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As globalization takes hold, land conflicts are likely to increase in prevalence and complexity. Reach-
ing sustainable resolution to these conflicts requires attention not only to their tangible dimension,
but also to their emotional, identity-based underpinnings. Two «relational identity concerns» – au-
tonomy and affiliation – stimulate many of the emotions that arise in a land conflict. These relational
identity concerns provide both a lens for understanding the emotional dimension of conflict and a le-
ver for stimulating constructive emotions. The utility of this «relational identity framework» is dem-
onstrated through a case study of the Ecuador/Peru border dispute.
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While land conflicts have plagued great por-
tions of human history, globalization is likely
to increase their prevalence and complexity.
The combination of population growth and
physical space limitations within cities and
regions around the world will mean that
more and more people will be wrestling for a
piece of land to call their own. Furthermore,
as economic interdependence increases, the
international community will face new chal-
lenges about how to transport goods and ser-
vices most efficiently within and across state
borders. This will require a heightened need
for international cooperation on land access
and use. Additionally, as communication be-
comes easier through such means as the in-
ternet and air travel, land conflicts that were
once of only local or regional concern now are
subject to international attention, resulting
in a greater number of stakeholders, with a
more diverse set of interests, all needing to
work together to resolve the conflict.

In this emerging global era, resolving land
conflicts entails more than just technical ne-
gotiation over facts. Deep historical grievan-
ces and current feelings of frustration, humi-
liation, and fear impede each party’s ability
to listen, learn, and cooperate (Daly, 1991;

Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, and Raia, 1997).
Even when political agreements are reached,
they often have little impact on the anger
and resentment between groups, leaving so-
cial conditions rife for renewed violence
(Shapiro and Liu, 2006). 

The purpose of this article is to shed light
on how to deal with the emotional and iden-
tity-based dimensions of land conflicts. I dif-
ferentiate between the tangible and intangi-
ble aspects of land conflicts, discussing two
core concepts – autonomy and affiliation –
that tend to stimulate many of the emotions
that fuel land conflicts. I describe how these
concepts can be employed to stimulate emo-
tions conducive to cooperative problem sol-
ving in land conflicts. I close with a case
example that applies these ideas to a recent
border conflict between Ecuador and Peru.

Two dimensions to land conflict
There are two primary dimensions to land
conflicts (O’Lear, Diehl, Frazier, and Allee,
2005). The most obvious is the tangible di-
mension, which comprises the substantive is-
sues associated with the actual physical land
under disagreement (Shapiro, 2002). Each
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side may have legitimate facts, expert opini-
ons, or religious claims that support their
case for access, use, or ownership of the land,
and each may hold socioeconomic motives for
wanting the land for access, production, or
distribution. The intangible dimension inclu-
des the emotional and identity-based issues
and dynamics that fuel the conflict (e.g., Fis-
her and Shapiro, 2005; Hensel, 1996, 2000;
Keohane and Nye, 1977). Even when the tan-
gible facts of a negotiation are clear and
straightforward, emotions can fuel conflict
escalation. Negative emotions may escalate
naturally or through vested parties who rally
emotions to serve their self-interest. The
next session of the article takes a closer look
at the core elements of this intangible di-
mension.

The Emotional Fuel of Land Conflict: 
Relational Identity Concerns
I have developed the «relational identity
framework» to illuminate the fundamental
elements and dynamics of the emotional di-
mension of conflict (Shapiro, 2002). This
framework is based upon three assumptions,
each which holds validity within the context
of a land conflict. First, identity is implicated
in a conflict in a variety of ways, ranging
from a group’s attachment to a sacred piece
of land (such as Jerusalem), to a group’s sen-
se of nationalism being stirred (as when Mi-
losevic attempted to build a «Greater Ser-
bia»), to a group’s fear that another group is
trying to invade not just its soil, but its soul.
Second, identity is relational (Bion, 1959;
Fairbairn, 1963; Parkinson, 1995; Scharff
and Scharff, 1998). Individuals and groups
see themselves differently depending upon
with whom they are interacting. Third, when
our relational identity is not treated the way
we would like or expect, a core set of concerns
goes unmet and stimulates negative emo-
tions (Fisher and Shapiro, 2005). I call these
concerns «relational identity concerns» (Sha-
piro, 2002). They are «concerns,» because we
desire their satisfaction. They are «identity
concerns,» because the concerns motivate us
to preserve our defining features, experien-
ces, and history. And they are «relational
identity concerns,» because relational and

cultural norms affect the degree to which we
expect or desire a concern to be addressed.

Cross-disciplinary research has converged
upon two relational identity concerns – auto-
nomy and affiliation – as basic dimensions of
human existence (Angyal 1941; Bakan 1966;
Bem 1974; Deci and Ryan 1985; Benjafield &
Carson 1986; Wiggins 1991). While these
concerns are given many different names –
ranging from advocacy and connection (Kolb
& Williams 2000) to justice and care (Gilli-
gan 1982), the basic concepts are similar.

Autonomy represents the freedom to act,
think, and feel as one would like without im-
position from others (Averill and Nunley,
1992; Shapiro, 2002). Autonomy can trigger
positive or negative emotions depending
upon whether we feel that it is being impin-
ged upon or respected. Affiliation describes
the emotional connection that we feel toward
another person, group, place, or thing (Gilli-
gan, 1982; Josselson, 1995; Miller, 1976). Do
we feel distant or close to them? Excluded or
included? 

In a land conflict, these relational identity
concerns impact emotions in two ways. First,
they affect the way parties feel about the
land itself, the tangible dimension. Parties
often hold great emotional connection to the
land, seeing it as sacred and inviolable (Sus-
skind and Anguelovski, 2008). This affiliati-
on may be strong enough that parties are
willing to sacrifice greatly for the land. In
terms of autonomy, parties often want or ex-
pect full rights to do what they want with the
land. This is evident, for example, when a
party feels that the land has been divined
only to them. As affiliation to the land in-
creases, parties become more sensitive to
protecting their autonomy – their «right» to
the land – from being violated.

Second, these relational identity concerns
impact the way parties feel about each other.
In a land conflict, parties tend to conceive of
their affiliation with one another as adversa-
ries rather than as partners facing a shared
problem. They hold the other’s words and ac-
tions at a distance, with great suspicion, and
interpret even positive intentions in a nega-
tive light (Ross, 1977). Amidst this veil of
mutual suspicion, each side’s sensitivity to
autonomy intensifies. The subtlest sense of
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feeling coerced or «told» what to do can lead
to resistance (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

The impact of the relational identity con-
cerns on emotions and consequent behavior
is clear and straightforward. If these con-
cerns are addressed, the relationship bet-
ween the parties tends to flow smoothly. If
these concerns are unmet, negative emotions
tend to get stirred, and adversarial behavior
becomes more likely. Therefore, to induce co-
operative behavior in a land conflict, efforts
should be undertaken to address the relatio-
nal identity concerns of the primary parties
to the conflict. 

A Case Study: The Peru/Ecuador 
Border Dispute
In this final section of the article, I show how
these relational identity concerns were used
by Jamil Mahuad, President of Ecuador
(1998-2000), to help resolve the largest land
dispute in Latin America. This section draws
upon my personal interviews of President
Mahuad (Shapiro, 2008), as well as his first-
hand account of his peace efforts, as docu-
mented in Beyond Reason: Using Emotions
as You Negotiate (Fisher and Shapiro, 2005).

Ecuador and Peru experienced a bloody,
long-standing border dispute. The United
States Department of State called it the «ol-
dest armed conflict in the Western Hemis-
phere.» Numerous attempts to resolve the
conflict failed, including direct negotiation
and third-party intermediaries with interna-
tional figures including the King of Spain
and President Franklin Roosevelt. In 1941, a
new wave of war broke out between Ecuador
and Peru. In 1942, both countries committed
to the Protocol of Peace, Friendship, and Li-
mits, known in short as the «Rio Protocol.»
This treaty stated that the border between
the countries would be the watershed bet-
ween the Zamora and Santiago rivers. As it
turns out, between these two rivers was a
third river, the Cenepa, leaving approxi-
mately 78 kilometers of the border undeter-
mined. Armed conflict erupted in 1981 and
again in 1995, enflaming relations and
mistrust. The small area of land called Tiwi-
ntza, a part of the undetermined border area,
became the central symbol of the conflict. In

this outpost, soldiers from both countries
had been killed and buried. 

On August 10, 1998, Jamil Mahuad took
office as President of Ecuador and, for rea-
sons beyond the scope of this article, decided
that his first major order of business would
be to negotiate an end to the border conflict.
President Mahuad recognized that Tiwinza
was not just a piece of land, but a deeply me-
aningful symbol of heroism to each side. By
the time President Mahuad took office, the
troops lined the demilitarized zone in close
enough proximity that, in some locations,
they literally could say «buenos dias» and
shake hands. 

President Mahuad met with President Al-
berto Fujimori of Peru ten times over the co-
urse of 77 days and addressed adeptly the re-
lational identity concerns. President Mahuad
quickly built a good working relationship
with President Fujimori – but this positive
affiliation initially was built behind closed
doors. A major challenge facing the two presi-
dents was how to help their constituents be-
gin to see that their two countries were no
longer enemies, but partners working side-
by-side on a settlement to the conflict. Presi-
dent Mahuad arranged for a photograph to be
taken of the two presidents sitting side-by-
side jointly holding a pad of paper. The mes-
sage was clear: The Presidents were working
collaboratively to deal with their differences.
The photograph appeared on the front page of
the Ecuadorian newspaper and had its inten-
ded favorable impact on public perception of
the conflict. President Mahuad reports that,
although the purpose of the photograph was
to affect the public and media in each country,
it also helped him feel more affiliated with
President Fujimori and more committed to
reaching a final resolution.

Autonomy, too, was a sensitive concern du-
ring the conflict. As President Mahuad no-
tes, «In all our meetings, I was very conscien-
tious to respect his [President Fujimori’s] au-
tonomy and to ensure my own. It would have
been deadly wrong, for example, to try to tell
President Fujimori what to do. Rather I as-
ked for his perceptions and reactions on how
we two presidents might best settle this prot-
racted and costly boundary dispute» (Fisher
and Shapiro, 2005).
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Ultimately, the ability of these two presi-
dents to work effectively with one another
paid off. By respecting each other’s autonomy
and building a mutual sense of affiliation,
they were able to work cooperatively over the
course of 10 meetings in 77 days, leading to a
complete resolution of all outstanding issues.
Today, Tiwintza is an international park;
there is no political, economic, or military ac-
tivity without the consent of both countries.
As President Mahuad notes, «Negotiators of-
ten assume that the best way to negotiate is
purely rational. To be sure, strong hostile
emotions easily escalate and cause problems.
Yet, more importantly, in my experience,
emotions can be helpful. When going into ne-
gotiations, I was ready to take the initiative
and act upon each of the core concerns…In
doing so, President Fujimori and I establis-
hed good rapport, a strong working relati-
onship, and a stable agreement» (Fisher and
Shapiro, 2005).

Summary
In our global era, reaching sustainable reso-
lution to land conflicts requires attention not
just to their technical, tangible dimension,
but also to their emotional and identity-bas-
ed underpinnings. Two relational identity
concerns – autonomy and affiliation – stimu-
late many of the emotions that arise in land
conflicts. These relational identity concerns
provide both a lens to understand the emoti-
onal dynamics of a conflict, as well as a lever
that can be used to stimulate emotions con-
ducive to cooperation. The skillful negotiati-
on approach of President Jamil Mahuad of-
fers a vivid example of the power of these re-
lational identity concerns in aiding resoluti-
on to a real-life border dispute.
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