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DESCRIPTION
In the field of social psychology, understanding the dynamics of 
intergroup conflict has been a longstanding interest. The 
Realistic Conflict Theory (RCT), developed in the 1950s and 
1960s by Muzafer Sherif and others, offers a framework to 
comprehend how competition over limited resources can 
escalate into conflict between groups. This theory not only 
explains the origins of conflict but also explains on its 
persistence and potential resolutions. This article aims to delve 
into the distinctions of RCT, its principles, empirical evidence, 
and implications for modern societies.

Theoretical foundations of realistic conflict theory

Realistic conflict theory suggests that intergroup conflict arises 
when groups compete for infrequent resources. These resources 
could be tangible (like land, water, or food) or intangible (like 
power, status, or recognition). According to RCT, the 
competition itself is not sufficient to cause conflict; it is the 
perception that these resources are limited and that one group's 
gain is at the expense of another's loss that escalates tensions.

Muzafer Sherif's classic study, the Robbers Cave Experiment 
(RCE), demonstrated RCT in action. In this experiment, boys at 
a summer camp were divided into two groups, and competition 
was introduced through various activities. Initially, there was 
minimal conflict. However, as competition intensified over 
desirable resources (such as awards and privileges), hostility 
between the groups increased dramatically. This study illustrated 
how conflict emerges when groups perceive themselves in 
competition for resources.

Key concepts and processes in realistic conflict 
theory

Competition for resources: The core premise of RCT is 
that conflict arises when groups perceive a scarcity of resources 
and believe that their interests are in direct opposition to 
those of another group. This perception fuels negative 
attitudes and behaviors towards the out-group.

Intergroup bias: RCT predicts that individuals tend to favor 
their in-group (the group they belong to) over out-groups (groups 
they do not belong to). This bias intensifies during periods of 
competition, as individuals seek to maximize their group's 
chances of securing resources.

Negative stereotyping: As conflict increases, groups often 
possibility to negative stereotypes and perceptions of the out-
group. These stereotypes serve to dehumanize the other group 
and justify aggressive actions or discriminatory behaviors.

Contact hypothesis: One proposed solution to reduce 
intergroup conflict, based on RCT, is the contact hypothesis. 
This suggests that increased contact between groups under 
certain conditions (equal status, common goals, cooperation) 
can reduce impartiality and foster positive intergroup relations.

Empirical evidence supporting realistic conflict 
theory

Numerous studies across different contexts have provided 
empirical support for the principles of Realistic Conflict Theory 
(RCT):

Ethnic and racial conflicts: Historical and contemporary 
examples demonstrate how competition over land, political 
power, or economic resources can escalate into ethnic or racial 
conflicts.

Laboratory experiments: Beyond the Robbers Cave Experiment 
(RCE), other studies have replicated similar findings in 
controlled laboratory settings, manipulating conditions of 
competition and resource scarcity.

Natural experiments: Observations of real-world conflicts, such 
as territorial disputes between nations or competition between 
social classes, align with RCT's predictions about the escalation 
of conflict under conditions of perceived resource scarcity.

Criticisms and limitations of realistic conflict theory

While influential, Realistic Conflict Theory has faced criticism 
and has limitations that warrant consideration:
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Conflict resolution: By identifying underlying resource 
inequalities and supporting dialogue between conflicting 
groups, RCT informs conflict resolution efforts aimed at 
achieving sustainable peace.

CONCLUSION
Realistic conflict theory provides a strong framework for 
comprehending the origins and dynamics of intergroup conflict. 
Its emphasis on competition over limited resources, intergroup 
biases, and potential for conflict reduction through structured 
contact remains relevant in understanding contemporary 
societal challenges. While not without its criticisms, RCT 
continues to inspire research and inform strategies aimed at 
developing harmonious intergroup relations in diverse and 
interconnected societies. As we navigate complex global 
challenges, the principles of RCT offer valuable guidance 
towards building more inclusive and cooperative communities.

In conclusion, the ongoing relevance of Realistic Conflict 
Theory (RCT) underscores its significance as a basis in the study 
of intergroup relations, offering pathways towards a more 
peaceful and equitable world.
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Simplification of conflict: Critics argue that RCT oversimplifies 
the complexities of conflict, such as ideological differences or 
historical criticisms, which may not only stem from resource 
competition.

Neglect of cultural factors: The theory places less emphasis on 
cultural, historical, and ideological factors that contribute to 
intergroup conflict, focusing primarily on economic or material 
resources.

Generalizability: Some scholars question the universal 
applicability of RCT across all cultural contexts, suggesting that 
different societies may prioritize different types of resources or 
have unique mechanisms for managing intergroup relations.

Implications for contemporary society

Realistic conflict theory offers valuable insights for 
understanding and managing contemporary intergroup conflicts. 
Strategies informed by RCT, such as promoting cooperation 
between groups through shared goals or reducing economic 
disparities, can potentially mitigate intergroup tensions.

Education and awareness: Educating individuals about the 
psychological processes underlying intergroup conflict, 
including biases and stereotypes, can help reduce negative 
attitudes and promote empathy.
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