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Abstract
Numerous political analysts have argued that conflicts over sacred land are intractable. These
scholars maintain that sacred lands are psychologically perceived as indivisible, or
alternatively, in the sociological tradition, their indivisibility is a social fact. Moreover,
religious beliefs are viewed as stagnant and resistant to change. Consequently, resolving such
conflicts is fraught with difficulty, and even if a truce could be imposed, it would be unstable
and violence would eventually erupt. A cognitive and evolutionary account offers a less
pessimistic view. Individuals do not conceive of sacred lands in the same way that they
conceive of sacred space, such as cemeteries or houses of worship, or sacred objects, such as
holy water or prayer beads. Unlike sacred space and objects, whose boundaries are clearly
defined, conceptions of sacred land are typically abstract and may bear little resemblance to
the contested physical land. While abstract notions of sacred land are indivisible and must

remain intact, the physical land is not indivisible, and therefore there is often greater room
for negotiation of sacred lands than is generally appreciated.
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