 
above mid-point (4.0) for Serbia, close to mid-point for Cyprus and 
slightly below mid-point for Croatia, thus showing that the nature of the 

Table 1 Means, SDs and correlations between variables, Cyprus

* p < .05
**p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)

Adherence to ingroup’s 
historical narrative

1 0.25** 0.39** 0.16* −0.21* 4.69 (1.19)

Group-esteem threat 1 0.64** 0.71** −0.73** 3.84 (1.26)
Realistic threat 1 0.77** −0.60** 4.74 (1.26)
Symbolic threat 1 −0.66** 3.55 (1.18)
Trust towards outgroup 1 2.34 (0.67)

Table 2 Means, SDs and correlations between variables, Serbia

* p < .05
**p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)

Adherence to ingroup’s historical 
narrative

1 0.54** 0.67** 0.59** −0.33** 4.56 (1.24)

Group-esteem threat 1 0.67** 0.66** −0.39** 4.59 (1.13)
Realistic threat 1 0.68** −0.31** 5.09 (1.32)
Symbolic threat 1 −0.48** 4.28 (1.32)
Trust towards outgroup 1 2.73 (0.56)
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conflict, or the nature of intergroup relations rather, varies somewhat in 
the three countries. Finally, the levels of outgroup trust were moderate in 
the three countries (just above 2 at a 4-point scale).

The correlations between variables were in the expected direction across 
contexts, and they were all significant. Adherence to ingroup narratives 
was found to be positively correlated with all types of threat and negatively 
correlated with outgroup trust. Greater adherence to ingroup narratives 
was associated with feeling greater levels of realistic, symbolic and group-
esteem threat and being less trusting of the outgroup. Furthermore, all 
types of threats were found to be negatively correlated with trust: experi-
encing more realistic, symbolic and group-esteem threat for the outgroup 
was associated with lower levels of trust towards the outgroup.

We proceeded to test the hypothesized relationships between adher-
ence to ingroup narratives, threats and trust with a path model, using 
AMOS. We first tested the model with the whole sample and then on 
each context separately. In this model, adherence to ingroup narratives 
was inserted as the predicting variable, outgroup trust as the outcome 
variable and the three types of threats as mediators. The proposed rela-
tionships between these variables were that adherence to ingroup nar-
ratives would be negatively associated with outgroup trust and that this 
relationship would be mediated by the three types of threat.

The results of the proposed model on the whole sample mostly sup-
ported our hypothesized relationships between variables. Adherence to 
ingroup narratives was found to be associated with higher realistic threat, 
β = 0.325, p < 0.001, higher symbolic threat, β = 0.167, p < 0.01, 
and higher group-esteem threat, β = 0.228, p < 0.001. Higher sym-
bolic and higher group-esteem threat were related to less outgroup trust 
(β = −0.085, p < 0.01, β = –0.159, p < 0.001, respectively), but there 

Table 3 Means, SDs and correlations between variables, Croatia

* p < .05
**p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)

Adherence to ingroup’s historical 
narrative

1 0.54** 0.67** 0.59** −0.33** 5.33 (1.08)

Group-esteem threat 1 0.67** 0.66** −0.39** 3.30 (1.12)
Realistic threat 1 0.68** −0.31** 3.44 (1.32)
Symbolic threat 1 −0.48** 2.51 (1.32)
Trust towards outgroup 1 2.10 (1.50)
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was no significant association between realistic threats and trust. In order 
to identify the mediators accounting for the indirect effects, we then 
applied a bootstrapping procedure using 95% confidence intervals based 
on 5,000 bootstrap resamples with the use of PROCESS (Preacher and 
Hayes 2008). In general, adherence to ingroup narratives had a negative 
total indirect effect on trust, TIE = –0.055 [−0.086, −0.026]. Two of 
the three specific indirect effects of adherence to ingroup narrative on 
trust were significant. The first involved the mediation of symbolic threat, 
IE = −0.014 [−0.034,−0.003], and the second involved the mediation 
of group-esteem threat, IE = −0.035 [−0.061, −0.017]. The indirect 
effect of realistic threat was not significant, IE = −.004 [−0.026, 0.015].

The results for the proposed model for each of the three countries 
are shown in Fig. 1. As can be seen, adherence to ingroup narratives was 
indeed found to strongly and significantly correlate with every type of 
threat in all contexts. The only exception to this was a solely marginal 
effect between adherence to ingroup narrative and symbolic threat in 
Cyprus. The relationships between threat and outgroup trust were less 
conclusive, however. In all three contexts, group-esteem threat was 
found to significantly correlate with outgroup trust in the expected 

Fig. 1 Effects of adherence to ingroup narratives on outgroup trust, mediated 
by perceived realistic, symbolic and group-esteem threat. Note Standardized coef-
ficients presented and separated by a slash (Cyprus/Serbia/Croatia); the cor-
relation between the two mediators was accounted for. † p < 0.01,*p < 0.05, 
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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direction: higher perceived group-esteem threat associated with lower 
trust. The effect was only marginal for Cyprus nevertheless. Realistic 
threat was not found to be significantly related to outgroup trust in any 
of the three countries. Symbolic threat was found to be associated with 
outgroup trust only for Serbia, and marginally for Cyprus.

In particular, for Serbia adherence to ingroup narratives had a negative 
total indirect effect on trust, TIE = −0.107 [−0.179, −0.041]. One of the 
three specific indirect effects of adherence to ingroup narrative on trust was 
significant. This involved the mediation of symbolic threat, IE = −0.107 
[−0.180, −0.052]. The mediation of group-esteem threat, IE = −0.038 
[−0.092, 0.004], and the indirect effect of realistic threat, IE = 0.038 
[−0.035, 0.117], were not significant. For Cyprus, adherence to ingroup 
narratives also had a negative total indirect effect on trust, TIE = −0.122 
[−0.216, −0.028]. One of the three specific indirect effects of adherence 
to ingroup narrative on trust was significant. This involved the mediation 
of  group-esteem threat, IE = −0.078 [−0.154, −0.020]. The media-
tion of symbolic threat, IE = −0.017 [−0.057, 0.001], and the indirect 
effect of realistic threat, IE = 0.027 [−0.091, 0.020], were not signifi-
cant. Similarly, for Croatia adherence to ingroup narratives also had a nega-
tive total indirect effect on trust, TIE = −0.063 [−0.118, −0.021]. One 
of the three specific indirect effects of adherence to ingroup narrative on 
trust was significant. This involved the mediation of group-esteem threat, 
IE = −0.075 [−0.128, −0.035]. The mediation of symbolic threat, 
IE = −0.005 [−0.035, 0.013], and the indirect effect of realistic threat, 
IE = 0.017 [−0.011, 0.053], were not significant.

dIscussIon

Our research showed that internalizing the ingroup’s account of histori-
cal events related to the conflict leads to viewing the outgroup as a threat 
to the ingroup and, as such, a group that should not be trusted. More 
specifically, the results replicate our hypothesis that adherence to ingroup 
narratives would be related to more distrust towards the outgroup via 
heightened feelings of threat coming from the outgroup(s).

The course of relationships as was tested via the path models (i.e. 
adherence to ingroup narrative leading to greater perceived threats, lead-
ing to outgroup distrust) is in line with the ontogenetic perspective of 
social representations according to which children find out about their 
past victimization (Bar-Tal and Teichman 2005) by an outgroup at a 
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very early age (see Psaltis 2015; Psaltis et al. 2015) and then internalize 
master narratives of collective victimization. This internalization gradu-
ally leads to a more coherent and abstract notion of realistic, symbolic 
and group-esteem threats which are mostly future oriented (Stephan 
et al. 2009).

We are, of course, aware that claims for causality cannot really be 
made given the cross-sectional type of our data, and we therefore 
encourage longitudinal and/or developmental research which would 
back up with evidence the proposed sequential order, i.e. one extend-
ing from adherence to narratives to perceived threat and distrust. 
Furthermore, we do not claim that this sequential order represents 
the only course of relationships between adherence to ingroup histori-
cal narratives and intergroup relations. Smeekes et al. (2017)  have, for 
instance, demonstrated in one study that when people feel threatened in 
times of social change or transition, they could find a symbolic “shelter” 
through further adherence to narratives of continuity. This direction of 
causality is opposite to the one that was tested in the study presented 
in this chapter even though the nature of the associations remains con-
stant (a positive relationship between perceived threat and adherence to 
ingroup’s narrative).

A second finding of this study is that the mediated relationship 
between adherence to ingroup narratives and distrust was replicated in 
all three contexts. The only difference across contexts regarded the type 
of threat that significantly mediated the relationship. Symbolic threat 
emerged as a significant mediator in Serbia, and group-esteem threat in 
Cyprus and Croatia. A more in-depth analysis of probably the content of 
the narrative and the representation of the enemy would possibly explain 
the aforementioned differences. Such analysis forms a possible avenue of 
future research on the topic. Interestingly, realistic threat did not medi-
ate the relationship between adherence to ingroup narratives and out-
group distrust in any of the contexts. We contend that this is because 
the interethnic conflicts in the three contexts are not characterized by 
violence at this point in time.

An extrapolation of the present findings is that the uncritical inter-
nalization of the historical narrative of the ingroup is counterproduc-
tive to the aim of conflict transformation in conflict societies. If the 
communities involved in post-conflict societies decided to resolve their 
differences through dialogue and negotiation, then the role of master 
narratives becomes destructive as it reinforces division, sectarianism and 



114  C. PSAlTIS ET Al.

competition by escalating conflict and distrust. Contrary to what is often 
argued by the heritage, nationalist or romantic approach to nation build-
ing, the sense of self created is not one of security but one of a threat-
ened and fragile self which is what Bar-Tal and Teichman (2005) called a 
“siege mentality”. Identity construction on the basis of conflict narratives 
is thus not liberating as it might be argued by theoretical approaches 
or politicians who support the heritage approach. On the contrary, it is 
about constructing a fragile and threatened self which is distrustful of 
those with whom they need to co-operate to end violence, division or 
conflict.

Thinking about the ramifications of the present findings for history 
teaching, what could in fact be liberating is reflection on the structure 
and function of historical conflict narratives as social representations by 
both teachers and students. In this way, children, youth and adults can 
understand the consequences of the internalization of master narratives 
for conflict transformation.

To conclude, the heritage or the romantic identity building approach 
in history teaching can thus be criticised  on all four grounds: pedagogi-
cal, epistemological, moral and political. Pedagogically, it is based on an 
outdated model of a transmission metaphor given that it is mostly deliv-
ered by educators as a communication type that Moscovici described as 
propaganda (Kello and Wagner (Chap. 8)). Epistemologically, it is based 
on naïve realism since it promotes the single truth of the nation, which 
is an outdated epistemological stance. Morally, the idea of manipulat-
ing, silencing or hiding parts of the past from students is unacceptable. 
Politically, it reinforces conflict instead of resolving it.

As Barton and levstick (2004) argue, students have to examine the 
impact of telling any particular narrative, or any set of narratives, as well 
as the consequences of students’ narrative simplifications. For the discipli-
nary approach, there is an important take-home message from the present 
findings: history teachers need to familiarize themselves with relevant social 
psychological research and have in their “toolbox” the main findings of 
research such as the present one. Given the well-established findings that 
master narratives pose a threat to the cultivation of the historical thinking 
of students (Carretero 2011; lopez et al. 2012), the present should be 
read as adding support to the idea of moving from the disciplinary to an 
interdisciplinary approach (see Psaltis et al. 2017) to the study of histori-
cal culture and consciousness in the history classroom. The cultivation of 
a critical historical and reflective consciousness that recognizes the socially 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-54681-0_8
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constructed nature of master narratives and their pernicious effects for con-
flict transformation is an essential element of such an approach that could be 
termed transformative history teaching. Finally, both first and second-order 
concepts of history teaching could be enriched by a better understanding 
of concepts that come directly from the social psychological field such as 
“threats”, “social identity”, “prejudice”, “distrust”, “conflict transforma-
tion” and “reconciliation” and above all “master narratives”.

notes

1.  There were missing cases on some variables. Participants who had a miss-
ing value on any one variable tested were excluded from the sample. This 
led to a sample of N = 427 (Cyprus: N = 112; Serbia: N = 161; Croatia: 
N = 154). Results reported in this chapter are based on this sample.
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