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Ethnic/Identity Issues and Interstate Territorial Conflict

Abstract:  We examine the relationship between shared ethnic/identity groups and territorial 
claims between nation-states. In particular, we seek to understand the conditions under which 
states are likely to make and escalate irredentist territorial claims, focusing on characteristics of 
the shared ethnic group and the strength of the global territorial integrity norm. Using a new (and 
very preliminary) data set on shared ethnic groups between countries, we find that irredentist 
territorial claims are more likely to begin and to be militarized when the group in question makes 
up a majority of the potential challenger state's population and when the group is systematically 
excluded from political power in the target; more likely to begin with the group has shared or 
total political power in the challenger; and less likely to begin or be militarized when the global 
territorial integrity norm is stronger.  We conclude with suggestions for advancing beyond these 
initial results to gain a more complete understanding of the linkage between shared ethnic groups 
and interstate conflict.

The frequent border changes that characterized the world of the 20th century have faded 

in favor of much more static borders, as states rely upon increasingly powerful norms of 

territorial integrity to justify the status quo and delegitimize acts of international violence.  Yet, 

while much of the world seems content to maintain the territorial status quo, this phenomenon is 

hardly universal.  The recent actions taken by Russia against its neighbor Ukraine, both by 

seizing the Crimean Peninsula and by supporting ethnic Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine, 

were criticized by Western leaders for directly violating international norms of territorial 

integrity.  Russia has justified its actions by invoking another international norm, that of national 

self-determination, arguing that its right to unify with and protect its ethnic brethren trumps 

existing norms of territorial integrity.  This has led to serious concern in the West over the 

precedent that Russia's actions are setting, particularly in the Baltic and other post-Soviet states 

that include substantial ethnic Russian minorities. 

This paper seeks to examine the topic of territorial claims with an ethnic component, and 

how these claims relate to and are affected by prevailing international norms.  The presence of a 

claimant state's co-ethnics in the claimed territory is one of many factors that have been found to 

be more violent, warranting a greater examination of the motivations facing states considering 

territorial claims of this nature. Little effort has been devoted to understanding the origins of 

such claims, though.  We offer a preliminary attempt to study this phenomenon, though, focusing 

both on the characteristics of the shared ethnic group itself as well as the global normative 

environment.



We begin with a brief review of the literature on ethnic conflict, emphasizing factors that 

might be relevant to interstate territorial conflict as well as the more traditional focus in side the 

state experiencing the conflict.  We then develop and test a series of hypotheses on the possible 

connection between shared ethnic groups and territorial conflict. The results generally support 

our hypotheses, indicating that the size and political status of shared ethnic groups do contribute 

in systematic ways to the outbreak and management of territorial claims.  We conclude with a 

series of suggestions for advancing beyond this very preliminary first cut, calling in particular for 

new efforts to identify and study actions by outside actors besides making irredentist claims to 

territory where one's co-ethnics live.

Theoretical Development

The topic of territorial conflict rooted in ethnic irredentism is not new, and has attracted 

considerable attention since the end of the cold war (e.g., Ayers 2000; Saideman and Ayers 

2002).  Irredentism, or territorial claims based primarily upon the presence of ethnic kin upon the 

territory in dispute, can be a useful tool for states to justify their expansionist goals (Kornprobst 

2007).  The initial work on ethnic-based interstate and intrastate conflict in the immediate post-

war period focused on whether ethnic conflict would prove more violent (Carment 1993) or due 

to its intangible nature, more difficult to settle (Fearon 1995; Brams and Taylor 1996; Hassner 

2003; Toft 2003). Later work would generally support these contentions, at least for more severe 

forms of conflict (Davis and Moore 1997; Woodwell 2004; Hensel and Mitchell 2005).  

Building on work highlighting the role of ethnic conflict between substate actors and 

within states (Fearon and Laitin 2003), the literature naturally sought a synthesis of two related 

but otherwise tangential literatures. Salehyan (2007, 2008) noted the importance that neighboring 

states can have in indirectly harboring refugees from internal disputes across borders, suggesting 

one method by which intrastate ethnic conflict can become internationalized. More directly 

however, scholars began to take note of the processes by which states intentionally 

internationalize intrastate ethnic conflict to further their own ends by providing direct military 

support to rebellious co-ethnics within neighboring states (Davis and Moore 1997; Salehyan 

2010; Salehyan, Gleditsch and Cunningham 2011; Saideman 2007).  



The literature then began to question exactly which factors determined whether some 

internal conflicts become internationalized due to external support (Saideman 1998; 2002b; 

Saideman, Dougherty, and Jenne 2005), and why some substate actors attempt to elicit this 

foreign support (Saideman 2002a; Jenne 2004; Jenne, Saideman, and Lowe 2007).  Ultimately, 

the factors demonstrated to provide the greatest likelihood of intervention, and thus an 

internationalization of an otherwise domestic dispute, are characteristics of the disputed area and 

its constituent minority distribution (Weidmann 2009; Cederman et al. 2013), and the treatment 

of the disputed minority by the host state (Davis and Moore 1997; Saideman and Ayers 2000). 

The impact of externalization on the prospects for peace in situations of ethnic conflict 

remains uncertain.  Some scholars have argued that externalizing the conflict will produce a new 

conflict that is much harder to resolve (Zartman and Rasmussen 1997), with the conflict itself 

growing in intensity and violence (Carment 1993). The unique nature of ethnic conflict as based 

upon a largely "intangible" issue may further dampen the prospects for peace (Hensel and 

Mitchell 2005; Hassner 2003). Given that many externalized conflicts revolve around the desires 

of a particular minority, prospects for peace then may hinge upon the available solutions.  This 

may mean partition of the state in question or the cession of the territory to the state with the 

ethnic claim (Kaufman 1996, 1998), though scholars have highlighted the difficulties associated 

with the process and the propensity for such plans to result in further ethnic violence (O'leary 

2007).  As the identities driving ethnic conflicts are in many ways socially constructed 

(Saideman 2005), a variety of alternatives to partition do exist, many of which rely upon unique 

institutional structures or power sharing agreements (Saideman 2002c; Lijphart 2004; Coakley 

2013). 

More broadly, the issue of territorial conflict has been well explored.  Diehl and Goertz 

(1988) highlighted the importance that territory plays in interstate disputes, and future work 

(Diehl 1992; Vasquez 1995; Huth 1996) developed further the idea that territory possesses some 

intrinsic value to states. This culminated in the assertion that territorial disputes are inherently 

more "salient" than other forms of interstate disputes (Hensel 1996), in part because of the 

various issues that can be associated with any territory, from natural resources to the presence of 

some ethnic group.  This assertion has subsequently received a great deal of empirical support 

(Huth and Allee 2002; Walter 2003; Hensel and Mitchell 2005; Quackenbush 2010).  Further 



research seeking to determine the various facets or “issues” (Diehl 1992) of territory which 

constitute its salience, and the additional factors that can be associated with territory to enhance 

its salience, were developed by Mitchell and Hensel (2005), demonstrating the role that the 

presence of intangible issues, such as the presence of ethnic kin, have in heightening the 

probability of more severe forms of armed conflict.

Bearing all of this in mind, our theory in this paper examines the role of shared ethnic 

groups in territorial conflict.  This seeks to go further than previous work by examining not just 

why certain groups enjoy foreign support (Saideman 2002a, 2002b) or how interstate ethnic 

disputes lead to conflict (Davis and Moore 1997), but how these situations arise in the first place, 

through an examination of territorial claim initiation in the wake of shared group demands.  This 

study also seeks to examine the role that both demographics and group political status play in the 

process of internationalizing ethnic conflict, with a focus on those disputes that manage to defy 

prevailing international norms of territorial integrity to culminate in the creation of a territorial 

claim against another state. While previous work has demonstrated the importance of 

discrimination and internationalization of conflict, this paper will approach the issue as a multi-

staged process of territorial claim initiation followed by potential escalation. This will first 

involve an exploration into the forces that drive the initiation of ethnicity based territorial claims 

against another state, before proceeding to identify the factors that facilitate any such claim's 

militarization.  

Shared Ethnic Groups and Territorial Claim Onset

Prior to any territorial claim being lodged by one state against another, the challenger 

state requires some justification for its claim.  Territorial conquest and any alteration of the 

territorial status quo directly contradict international norms of sovereignty and territorial 

integrity (Zacher 2001), violating norms of conduct well beyond the general aversion to conflict 

itself.  As such, any attempt to alter international borders must carry some justification in order to 

minimize the reputational damage inflicted upon a state for violation of another state's territorial 

integrity.  No state in recent memory has attempted to justify its claims through the lens of raw 

power or "might makes right," and even the more blatant recent land grabs have generally been 



couched in anti-colonialist rhetoric, historical sovereignty or some other form of moral 

justification.

Given the necessity for some sort of impetus to drive a state to lodge a territorial claim, 

few causes are more appealing to one's own domestic audience than that of liberating or uniting 

with ethnic kinsmen. Lodging a territorial claim to protect one's own ethnic group can appeal to a 

sense of morality or justice with a leader's domestic audience that can be especially compelling, 

and may even be seen more favorably by the international community.  The norms of territorial 

integrity and national self-determination may indeed by brought into conflict by such territorial 

claims, and it makes sense for leaders seeking to violate sovereignty norms to justify their 

actions by pointing out the nature of this contradiction.  Given that many states, especially those 

of Europe, derive their legitimacy from the existence of some shared ethnic group, it could be 

argued that national self-determination is the very basis of territorial sovereignty.  States could 

then be said to almost have a moral imperative to protect and unify with their ethnic brethren, 

even if it means redrawing the map.

Despite the avenues by which states might form a justification for their territorial claim 

over some shared ethnic group, not every state has sought to lodge such a claim, and even fewer 

have acted upon their claim in a meaningful way.  Certain characteristics of the states involved in 

any territorial claim, the challenger and its target, are likely key factors in determining whether a 

state lodges any sort of territorial claim.

The most obvious factor that could motivate a territorial claim over a shared ethnic group 

in a neighboring state is the potential challenger state's demographic make-up.  While states 

could attempt to liberate an ethnic group that makes up a small minority of their population, the 

political payoff would seem to be greater when seeking to unify its majority group under one 

banner.  This follows the logic of justifying territorial claims with the logic of national self-

determination - should a state be comprised of a majority of one ethnic group, it likely derives its 

legitimacy in large part by claiming to represent that group as its constituent nation.  Thus, if the 

challenger state in any dyadic pair is comprised of a majority of an ethnic group which is present 

in a neighboring state, the challenger is more likely to initiate a territorial claim over territory 

inhabited by its co-ethnics.



Hypothesis 1: If an ethnic group comprises a majority of the population in the challenger state, it 

is more likely to initiate a territorial claim over territory with a shared ethnic group.

While important, demographics alone cannot explain the initiation of territorial claims by 

states against their neighbors.  Not all leaders are driven by a conviction to unify their ethnic 

brethren under one banner, and most leaders recognize the costs of any such attempt at 

unification, in both reputational and material terms.  Instead, the context of the shared ethnic 

group matters, for if their co-ethnics enjoy privilege in the target state, or at least fair treatment, 

the impetus for lodging any sort of claim lessens considerably (Huibregste 2010).  The 

justification for any state to pursue a claim against another is often to "liberate" their brethren as 

much as any broader moral claim to ethnic union, implying that their brethren are suffering under 

the oppression or of some other ethnic group.  Should the challenger state's ethnic group be 

regularly excluded from power by the target state's ruling elite, the challenger's ethnic group will 

likely increase its calls for liberation due to a sense of frustration, likely combined with some 

oppressive means of regular exclusion.  This increases the likelihood that states will lodge a 

claim to "liberate" their countrymen, in large part by adding to the moral justification for their 

inclusion, and also due to the increased calls from within the target state itself for assistance from 

the mother country.

Hypothesis 2: If a shared ethnic group is regularly excluded from power in the target state, the 

challenger state will be more likely to lodge a territorial claim over territory inhabited by the 

shared ethnic group.

The domestic political context facing the ethnic group in the challenger state is of equal 

concern to participants in a dispute over a shared ethnic group. It has been found that the ethnic 

composition of a state can help determine its willingness to intervene in ethnic conflicts abroad, 

though through a state-level analysis of the demographic characteristic of the state (Huibregste 

2010). Even if an ethnic group comprises a plurality or a majority of one state, it need not be the 

group wielding the majority of the political power. If this is not the case, a state is not likely to 

have built its legitimacy around the support of a shared ethnic group across international borders, 



and faces very little domestic political pressure to pursue any claim seeking to bring them into 

the state.  It may even be burdensome to do so, adding more disadvantaged groups to rule over 

and exclude from power.  Instead, an ethnic group must either wield full control or at least shared 

control of the state in order to pressure or steer the state into pursuing a territorial claim, or craft 

the moral justification necessary to defy norms of territorial integrity.

Hypothesis 3: If an ethnic group enjoys absolute or shared rule within the challenger state, it will 

be more likely to pursue a territorial claim over a shared ethnic group, relative to states where the 

ethnic group is excluded from power.

Given the important role that international norms play in both restraining states from 

altering borders and justifying states pursuing their ethnic based claims, it is worth considering 

the relative strength of international norms regarding territorial revision. By initiating a territorial 

claim against another state, the claimant state is openly challenging the territorial status quo, and 

while the state may consider its cause just, a strong international norm against any territorial 

revision will evoke calls for caution and aversion to any further militarization from the 

international community.  This will translate into reputational costs for the challenger, and may 

even result in other states intervening to stabilize the situation and avert any further escalation, 

with the international community approaching the issue from the perspective that maintaining the 

peaceful status quo is the preferred option.  The stronger the norms of territorial integrity, the 

greater the cost for the challenger state, and the more likely that the international community will 

seek to maintain the status quo with less consideration of the worth or justice of the claim itself. 

Even if much of the world considers a state's irredentism claims just, a strong norm against any 

territorial changes will hinder the realization of these goals, as well as the ability of other states 

to openly support the challenger state. The idea that stronger international norms, as measured by 

treaty organizations on the global scale, will discourage states from engaging in conflict behavior 

has been supported empirically by Hensel, Allison, and Khanani (2009), finding that global norm 

strength depress conflict behavior. As such, during periods in which the norms of territorial 

integrity are weakest, states will incur fewer costs for lodging territorial claims against their 



targets, while strong global norms of territorial integrity will see claims met with considerable 

cost and external pressure.

Hypothesis 4: A potential challenger state will be less likely to begin a territorial claim over a 

shared ethnic group when there is greater global support for the norm of territorial integrity.

Shared Ethnic Groups and Territorial Claim Militarization

With a better understanding of some of the demographic and contextual factors that drive 

states to lodge territorial claims over a shared ethnic group, it is worth examining how these 

same factors affect the militarization of any resultant territorial claim.  It may well be that certain 

conditions increase the risk that a territorial claim will begin, but have little systematic impact on 

(or even reduce) the likelihood that this claim will escalate to bloody levels. Alternatively, some 

or all of the factors that help bring about a claim in the first place may also make it more 

dangerous once begun.

First, the demographic nature of the challenger state should continue to play a role in 

conflict initiation.  Having lodged a claim over territory inhabited by a shared ethnic group, a 

challenger state will likely only pursue this claim through military means if it is comprised of a 

majority of the shared ethnic group.  This relates back to the original justification for lodging the 

claim itself - the basis of the claim initiation came from legitimacy derived from being the 

representative of an ethnic group bolstered by norms of national self-determination.  Further, a 

state with a majority of the population belonging to the shared ethnic group should increase the 

likelihood that a leader will enjoy domestic political support for his or her actions.  With 

domestic support and legitimacy in hand, a challenger state will be more likely to pursue military 

means to realize their goal:

Hypothesis 5: If a shared ethnic group comprises the majority of the challenger state engaged in 

a territorial claim over said group, the likelihood of conflict over the claim increases.

As before, the political status of the shared ethnic group, especially in the target state, 

should also affect the militarization of territorial claims. Having already established that the 



political status of the ethnic group in the challenger state heavily determines claim initiation to 

the point where excluded groups are unlikely to even reach the stage of claim militarization, it is 

not likely that the political status of an ethnic group in the challenger will play any role in claim 

militarization.  Rather, the role of the ethnic group in the target state will impact claim 

militarization.  Should the target state regularly exclude the shared ethnic group from political 

power, the ethnic group will be more likely to resort to military means to resist the target state, 

and in doing so elicit outside help and draw upon itself greater oppression.  This has a twofold 

effect, increasing the calls for direct military assistance as well as increasing the prospects for its 

success, as well as heightening the moral impetus for intervention.  Any sort of discrimination, 

even if it is not met with military resistance by its victims, will increase the calls for intervention 

in the challenger state, and embolden its leaders to act in the shared ethnic group's defense.  The 

ultimate effect is that, should a shared ethnic group be excluded from the political system of the 

challenger state, the claim will be more likely to see armed conflict, especially the more severe 

variety.  There may also be a relationship between the target state's use of oppression and its use 

of force internationally, with previous work demonstrating that states which regularly 

discriminate against domestic ethnic minorities are more likely to use force when dealing with 

other states (Caprioli and Trumbore 2003; Trumbore 2003).

Hypothesis 6: If a shared ethnic group is regularly excluded from power in the target state of a 

territorial claim over the shared group, the likelihood of conflict over the claim increases.

The political status of the group in the challenger state is of equal importance, for as 

already described, it is their leaders who initiate the claim and make the decisions regarding its 

potential escalation to conflict.  As the ethnic group or groups in power in the challenger state 

have already made the decision to initiate a claim against the target state over some shared ethnic 

group, it naturally follows that these same co-ethnics will press for the realization of their 

territorial ambitions. Such actions will please their domestic constituents and, ideally, add new 

co-ethnics to the state, adding to the base of supporters for the ethnic group and ensuring the 

realization of goals clearly stated in the initiation of the claim itself.  Similarly, as states often 

derive their legitimacy from claimed representation of an ethnic group, it becomes easier for 



states dominated by a particular ethnic group to justify its territorial ambitions through the lens 

of ethnic self-determination. This would not only justify a state's claim to a shared ethnic group 

but oblige it to offer its protection, which can easily manifest itself in the form of military 

support. Should an ethnic group not be represented in government in the challenger state despite 

a claim over territory with their brethren, such motivations will be removed, and it may even 

provide some additional cost for the ethnic groups in power ensuring the shared ethnic group's 

exclusion form power domestically to add to the number of excluded individuals.  The result is 

that the political situation in the challenger state matters considerably, with an ethnic group 

wielding a monopoly or at least some power serving as a strong predictor of the challenger state's 

willingness to escalate to conflict over their territorial claim.

Hypothesis 7: If a shared ethnic group is included in power in the challenger state of a territorial 

claim over the shared group, the likelihood of conflict over the claim increases. 

As with claim initiation, the willingness of a state to escalate to armed conflict over a 

territorial claim should be influenced by the prevailing international norms.  While norms of 

territorial integrity are thought to serve as an important barrier to claim initiation, states still 

occasionally pursue this strategy anyway, and are met with words of condemnation or calls for 

maintaining a peaceful status quo.  Yet, the norm of territorial integrity is intended first and 

foremost to prevent conflict over disputed territory, meaning that any escalation of a territorial 

claim to one of armed conflict would greatly increase the prospects of territorial change as well 

as providing a stark reminder to the international community as to the original intent of the norm 

itself. This means that while states do incur some costs for claim initiation, claim escalation bears 

a much greater cost, with the international community now more eager than ever to condemn 

conflict behavior and act in defense of a norm intended to prevent just such a situation.  When 

these norms are strongest on the global level, the costs borne by states which violate them are 

highest, and conflict less likely, as supported by Hensel, Allison, and Khanani (2009).  The result 

is that the strength of the prevailing global norms of territorial integrity will serve as an 

impediment to conflict escalation over territorial claims with a shared ethnic group.



Hypothesis 8:  A challenger state will be less likely to escalate its territorial claim over a shared 

ethnic group when there is greater global support for the norm of territorial integrity.

Research Design

Identifying Shared Ethnic Groups

The first task that must be accomplished to test these hypotheses is the construction of a 

data set of states that share ethnic groups.  While several data sets report information on ethnic 

groups, these are largely focused on the identification of groups within a single state, for the 

purpose of studying ethnic conflict within that state.  There has been less effort to compile a list 

of ethnic groups that are shared between states, which is where our research design begins.

We compiled our initial list of ethnic groups using three data sets: version 1.02 of the 

Composition of Religious and Ethnic Groups (CREG) data set from the Cline Center for 

Democracy at the University of Illinois,1 version 3.01 of the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) data 

set (Wimmer et al. 2009), and the 1940-2003 (Phase IV) and 2004-2006 (Phase V) versions of 

the Minorities at Risk data set. Combining these groups was a challenge, though, as the three 

data sets often used different names to refer to the same group.  We made an initial pass through 

all three data sets, adjusting group names for consistency (e.g. "Spanish" and "Spaniards" refer to 

the same group, as do "Basque" and "Basques" or "Baloch," "Balochis," and "Baluchis"). In 

some cases one source listed several names for a group, in which case we standardized on a 

single name that was used in one or more of the other sources. We then looked at the distribution 

of groups in each state, attempting to match groups that were listed under different names in 

different sources but referred to the same people -- sources like Ethnic Groups Worldwide 

(Levinson 1998) and the World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples2 were useful for 

identifying alternative names for the same groups.

This is not a perfect list, and there are likely groups that we have misidentified; in the 

future we will go through the groups more systematically to try to ensure that we have correctly 

identified groups within countries as well as correctly identifying groups that are shared across 

borders. One new source that may help with this task is the "All Minorities at Risk" (AMAR) 

data set, which will be released in the near future.  Shortly before this paper was due to be 
1 Available at <http://www.clinecenter.illinois.edu/research/sid-composition.html>.
2 Available at <http://www.minorityrights.org/directory>.



presented at the ISA/FLACSO conference, the Minorities at Risk project released a new list of 

1194 socially relevant ethnic groups as part of the AMAR data. The full data set is not available 

yet -- only a list of the ethnic groups in each state, with the name of the group and (where 

relevant) subgroups. Our next task will be to use this new group list to standardize the list we 

have created, which will likely produce some changes in the number of groups shared between 

certain states.

[Table 1 about here]

Our combined data set is summarized in Table 1. We have identified a total of 671 

groups, each of which is present in between 1-44 states, for a total of 1281 state-group cases.  

Combining these states into dyads, we have identified 4113 pairs of states that each share a 

group.  To keep the analysis manageable and to avoid inflating our results by including cases that 

do not have any interaction, we have excluded all dyads in which the two states are located in 

different geographic regions, as well as all groups that are so broad that there is almost certainly 

no sense of shared identity across the states that appear to share them (this includes groups such 

as "Blacks," "Whites," and "Indigenous", which each occur in dozens of states but likely see little 

recognition of shared ethnicity across borders).  This restriction brings our set of cases down to 

1629 group-dyads. Because we are interested in the possibility that either state in a dyad could 

begin a territorial claim over the shared group, we construct a directed-dyad-year data set 

covering a total of 188,618 years of observations (e.g., with one observation for a possible Ghana 

claim against Togo in 1980 over the Ewe people, and another for a possible Togo claim against 

Ghana over the Ewe in 1980).

Territorial Claims

Our primary dependent variables in this study, the outbreak and militarization of identity-

based territorial claims, are collected from provisional version 1.02 of the Issue Correlates of 

War (ICOW) Territorial Claims data (Hensel et al. 2008).  We are only interested in territorial 

claims in which the challenger claims the territory at least partially on the basis of a shared 

identity with its inhabitants.  For the 1946-2001 time period covered by the ethnic groups data, 

this produces a list of 150 territorial claims, 68 of which began during this period and 82 of 



which began earlier and persisted into this time.  We investigated each of these claims, and 

identified the specific group in question that was the subject of this identity claim.

For our analyses of the militarization of territorial claims, we examine the 1115 years 

during which these 150 identity-based claims were ongoing.  We use two related dependent 

variables to measure militarization. First is a dummy variable indicating whether or not at least 

one militarized interstate dispute (MID) began over the claim during the year in question, as 

compiled by the ICOW project from the Correlates of War project's master list of MIDs.  To 

make sure that our results are not driven by low-risk events where one state threatens force or 

builds up its forces but has no intention of beginning military action, we also use a dummy 

variable indicating whether or not a fatal MID began over the claim during that year, which is 

also available from the ICOW data.

Group Characteristics

Measuring the characteristics of ethnic groups across time and space is a difficult task, 

which is only compounded by differences in coverage between the three data sets that were used 

to identify the groups. The CREG data includes the most cases -- 408 of the 671 overall groups 

in our data set are in CREG (potentially among other sources), as are 872 of the 1281 state-

groups -- but it includes no information besides the estimated population of the group (as a 

proportion of the state's total population) each year. The EPR data includes the political status of 

the group as well as population estimates and is almost as widely available as CREG, covering 

434 of the 671 overall groups and 736 of the 1281 state-groups.3  Finally, the Minorities at Risk 

data includes a number of additional details about group status, grievances, and behavior, but 

3 One important difference between the two is that CREG attempts to identify all groups in each 
state's population, but is limited to the largest groups in the country, leaving as many as 10-20% 
of some states' populations classified as "other." CREG does not yet include estimates for several 
more difficult countries (Cameroon, France, India, Kosovo, Montenegro, Mozambique, and 
Papua New Guinea), although future revisions of the data set are expected to include these once 
the relevant data can be collected with greater confidence. The EPR data set seeks to include all 
groups that are politically organized enough to be "relevant" at some point during the period of 
study, which includes some smaller groups that make up a fraction of a percent of the state's total 
population but are relevant politically. EPR excludes groups that are not considered to be 
politically organized along group lines, though, leading to situations where "Germans" are not 
considered a group in Germany or "Koreans" in South Korea.



only for selected years (every five years from 1940-2000 and then every year from 2001-2006), 

and most of the variables are only collected for certain of those years.

Considering these differences in coverage, we have chosen to focus on the population and 

political status of each group, both of which are available for most cases in our data set. 

Population is based on the proportion of each state's total population that is accounted for by 

members of the group in question.  This is taken from the CREG data set where that information 

is available, because that data set covers the most cases in our data set; where there is an EPR 

estimate but not a CREG estimate, the EPR estimate is used. We simplify this variable into a 

dummy variable indicating whether the group in question makes up a majority of the state's 

population, although the results are generally very similar if the continuous measure of 

population is used.4

The political status of each group is taken from the EPR data where available, which 

means that any cases for which only CREG identifies the group will be left out of the analysis 

because of missing data. The EPR political status variable is used to generate three dummy 

variables for the group's status in each country: "absolute rule" (where the group has a monopoly 

on executive political power or is considered dominant), "shared rule" (where the group shares 

executive political power as either a senior partner or junior partner with members of another 

group), and "excluded from rule" (where the group is excluded from executive political power at 

the national level, which includes situations of only local autonomy, no national or local power, 

and active discrimination against the group).

Territorial Integrity

Drawing from Hensel et al. (2009), we measure the strength of the global territorial 

integrity norm by the average number of treaty commitments signed by states in the international 

system that carry territorial integrity obligations.  Such treaties contain explicit guarantees of the 

territorial integrity of existing states, and may take either of two forms. General territorial 

4 In the analyses of territorial claim management, there are several dozen shared groups for 
which we did not have a specific population estimate for one or both states. In those cases we 
consulted a variety of reference materials to determine whether or not the group in question 
made up a majority of the state's population, so that there are no missing observations for the 
majority population dummies in those analyses. This was not done for any cases that were 
missing data in the much larger population of cases used to study territorial claim onset, though.



integrity obligations require acceptance of the existing territorial status quo, while "violent" 

territorial integrity obligations only prohibit violent or forceful challenges to territorial integrity.  

This is obtained from the Multilateral Treaties of Pacific Settlement (MTOPS) data set (Hensel et 

al. 2009).

Control Variables

We control for several factors that are typically identified in the interstate conflict 

literature as having a systematic impact on conflict behavior. Joint democracy, frequently found 

to reduce armed conflict behavior, is measured here by whether both states in a dyad have scores 

of 7 or greater on a -10 to 10-point scale from the Polity data project.  The relative capabilities of 

the challenger state in a dyad are measured by the percentage of the dyad's overall power 

capabilities held by the challenger (i.e., dividing the challenger's total by the combined totals of 

the challenger and target state), using the Composite Index of National Capabilities (CINC) score 

from the COW project's National Material Capabilities data set.  Finally, we measure whether or 

not the two states share membership in at least one military alliance, using the COW project's 

military alliance data set; formal military allies should be expected to have more cooperative and 

less conflictual relations, all else being equal.

For the analyses of territorial claim militarization, we control for two aspects of the claim 

itself, which have been shown to have a significant impact on claim management in past studies 

(e.g Hensel et al. 2008). First is the salience or value of the claimed territory, which is usually 

measured by a 0-12 index that incorporates six characteristics of the claimed territory that make 

it more valuable, with each measured for both the challenger and target states in the claim. 

Because we are only studying claims that have an identity element for the challenger, one of the 

twelve points of the scale needs to be removed, reducing this to a 0-11 scale here.  Second is the 

amount of recent armed conflict over the claim, weighted by how recent each conflict event war; 

this variable is described by Hensel et al. (2008).

Analyses

Shared Ethnic Groups and Territorial Claim Onset



Our analyses begin with the onset of new territorial claims between two nation-states that 

share an ethnic group. Hypotheses 1 through 4 suggested that a new claim should be most likely 

to begin when the shared ethnic group makes up the majority of the challenger's population (H1), 

when the group is systematically excluded from power in the target state (H2), and when the 

group has at least a share of political power in the challenger state (H3), and less likely when 

there is stronger international support for the territorial integrity norm (H4). The results are 

presented in Table 2.

[Table 2 about here]

Table 2 presents a logistic regression analysis of the onset of new territorial claims with 

an identity element for the challenger state.  The results are largely consistent with our 

hypotheses. Territorial claims are significantly more likely when the shared group makes up a 

majority of the potential challenger state's population (p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 1.  Claims 

are significantly more likely when the group is excluded from power in the target state (p<.03), 

supporting Hypothesis 2.  Beyond the size of the group in the challenger, claims are more likely 

to begin when the group has absolute rule (p<.01) or shared rule (p<.01) in the challenger state, 

supporting Hypothesis 3.   Finally, the global territorial integrity norm appears to have had a 

strong effect on the onset of new territorial claims, with new identity-based claims being 

significantly less likely when support for this norm has been greater (p<.001).

The controls and other variables in the model produce generally expected results. We did 

not offer hypotheses on the group's population or share of political power in the target state 

(outside of cases where the group is excluded from power), but including these variables is 

important to get a complete picture of how group characteristics affect territorial claim onset. 

New claims are somewhat more likely to begin when the group is a majority in the target (p<.

08), generally reflecting the pursuit of national unification in divided states like the two 

Germanies or Koreas during the Cold War, although there is no systematic effect when the group 

has absolute rule (p<.58) or shared rule (p<.47) in the target. The two states' relative capabilities 

do not have any systematic impact (p<.83), nor does joint democracy (p<.49), but claims are 

significantly less likely to begin between formal military allies (p<.001).

Shared Ethnic Groups and Territorial Claim Militarization



We now turn to the impact of shared ethnic groups on the militarization of territorial 

claims that involve that ethnic group. Hypotheses 5 through 8 suggested that a claim should be 

most likely to become militarized when the shared ethnic group makes up the majority of the 

challenger's population (H5), when the group is systematically excluded from power in the target 

state (H6), and when the group has at least a share of political power in the challenger state (H7), 

and less likely when there is stronger international support for the territorial integrity norm (H8). 

The results are presented in Table 3.

[Table 3 about here]

Table 3 presents a logistic regression analysis of the likelihood that an identity-based 

territorial claim  will lead to the outbreak of militarized conflict, including any militarized 

conflict in Model I and only fatal conflict in Model II.  The results generally support the 

hypothesis, although not as strongly as Table 2's analysis of territorial claim onset. When the 

group in question comprises the majority of the challenger's population, armed conflict is more 

likely overall (p<.05) as Hypothesis 5 suggested, although there is no systematic impact on fatal 

conflict (p<.24). When the group is excluded from rule in the target, fatal conflict is more likely 

(p<.04) as Hypothesis 6 suggested, but not conflict overall (p<.31).  The group's political status 

in the challenger has no systematic impact on either form of conflict (ranging from p<.13 to 

p<34), leading us to reject Hypothesis 7.  The global territorial integrity norm significantly 

reduces both conflict overall (p<.01) and fatal conflict (p<.01), supporting Hypothesis 8.

Turning to the other variables in the model, the size and political status of the group in 

the target state have no systemic impact except for shared political rule (p<.10 for overall 

conflict). The salience of the territorial claim has no systematic impact in either model, although 

it must be remembered that every case in this table has a relatively high salience value because 

of the presence of the identity concern.  A greater history of recent armed conflict over the claim 

significantly increases conflict of both types (p<.001), while joint democracy significantly 

decreases conflict overall (p<.01) and neither relative capabilities nor military alliance has any 

systematic impact.

Followup: External Support for Shared Ethnic Groups

Most of our hypotheses have been supported, then, for both territorial claim onset and 

claim militarization.  All of these analyses thus far have examined the impact of shared ethnic 



groups on territorial claims between two nation-states, though. This is not the only way that a 

potential challenger state can pursue the interests of its ethnic kinsmen in a nearby state.  To 

illustrate this, Table 4 presents data from the Minorities at Risk project on some of the grievances 

that motivate groups, both overall and during ongoing territorial claims.

[Table 4 about here]

This information on grievances is only available for a small subset of the years for which 

Minorities at Risk and ICOW data are both available (1985 for most of the grievances, and 1990, 

1995, and 2001 for all of them).  For 72.4% of the observations during ongoing territorial claims, 

group members demand union with kindred groups in the other state (a demand made by 14.5% 

of groups overall), which is closely related to this paper's focus on territorial claims (although the 

outside state does not always see fit to dignify the group's wishes with a territorial claim). The 

remainder of the demands listed in this table, though, lie beyond the scope of the present paper 

and might be productive avenues for future research.

For example, around one-ninth of all groups (11.4%, or 51.7% of those that are the 

subject of territorial claims) seek political independence from their current state without joining 

an existing state. Approximately one-fifth (19.7%) seek greater autonomy, more than one-fourth 

(29.6%) seek greater political rights, more than one-third (37.1%) seek greater participation in 

political decision-making, and more than two-fifths (41.7%) seek equal civil rights. Beyond the 

political arena, 37.9% seek greater economic opportunities, 19.8% seek freedom of religion, 

37.3% seek greater promotion of their culture, and 40.5% seek greater language rights (either 

instruction in their language or official usage of the language).

None of these grievances is covered by the ICOW Territorial Claims data set used in this 

paper, but all would be productive avenues for future data collection.  The ICOW project is 

currently collecting data on three types of contentious issues: territorial claims (contention over 

territorial sovereignty), river claims (contention over the usage of an international river), and 

maritime claims (contention over offshore maritime zones). Collection of data on identity claims 

would seem to be a useful avenue for future research, emphasizing the challenger state's support 

for any of these types of grievances, even where it does not seek sovereignty over the area where 

its ethnic kinsmen live.5

5 Hensel et al. (2008) make a similar point, focusing on characteristics of the types of issues. 



It must also be noted that support for a state's ethnic kinsmen need not involve the state 

itself.  The Minorities at Risk project has collected data on foreign support for ethnic groups 

from various sources, although these particular variables are very limited in scope, currently only 

covering the years 2004-2006.  Table 5 presents both the percentage of cases (state-group-year 

observations) during those three years in which the group received external support from beyond 

its borders, as well as the impact of this support on the group's protest and rebellion behavior.

[Table 5 about here]

A total of 8.33% of observations during these years saw the group receiving support from 

a kindred group across the border. Nearly half (40.78%) saw the group receiving support from a 

foreign state or international organization, and one-fifth (20.57%) saw it receiving support from a 

foreign non-state actor. More important than simply receiving support, though, these groups 

tended to behave differently when they were able to find support from beyond the border than 

when they had to rely on their own resources.

Table 5 also cross-tabulates each of these three types of support with the protest and 

rebellion activities of the groups in question. The Minorities at Risk project collects data on a 

variety of protest behaviors, ranging from verbal opposition or symbolic resistance to political 

demonstrations of various sizes. Similarly, the project collects data on a variety of rebellion 

behaviors, ranging from political banditry to campaigns of terrorism, local rebellion, and various 

levels of guerrilla activity. Table 5 collapses all of these categories into simply dichotomous 

variables indicating whether or not the group engaged in any type of protest or rebellion behavior 

during the year in question. In every case, regardless of the type of foreign support or the type of 

behavior being measured, foreign support increases the likelihood that the group will engage in  

protest or rebellion behavior during the year in question, indicating that foreign support -- 

whether from states or other actors -- is a topic that is clearly worthy of more detailed future 

analysis.

Territorial issues are typically seen as having high salience or importance in both a tangible or 
physical sense and and an intangible or psychological sense, while both river and maritime 
claims are typically regarded as salient in a tangible rather than intangible sense. Collection of 
data on identity issue, or non-irredentist support for one's ethnic kinsmen abroad, would take on 
primarily intangible rather than tangible value, offering an important new direction for research 
on contentious issues.



Discussion

This paper has been a very preliminary effort to begin addressing the connection between 

shared ethnic groups and territorial claims. Here we have focused on how shared ethnic groups 

affect the likelihood that a territorial claim will begin, as well as the likelihood that it will 

become militarized.  The results have suggested some important lessons, but much remains to be 

done in future research in this area.

We will summarize the results by independent variable for ease in interpretation. The 

population of the shared ethnic group makes an important difference, as both the onset and 

militarization of territorial claims are significantly more likely when the group makes up a 

majority of the challenger state's population. The political status of the group in each state makes 

an important difference, as territorial claims are more likely to begin -- although not to escalate -- 

when the group has at least a share of political power in the challenger state, and both more 

likely to begin and to produce fatal armed conflict when the group is systematically excluded 

from political power in the target state.  Finally, both the onset and militarization of territorial 

claims have been less likely when there is stronger international acceptance of the territorial 

integrity norm.  These results offer a great deal of support for our hypotheses, helping us 

understand the origins and management of an important subtype of territorial claims.

As we have noted, though, irredentist territorial claims are only part of the story.  When a 

challenger state is displeased with the status or treatment of its ethnic kinsmen abroad, annexing 

the territory where those kinsmen live is only one option available to the state's leaders.  To the 

best of our knowledge, there are no systematic data sets that compile information on external 

support for shared ethnic groups, but a very brief examination of the grievances that motivate 

politically active ethnic groups suggests that there are likely to be many other aspects of foreign 

support that could have an impact on group behavior.  Among others, a potential challenger state 

might choose to support the political independence of its kinsmen without annexing them under 

its own sovereignty, or it could choose to support greater autonomy or political, civil, economic, 

or cultural rights for its kin group.  If future data collection could be conducted on this topic, 

scholars would have a much more complete understanding of how states pursue the interests of 

their kinsmen abroad.



Collecting better data on other aspects of states' actions on behalf of their kinsmen would 

also allow the study of how they assist their kinsmen during and after any territorial claim that 

might have been pursued. Some preliminary analyses that we conducted while writing this paper 

suggest that there is a greater risk of at least some forms of ethnic conflict within a state that is 

the target of an irredentist claim -- most notably for ethnic secessionist wars (using the EPR data) 

and ethnic rebellion (using the Minorities at Risk data) -- and that the risk of most forms of 

ethnic conflict decreases substantially after the end of the last irredentist claim over the group in 

that dyad. 

More detail is needed before we can be confident in these findings, though.  A state that 

has just lost territory containing its kinsmen may choose to begin a new territorial claim to 

recover the lost territory (as Finland did after losing Karelia to the Soviet Union). Alternatively, 

it may choose to support the independence of the people in question rather than annexing them 

for itself (as Russia has apparently done with South Ossetia and Abkhazia), or it may choose to 

support their demands for greater rights or autonomy (as Austria has since losing South Tyrol to 

Italy).  There are likely to be systematic differences in the conditions under which each of these 

options might be chosen, such as the way that the territorial claim ended (with negotiated 

settlements potentially being more stable in the long run than imposed victories), the relative 

power of the challenger (as a lack of credible military options may increase the likelihood of 

supporting political demands), and the strength of the territorial integrity norm (where 

irredentism and even supporting secession might be less likely when support for the norm is 

stronger).
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Table 1: Shared Ethnic Groups, 1946-2001

A. Ethnic Groups

Total groups in data set:        671

Groups in states:      1281 (1-44 states per group)

Shared groups in dyads:      4113  (total)
     1629 (excluding extraregional dyads or broad groups)

Shared group dyad-years: 188,618 (excluding extraregional dyads or broad groups)

B. Territorial Claims

Identity-based claims:        150 (includes 1115 claim-years)

New claims begun:           68



Table 2: Onset of Territorial Claims over Shared Ethnic Groups

Variable Coeff. (S.E.)
Majority in challenger   3.01 (0.37)***
Majority in target   0.76 (0.42)*
Pol. status in challenger:
     Absolute rule   0.91 (0.31)***
     Shared rule   1.05 (0.38)***
Pol. status in target:
     Absolute rule   0.30 (0.53)
     Shared rule   0.36 (0.48)
     Excluded from rule   0.78 (0.35)**
Territorial integrity norm - 1.39 (0.22)***
Joint democracy - 0.48 (0.61)
Challenger cap.s   0.09 (0.41)
Military alliance - 1.22 (0.34)***
Constant - 6.06 (0.66)***

N: 81,004
X2: 217.48 (11 d.f., p<.001)

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01



Table 3: Shared Ethnic Groups and Territorial Claim Militarization

Model I: Model II:
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim

Variable Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)
Majority in challenger   0.82 (0.41)**   0.65 (0.54)
Majority in target - 0.37 (0.34)   0.42 (0.45)
Pol. status in challenger:
     Absolute rule - 0.40 (0.26) - 0.32 (0.33)
     Shared rule - 0.64 (0.63) - 1.13 (1.06)
Pol. status in target:
     Absolute rule   0.44 (0.45)   0.60 (0.59)
     Shared rule   0.60 (0.35)*   0.72 (0.52)
     Excluded from rule   0.31 (0.30)   0.88 (0.42)**
Territorial integrity norm - 0.50 (0.18)*** - 0.64 (0.24)***
ICOW claim salience   0.03 (0.07) - 0.01 (0.10)
Recent MIDs   0.62 (0.07)***   0.65 (0.12)***
Joint democracy - 3.80 (1.35)*** - 0.27 (0.92)
Challenger cap.s   0.54 (0.37)   0.22 (0.48)
Military alliance   0.39 (0.28) - 0.08 (0.41)
Constant - 2.73 (0.72)*** - 2.83 (1.01)***

N: 1227 1227
X2: 154.44 (13 d.f., p<.001) 70.85 (13 d.f., p<.001)

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01



Table 4: Examples of Group Demands (M@R; 1985, 1990, 1995, 2001-2003 only)

% Cases % Cases during
Type of Demand Overall Territorial Claims
Union with kindred groups in other state 14.5% 72.4%

Political independence 11.4 51.7

Greater autonomy 19.7 58.6

Greater political rights 29.6 55.2

Participation in decision-making 37.1 72.4

Equal civil rights 41.7 65.5

Economic opportunities 37.9 55.2

Freedom of religion 19.8 27.6

Promotion of culture 37.3 48.3

Greater language rights 40.5 40.9

Notes
• This variable was only collected for the years 1985 (except for the language rights), 1990, 
1995, and 2001-2003.
• The typical wording in the Minorities at Risk codebook is "This variable is coded if some group 
representatives have sought union with kindred groups elsewhere."  The variables are coded with 
a value of 1 indicating "highly salient" to the group, 2 indicating "significant," and 3 indicating 
"lesser salience"; all three values are combined here to indicate that some group members had 
this demand as one of their goals during the year in question.



Table 5: Foreign Support for Shared Ethnic Groups (M@R; 2004-2006 only)

A. Support from kindred group across border (8.33% of cases)

Support No support Support No support
Any protest 132 (67.4%)   772 (35.9%) Any rebellion   58 (29.9%)   168 (7.8%)
No protest   64 1379 No rebellion 136 1984

X2 = 75.06 (1 d.f., p<.001) X2 = 99.75 (1 d.f., p<.001)

B. Support from foreign state/IO (40.78% of cases)

Support No support Support No support
Any protest 446 (47.0%) 462 (33.6%) Any rebellion 133 (14.0%)     90 (6.5%)
No protest 504 914 No rebellion 816 1287

X2 = 42.22 (1 d.f., p<.001) X2 = 36.25 (1 d.f., p<.001)

C. Support from foreign non-state actor (20.57% of cases)

Support No support Support No support
Any protest 254 (52.8%)   626 (33.8%) Any rebellion   94 (19.5%)   112 (6.1%)
No protest 227 1225 No rebellion 387 1735

X2 = 58.58 (1 d.f., p<.001) X2 = 85.96 (1 d.f., p<.001)
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