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Conflict over territory is a major concern to scholars and policymakers, and much of 

conflict over territory is driven by the issues that make territory more or less attractive, or salient, 

to states. I examine the impact that tangible and intangible issue salience has on territorial 

claims, and in particular, how it drives both conflict and conflict escalation. I argue that 

intangible issues, such as ethnic or religious kin, plays a greater role in driving more severe 

forms of armed conflict and conflict escalation, compared to tangible factors such as natural 

resources. This is theorized to be due to the difficulty in dividing territory with intangible 

elements, as well as domestic political pressure driving leaders to escalate. These suppositions 

are supported, with the finding that identity plays a particularly crucial and unique role in driving 

states to more severe forms of armed conflict. Further, I examine how natural resources may be 

viewed by states by their type and form of utilization, with certain resources likely to be more 

valuable or strategic to states based on their rarity, concentration, or ease of substitution, based in 

part on a state’s level of development. The results support a fairly uniform role of natural 

resources, with particular resources and combinations of resources serving to drive low level 

conflict, but with generally little impact on severe forms of armed conflict. Development also is 

found to play a role, driving poorer states to dispute natural resources of certain types. Lastly, I 

return to the topic of conflict over territory with an ethnic dimension by examining the role of 

issue indivisibility in the negotiations process, and find that negotiated settlements are harder to 

reach, and states more likely to favor unilateral action when disputing territory with an ethnic or 

religious component compared to other types of issues in claimed territory. 



ii 

Copyright 2017 

by 

Christopher Macaulay



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

First and foremost, this project would never have been completed without the help and 

support of my fiancée Maricruz Gómez. Her unrelenting efforts to proofread, edit, and help 

format my charts, text, and bibliographies were invaluable, and without it, this project would 

almost certainly never have been completed on time. Her love and emotional support throughout 

the years were also essential in guiding the project on its path to completion, and buoyed me 

through the long journey of graduate school. My cat Cinnamon also merits acknowledgement, as 

she kept me company through many long nights of research and writing. 

Absolutely essential to the project’s completion was Dr. Paul Hensel, who relentlessly 

read and edited multiple drafts of this project throughout its development. In doing so he 

provided the invaluable feedback that transformed this dissertation from a hodgepodge of ideas 

to a completed project, and I will forever appreciate the hours of his life devoted to it. I could not 

ask for a better advisor or friend throughout this endeavor. 

The contributions of Dr. Michael Greig, Dr. Andrew Enterline, and Dr. Idean Salehyan 

should be noted, as each member of my committee provided essential feedback. Their efforts in 

carefully reading, analyzing, and providing constructive criticism ensured the project’s final 

product was far stronger than it would otherwise have been.  

The political science department at the UNT also deserves mention, as my fellow 

graduate students, amazing faculty, and awesome staff all contributed in their own small way. 

I would also like to thank my parents, Mimama, and Papa, for their support and 

encouragement.  



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iii 
 
LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... vi 
 
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1 

Definition and Importance of Territory .............................................................................. 4 

Territory and Conflict ......................................................................................................... 6 

Issue Salience ...................................................................................................................... 8 

Natural Resources and Tangible Issue Salience ................................................................. 9 

Ethnicity and Irredentism .................................................................................................. 11 

Policy Importance ............................................................................................................. 13 

Overview of Remaining Chapters ..................................................................................... 15 
 
CHAPTER 2. CONFLICT ESCALATION AND TERRITORIAL ISSUE SALIENCE ............ 18 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 18 

Previous Work .................................................................................................................. 22 

Theoretical Development .................................................................................................. 25 

Issue Salience and Escalation ........................................................................................... 26 

Research Design................................................................................................................ 37 

Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 38 

Dependent Variables ............................................................................................. 39 

Independent Variables .......................................................................................... 40 

Control Variables .................................................................................................. 43 

Results and Analysis ......................................................................................................... 48 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 66 
 
CHAPTER 3. TANGIBLE COMPONENTS – NATURAL RESOURCES AND CONFLICT .. 73 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 73 

Previous Work .................................................................................................................. 74 

Theory and Hypotheses..................................................................................................... 76 

Research Design................................................................................................................ 90 

Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 90 



v 

Dependent Variables ............................................................................................. 90 

Independent Variables .......................................................................................... 91 

Control Variables .................................................................................................. 95 

Results and Analysis ......................................................................................................... 96 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 119 
 
CHAPTER 4. CONFLICT MANAGEMENT AND IDENTITY IN TERRITORIAL CLAIMS
..................................................................................................................................................... 125 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 125 

Identity and Territorial Conflict ...................................................................................... 126 

Theoretical Contribution ................................................................................................. 130 

Research Design.............................................................................................................. 138 

Dependent Variables ........................................................................................... 139 

Independent Variables ........................................................................................ 141 

Control Variables ................................................................................................ 142 

Results and Analysis ....................................................................................................... 143 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 162 
 
CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION.................................................................................................... 165 

Suggestions for Policymakers ......................................................................................... 171 

Potential for Future Research.......................................................................................... 174 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 176 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................................... 177 
  



vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Page 

Table 2.1: Regional Distribution of Territorial Claims ................................................................ 37 

Table 2.2: Issue Salience Distribution in ICOW Dataset ............................................................. 42 

Table 2.3: Descriptive Statistics of Variables ............................................................................... 49 

Table 2.4: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation (1946-2001) . 50 

Table 2.5: Marginal Impact of Territorial Issue Salience on Conflict Initiation and Escalation .. 51 

Table 2.6: War Robustness Test, Conflict Initiation and Escalation (1946-2001) ....................... 60 

Table 2.7: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation Robustness, 
(1870-2001)................................................................................................................................... 61 

Table 2.8: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation Robustness, 
(1816-2001)................................................................................................................................... 62 

Table 2.9: Disaggregated Intangible Salience Measures and Conflict Escalation (1946-2001)... 64 

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics for Natural Resource Analyses ................................................. 96 

Table 3.2: Natural Resource Type and Categorization ................................................................. 97 

Table 3.3: Resource Presence and Likelihood of Conflict ........................................................... 98 

Table 3.4: Marginal Impact of Resource Presence on Likelihood of Conflict ............................. 99 

Table 3.5: Geographic Concentration and Likelihood of Conflict ............................................. 102 

Table 3.6: Marginal Impact of Geographically Concentrated Resources on Likelihood of Conflict
..................................................................................................................................................... 102 

Table 3.7: Substitutable Resources and Likelihood of Conflict ................................................. 104 

Table 3.8: Marginal Impact of Substitutable Resources on Likelihood of Conflict ................... 104 

Table 3.9: Point Resources and Likelihood of Conflict .............................................................. 106 

Table 3.10: Marginal Impact of Point Resources on Likelihood of Conflict ............................. 106 

Table 3.11: Resource Renewability and Likelihood of Conflict ................................................ 108 

Table 3.12: Marginal Impact of Resource Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict .................. 109 



vii 

Table 3.13: Resource Renewability and Likelihood of Conflict, Alternative ............................ 110 

Table 3.14: Marginal Impact of Resource Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict, Alternative
..................................................................................................................................................... 110 

Table 3.15: Fish and Oil Claims and Likelihood of Conflict ..................................................... 112 

Table 3.16: Marginal Impact of Fish and Oil Claims on Likelihood of Conflict ....................... 112 

Table 3.17: Impact of Development and Resource Presence on Conflict .................................. 114 

Table 3.18: Marginal Impact of Development and Resource Presence on Likelihood of Conflict
..................................................................................................................................................... 114 

Table 3.19: The Impact of Development and Resource Renewability on Conflict .................... 116 

Table 3.20: Marginal Impact of Development and Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict ..... 117 

Table 4.1: Descriptive Statistics for Claim-Dyad-Year Analyses (H1 & H2) ............................ 144 

Table 4.2: Descriptive Statistics for Settlement and Claim-Dyad Level Analyses (H3 & H4) .. 145 

Table 4.3: Negotiated Settlement Attempts in Identity Claims .................................................. 146 

Table 4.4: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Third Party Settlement Attempts ................... 147 

Table 4.5: Successful Agreements and Territorial Claims with and Identity Component ......... 151 

Table 4.6: Marginal Impact of Presence of Identity Basis on Agreement Success .................... 151 

Table 4.7: Agreement Concessions and Identity Claims (Both or Either) ................................. 153 

Table 4.8: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Agreement Concessions (Both or Either) ...... 154 

Table 4.9: Agreement Concessions and Identity Claims (Challenger or Target) ....................... 156 

Table 4.10: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Concessions (Challenger or Target) ............ 156 

Table 4.11: Claim Resolution and Identity Claims ..................................................................... 158 

Table 4.12: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Claim Resolution ......................................... 158 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 As the collapse of the Soviet Union loomed and its Eastern European empire crumbled, 

scholars welcomed the “end of history” and the opening of a new era of the dominance of liberal 

democracy (Fukuyama 1989). A prevailing sense of optimism saw the collapse of 

authoritarianism, as Western conceptions of democratic governance became the dominant 

ideology. On a global level, democracy was increasingly becoming the “only game in town” 

(Linz and Stepan 1996), and those states that resisted its spread were seen as stubbornly 

swimming against the current, fated to ultimately succumb to their democratic impulses as a 

matter of time, development, or opportunity at the death of their autocrats. The transition to 

democracy by Russia under Yeltsin, while flawed, signaled the collapse of the greatest exporter 

of authoritarianism and competing ideologies to Western democracy. 

 The implications for global peace were similarly thought to be uniformly positive – 

without a Soviet Union to compete with the United States, the United States would be in a 

unique position to act as a global hegemon, and make international conflict unattractive through 

a combination of deterrence and economic incentive. The invasion of Kuwait by Iraq, and 

America’s swift response in reversing it, seemed to signal just such an intention – that interstate 

aggression would not be tolerated, and any who attempt to disrupt this norm would be punished 

by the overwhelming force of a global coalition led by the United States. 

 The illusion that the post-Cold War period would be one of peace was shattered rather 

sharply by the rise of intrastate conflict through the 1990’s, as many regimes that once served an 

ideological purpose saw their support disappear, and the collapse of a bipolar power structure 

removed the necessity for regional ideological allies. In particular, ethnic civil wars became the 
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focus of scholarly and political interest (Kaufmann 1996), even if the exact cause was not the 

end of the Cold War but a shift of focus toward these conflicts (Fearon and Laitin 2003). These 

ethnic civil wars, and concern over the role of the international community in preventing human 

rights abuses and violence, precipitated an increase in attempts at mediation, with some success 

in controlling the spread and intensity of intrastate conflict (Fortna 2005; Mack 2008). Some 

hope may be found in the fact that the 15 years from 1990-2005 saw a slight increase in the 

number of intrastate conflict terminations compared to the entire period from 1946-1989, an 

indicator of both the increasing frequency of civil war but also the competence in settling such 

disputes (Kreutz 2010). 

 Particularly jarring for the international community were the Yugoslav wars from 1991-

2001, which saw intrastate conflict explode to include open interstate conflict, genocide, and 

rampant human rights abuses – all occurring on the doorstep of a Europe basking in its liberation 

from authoritarianism.  Initially an internal dispute, the situation in Yugoslavia escalated rapidly, 

as Serbs, Croats, Bosnians, and Albanians all sought to carve out their own homelands within the 

now defunct state. Serbia in particular acted preemptively to determine its future borders, 

supporting its separatist brethren abroad, and expanding its territory with a clear and effective 

strategy: ethnic cleansing (Cigar 1995). In line with the prevailing trend, ideology no longer 

served as the most potent tool or justification for interstate conflict, but instead the most effective 

means of justifying Serbia’s expansion was to unite it with its brethren in Bosnia and Croatia, 

under the principle of national self-determination (Hayden 1996). Multi-ethnic Bosnia, without 

clear internal ethnic borders and an extremely heterogeneous population, was particularly 

attractive. Croats, Bosnians, and Albanians reacted defensively, but in many cases adopted 

similar tactics to carve out their own territories within the former Yugoslavia (Banjeglav 2013). 
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What began as an internal dispute rapidly internationalized, and later interventions by NATO and 

the European Union would prove necessary both to end conflict, but also to preserve the peace. 

 The case of Yugoslavia may have been the most jarring for Western policymakers, but it 

was not alone in demonstrating the challenges of a post-Cold War world and the continued 

importance of territory and the potential for the interstate conflict. The Russian invasion of 

Crimea and Georgia in 2008, conflicts between South Sudan and Sudan since South Sudanese 

independence in 2011, repeated clashes over Kashmir since the 1940’s, ongoing disputes over 

the Kurds between Iraq and Turkey, and the rapid spread of ISIS in 2013 from the 

internationalization of the post-Arab Spring civil wars all demonstrate the continued prevalence 

of and potential for interstate conflict. These are but a handful of the more tumultuous disputes, 

with many more potential conflicts simmering at a low level or locked in a war of words. 

 Central to each of these disputes is the ownership of territory, which brings with it the 

sovereignty and control of land, its resources, and its peoples. The disappointment of those who 

cheered “the end of history” comes as territorial disputes have not faded in the absence of the 

Cold War, and it is vital to understand the motivations of states and their leaders in their 

continued pursuit of territorial claims. Scholars have prematurely celebrated the success of the 

international community in eroding the possibility of interstate conflict (Fukuyama 1989), only 

to see a resurgence of conflict over natural resources, such as between Sudan and South Sudan, 

or irredentist conflict, as seen in Crimea.  Continued investigation into how these conflicts arise, 

and how to prevent them, is vital if we are to achieve the goal of global peace and reduce the 

negative impact of conflict on those who would suffer from its continuation. 

 I begin by first examining the importance of territory, exploring its role in international 

conflict and the particular factors that give it importance, or salience, to states. I proceed to 
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review how the existing literature has handled the issue of territorial conflict empirically and 

theoretically. The proceeding sections then present my own theoretical contributions and 

quantitative analyses to support these contentions. I conclude with a summary of the overall 

findings, as well as broad and specific policy implications to further the goal of global peace and 

conflict management. 

 

Definition and Importance of Territory 

 Territory can be defined a number of ways, but is classically either defined as “a 

geographic area belonging to or under the jurisdiction of a governmental authority” (Merriam-

Webster). This dissertation will rely on the concept most common to the field of international 

relations (IR), with territory referring to any geographic area regardless of its specific legal 

status, as long as it is under the sovereignty of a state (or divided between multiple). Specifically, 

this dissertation is concerned with territorial claims – situations where two states claim 

sovereignty over the same territory. Such claims thus have competing interpretations of which 

state should rightfully have sovereignty, and exploring state behavior in approaching this 

dilemma is the primary focus of this dissertation.  

 Sovereignty is defined as “supreme power” or “freedom from external control,” 

(Merriam-Webster) and has been considered the basis of international relations theory, 

traditionally since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 (Osiander 2001). Within the field of IR, 

sovereignty has been specifically defined as “the institutionalization of public authority within 

mutually exclusive jurisdictional domains” (Ruggie 1983). The distinction here, and its relation 

to territory, is that sovereignty necessitates a clear division of territory in order to be enacted – 

without any such division, states would have competing sovereignties and be unable to 
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independently pursue their goals without the intervention of other states. Sovereignty has 

remained relevant both academically (Thomson 1995; Philpott 2001; Lake 2003) and among 

policymakers, as globalization and economic integration has, it is argued, eroded state 

sovereignty in favor of international trade or institutions. States continue to debate over the 

definitions of sovereignty, its purpose, and its application, as the international community still 

seeks to respect it despite its often nebulous definition and role in shielding states from their 

responsibilities to their citizens (Hafner-Burton et al 2015). 

 The view of sovereignty as immutable or clearly defined is not without its critics, as 

territory and borders are not insoluble or immune to outside influence (Agnew 2008), but the 

concept of sovereignty through territoriality is the basis of much of international relations 

thought and crucial to understanding the ongoing phenomenon of interstate conflict. Territorial 

divisions define the borders of state sovereignty, and as such, any incursion into land considered 

a state’s territory is by definition an attack on its sovereignty and its very legitimacy as a state. 

As such, states safeguard their territory very closely – for fear that any erosion of their territorial 

sovereignty could lead other groups, foreign or domestic, to challenge their rule (Forsberg 2014). 

It is the vital role of sovereignty and clear definitions of state borders that makes territory so 

important in the eyes of states, and is the key factor in explaining why states are willing to 

engage in conflict in order to protect their territory – and enforce their claims.  

 Due to its importance, disputes over territory have been dominant in interstate disputes, 

and have by far been the most common issue at stake in militarized disputes. Over 80-90% of all 

the wars from 1648-1989 involved contests over territory (Vasquez 1993), highlighting its 

centrality in driving severe interstate disputes. From 1816-1992, one fourth of all disputes 

between states have involved territory, when including Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs), 
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which include shows of force, threats of violence, and less severe forms of conflict (Palmer et al 

2015). Of all disputes that produce MIDs, 72% of such disputes are followed by another MID, 

compared to 58% of all other dispute types, which strongly suggests that territorial disputes are 

more likely to see any type of conflict compared to non-territorial disputes. As of 2001, there 

remain 107 territorial claims lodged between states (Hensel 2000; Frederick et al. 2016), and as 

such this is not a remote or bygone phenomenon, but one that remains an ongoing issue. 

 As these disputes remain rife, prevalent, and prone to conflict, disputes over sovereignty, 

and thus territory, remain of paramount importance. The importance of territorial conflict is not a 

novel concept, and indeed, has been explored frequently in the political science and international 

relations literature, as well as being noted by policymakers as an important issue that can drive 

the most severe of conflicts and ruin relationships between states over very long periods of time. 

I will now proceed to review the literature on territorial conflict, its current approaches and broad 

findings, and explore the particular facets of territory that drive states toward conflict. 

 

Territory and Conflict 

 Territory and conflict remains a relevant issue in the political science literature (Park and 

James 2015), and scholars have long recognized the importance of geography and territory in 

driving geopolitics and conflict (Sempa 2015). As territory is the basis of state sovereignty, 

possession of it has great intrinsic value, and scholars have noted that states covet their own 

territory, and often their neighbors, for this very reason (Siverson and Starr 1990; Holsti 1991; 

Huth 1996). Huth (1996) in particular bases the value of territory, and its potential for conflict, 

on the lack of a supranational entity to enforce state demands and the role of domestic groups in 

supporting leaders and pressuring them toward certain outcomes.  
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The literature thus built primarily upon the concept of international anarchy to further 

strengthen the importance of sovereignty, for without any central authority to enforce disputes, 

absolute control within a state’s borders is its only method of ensuring that its will is properly 

enforced. Territorial control is assumed to have some intrinsic value (Spykman 1944; Sprout and 

Sprout 1968), though early works may have assumed this as much due to territory’s strategic 

military value in advancing a state’s power interests (Toft 2014).  With time, scholars delved 

deeper into the value of territory, and expanded beyond the intrinsic value of territory to examine 

the complex factors that make up territorial conflict. 

One of the ways that scholars identified as a source of conflict over territory is contiguity, 

or proximity of states to one another.  That is, if states are close to one another, there are more 

opportunities for conflict to arise, as there are overlapping borders and a greater number of 

interactions than there would be between two states which are situated farther apart (Starr and 

Most 1976; Siverson and Starr 1990; Starr 2002; Starr and Thomas 2005; Senese 2005). States 

that are contiguous have more opportunities to participate in disputes, have imprecise borders, 

ethnic disputes, internationalized civil wars, develop rivalries, and generally have interactions 

with one another that can result in negative outcomes and grow into territorial claims. Vasquez 

(1995) theorizes that the opportunity for conflict between neighbors can actually provide 

motivation for war for the purpose of expanding a state’s territory, with no greater justification 

than territoriality. Logistically, it is also simply easier for states to dispute territory in their 

proximity, as enforcing overseas claims can be difficult, especially for powers with limited naval 

or projection capabilities. 

Empirical evidence for the importance of contiguity is strong, with the majority of all 

interstate conflict occurring in contiguous states – a trend that has only increased with time 
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(Hensel 2000; Vasquez and Henehan 2011). Despite the trend toward easier and faster 

communication, the percentage of disputes that occur between neighbors has grown, which 

bolsters the importance of contemporary understanding and study of territory and conflict. As 

there exists no remedy for contiguity, there is ever more importance for states to cooperate with 

their neighbors and establish mechanisms of peaceful dispute resolution. 

 Contiguity alone cannot explain conflict over territory, for while territory has intrinsic 

value, scholars have identified additional characteristics of territory which make it more valuable 

and desirable to states (Mansbach and Vasquez 1981; Diehl 1992). Territory may have strategic 

value, but that strategic value can be realized in many ways, from a taxable population, to a well-

developed infrastructure, to an abundance of strategically useful or valuable natural resources 

(Klare 2000; Colgan 2013a; Colgan 2013b). Territory may also have a symbolic value, with 

states valuing a territory’s role in its national heritage, historical control over the territory, or the 

presence of some ethnic or religious kin (Hensel and Mitchell 2005).  

 

Issue Salience 

 The literature has increasingly examined the role of these various characteristics of 

territory and their role in territorial conflict, and found increasing evidence that disputed territory 

with an abundance of these characteristics is found to be associated with a higher likelihood of 

armed conflict (Diehl 1992; Hensel 2001; Hensel and Mitchell 2005). Hensel (1996) dubbed 

territorial disputes with many characteristics to be more “salient” than disputes with fewer such 

characteristics, creating the concept of territorial issue salience. Disputed territories with high 

territorial issue salience are theorized to see more frequent and more severe bouts of conflict 

over the territory, in large part because of the greater value the territory possesses for the leaders 
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and states contesting them. Empirical evidence has increasingly and consistently supported this 

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

literature is largely in agreement that states value territory with higher salience far more than 

territory with little salience, pointing to the difference between highly conflictual disputes like 

that over ethnically diverse and strategically important Kashmir and lesser known disputes over 

such territories as the uninhabited and desolate Navassa Island. 

 Hensel (2001) and Hensel and Mitchell (2005) created an index of territorial issue 

salience, combining six key components. The components are split into two categories, 

intangible and tangible issues. Tangible components include natural resources, strategic value, 

and the presence of a permanent population; these are largely material or strategic power 

concerns over which states might value a territory. Intangible components include the presence 

of ethnic kin, historical control over a territory, and consideration of a territory as a part of the 

homeland (as opposed to a colony). As a whole, a territory which exhibits every one of these 

components, is said to exhibit high territorial issue salience, and is far more likely to see more 

conflict of all types of severity. An example of such a highly contentious territory would be that 

of Alsace-Lorraine, which exhibited all six characteristics of territorial issue salience, and was 

central to some of the most frequent, severe, and bloody disputes of the 19th and 20th centuries. 

 

Natural Resources and Tangible Issue Salience 

 Tangible issues in territorial conflict, including natural resources, have been explored 

frequently in the literature as a source of conflict, though typically in the context of intrastate 

conflict or civil wars. With the growing impact of climate change, natural resource conflict has 

been given greater attention by scholars and policymakers alike, presenting security issues to 
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states concerned over their access to dwindling resources (Barnett and Adger 2007; Reuveny 

2007). The potential for internal conflict to spread and internationalize has been noted by 

scholars (Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006), and given the centrality of natural resources to stoking 

or exacerbating civil wars (Collier and Hoeffler 1998; Le Billion 2001, 2008; Ross 2004), or 

harming economic growth through the resource curse (Mahdavy 1970; Luciani 1990; Ross 1999; 

Bueno de Mesquita et al 2003), a greater focus on international resource disputes is warranted. 

 Natural resources have been found to play a role in territorial disputes, in large part 

because of their strategic military value and economic value to states. Oil has been of particular 

interest, with scholars well documenting the importance of oil in stoking conflict and the strong 

empirical evidence that the presence of oil in disputed territories can breed conflict (Klare 2001, 

2001, 2012; Colgan 2013a). Oil has been theorized to be of importance due to its military 

applications and role in enhancing energy security – and by extension, the national security of 

states. Its geographic concentration and relative scarcity in the world has also lead to states 

valuing it as a source of power (Le Billion and Cervantes 2009). 

 Beyond oil, natural resources have been found through empirical research to be 

associated with armed conflict over territory as a component of territorial issue salience (Hensel 

and Mitchell 2005), with strong theoretical expectations that this is due to the scarcity of 

resources and the value they provide for a state’s economy and national security. (Le Billion 

2001; Giordano, Giordano and Wolf 2005; Humphreys 2005). Little work has been done on 

particular natural resources outside of oil, and even empirical studies on resources more broadly 

have typically been restricted to intrastate conflict or theoretical approaches rather than larger 

quantitative approaches. One goal of this dissertation is attempting to expand these theoretical 
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approaches, and applying the latest data, to unpack the mechanisms that drive territorial conflict 

over natural resources. 

 

Ethnicity and Irredentism 

 As noted, the increasing prevalence of ethnic conflict both within states and as a 

justification for interstate conflict has driven scholars to closely examine the role of ethnicity, 

religion, and irredentism in interstate conflict. In the context of intrastate conflict, these disputes 

can be externalized by ethnic kin that straddle the borders between states (Woodwell 2004; 

Buhaug and Gleditsch 2008), serving as a potential catalyst for conflict. On the interstate level, 

the phenomenon of irredentism, or expansion by states seeking to incorporate their neighboring 

kin, is not new to the international relations literature (Horowitz 1985). States have sought to 

incorporate their ethnic brethren into their own borders through violent means for centuries, and 

these types of territorial conflict have been some of the most violent and intractable conflicts of 

recent memory. 

 Irredentist conflicts, and conflicts over intangible issues more broadly, have been 

theorized to be more violent, deadly, and intractable in large part due to their indivisible nature 

(Fearon and Laitin 2003; Hassner 2003), a finding that has strong empirical support (Carment 

1993; Woodwell 2004). Territory with an ethnic or religious component is indivisible in the 

sense that states have a tougher time dividing the territory, as states often approach such disputes 

with an “all or nothing” attitude. It is not satisfying to Russia, for example, that half the Russians 

of Crimea remain liberated while the other half remain part of Ukraine; it is not an acceptable 

compromise to Israel that half of Jerusalem remain part of Israel, while the other half remains in 

Palestinian hands. The ultimate effect of this indivisibility is that negotiations and compromise 
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become increasingly difficult, as side payments and other methods of compensating the “losing” 

side can be entirely ineffective at assuaging their fears. Instead, states may need to rely on force 

to enforce their claim – and only drop it once they have completely realized their goal, or been 

thoroughly and utterly defeated. 

 Territorial disputes with an ethnic or religious component also do not occur in a vacuum, 

and it is important to recognize that the inhabitants of the territories are themselves actors that 

play a crucial role in the conflict and management process of territorial claims (Kornprobst 

2007). Ethnic brethren in neighboring states can be effective at lobbying for intervention by their 

neighbors (Saideman 2002a), relying upon emotive strategies to pursue their agenda. The 

inhabitants may also be victims of crimes or drawn into other internal disputes, and while openly 

not advocating for intervention, may unwittingly find themselves the subject of a territorial claim 

if a neighboring nation wishes to use them for just such a justification (Saideman 2002b; Jenne 

2004; Saideman et al 2005; Jenne et al 2007). It is also important to note that the geographic 

distribution and relative strength of an ethnic group in a claimed territory may also play a role, 

with group concentration or dispersion influencing state strategies toward their co-ethnics 

(Horowitz 1985; Weidmann 2009). A particularly concentrated group may have a greater claim 

to a part of the territory as a homeland, for example, boosting the efficacy of partition, or may be 

so dispersed as to make any partition plans difficult without resettlement. 

 Of particular interest to this dissertation is the role that ethnicity and tangible issue 

salience play in conflict management, as the indivisible nature of territory with high intangible 

issue salience makes it extremely difficult to manage. Given the few compromise options and 

methods by which to avoid conflict, and sizable domestic lobbies pressing for favorable 

outcomes, often at any costs, it can be difficult to assist states in solving these disputes without 
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violence (Goddard 2006). Empirically, while there is support that the indivisibility of religious 

conflicts make them harder to settle (Saideman 2007), other scholars have found no relationship 

between separatism and negotiated settlements (Mason and Fett 1996), with others questioning 

ethnic interstate conflict at its very premise (Henderson 1997).  Given the propensity for conflict 

in claims with high intangible issue salience, the lack of understanding on how to appropriately 

handle and settle these disputes, and the lack of clear evidence as to whether they are more 

difficult to settle in the first place, highlights the need for additional study. 

 

Policy Importance 

 The topic of territorial conflict and the determinants of its escalation and management are 

not only hotly debated and highly relevant to academia, but are of vital interest to lawmakers 

seeking to avert costly and devastating conflict. Some of the most intractable conflicts, from 

Kashmir to Palestine, are territorial in nature, with 107 territorial claims remaining ongoing as of 

2001 (Frederick, Hensel, and Macaulay 2017). 

The Russian invasion of Crimea in 2014 demonstrates that states are still able and willing 

to challenge the status quo territorial divisions that many had taken for granted as increasingly 

inviolable, and any of the other ongoing territorial claims have the potential to be militarized. 

Political leaders, pundits, and scholars alike underestimated the potential for conflict in Crimea 

by being caught unawares of Russia’s intentions, and while there is increasing interest in the 

topic of Russian minorities in the Baltics and Central Asia, the topic of ethnic irredentism must 

be properly explored if policymakers are to fully understand, anticipate, and manage the conflicts 

that might arise as a result of a broader irredentist phenomenon.  

Crimea may yet be the exception, but as resistance to globalization and the rise of 
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competing power centers on the global stage threatens US and Western hegemony, states may 

continue to test the waters of global stability with aggressive action. While the territorial 

integrity norm (Zacher 2001) discourages states from lodging new territorial claims and using 

force to pursue them, policymakers should pay close attention to the situations where the norm is 

violated in order to ascertain future flash points and settle ongoing disputes.  

Additionally, resistance to globalization has in many cases intensified local and regional 

identities (Meyer and Geschiere 1999), and as global trends increasingly erode the importance of 

borders, states and citizens may find their ethnic and religious ties to be of increasing 

importance. This backlash against globalization has been seen even in the developing world, 

with the potential for renewed territorial claims in developed and oft considered “stable” states 

like the United Kingdom in the wake of its impending exit from the European Union. Nations 

like Russia and China have capitalized on trends critical of US and Western hegemony, and have 

actively resisted certain democratizing trends, typically by utilizing nationalism to distract and 

propose an alternative to liberal democracy (Ferdinand 2007). Part and parcel with this 

reinvigoration of nationalism is a rejection of norms that erode state sovereignty – the source of 

great contention between states over secessionist and irredentist claims. Should a trend toward 

state non-intervention take hold, states may increasingly ignore the United States and other 

Western Allies’ calls for peace, and even distance themselves from its peacekeeping efforts, 

amplifying the very need for such safeguards from conflict. 

Not only should nationalism be a concern, but the impact of climate change could 

exacerbate resource conflict as well. Scholars have increasingly recognized the potential for 

climate change (Barnett & Adger 2007; Salehyan 2008; Gleditsch 2012), with water scarcity and 

disruptions to agriculture or natural disasters serving as a potential catalyst for internal conflict. 
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Regardless of climate change, naturally scarce resources such as oil could become a source of 

conflict, and rapid technological change could just as easily replace oil with a new, valuable 

source.  Whether the impact of climate change is more indirect, through broader changes in 

economic growth or dips in productivity, or a direct response to rapid environmental change, 

policymakers would be wise to be attentive to global trends and ensure that territorial claims 

with a resource component do not become more salient as resources become scarce. 

As such, trends resisting globalization and strengthening ethnic claims to territory and 

nationalist appeals should worry policymakers, and when coupled for the potential for conflict 

over dwindling resources of fallout from climate change, maintain the relevancy of territorial 

conflict and the various components that give it value. A better understanding of how conflict 

over territory is generated by these characteristics, or used by leaders to pursue their goals, will 

enhance our ability to predict conflict. Managing these claims, particularly those prone to more 

severe bouts of conflict, should also remain a priority. 

 

Overview of Remaining Chapters 

 This dissertation concerns itself with the phenomenon of territorial conflict, and examine 

the conditions under which conflict is initiated and escalated to more severe forms of conflict, as 

well as the specific role that the presence of natural resources and ethnic kin play in conflict and 

conflict management. It seeks to solve the puzzle of why some conflicts over territory escalate to 

more severe forms of conflict while others don’t, while providing warnings and advice to 

policymakers in how to prevent, predict, and manage conflict when it does occur.   

 Chapter 2 examines conflict escalation, and utilizes a two stage model in order to 

determine which factors lead to the initiation of low level conflict, and which are likely to 
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produce more severe forms of conflict.   The hypothesis is that conflict escalation is more likely 

in territory with a higher intangible issue salience than tangible issue salience. Further, claims 

with an identity component are hypothesized to be particularly conflictual, especially coming 

from a challenger state. This is tested, and the chapter concludes with the implications of these 

findings and ideas for further study. 

 Chapter 3 examines natural resources in particular, attempting to unpack the role that 

natural resource type plays in the conflict process, and how certain characteristics of natural 

resources give its associated territory value. These hypotheses are tested in order to unpack the 

causal mechanisms that drive states to conflict over natural resources, providing some lessons 

and warnings over which resource types are most prone to conflict, and how that relates to 

conflict initiation and escalation. It concludes with recommendations for policymakers, and 

suggestions for additional research and work on the topic. 

 Chapter 4 deals primarily with ethnic and religious ties to territory disputed between 

states, and having built upon the findings in the previous chapters that disputed territory with an 

ethnic or religious dimension is most likely to see escalation to more severe forms of conflict, 

further examines the topic from a conflict management perspective. The assumption that 

territorial claims with an ethnic basis are “indivisible” is tested, with findings that provide some 

caveats to this assumption and recommendations for policymakers as to which methods of 

conflict management are more likely to see success – and which are more likely to only be 

settled by force. 

 Chapter 5 provides the conclusion, summarizing the findings of the paper and its broad 

implications both for academic and policymakers. The chapter evaluates this work’s contribution 
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to the field, and provides some avenues for potential research, as well as warnings and 

suggestions for policymakers seeking to study and manage territorial conflicts around the globe. 
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CHAPTER 2  

CONFLICT ESCALATION AND TERRITORIAL ISSUE SALIENCE 

Introduction 

The year 2014 began with great changes in Ukraine, as months of protest culminated in a 

popular uprising against the pro-Russian Presidency of Victor Yanukovych. With Yanukovych 

removed from power, Ukraine would immediately shift toward a more pro-Western orientation. 

This alienated their former Russian protectors, who feared that Ukraine might join the European 

Union, and eventually, NATO, an organization viewed by Moscow with suspicion and 

consternation. Ukraine joining the EU and NATO would not only strengthen ties to the West at 

Russia’s expense, but also preclude any future direct military involvement in Ukraine’s affairs 

from Moscow.  From Russia’s point of view, this would amount to losing an enormous amount 

of influence in Ukraine, and further, would place many ethnic Russians firmly under Ukraine’s 

control, backed by Western economic and military might. 

The day before Yanukovych’s official ouster on February 22nd, Crimean parliamentary 

officials held emergency meetings to discuss the future of Crimea and its position in a newly pro-

Western Ukraine. Crimea was stolidly pro-Russia and ethnically Russian in composition, and 

fearful of what a pro-Western orientation might mean for ethnic Russians. Five day later on the 

27th, Russia would occupy the Crimean Peninsula, and later support the efforts of Russians in 

Eastern Ukraine to secede from Ukraine proper.  Even as Russia asserted itself with stricter 

border controls and economic threats leading up to its intervention (Irish Times 1/30/2014), few 

Western media outlets, scholars, or policymakers paid much heed to Ukrainian media fears that 

Russia may move on Ukraine or the Donbass until a few days before its occurrence (BBC 

2/19/2014). This despite months of unrest and speculation about Yanukovych’s future, with little 
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to no mention of the potential implications of his removal for Crimea and ethnic Russians living 

in Ukraine. Instead, greater media attention was focused on events across the world in the 

Pacific, where the Senkaku Island dispute had long been lauded as a candidate for military 

escalation.  

The Senkaku Island dispute involves a territorial claim between the nations of Japan, the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic of China (Taiwan). The Chinese name for 

the islands is the Daiyou Islands. The PRC and Taiwan generally support a broader Chinese 

claim, recognizing the islands to rightfully be part of Taiwan’s administrative control, but 

disputing immediate control due to their own dispute over the legitimate government of China. 

The dispute has been ongoing since the transfer of sovereignty of the islands as part of the U.S. 

administered Ryukyu Islands (including Okinawa), as the Chinese nations claim them to 

rightfully be part of Chinese administration based on historical reasons, as well as for the 

potential oil reserves beneath and fishing stocks within the seas surrounding the islands. 

The first two months of 2014 saw the dispute characterized by revisionist changes in 

school textbooks (The Japan News 1/30/2014), an incursion by Chinese warships (BBC 

1/12/2014), rumors of Chinese war plans to quickly seize the islands from Japan (Windsor Star 

2/22/2014), and an argument over whether it was Japan or China who was the true “Voldemort” 

of the dispute (Guardian 1/6/2014).  In fact, a LexisNexis search of news articles with the 

keyword “Senkaku” yields over three times as many results in the period from January 1, 2014 to 

February 21, 2014, as does a search for “Crimea”. This would be rectified only a day later, when 

on February 22, 2014, Yanukovych was removed from power and Russia began to make its first 

moves toward formally annexing the peninsula the Russians of Crimea and Russia into one state.  

Certainly media attention is not a perfect measure of policy attention nor the ability of states to 
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adapt to a rapidly changing geopolitical landscape, but it does serve as a reflection of the 

priorities of citizens and policymakers in addressing global security challenges. 

 All of this raises a number of important questions for scholars and policymakers alike. 

Why did so few see the Crimean dispute escalating into territorial annexation until it was already 

underway, despite the latent political turmoil and potential for just such a result? And why was 

so much attention focused on the various East Asian island disputes, often over very mundane 

details, as they remain largely unchanged even to this day? It is possible that the involvement of 

the United States in supporting its Japanese and Korean allies bolstered the salience of the news 

in Western media, which is overrepresented in LexisNexis. However, the central importance of 

Russia’s position in Europe, and the potential for NATO involvement in any Russian aggression 

in the region, suggests a complete lack of attention and understanding of the potential severity of 

the Crimean situation. Regardless, this chapter will seek to answer these questions, noting the 

different levels of severity that a conflict may exhibit, and offer some insight as to which 

disputes are most likely to escalate to more severe forms of conflict. 

Every conflict between states requires some impetus or driving factor, and determining 

the underlying causes which spark conflict between states remains one of the great puzzles in 

International Relations.  A great degree of interest has also arisen over the methods by which 

conflicts between states are settled, sparking a rich literature on interstate conflict management.  

Across both time and space, interstate disputes of all kinds have been driven by a number of 

contentious issues, which have varied greatly in salience or importance to countries, with 

consequences for states’ propensity to engage in conflict or manage their dispute peacefully. Few 

issues are as persistent in driving conflict as territorial disputes, many of which endure through 

repeated attempts at conflict management.   
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 The two cases outlined above illustrate the wide range of potential outcomes across 

different territorial claims.  The Senkaku claim between China and Japan is driven primarily by 

the potential for oil and fishing stocks in the waters surrounding the islands (Ludwig and 

Valencia 1993; Pan 2007), and has persisted for some time despite repeated calls for settlement 

and an otherwise rich trading relationship between the two states.  Throughout this territorial 

claim, low level threats and shows of force, alongside some inflammatory rhetoric, have been 

commonplace.  Despite the sensational nature by which the dispute is covered and the clear 

potential for escalation, this claim has seen little meaningful movement towards either settlement 

or serious escalation.  By contrast, the territorial claim between Russia and Ukraine over the 

Crimean Peninsula was driven primarily by ethnicity, with Russia seeking to “protect” its ethnic 

Russian brethren in Ukraine.  Acting decisively in reaction to developments within Ukraine, 

Russia utilized its local resources to move into Crimea and seize the territory for itself in 2014, 

resisting all attempts at compromise, and declaring the annexation of Crimea a fait accompli. 

Russia made no secret of how its ethnic ties drove its actions, and utilized a hastily organized 

referendum to reinforce this justification. While the status of the naval base in Sevastopol was a 

common strategic concern, it was only secondary to Russia’s actions; a 2010 deal between the 

two states had mutually extended Russia’s lease through 2042, removing any urgency for 

annexation (Washington Post 4/22/2010). Further, should Russia have been concerned only with 

the potential pro-Western orientation of the government, invading Crimea would serve to worsen 

that problem – an armed invasion only galvanized anti-Russian support, and detaching Crimea 

from Ukraine removed the most fervently and consistently pro-Russian elements from Ukrainian 

society. 

 The puzzle presented by these cases, and many other examples of territorial conflict, is to 
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explain the great degree of variation across these cases.  Both examples highlight important 

characteristics of interstate territorial disputes, which can be placed in one of two categories; 

“tangible” and “intangible” salience or value of the territory in the eyes of its claimants.  

Tangible characteristics are those that have some economic or strategic value, such as the 

presence of natural resources, or a territory’s strategic military importance.  By contrast, 

intangible characteristics of territory are more moral or emotive, and less easily quantifiable or 

divisible, with the presence of ethnic kin serving as one of the most common intangible 

characteristics. One potential way to unpack the many factors that drive conflict initiation, 

escalation, and management between states, is to focus on the characteristics or aspects of 

claimed territories that enhance the overall salience of territorial conflict. This chapter will 

proceed to review the previous literature on territorial conflict, and craft testable hypotheses to 

address the question of territorial conflict escalation and the role that tangible and intangible 

issues play in that process. It will then proceed to analyze the results, and conclude with the 

policy implications that this raises and potential avenues for future research. 

 

Previous Work 

 Systematic research on interstate disputes over territory began in the late 1980’s, and 

proceeded to demonstrate the role that territory has in driving states to engage in conflict (Goertz 

and Diehl 1988; Diehl 1992; Vasquez 1993; Huth 1996).  One fruitful expansion of this research 

was into the importance of territory in stoking conflict with a focus on the importance of 

contiguity (Starr and Siverson 1998; Senese and Vasquez 2003). Another promising avenue that 

expanded upon the initial work was that which theorized that territory was more “salient” or 

valuable than ideology or other non-territorial issues (Hensel 1996).  The theoretical justification 



23 

for this contention is borne from the unique role that territory can have in delivering both 

tangible and intangible benefits to a state, such as the taxable population, abundant natural 

resources, strategic positions that increase one's military security, or ethnic kin inhabiting the 

territory.  The contention that more salient territorial disputes see more conflict behavior would 

be supported by further theoretical and empirical work (Vasquez 1995; Huth and Allee 2002; 

Walter 2003; Hensel and Mitchell 2005; Quackenbush 2010). 

 Attempts to dissect the particular aspects of territory which might influence state 

behavior began with work by Mansbach and Vasquez (1981), who first proposed exploring the 

issues and actors driving interstate disputes as part of a critique of realist thought.  Diehl’s (1992) 

article further identified a number of issues over which states might find themselves in dispute.  

This disaggregation of territorial salience was taken a step further by Hensel (2001) and Hensel 

and Mitchell (2005), who devised six indicators of territorial issue salience, split into tangible 

and intangible dimensions.  

These six components of territorial salience are argued to be vital to the understanding of 

territorial conflict and interstate conflict in general, as the presence of either of the two broad 

categories of territorial issue salience, tangible and intangible salience, can drastically alter state 

behavior (Hensel 1996, 2001; Hensel and Mitchell 2005).  Hensel and Mitchell’s indicators of 

tangible territorial salience include natural resources, areas of strategic importance, or a large 

population. Natural resource value can be both monetary and strategic, as states may simply wish 

to utilize the resources to generate wealth, or to control a rare and strategically important military 

resource and gain a competitive advantage over their rivals. This may include energy related 

resources as well, as energy dependence (such as reliance on oil imports) can have serious 

national security implications, and constrain states based on the wishes of those who control 
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valuable resource deposits. Control of strategic locations such as mountainous areas (Golan 

Heights) or straits (Bosphorus) is of obvious importance, as these may grant a state a greater 

defensive military position or allow it to project its power with fewer constraints from its 

neighbors.  The population of a claimed territory may also provide material wealth, as it 

represents a population that can be taxed or conscripted, and generally expands the available 

pool of human resources that can be utilized by the state’s economy.  

Traditionally valued for its more tangible economic or military benefits, territory can also 

be prized for its psychological value. The presence of ethnic kin offers particular value for a state 

whose leaders consider it their duty to unify with and protect their ethnic brethren. States may 

base their legitimacy on the idea that they are the representative state of a people, and thus the 

continued existence of their people outside their borders, or especially under threat, can be a 

significant motivating factor in any territorial dispute. Related to this is the concept of a territory 

as part of a state’s homeland, often a part of a state’s mythos (real or imagined), or a historical 

origin of a state’s people. This can also be seen in contrast to territory a state controls as a colony 

or otherwise clearly separate region from its metropole, which it will not value as much as a 

homeland territory, as it is not considered integral to the existence of the state itself.  Lastly, 

historical control over a territory can also bolster its psychological value, as states may justify 

their continued occupation (or desired return to) a territory based on their control in the past. 

This may be entirely based on legal justifications, or outrage at the unjust conquest many 

decades past, but it is intertwined with the other two intangible categories which can arise as a 

consequence of past control. 

Territory that possesses multiple components of both tangible and intangible issue 

salience can be said to have high salience. Such territories should thus be more valuable to 
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disputant states, and states should thus be more willing to accept the costs and risks associated 

with conflict to acquire or retain the highly salient territory. Beyond simply possessing more of 

these characteristics, there may also be a significant difference between how states value territory 

based on these specific components, altering their risk and cost acceptance. Intangible issues in 

particular, such as the presence of ethnic kin, may play a more important role in the domestic 

politics of a disputant state, and be viewed as more integral to the identity of the state and its 

people.  The bargaining process between states over intangible issues may also be further 

wrought with difficulty arising from the perceived indivisibility of a highly salient territory, 

reducing the possible peaceful options and either prolonging the dispute or giving the disputants 

fewer options outside of conflict (Fearon 1995; Hassner 2003). The remainder of this chapter 

investigates how tangible and intangible territorial issue salience impacts states and their 

behavior at all stages of conflict, and how it impacts risk and cost acceptance, in order to 

understand why some territorial disputes languish in low level conflict, and others are resolved 

only through prolonged violence. 

 

Theoretical Development 

 While the basic impact of the tangible and intangible components of territorial salience 

on conflict propensity has already been explored (Hensel and Mitchell 2005), an expansion of 

this analysis to include conflict escalation and the domestic level factors which serve as catalysts 

for this escalation is warranted.  Specifically, this chapter will contend that the individual 

components of territorial salience will alter states’ willingness to bargain and escalate over their 

territorial claims in ways that might be missed with aggregated measures of overall salience, 

particularly the presence of contextual factors ranging from domestic characteristics or events to 
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geographical characteristics of the disputed territory. 

 As states decide how to manage their territorial claims, the processes of armed conflict 

initiation and escalation will be distinctly different.  Conflict initiation, defined here by low level 

actions such as shows of force or threats to use force, bears fewer costs than escalation, which 

typically involves direct military engagement and loss of life.  States typically engage in lower 

level disputes in order to assess an opposing state’s willingness and capabilities (Fearon 1995). 

The resulting interaction may reveal valuable information about both participants, which could 

produce a greater willingness to engage in further escalation, or to settle the dispute peacefully; 

but what is important is that the low level conflict often serves as the first step to deciding how to 

deal with the opposing state. 

 

Issue Salience and Escalation 

 It is likely that some of the components of territorial salience will contribute more 

strongly to conflict initiation, while others will push states to escalate to more severe forms of 

conflict. Tangible characteristics certainly make territory more valuable to states (Hensel 1996; 

2000), but it is not clear to what degree states would be willing to endure the costs of deadly 

armed conflict in order to realize the associated gains. While oil wealth can certainly provide a 

state with a significant military or economic advantage relative to its opponents, thereby making 

the territory valuable, it is not as clear that this increased value will be worth the costs of 

escalation. Instead, states may prefer to bring about the onset of low level conflict, a relatively 

costless endeavor which will provide them greater information about their opponent's and allies’ 

willingness, resolve, and capabilities (Fearon 1995; Wagner 2000), allowing for a more accurate 
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assessment of the relative costs and benefits before escalating to more severe conflict over the 

territory.    

Unlike intangible characteristics, over which the rational costs and benefits may not be as 

clear or quantifiable, tangible components have clear, measurable benefits to a state, which can 

be assessed alongside the costs of conflict. The periodic onset of low-level conflict can help 

assess the resolve of the opposing states (Morrow 1989), allowing states to determine whether 

the benefits of further escalation would outweigh the costs. Factors which might be assessed in 

the initial stages of conflict onset might be the resolve of allies to maintain their alliance with 

participants in a territorial dispute, as well as the resolve of the target itself to bear the costs of 

defending the territory against a potentially more powerful or more resolved opponent. This 

information gathering function of conflict has been shown to directly impact the reputation of 

states, as well as their conflict willingness (Crescenzi 2007). This characterizes the recent series 

of island disputes in Asia quite well, for China regularly makes low level demonstrations of force 

or deploys small contingents of military forces in order to maintain and reassert their claim to 

offshore islands. Given the relatively indefensible nature and typically low intangible salience of 

these islands, they are generally very cheap to dispute. (Fravel 2008: 268)  These periodic 

actions may further serve to assess the reaction of the United States, the ally of most of China’s 

potential opponents, as well as assessing the reaction of targeted states to measure whether they 

are willing to respond similarly and, if necessary, engage in more severe forms of conflict in 

defense of their own claims to the territories in question.  Given their relative cheapness to 

maintain, and the willingness of China to leave its island disputes in a state of extended stasis 

(Fravel 2008: 268), serious escalation seems very unlikely. 

Compared to claims in which the territory has little value, the presence of some tangible 
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benefit will bolster a state’s desire to assess their opponent’s capabilities, as they are more 

willing to bear these minor costs for the increased potential benefits.  Many territorial disputes 

between states languish uneventfully as the islands or territory over which they dispute has 

minimal or no value, making even the low cost process of information gathering and resolve 

testing hardly worth the cost.  The case of Navassa Island is just one example of this, as the 

island has been disputed between Haiti and the United States for well over a century, but no 

action has been taken as its once prized guano deposits now provide no significant value (Miller 

et al 2003). While territory does contain some intrinsic value, absent the presence of resources or 

some other tangible consideration, territory alone is typically insufficient for states to be willing 

the bear the costs of conflict initiation.  

Thus, conflict onset can be seen as a relatively cheap strategy employed by states to 

gather information about their potential opponents, and in cases where the value of the claimed 

territory is increased by the presence of tangible resources, these incidents should be 

significantly more common: 

Hypothesis 1: Claims to territory with greater tangible salience will be more likely to lead to the 
outbreak of armed conflict than claims to territory with little or no tangible issue salience. 
 

While low level military threats may be a relatively costless method of assessing an 

opponent's resolve, the costs associated with escalation to fatal clashes or war are much greater. 

States are acutely aware of these risks and should be considerably more cautious before making 

any such escalation, and the mere presence of tangible components of territorial issue salience 

may not be sufficient to spur a state to escalate so such dangerous levels. While certainly raising 

the value of the territory under dispute, states are aware that the costs of higher level conflicts 

can considerably outweigh any potential gains, possibly including drastic economic 

consequences from disruption of trade (Gartzke 2007), as well as the cost in lives and equipment. 
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Escalation should occur only if states are unable to manage their disputes amicably, increase 

caution in leaders, and facilitate peaceful information sharing (Maoz and Russett 1993; Fearon 

1995; Rousseau et al 1996).  

Despite the associated costs, a state may choose to escalate if it perceives the opponent to 

be weak or vulnerable. This perception of weakness or vulnerability will be borne from more 

traditional factors predicting conflict escalation, such as power capabilities (Lemke and Werner 

1996) or alliances (Siverson and Tennefoss 1984; Morrow 1994; Smith 1996). The presence of 

resources, population, or the strategic importance of a location should matter significantly less at 

this stage than the expectations of victory or defeat, as well as the potential for powerful allies to 

protect weaker states from the predatory actions of their aggressive neighbors.  

Additionally, as the rational analysis of potential cost and benefits provides a clear 

disincentive for conflict, it provides a clear incentive for bargaining.  Rather than escalate and 

pay the heavy costs of more severe conflict, when the value of the territory can be more readily 

assessed, states would prefer to negotiate and settle the dispute (Fearon 1995). While this does 

not always bear out, the prospect of amicable negotiation remains higher in cases where the 

primary value of the territory is tangible than in cases where more intangible concerns are 

central, because the in the latter situation are for more difficult to assess relative to the benefits.  

Hypothesis 2: Armed conflicts over territorial claims will not be more likely to escalate to more 
severe forms of conflict when the claimed territory has greater tangible issue salience. 

 
 Power considerations are not the only factors that influence a state’s willingness to 

escalate.  While tangible factors may not be worth the monetary cost of escalation, there are 

some causes for which states might be willing to bear a much heavier price.  One example might 

include territory that includes ethnic kin, which could motivate states to escalate for the 

emotional or psychological benefits that come with uniting an ethnic group under one state. This 
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doesn’t mean that the presence of ethnic kin causes states to act irrationally, but rather that states 

are more likely to divorce their monetary concerns from the potential gains of conflict escalation. 

Unlike the tangible dimensions of territorial issue salience, where the direct monetary benefits 

are given more weight intangible dimensions, such as the presence of ethnic kin or a sense of 

historical right to a territory, should alter state behavior towards escalation in a significantly 

different manner. 

 The initiation of low level conflict should follow a similar dynamic for territory with high 

intangible issue salience as territory with high tangible issue salience. States with ethnic kin or 

historical justification for their territorial claims should reap considerable domestic political 

benefits for threats and shows of force, and may use them regularly to drum up support or 

distract from domestic problems. As with territory with a tangible component, low level conflict 

can help test the resolve of their opponents and gather information about an opponent’s 

willingness and capability to escalate. While not monetary in nature, the domestic political gains 

from pursuing a territory with intangible value should be well worth the minimal costs of threats 

of force or non-fatal incursions, ensuring that conflicts over territory with high issue salience of 

either type see an increase in low level conflict. 

 While already engaged in low level conflict, the decision to escalate will be based at least 

partly on the power considerations already discussed, as well as on the goals and incentives 

facing the individual leaders whose state is engaged in the territorial dispute.  The presence of 

ethnic kin, historical sovereignty over the territory, or seeing the territory as part of a state’s 

“homeland” rather than a colony or dependency are intangible dimensions by which states often 

justify their territorial claims.  All of these justifications carry with them a sense of morality or 

justice, regardless of any potential monetary benefits that might come with territorial conquest.  
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The consequence is that the leaders of states engaging in disputes characterized by these 

dimensions should face greater pressure to escalate in order to realize their claims, as the moral 

justifications for escalation shape domestic pressure in a way that can come to outweigh for the 

potential costs of escalation.  

 Rather than a more simplistic cost-benefit analysis that might be used to justify conflict 

initiation in order to realize some monetary gain, the intangible sense of justice that accompanies 

the justification for escalation will grant leaders greater leeway to escalate, and impose greater 

costs should they fail to realize their goals.  The most common form of interstate conflict with an 

ethnic dimension is irredentism, which is an attempt by one state to remove a land and its 

constituent people from another state, and make it an integral part of its own (Horowitz and 

Chazan 1991). Such irredentist claims have been found to alter leader rhetoric and make the 

conflict itself more severe or violent (Carment and James 1995), though it is less clear exactly 

why these conflicts are more severe than conflicts not driven by ethnicity.  

One possible reason is that these types of conflicts are by definition more difficult to 

settle – by lacking any sort of clear monetary value, it becomes much more difficult to envision 

an equitable division of a territory in dispute when the dispute centers on not just the territory, 

but its people.  The territory in question may be inhabited by many different ethnic groups, 

dispersed or concentrated, making the territory “indivisible” in the eyes of one or both disputants 

(Brams et al 1996; Hassner 2003; Toft 2003). With a stronger incentive to escalate to satisfy 

potential irredentist claims, and greater impediments to bargaining as there may not exist a 

mutually acceptable compromise solution, more severe forms of conflict become much more 

attractive to the states involved in the dispute. Indeed, Fearon (2003) highlighted such cases of 

issue indivisibility as one of the potential rationalist causes of war. 
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Other potential reasons for irredentist conflict to escalate to more severe forms of conflict 

include shifting norms justifying national self-determination (Ryan 1997) or the ease by which 

aggrieved minorities may elicit outside support. These shifting norms and the increasing 

legitimacy that the international community grants to irredentist claims can be seen in the moral 

justifications many leaders use when initiating conflict, even for other reasons. Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea was immediately followed by a referendum in which the majority of the 

affected population, ethnic Russians, approved the move. While Russia was reprimanded and 

sanctioned for its actions and its aggression, few doubted the tacit approval of ethnic Russians 

within Crimea, and Russia attempted to convince the world of the long term legitimacy of 

Crimea’s inclusion in Russia – even if the world did not accept the legitimacy of its methods of 

realizing this goal. Were the conflict purely about strategic control of the Black Sea, as it had 

been for many years before inter-ethnic strife in Ukraine, it is unlikely that Russia would have 

faced the same amount of domestic pressure to act, or had such a convenient justification. 

Beyond irredentism and ethnic kin, the other intangible factors such as historical control 

of a territory by the state in the past can alter its conflict behavior. Often cited as an example of 

this type of territorial dispute is the dispute between Serbia and Kosovo over the territory of 

Kosovo. Kosovo understandably recognizes its entire territory as part of the Kosovar state, but so 

does Serbia consider it an integral part of Serbia, citing the historical origins of the Serbian 

people and importance of Serbian religious sites in the region, and the gradual displacement of 

Serbs in the region by the more recent arrival of the Albanian people (Vickers and Frasier 1998). 

Serbia only lost control of the region recently, but various Serbian states and their successors 

have controlled Kosovo since 1912, and historical control dates back to the 14th century. This 

situation has made compromise difficult; Serbia has only recognized the de facto independence 
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of Kosovo after outside intervention, and has continued to refuse to recognize its independence 

de jure. A more serious source of conflict has been the area near the border of Serbia and Kosovo 

which contains a significant Serb majority, which now feels oppressed under the Albanian 

Kosovar state. Compromise is nearly impossible despite the wishes of the locals to remain part of 

Serbia, as to Serbia the territory is entirely indivisible – whether Kosovo is primarily Albanian or 

not is entirely irrelevant to the Serbian state, as they focus on their historical “right” to the 

territory to the exclusion of other considerations. While third party intervention may have 

prevented escalation in this particular case, other examples such as China’s conquest of Tibet or 

various German or Hungarian attempts to recover parts of territory that had been lost after World 

War One outline how important historical sovereignty can be to states, and how it can trump 

other considerations and make compromise more difficult – and severe conflict more likely. 

Lastly, the final factor within intangible issue salience that impacts conflict propensity 

over territory is whether a state considers the territory under disputed to be part of a state’s 

“homeland.” Many territories under dispute are considered homelands to both states, such as the 

Kosovo example listed above, and enhance conflict propensity in tandem with other factors. 

Most examples of territory which is considered integral to one state but not the other are colonial 

in nature, with the Argentine claim to the Falkland Islands serving as one such example. 

Argentina has repeatedly insisted that the Falklands (or Islas Malvinas) are part of Argentina’s 

homeland, and while Britain retains its own historical and ethnic claims to the islands, it is a 

crown colony and thus not an integral part of the British state (Dodds 2012). This increases the 

likelihood that Argentina will escalate to more severe forms of conflict over the claim, as it 

considers its current exclusion to be an affront to the Argentinian state. Its invasion in 1982 was 

predicated in part on the idea that the British would be unwilling to fight over that colony, 
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ignoring its ethnic and historical claims. Ultimately, if a state is in dispute over a territory it 

considers to be part of its homeland, it should be more willing to escalate for the same 

psychological and moral factors already elucidated, and the resultant problems of indivisibility 

and difficulty in finding compromise and peaceful agreement. 

The ultimate consequence of these intangible factors is that territorial claims with greater 

intangible issue salience should see a greater incidence of both low level and more severe forms 

of conflict: 

Hypothesis 3: Claims to territory with greater intangible salience will be more likely to lead to 
the outbreak of armed conflict than claims to territory with little or no intangible salience. 
 
Hypothesis 4: Armed conflicts over territorial claims will be more likely to escalate to more 
severe forms of conflict when the claimed territory has greater intangible salience. 
 
 However, while it is likely that intangible indicators of territorial issue salience share 

common characteristics, it is important to address the potential that the component factors of 

intangible issue salience may not have equal weight in state decision-making. Intangible factors 

may have an emotive role in driving states to engage in more severe forms of armed conflict, but 

certain issues may motivate states and leaders to action more than others, and interact with public 

opinion and domestic pressure more than others. As such, while each is a measure of territorial 

issue “salience,” some measures may be more politically salient than others. 

 Of particular interest is the identity component of territorial issue salience. While states 

can and have utilized arguments regarding historical sovereignty and territorial integrity as part 

of their natural homeland to motivate their territorial claims, the presence of ethnic kin has 

provided the most salient and politically effective tool for leaders seeking to justify conflict, or 

those driven inexorably toward it. Important to the conflict process is the role of domestic 

politics in motivating leaders’ behavior, as leaders can reap enormous benefits from maintaining 
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popularity and unity within their state. Unpopular leaders may face the prospect of being driven 

from power in the next election, or in more autocratic states, uprising or riots could precipitate a 

collapse of the state. This popularity may receive a boost if leaders are able to reverse historical 

wrongs or unite a state with its former territories, but of particular salience to a leader is the 

“liberation” and union of the state with its ethnic kin abroad.  

 Further, a connection to ethnic or religious kin in a neighboring state creates a number of 

opportunities for leaders seeking to boost their popularity or engage in conflict precisely because 

the connections are with individuals, the status of whom could rapidly change. While land can 

certainly change hands or vary in its exploitation, territory is rather static – and measures of 

tangible and intangible issue salience can be static themselves, remaining relatively unchanged 

over long periods of time. Identity claims however, can change substantively and qualitatively in 

a short period of time – ethnic kin living in a target state can undergo rapid changes in their 

position. This can precipitate outside involvement, as states may intervene to protect their 

brethren, restore their brethren to their former status, or simply integrate them into their state to 

take advantage of whatever internal chaos is plaguing their neighbor (Most and Starr 1989; 

Carment 1995). The utility of “liberating” ethnic kin in a diversionary war is not unique to these 

types of claims (Tir 2010), but provides a salient and effective means of doing so that may not be 

as effective if the claim is based only on historical rivalries or control.  

 The twin examples of the Bosnian claims to Kosovo and Bosnia demonstrate the key 

difference between a strong ethnic claim and a strong historical claim. While Kosovo does 

contain a small number of ethnic Serbs, the emotive claim to Kosovo is based more on historical 

sovereignty and the centrality of Kosovo to the Serbian nation’s founding mythos. Bosnia, on the 

other hand, plays no particularly important role to the Serbian state beyond containing a great 
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number of ethnic Serbs, and indeed, Serbia has been more willing to carve up Bosnia along 

ethnic lines than it has to similarly divide Kosovo. The key difference between these claims is 

that while Kosovo has seen a great deal of low level conflict and threats of violence, it was 

largely spared outright warfare – whereas Bosnia saw years of brutal fighting and genocide, with 

the potential for renewed warfare kept at bay by only an uneasy peace1. It was far easier for 

Slobodan Milosevic and later Serbian governments to justify their intervention in Bosnia along 

ethnic lines, as the urgency of protecting their ethnic brethren far outweighed the important, but 

less urgent, need to reclaim a historical province.  

 As such, identity claims may be substantively more likely to provide states the catalysts 

for conflict, and be the cause of conflict escalation more than other types of intangible issue 

salience. These catalysts can vary, and could include a rapid deterioration of the power status of 

ethnic kin, if ethnic kin face oppression or violence from other ethnic groups, or simply that the 

opponent is weak and the opportunity ripe for conquest. This is particularly so for challenger 

states, who have likely lodged their claims along ethnic lines, and will reap the domestic political 

benefits that come with seizing, or at least attempting to seize, claimed territory from their 

opponents. Thus, territorial claims in which the challenger state has an ethnic claim to the 

disputed territory will be more likely to see severe forms of armed conflict, relative to other 

components of intangible and tangible issue salience: 

Hypothesis 5: Territorial Claims to territory in which the challenger state has ethnic or religious 
kin in the claimed territory will be more likely to lead to the outbreak of severe forms of armed 
conflict than other types of tangible or intangible issue salience. 
 
  

                                                 
1 Certainly the intervention of NATO, and the pre-emptive stationing of peacekeepers in Kosovo, played an 
important role in keeping the peace in Kosovo after the Bosnian Wars. Still, while Serbian rhetoric has certainly 
maintained their claim over Kosovo, the continued agitation by members of the Republika Srpska represents a far 
greater threat to the current peace than the more remote possibility of a Serbia-Kosovo war. 
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Research Design 

To test these hypotheses, the analysis will focus on claims over territory between two or 

more states in the international system. Territorial claims are defined as an “explicit contention 

between two or more nation-states claiming sovereignty over a specific piece of territory,” based 

on statements made by government representatives. This definition is what is used in the Issue 

Correlates of War (ICOW) territorial claims data version 1.20 (Frederick, Hensel and Macaulay 

2017). This definition thus excludes the statements of private citizens or local governmental 

representatives, many of whom may make territorial claims that are unsupported by the national 

government. This update to the ICOW dataset covers all territorial claims between states from 

1816-2001 worldwide, and Table 2.1 below contains some descriptive statistics outlining the 

regional distribution of cases (Frederick, Hensel and Macaulay 2017). There are a total of 843 

territorial claims included in the dataset, 107 of which remained ongoing as of 2001.  Claims are 

thus broadly distributed globally, with Europe and Asia taking up the lion’s share of claims, and 

Asia representing the region with by far the most ongoing claims.  

Table 2.1: Regional Distribution of Territorial Claims 

Region Total Claims Ongoing as of 2001 

Western Hemisphere 128 19 

Europe 236 9 

Africa 161 22 

Middle East 101 6 

Asia & Oceania 217 51 

Total 843 107 

 
Data for the domestic level variables, domestic group status and ethnic conflict status, are 

provided by the Transborder Ethnic Kin (EPR-TEK 2014) dataset (Vogt et al. 2015).  This 
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dataset covers the years 1946-2013, and includes all ethnic groups with transnational ethnic 

connections throughout the world. As Heckman two stage models require the inclusion or 

exclusion of some variables between stages, the domestic level variables will be included in the 

second stage of the analysis.  

As the domestic level variables are limited to the years 1946-2013, the analysis will be 

restricted to the years 1946-2001, the years in which the two central datasets overlap. For 

robustness, a model which drops the domestic variables will be tested, expanding the temporal 

domain to 1870 to 2001 with the inclusion of economic controls. Exclusion of the economic 

controls will provide an additional robustness check with a temporal domain of 1816-2001. The 

unit of analysis is the claim-dyad-year, with directed dyads. This represents each year of a 

territorial claim as a distinct observation, with one state being represented as the “challenger” 

states, and the other the “target”. The target state is typically the state that possesses all or the 

greater part of the claimed territory, and this typically changes and creates a new claim should 

one state establish control over the territory through treaty or more permanent means, with the 

roles then reversed in a counter-claim if it persists. 

 

Methodology 

In order to avoid potential selection bias (Reed 2000), a Heckman two-staged model will 

be utilized, as this is the most effective method by which to analyze onset and escalation as 

related processes in which the determinants of one stage likely continue to non-independently 

determine the next. This model divides the analysis into two separate stages, with the first stage 

being conflict onset, and the second stage being conflict escalation2. The theoretical expectation 

                                                 
2 This is done in line with Reed’s (2000) work, which utilized a similar model in which conflict onset was measured 
by Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID’s), and conflict escalation was measured by more severe forms of conflict, 
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is that the key independent variables will behave differently in each stage of the model, and the 

multi-staged nature of the Heckman selection model will enable the testing of this proposition 

empirically. Analyzing conflict studies without a multi-stage model can produce selection bias, 

as cases where there is no conflict onset are treated as omitted observations (Reed 2000). 

Including both territorial claims that first see conflict onset, and then jointly estimating those that 

escalate to more severe forms of conflict, helps address this problem3. 

 

Dependent Variables 

The first stage of the analysis will determine which variables contribute to conflict onset, 

or the occurrence of at least a low level Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) (Palmer et al 2017). 

A MID here is defined as when “one or more states threaten, display, or use force against one or 

more other states”. A MID between states can thus range from the display or threat of force to 

more severe forms of conflict. From this population of cases which have exhibited conflict onset, 

the same variables will then be tested with conflict escalation in order to determine if the 

variables in fact exhibit a similar impact on those which escalated to fatal MIDs (MIDs that also 

include at least one battle death) and wars (1,000 battle deaths) as on initial conflict onset. 

Conflict onset will be measured with a 1 in years in which one or more MIDs were recorded over 

the territorial claim, as measured by the ICOW project. This is limited to MIDs that occur during 

ongoing claims, and with the specification that these MIDs are related to a state’s pursuit of their 

territorial claim, and are not simply unrelated or coincidental conflicts (Hensel et al 2008). 

Conflict escalation will be measured similarly, being coded as a 1 in the event of escalation to 

                                                 
in his case, wars. 
3 This approach has also been used in the political science literature to measure conflict onset and escalation to 
analyze civil wars (Karreth and Tir 2012), stages of international crisis (Mettler and Reiter 2013), stages of conflict 
management (Huth and Allee 2002), and the impact of conflict on civilian populations (Li and Wen 2005). 
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fatal MID.  For robustness, wars are used as an alternative measure, but no notable differences in 

results are found. 

 

Independent Variables 

The first two key independent variables in this analysis are the tangible and intangible 

components of territorial salience defined by Hensel and Mitchell (2005), all of which are 

available in the ICOW territorial claims dataset (Frederick, Hensel and Macaulay 2017).  

There are a total of six salience indicators, each of which is added together for both the 

challenger and target state to create a 0-6 point indicator for the challenger and target state, 

respectively. Three of the indicators represent tangible issue salience, while the remaining three 

indicators represent intangible issue salience. They are summed together to create an additive 

index for each state. 

Tangible issue salience is comprised of three parts; natural resources, strategic location, 

and permanent population (Frederick, Hensel and Macaulay 2017). The tangible indicator 

natural resources represents whether “the territory [is] believed to contain potentially valuable 

resources,” and if the presence of these resources are central to a state’s claim to a territory 

(Hensel, Frederick and Macaulay, 2017, pp. 101). This does not mean every single resource is 

listed, and resources can be present without being central to the claimed territory. Further, 

natural resources can be discovered, or depleted, over the course of a claim. An example of 

natural resources being central to a claim is that of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, in which Iraq 

explicitly noted its desire to secure Kuwaiti oil. The tangible indicator strategic location 

measures whether the territory is “considered to be in a militarily or economically strategic 

location,” such as prominent defensive heights or straits (Hensel, Frederick and Macaulay, 2017, 
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pp. 101). The Golan Heights most typifies this type of claim, as Israel’s primary goal in securing 

the heights was to gain a defensive advantage over their Syrian adversaries. The final tangible 

indicator is permanent population, which measures whether the territory “support[s] a permanent 

population, either villages or at least one city of 100,000+” individuals (Hensel, Frederick and 

Macaulay, 2017, pp. 101). This is to be contrasted with uninhabited territories, such as rocks or 

inlets with no permanent population, or large swaths of unpopulated desert or tundra. This covers 

the vast majority of claims, though there are notable cases such as Dokdo4, the Daiyou/Senkaku 

Islands, and the Spratly islands where no permanent population is supported. 

Intangible issue salience is comprised of an additional three component parts; homeland, 

identity, and historical sovereignty. The intangible indicator homeland measures whether a state 

considers the claimed territory as part of its “homeland territory, rather than a colonial or 

dependent possession” (Hensel, Frederick and Macaulay, 2017, pp. 101). This represents the 

greater importance that a state may place on territory it considers to be an integral part of its 

state, rather than a colonial holding. One example of this is Panama’s claim to the Panama Canal 

Zone, which it claimed as an integral part of its nation, while the United States viewed it as a 

colonial or territorial possession, and was far more willing to part with it. The intangible 

indicator identity measures whether a state has an “explicit ethnic religious, or some other 

identity based connection to the territory” (Hensel, Frederick and Macaulay, 2017, pp. 101). One 

example is the German claim to Alsace-Lorraine, as it considered its Alsatian German 

inhabitants to be German, and rightfully part of the German state, driving their claim to the 

territory. The final intangible indicator historical sovereignty measures whether a state 

                                                 
4 It should be noted that, at times, states can support “permanent” populations through artificial means as a means of 
securing their claim. In the case of Dokdo, for example, one family lives on the island entirely through the support 
of the South Korean government, and this does not constitute a village and is not coded as permanent population. 
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“exercised sovereignty over territory within the last two hundred years” (Hensel, Frederick and 

Macaulay, 2017, pp. 101).  The Argentinian claim to the Falklands Islands, for example, derives 

much of its justification from former Argentinian control over the islands, pressing for their 

return from the United Kingdom. 

Each of the six component issues are coded as a 1 if present and central to the associated 

territorial claim, one for the challenger and one for the target state, respectively. The two states’ 

scores are then summed together, and the scores then vary from 0, lowest issue salience to 6, the 

highest possible salience score.  Tangible issue salience can only assume the values of 0, 2, 4, 

and 6 given the assumption that both states will value the tangible characteristics of territory 

equally, while intangible issue salience can pertain only to one state under certain conditions, 

providing odd as well as even values. For the final hypothesis regarding the disaggregated 

measures of issue salience, the issue salience indicators will be left disaggregated in the model.  

Table 2.2 contains descriptive statistics outlining the distribution of salience indicators in 

the ICOW dataset. Apparent are a few notable trends: first, among tangible issue salience 

indicators, the presence of a permanent population is extremely common and found in over 86% 

of territorial claims.  

Table 2.2: Issue Salience Distribution in ICOW Dataset 

Salience Indicator Claims with 
Indicator Present 

Tangible Salience 
Indicators 

Natural Resources 395 (46.9%) 
Strategic Location 523 (62.0%) 
Permanent Population 728 (86.4%) 

Intangible Salience 
Indicators 

Homeland Territory (Challenger) 652 (77.3%) 
Homeland Territory (Target) 567 (67.3%) 
Identity Connection (Challenger) 292 (34.6%) 
Identity Connection (Target) 311 (36.9%) 
Historical Sovereignty (Challenger) 340 (40.3%) 
Historical Sovereignty (Target) 815 (96.7%) 
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Far fewer are of strategic value, but even fewer have natural resources, the rarest of the 

tangible indicators at 46.9%. Intangible indicators show similar disparities – nearly all targets 

have exercised historical control over a claimed territory at some point in the last 200 years, 

which is not surprising, as nearly all cases involve a target state defending territory it has 

effective control over. The presence of an identity component edges out historical sovereignty 

for the challenger as the rarest indicator, present in just over a third of all territorial claims. 

Interestingly, challengers are more likely than targets to consider a territory an integral part of 

their homeland, which should not be surprising, as states are more likely to lodge claims for 

territory they consider a part of their homeland.  

 

Control Variables 

Data for the relevant controls for dyadic trade flows, alliance similarity, and power parity 

will be obtained from the Correlates of War (COW) project and EUGene (Bennett and Stam 

2000). The control variables are as follows. 

 

Relative Capabilities 

Previous research has shown the importance of power considerations in interstate conflict 

behavior (Gochman 1990, Bremer 1992, Moul 2003). As conflict broadly defined is more likely 

to occur between disputing parties of relatively similar military capabilities, controlling for the 

relative capabilities of the two states becomes necessary. The best existing measure to do so is 

the COW Composite Index of National Capabilities (CINC) score (Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 

1972), which measures the relative capabilities of states from 1816 to 2001, covering the full 

population of cases.  The measure will indicate the percentage of total capabilities possessed by 
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the stronger state in the dyad. If one state is significantly stronger than the other, the variable will 

be larger, indicating that one state possesses a greater share of their combined military 

capabilities. This is expected to make conflict less likely, as highly unequal states will have less 

difficulty determining the victor of any such conflict before it breaks out, making war costly and 

unnecessary. 

 

Joint Democracy 

The interstate conflict literature has broad agreement that democratic states are less likely 

to engage in more severe forms of conflict with one another (Bremer 1992, Maoz and Russett 

1993). Thus, it is likely that two democratic states engaged in a territorial dispute will be less 

likely to see conflict escalate, and may also be less likely to engage in any form of conflict. In 

order to control for this possibility, a dummy variable is constructed from the Polity IV dataset 

(Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2002). If both members of the dyad score a 7 or higher on the Polity 

IV measure, the dyad is coded as a joint democratic dyad.  

 

Recent Conflict 

A history of conflict between two states is likely to breed further conflict initiation.  

There is also potential for recent conflict to underscore the importance of resolving a claim to 

both parties, thereby encouraging disputants to reach a peaceful resolution. It may also be that 

repeated incidents of conflict can actually lead to peaceful agreements, with conflict serving as a 

source of information sharing (Beardsley 2010). In order to control for either possibility, a 

variable for recent conflict is used as a control. This variable is found within the ICOW territorial 

claims dataset.  This variable will be a simple dummy coded as a “1” should the dyad have 
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experienced any MIDs over the same territorial claim in the previous 5 years.  For robustness, 

recent severe conflict will be generated to control for any fatal MIDs or wars over the claim 

within the previous 5 years, in order to determine whether there exists any distinction in severity.  

Additional robustness checks will utilize the 10 and 15 year thresholds of conflict.  

 

Bilateral Trade Flows 

Considerable evidence exists that trade between two states can make conflict more costly 

and deepen peaceful relations (Keohane and Nye 1977), forming the so called “capitalist peace” 

(Gartzke 2007).  While it is unclear whether this relationship holds up in all cases or for all types 

of states (Gartzke and Hewitt 2010), and it may prove to be significant only in one of the two 

states of conflict initiation or escalation (Barbieri 1996), a control variable measuring bilateral 

trade will be constructed.  This variable will be generated from Kristian Gleditsch’s (2002) 

Expanded GDP and Trade Data version 4.1.   

The expectation is that in the first stage (conflict onset) bilateral trade flows, relative 

capabilities (high disparity), joint democracy and alliance similarity will be negatively correlated 

with conflict onset, with recent conflict (Hensel et al 2008; Beardsley 2010) being positively 

correlated with conflict onset. These relationships are expected to hold in the second stage of the 

analysis, though some, such as measures of capabilities or joint democracy, may no longer 

exhibit significance (Hensel and Mitchell 2005).  

Further, the control recent successful attempts5 is utilized to measure recent successful 

                                                 
5 Some concern could be raised about the potentially tautological nature of this measure, as recent successful 
attempts could be used to measure the resolution of claims, ending them there and preventing conflict. It should be 
noted that successful attempts may deal with only part of the territorial claim, or may be functional in nature, dealing 
with use of a territory, troop withdrawals, or temporary ceasefires. As such, this is a useful measure of the 
willingness of states to engage one another peacefully and come to agreements of any nature, rather than only 
agreements that might end a dispute entirely. 
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attempts at negotiation between the disputant states. Mediation attempts are likely to head of 

potential conflict, and successful attempts represent an effort by states to avoid conflict and come 

to a peaceful agreement over their dispute. This is a weighted measure of all successful attempts 

over the 10 years prior to the observation, weighted more strongly toward recency. The 

expectation is that recent successful attempts will dissuade conflict, offering states credible signs 

of cooperation, and providing a means for states to settle their disputes through peaceful outlets, 

or at least delay future conflict (Bercovitch and Diehl 2008). The data for recent attempts utilizes 

the preliminary version 1.60 of the ICOW dataset, which includes settlement attempts for the 

entire world from 1816-2001. 

In order to account for the role of domestic politics, three additional control variables will 

be included in the analysis. All three variables are expected to be positively correlated with 

conflict escalation. 

The first variable is ethnic power change, which simply records whether there was a 

change in the political status of a relevant ethnic group in either the challenger or target state 

between the present year and the previous year. A relevant ethnic group is a group that one or 

both states share ethnic or religious ties to, and the state with ties bases its claim to the territory 

on the presence of this group. A change in this group’s status is defined as whether it was either 

included or excluded in government, be it by coup, election, revolution, or some other factor, in 

the previous year relative to the current one.  This could serve as the catalyst for one of the 

participants to escalate the claim either to consolidate their newfound domestic power, pursue 

their long desired agenda, or otherwise take advantage of their opponents’ weakness (Most and 

Starr 1989; Carment 1995).  New regimes, perhaps fresh off a civil war or other form of political 

rebellion, could utilize their territorial claim to distract from domestic issues or rally their new 
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coalition around a popular cause, and a territorial claim with an ethnic dimension can serve as 

one of the most effective unifying causes (Tir 2010).  

The second domestic level control is ethnic war, which measures whether there was an 

ethnic war involving a relevant ethnic group in the previous year. Separate versions of this 

variable with a five and ten year horizon for recent ethnic conflict will also be provided for 

robustness. It may be the inhabitants of the disputed territory that serve as catalysts for 

escalation.  Even as the states remain locked in low level conflict or inaction, the domestic 

situation may not be nearly as static, as the disputed territory may be undergoing significant civil 

unrest or even a localized civil war.  Changes in this domestic situation could precipitate changes 

to the interstate claim dimension, as the inhabitants of the disputed territory intentionally try to 

internationalize the situation to their benefit (Saideman 1998; 2002b; Saideman, Dougherty, and 

Jenne 2005). They may do this through protests, violent action, or non-participation in politics to 

varying degrees of success (Asal, Conrad, and White 2014). States may even take this step 

themselves, providing support to co-ethnics in order to inflame the situation and provide 

opportunity for escalation of their claim (Davis and Moore 1997; Saideman 2007; Salehyan 

2010; Salehyan, Gleditsch and Cunningham 2011). Whether it originates from the inhabitants of 

the territory or some outside source, the outbreak of violence within the territory could serve as 

the justification for intervention by either state to alter the increasingly unstable status quo. 

An additional variable that will be used in concert with the ethnic war variable is the 

variable shared group no war. One potential problem with the ethnic war variable is that it may 

not entirely capture the potential for escalation over ethnicity as most territorial claims do not 

even have a shared ethnic group as measured by the EPR-TEK dataset. As such, a dummy 

variable is constructed to indicate whether a territorial claim with a shared ethnic group did not 
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experience an ethnic war in the previous year. This will serve as a reference category, and help 

disentangle any potential independent impact that having a shared ethnic group serves in stoking 

conflict escalation.  

The final domestic level variable will be economic growth, which simply measures the 

change in gross domestic product per capita in the challenger state from the previous year. 

Separate measures including the target state’s economic performance, and dichotomous variables 

measuring thresholds below a certain level of economic contraction, are tested for robustness. 

The idea that leaders could utilize military conflict to produce a “rally around the flag effect” and 

distract from domestic problems is not new (Tanter 1966; Hess and Orphanides 1995; Smith 

1996), but has often been found to be contingent upon regime type or other contextual factors 

(O’Neal and Tir 2006). There is certainly a strong theoretical case to be made that leaders facing 

domestic problems could divert attention away from their domestic shortcomings to instead co-

opt the anger and frustration of their citizens toward potential foes, though empirical evidence 

for this phenomenon has not been as strong as the straightforward theory might suggest. Some of 

the strongest empirical evidence has been found in relation to territorial conflict (Tir 2010), 

suggesting that it may take a particularly emotive issue in order to be considered effective. 

 

Results and Analysis 

Some descriptive statistics for the analyses can be found in Table 2.3. With the inclusion 

of the economic growth variables and domestic political variables, the number of observations 

(N) for the analysis drops to about 5,000 observations, which is ample sample size for the 

analysis, and its exclusion to expand the sample has no appreciable impact on the analysis. 

Within the time period from 1946-2001, conflict is relatively rare. There are 468 observations of 
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conflict onset (low level MIDs), accounting for 7.94% of the sample, and 169 observations of 

conflict escalation (fatal MIDs), accounting for 2.87% of the sample in this time period.  

 Tables 2.4 and 2.5 shows the results from the two stage analysis, in which the first stage 

utilizes conflict initiation as its dependent variable. The second stage selects those cases in which 

conflict was initiated in the form of a MID, and then utilizes fatal MIDs as the dependent 

variable to measure conflict escalation.  In terms of model fit, the Likelihood Ratio test of 

independent equations shows a very low value that questions the necessity of a Heckman model. 

The low rho suggests that a Heckman model is not necessary, and that a logit or probit model 

would not suffer from any systematic selection bias.  

Table 2.3: Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

Variable N Mean Std. 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

MID 13687 .060 .237 0 1 
Fatal MID 13687 .022 .145 0 1 
Intangible Salience 13687  3.54 1.36 1 6 
Tangible Salience 13687 3.71 1.70 0 6 
Relative Capabilities 13665 .819 .151 .500 .999 
Joint Democracy 13047 .085 .278 0 1 
Recent Conflict (MID) 13687 .145 .352 0 1 
Recent Conflict (Fatal) 13687 .079 .270 0 1 
Bilateral Trade 11903 851.5 10436.12 0 398259 
Political Change (lag) 5564 .007 .083 0 1 
Ethnic War (lag) 5564 .033 .180 0 1 
Shared Group No War 5915 .145 .352 0 1 
GDP Change 10215 .021 .082 -.615 1.611 
Recent Success Attempts 
(weighted) 13671 .111 .425 0 9 
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Table 2.4: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation (1946-2001) 

Variable 
Stage I: Conflict Initiation 

Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Stage II: Conflict Escalation 
Fatal MID over claim 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Issue 
Salience 

Tangible .056 (.019)*** -.069 (.054) 

Intangible .047 (.027)* .189 (.086)** 

Domestic 
Catalysts 

Political Change --- -.654 (.928) 

Ethnic War --- .346 (.327) 

GDP Change --- -.384 (.985) 

Shared Group No War --- .227 (.205) 

Controls 

Relative Capabilities -.620 (.261)*** -1.895 (.589)*** 

Bilateral Trade 4.030e-07(2.57e-06) 4.127e-04 (2.088e-04)** 

Recent Conflict 1.051 (.058)*** .413 (.195)** 

Joint Democracy -.140 (.105) .188 (.276) 

Recent Succ. Attempts .015 (.056) -.200 (.172) 
N = 5469 
Rho  0.01 (p>X2=0.9186) 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Given the strong theoretical expectations and the robust results that remain consistent 

through the inclusion or exclusion of multiple variables, as well as alternatives provided for 

robustness, this is probably not of any significant concern. Further, if the domestic variables are 

excluded from the analysis, the value of Chi squared increases to a level that supports the use of 

the Heckman model, implying that the core hypotheses (1-4) are fully adequate, and it may be 

the inclusion of additional domestic level variables that is dampening the measure and thus 

removing the distinction between the Heckman and OLS models, as they do not differ in their 

lack of significance across models.  
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Table 2.5: Marginal Impact of Territorial Issue Salience on Conflict Initiation and Escalation 

Condition 

Stage I: Initiation 
Any MID over claim 

Stage II: Escalation  
Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of MID Change from 
Baseline Probability of MID Change from 

Baseline 

Tangible 
Issue Salience 

No Salience (0) 2.89% -39% -- -- 

Low Salience (2) 3.73% -21% -- -- 

Baseline Salience (4) 4.75% -- -- -- 

High Salience (6) 5.99% +26% -- -- 

Intangible 
Issue Salience 

Minimum Salience (1) 3.46% -26% 2.23% -71% 

Low Salience (2) 3.83% -18% 3.52% -54% 

Medium Salience (3) 4.24% -09% 5.26% -31% 

Baseline Salience (4) 4.68% -- 7.65% -- 

High Salience (5) 5.16% +10% 10.76% +41% 

Maximum Salience (6) 5.67% +21% 14.70% +92% 
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The results from the first stage of the model, conflict initiation, or predictors of MID 

occurrence, are in line with the theoretical expectations. The indicator of tangible issue salience 

is highly significant, as is the indicator for intangible issue salience. This result holds when using 

wars as an alternative to fatal MIDs as a measure of conflict escalation, with the additional 

change in providing significance to two of the domestic catalyst variables: ethnic war and GDP 

change. Removing the domestic catalyst variables and the trade variables to extend the analysis 

back to 1870 and 1816 respectively further reinforces the primary findings, with intangible issue 

salience remaining significant in the second stage of the analysis, while tangible issue salience is 

not significant.  

Hypotheses 1 and 3 predicted that tangible and intangible issue salience would both 

exhibit a positive and linear relationship with conflict onset. The results in Table 2.4 support 

both hypotheses, as intangible and tangible issue salience both demonstrate a relationship with 

conflict onset. In the case of intangible issue salience, the relationship is weaker in the first stage, 

and does not reach significance at the (p<.05) level, but does reach significance at the (p<.1) 

level. 

At the baseline tangible issue salience value of 4, the probability of conflict onset is 

4.75%. An example of a territorial claim with a tangible issue salience of 4 would be the Paracel 

islands dispute between China and Vietnam, which has seen a moderate amount of attention and 

threatening rhetoric. The absence of any tangible issue salience results in about a 40% decrease 

in the probability of conflict, and the highest tangible issue salience results in an increase of 

about 29%. The overall difference between the minimum value of tangible issue salience and the 

maximum value is a 106% increase in the probability of conflict onset. Cases typical of the 

extreme minimum value of tangible issue salience are the Navassa island dispute between Haiti 
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and the USA, which has a tangible salience value of 0, while the Golan Heights dispute between 

Israel and Syria represents the extreme maximum value of intangible salience at 6. The Navassa 

island dispute has been characterized by very little activity, while the Golan Heights are 

characterized by frequent threats and displays of force, reflecting the substantive results. 

The results for intangible issue salience are very similar, though admittedly is only 

significant at the (p<.1) level in the first stage of the primary analysis. As this is nearly 

significant, and shown to be statistically significant at the (p<.01) level  in the robustness checks 

expanding the temporal domain backwards to 1870 and 1816, this can be considered to support 

Hypothesis 3. Territory with the minimum value of intangible issue salience is 26% less likely 

than the mean to see conflict onset, with a 21% increase relative to the mean for territory with 

the highest intangible issue salience.  As a result, low level conflict is 64% more likely in dyads 

with the maximum intangible issue salience of 6 than in those with the minimum intangible issue 

salience of 1. The maximum probability of 5.67% for conflict onset is important given the 

relative scarcity of conflict of any type, and is very similar to the maximum tangible issue 

salience probability of conflict onset of 5.99%. The degree to which both issue types mirror one 

another implies that both are of importance in predicting conflict onset, and that territorial 

disputes with either type of issue salience should see very similar incidences of low level 

conflict. Examples of territorial claims with the minimum value of intangible issue salience 

include the relatively uneventful (at the time of the dispute) and sparsely populated Katanga 

pedicle dispute between Britain and Belgium in the early 20th century (with an intangible 

salience of 0), contrasted to the highly contentious West Bank and East Jerusalem dispute 

between Jordan and Israel from 1949 to 1988 (intangible salience of 6), which has seen no 

shortage of interstate conflict and violent rhetoric. 
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The results largely echo Hensel and Mitchell’s (2005) assertions about the importance of 

issue salience, as pertains to low level conflict, with a dataset that includes a wider spatial range 

than their original study. Ultimately, Hypotheses 1 and 3 are supported, with the relationship 

between tangible issue salience and conflict initiation being substantively stronger than 

intangible issue salience. 

The rest of the control variables perform as expected within the first stage of the analysis. 

Large power disparities and joint democracy are found to reduce conflict initiation, although 

joint democracy remains just short of statistical significance. Alternate measures of joint 

democracy, such as taking the highest polity score or measuring the difference between the 

disputants, do not alter this result significantly. This is notable given the literature on the 

territorial peace, however, the incidence of low level conflict between democracies is not as 

central to this literature as that of more severe forms of armed conflict. Recent conflict is found 

to be strongly associated with the occurrence of low level conflict (p<.001), and alternative 

measures utilizing thresholds of 10 years did not significantly alter the analysis and maintained 

their significance. Both bilateral trade and recent successful negotiated settlement attempts do 

not demonstrate any significance in the conflict onset stage, (p<.875) and (p<.785) respectively, 

and are signed positively. For bilateral trade, it is unclear whether this is a product of being 

washed out by such factors as joint democracy or recent conflict, which might be associated with 

more and less trade respectively and thus be measuring the same relevant factors. It may also be 

that low level conflict is unrelated to trade, but costlier forms of conflict are, which suggests 

some differences between the results in the first and second stages of the analysis.  The results 

for recent negotiated attempts are also surprising, as one would expect that successful attempts 

would head off the need for future conflict. As this is low level conflict however, this may not be 
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as deterred by negotiations, and may even be part of the negotiations process as an information 

gathering technique. 

Hypotheses 2 and 4 predicted that tangible issue salience would have no systematic effect 

in the conflict escalation stage, and that intangible issue salience would significantly increase 

conflict escalation. This stage of the analysis, conflict escalation, is also included in Table 2.4, 

and presents the results for the independent variables on fatal MIDs, conditional upon the 

occurrence of a low level MID within the territorial claim.  The most striking result in Table 2.4 

is the significance of intangible issue salience, and the lack of significance of tangible issue 

salience. This is exactly in line with the theoretical expectations, as, once a territorial dispute 

moves beyond the conflict initiation stage, issue salience appears to exhibit a different effect 

upon conflict escalation.  

The results for intangible issue salience are quite clear, demonstrating a positive 

relationship with conflict escalation. As seen in Table 2.5, territory with the minimum value of 

intangible issue salience is nearly 71% less likely than the mean to see escalation to more severe 

forms of conflict, with a yet more dramatic 92% increase relative to the mean for territory with 

the highest intangible issue salience. This represents the difference between claims that have 

seen little to no escalatory behavior at the minimum value of 1, such as the territorial claim over 

Kilwa Island between Belgium and Britain’s African colonies in the 1950’s, and the most 

frequently deadly claims with an intangible issue salience of 6, such as the Kashmir dispute 

between India and Pakistan.  

The positive impact appears to increase with intangible issue salience, much more so than 

for the first stage of the analysis, for which conflict propensity increased at more regular 

intervals. The most striking change is between the minimum and maximum values of intangible 
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issue salience; conflict escalation is a full nine times more likely in dyads with the maximum 

intangible issue salience of 6 than in those with the minimum intangible issue salience of 1. The 

probability of 14.70% for conflict escalation is particularly high given the relative scarcity of 

conflict of any type, and is indicative of the intangible issue salience indicator’s predictive 

power. Given that fatal MIDs are observed in only 2.87% of the observations within the sample, 

a predicted probability of 14.70% highlights the degree to which intangible issue salience drives 

states to escalate to more severe forms of conflict over their territorial claims.  

These results strongly support Hypotheses 2 and 4, and indicate that states are much more 

willing to escalate their territorial claims when the rewards are intangible, but that escalation 

does not appear to be affected by tangible issue salience. The results are likely due to the 

monetary costs of conflict being heavily outweighed by the political or moral gains, or 

alternatively, that states find their justification sufficient to overcome the international political 

and economic costs associated with their conflict behavior.  This would fit well with the 

examples of the extreme cases, for Britain and Belgium had little concern over uninhabited 

African islands or parts of the Congo basin beyond rhetoric, shedding little to no blood over 

either territorial claim. Yet, the Kashmir and West Bank examples, which both have high 

intangible issue salience, have seen a great deal of blood shed by states seeking to secure their 

control. The costs of war to the participants in both these disputes has been immeasurable, and 

while the dividends of peace would be enormous, domestic political concerns and the inability to 

conceive of satisfying solutions has made them both intractable and deadly. The role of domestic 

politics will be explored further below, but a strong explanation for their intractable and deadly 

nature is that states are less able to forgo the domestic pressures driving for conflict when 

disputed territory contains intangible factors, such as the presence of ethnic kin, often acting 
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more aggressively when placed in that situation. Regardless of which of the explanations are 

stronger, there exists a very strong substantive relationship between the presence of factors of 

intangible issue salience and more severe forms of conflict that dramatically increases the 

probability of conflict. Given that severe conflict is typically a very rare event, the very high 

probability of conflict in situations with high intangible issue salience where low level conflict 

has already broken out (14.70%), or even the moderately high probability in situations of average 

intangible issue salience (7.65%), should be of great concern to observers and policymakers. 

Conflict in such situations can escalate very quickly, suggesting that safeguards against even low 

level conflict, and quick action should low level conflict break out, should be taken and focused 

on these high risk territorial claims before any such escalation occurs.  

The domestic political control variables do not fare well in the second stage of the 

analysis. It was anticipated that there would exist a positive relationship between political status 

change and conflict escalation and ethnic conflict in the territory and conflict escalation, and a 

negative relationship between economic growth and conflict escalation, respectively.  The 

change in the political status of a shared ethnic group in either state does not appear to have any 

meaningful impact on the probability of conflict escalation. This is important as it does suggest 

that changes in ethnic political power may not play as great a role in driving states to escalate to 

more severe forms of conflict, reinforcing the explanations that relate to issue indivisibility or 

international norms. Similarly, the presence of ethnic conflict within the disputed territory is also 

not found to have any substantive impact on the likelihood of conflict escalation, despite the 

strong intuitive sense that ethnic conflict could serve as a catalyst, and justification, for 

escalation and direct intervention. One potential explanation for the non-significance of the 

ethnic power change variable is that claims without any identity component are treated similarly 
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to those with no ethnic power change, both coded as a “0”, potentially washing out the conflict-

inducing nature of cases that do exhibit an ethnic power change. However, even when the 

population of cases is restricted only to those claims with an identity component, the results for 

ethnic power change do not show any significant difference, suggesting an alternative source for 

this finding.  Further, the lack of significance for the dummy variable for a claim containing a 

shared ethnic group also lacks significance – implying that the presence of an ethnic group is not 

sufficient to stoke more severe forms of conflict. 

Why this intuitive explanation does not hold is not entirely clear, and it may be that states 

act with greater restraint than would be thought, acting more in their own interest than in reaction 

to the situation of their co-ethnics in a disputed territory. Similarly, states may not be so apt to 

exploit a worsening situation within a disputed territory regardless of whether they have co-

ethnics or any staked interest, suggesting that they may in fact be hesitant to become involved in 

an already chaotic situation. Economic growth is also found to be insignificant in the second 

stage of the analysis, providing yet another example of the intuitive nature of diversionary 

conflict shown as insignificant when tested empirically. This is somewhat surprising given the 

finding that diversionary theory has enjoyed empirical support with regard to territorial conflict 

(Tir 2010).  One further limitation of the analysis is the ambiguous nature of the shared ethnic 

group element of the ethnic war and ethnic political status change variables. Though the 

inclusion of the shared ethnic group but no ethnic war variable may help address this problem, it 

still does not distinguish between the relevance and other qualitative factors of shared ethnic 

groups to the territorial claim. This may help explain why the results for all of these variables are 

so weak, and variables that more accurately distinguish relevant ethnic groups from shared 
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groups would greatly improve the analysis and may produce results that are in line with the 

hypothesized results. 

Table 2.6 below contains the results for the analysis when war is used as a robustness 

measure in place of fata MIDs. Among the primary dependent variables, the results for the 

escalation stage are relatively similar. Intangible issue salience again increases the likelihood of 

escalation to war, while tangible issue salience does not demonstrate any such relationship. This 

further supports the hypotheses and the contention that intangible issue salience plays a greater 

role in pushing states to escalate to more severe forms of armed conflict, whereas the enormous 

costs and relatively fewer domestic benefits of tangible issues do not compel states to the most 

severe form of armed conflict, war. 

One important implication of the robustness check that utilizes war instead of fatal MIDs 

for conflict escalation is that economic growth domestic political variable performs closer to 

expectations, as seen in Table 2.6. It is signed as anticipated, and GDP growth is nearly 

statistically significant (p<.068), being positively associated with conflict escalation. The other 

domestic political variables carry over their non-significance from the fatal MIDs model. It is 

important to be cautious when using war as an alternative measure given its extreme scarcity, as 

it appears only in 33 observations, or in 0.55% of the sample, and thus it may be so rare as to 

threaten the validity of these results. However, all other non-control variables perform as 

expected, including indicators of tangible and intangible salience which approximate the results 

for fatal MIDs in both stages. As a result, GDP change may retain some validity as important 

controls if only for the most severe forms of conflict. Similarly, the results for war imply that the 

only diversion considered sufficient to leaders to distract from severe economic problems is full 

scale war, which is plausible, but somewhat tenuous given the high frequency of poorly 
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performing leaders contrasted to the low frequency of war. 

Table 2.6: War Robustness Test, Conflict Initiation and Escalation (1946-2001) 

Variable 
Stage I: Initiation 

Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Stage II: Escalation 
War over claim 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Issue Salience 
Tangible .056 (.019)*** -.074 (.093) 

Intangible .047 (.027)* .420 (.165)** 

Domestic 
Catalysts 

Political Change --- -.5.097 (4707.062) 

Ethnic War --- .332 (.447) 

GDP Change --- -2.48 (.1.36)* 

Shared Group No War --- 1.034 (.441)** 

Controls 

Relative Capabilities -.620 (.261)*** -.545 (1.06) 

Bilateral Trade 4.030e-07(2.57e-06) -.003 (-.002) 

Recent Conflict 1.051 (.058)*** -.891 (.582) 

Joint Democracy -.140 (.105) .099 (.518) 

Recent Succ. Attempts .015 (.056) -.468 (.238) 
N = 5469 
Rho 0.79 (p>X2=0.3744) 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 
 The control variables in the conflict escalation stage perform much more poorly when 

war is used as an alternative to fatal MIDs for conflict escalation. Relative capabilities, trade, and 

recent fatal MIDs are not significant though they are signed as anticipated, which again may be a 

reflection of the relative scarcity of war within the sample. Perhaps the most surprising result 

among the controls is joint democracy, which is not statistically significant in either stage, 

despite the expectation that it would deter conflict. This is surprising as the literature has found 

strong support for the contention that joint democracy deters conflict, and the results for more 

severe forms of armed conflict are particularly surprising. This may be the product of the relative 
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infrequency of war in the sample, and more shocking would be results that find a positive 

correlation than no relation at all. Rather, there are no instances of wars between democratic 

dyads in this sample, so it may not be as much a refutation of the democratic peace literature as it 

appears, but rather a further reflection of the relative scarcity of severe forms of armed conflict.  

Table 2.7: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation Robustness, 
(1870-2001) 

Variable 
Stage I: Conflict Initiation 

 Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Stage II: Conflict Escalation 
Fatal MID over claim 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Issue 
Salience 

Tangible .078 (.013)*** .020 (.373) 

Intangible .940 (.016)*** .080 (.047)* 

Domestic 
Catalysts 

Political Change --- --- 

Ethnic War --- --- 

GDP Change --- --- 

Shared Group No War --- --- 

Controls 

Relative Capabilities -.545 (.136)*** -.860 (.366)** 

Bilateral Trade 7.74e-07(2.50e-06) -4.94e-04 (2.00e-04)** 

Recent Conflict .835 (.043)*** .492 (.135)*** 

Joint Democracy -.267 (.087)*** -.017 (.244) 

Recent Succ. Attempts .024 (.042) -.136 (.106) 
N = 11187 
Rho   2.33 (p>X2=0.1265) 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Table 2.8: Two Stage Heckman Probit Model, Conflict Initiation and Escalation Robustness, 
(1816-2001) 

Variable 
Stage I: Conflict Initiation 

 Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Stage II: Conflict Escalation 
Fatal MID over claim 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Issue 
Salience 

Tangible .056 (.015)*** .064 (.048)*** 

Intangible .079 (.019)*** .115 (.062)* 

Domestic 
Catalysts 

Political Change --- --- 

Ethnic War --- --- 

GDP Change --- --- 

Shared Group No War --- --- 

Controls 

Relative Capabilities -.716 (.162)*** -.991 (.532)* 

Bilateral Trade --- --- 

Recent Conflict .810 (.054)*** .522 (.212)** 

Joint Democracy -.086 (.096) -.347 (.285) 

Recent Succ. Attempts .009 (.051) -.419 (.201)** 
N = 13024 
Rho   0.42 (p>X2=0.5188) 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 
The only control variable to demonstrate a strong positive correlation is that of recent 

successful settlement attempts, which perform the opposite of theoretical expectations, with 

more recent successful attempts associated with more frequent warfare. This may be a reflection 

of successful settlement attempts as minor or inadequate to address the broader issues facing 

states – this measure of settlements attempts does not address the attempts substantively, instead 

measuring only whether they were successful or not. This could represent a flurry of smaller, less 

substantive attempts, which while successful, did little to halt the course of war between two 

disputant states. 
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 Additional robustness checks that drop the domestic variables (Table 2.7) and trade 

variables (Table 2.8) highlight the enduring impact of territorial issue salience on conflict 

initiation and escalation. The analyses extend to 1870 and 1816 respectively, and demonstrate 

strong statistical significance across the two-century span of the data, with the sole exception that 

intangible issue salience is only statistically significant at the (p<.062) level in the 1816 analysis. 

The measure is significant again in the analysis dating back to 1870, and given its near 

significance in the 1816 analysis, is insufficient to question the analyses broad validity. Taken 

together, the robustness checks broadly strengthen the results and dismisses concerns that there 

are any era or time dependent effects that might otherwise challenger or alter the results. In fact, 

aside from the noted results for intangible issue salience in the 1816 model, the results are most 

robust (p<.001) when utilizing the longer time frame across all analyses, with tangible issue 

salience remaining insignificant for conflict escalation across all models without exception.  

Lastly, Table 2.9 presents the results for Hypothesis 5, which speculated that territorial 

claims in which the challenger had an identity basis to their claim will exhibit a greater incidence 

of more severe forms of armed conflict, relative to other tangible and intangible measures. The 

results from Table 2.9 are a strong affirmation of Hypothesis 5, and provide a much more 

nuanced and fascinating interpretation of the chapter’s previous findings. While it does appear 

that intangible issue salience drives states toward more severe forms of armed conflict, this 

impact is not uniform across all types of intangible issue salience. The effect is only statistically 

significant for challenger identity salience, meaning that the broader findings on conflict 

escalation are being driven almost entirely by challenger states with ethnic or religious kin in a 

claimed territory. 
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Table 2.9: Disaggregated Intangible Salience Measures and Conflict Escalation (1946-2001) 

Variable 
Stage I: Conflict Initiation 

 Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Stage II: Conflict Escalation 
Fatal MID over claim 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Issue 
Salience 

Identity (Challenger) .028 (.087) .706 (.247)*** 

Identity (Target) .033 (.089) -.179 (.241) 

Homeland (Challenger) .300 (.265) 5.04 (763.879) 

Homeland (Target) .349 (.101)*** .149 (.345) 

Hist. Control (Challenger) -.068 (.060) -2.16 (.168) 

Hist. Control (Target) -.404 (.179)** 1.04 (.580)* 

Tangible .069 (.020)*** .-.027 (.057) 

Domestic 
Catalysts 

Political Change --- -.546 (.934) 

Ethnic War --- .312 (.330) 

GDP Change --- -.508 (1.011) 

Shared Group No War --- .088 (.216) 

Controls 

Relative Capabilities -.392 (.214)* -1.792 (.607)*** 

Bilateral Trade 1.79e-07(2.42e-06) 3.251e-04 (1.898e-04) 

Recent Conflict 1.014 (.059)*** .226 (.205) 

Joint Democracy -.088 (.107) .172 (.281) 

Recent Succ. Attempts .019 (.063) .010 (.196) 

N = 5469 
Rho   0.31 (p>X2=0.5767) 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
 

When calculating the marginal effects, claims in which the challenger state does not have 

an identity claim have a 4.83% likelihood of escalating to a fatal MID, contrasted to those claims 

in which the challenger does have an identity claim, in which there is a 17.18% chance of 

escalation to a fatal MID. This represents a fourfold increase, which is considerably high given 
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the relative rarity of severe forms of armed conflict between states. This helps explain how 

challenger identity salience was capable of pushing the combined intangible salience indicator to 

statistical significance in the previous analysis, and reinforces its central importance in driving 

states to more severe forms of armed conflict. Only the presence of a historical claim to territory 

for the target approaches statistical significance at the (p<.072) level, with all other types of 

intangible issue salience failing to reach statistical significance. 

This result supports the theoretical contention that the more severe conflict behavior is 

being driven by domestic politics – challenger states face severe pressure to act in the interest of 

their ethnic or religious kin, and can reap enormous domestic political benefits from doing so. 

This means that territorial claims in which the challenger state can act aggressively to support 

their ethnic brethren represent the most potentially deadly disputes, and signify that leaders are 

acutely aware of the potential benefits that might come from such conflict escalation. It is 

unclear whether leaders are being driven by domestic constraints, boxed in by public opinion and 

forced to escalate a conflict for fear of losing their job, or if they are actively utilizing their 

ethnic or religious ties to distract from domestic problems or otherwise boost their popularity. 

Returning to both the Bosnian and Crimean examples, in both cases Serbian and Russian leaders 

utilized their ethnic ties to their claimed territories for domestic consumption. For Slobadan 

Milosevic, this was his raison d’etre, and any failure to realize his goals would (and ultimately 

did) bring down his Presidency. His goal of uniting the Serbian people under one banner, 

especially in the context of a now crumbling multinational state once dominated by Serbs, as 

immensely popular, and he utilized that popularity to maintain power amid disastrous economic 

and security conditions. For Vladimir Putin, the Crimean claim and escalation was less pivotal to 

his power but came amid similar conditions – plummeting oil prices and fatigue with his 
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increasingly authoritarian control saw his rule weaken, and the Crimean invasion vastly boosted 

his popularity and rallied the Russian people behind his banner. While it is somewhat surprising 

that the economic controls did not bear out in any analysis, this need not decisively defeat the 

possibility of a diversionary explanation, as there were no direct measures of popularity or 

domestic political support in this analysis. While economic measures may be a somewhat 

effective proxy, they do not capture public opinion directly, and better measures of domestic 

political support could better disentangle the role of domestic audience costs in leaders’ decision 

making over territorial claim management. 

Either way, the impetus for conflict escalation appears to be on the challenger state, for 

whom the status quo of another nation controlling their ethnic or religious brethren is 

unacceptable. Of course, this analysis does not directly implicate challenger states for initiating 

the conflict – the measures of conflict are not directed, and could as easily be initiated by the 

target state. Still, by definition the challenger state is the state initiating the claim over territory 

the target largely controls, and the claim itself could be seen as an early aggressive measure 

necessitating retaliation. Theoretically this is fascinating, as it strongly suggests that the current 

understanding of territorial issue salience would be remiss to continue only utilizing aggregate 

measures and non-directed dyads, and makes a strong case for disaggregation and directed dyads 

to better understand the conflict process.  

 

Conclusion 

The results of the analysis strongly support Hypotheses 1 through 5, indicating that 

different factors in territorial disputes alter states behavior in different stages of the conflict 

process. Both tangible and intangible concerns drive states to low level conflict, such as MIDs, 
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over territorial claims, but it is intangible concerns that drive states to more severe forms of 

conflict. This supports the theoretical expectation that monetary concerns, and the potential costs 

of more severe forms of conflict, seem to dissuade states from escalating over territorial claims 

that are primarily over more tangible concerns like natural resources or strategic military 

advantage. This does not appear to hold for more severe forms of conflict, for which no 

relationship between tangible issue salience and escalation to more severe forms of conflict is 

found. This may tie in well with the somewhat puzzling findings for bilateral trade – across the 

various analyses and robustness checks, bilateral trade is not found to be statistically significant 

for the first stage of the analysis, or conflict initiation. This supports the contention that threats 

and shows of force do not impose significant material costs, and trading partners (and to a lesser 

degree, democracies) are no less likely to do so if they have strong trade ties. The relationship 

between trade and conflict escalation ties in well to the contention that states divorce the material 

concerns from their decision in escalating conflict, as it shows a positive correlation. This is a bit 

less clear, and varies by time period, suggesting that there may exist some time-dependent 

aspects of the relationship. Future research that delves deeper into the role of material 

considerations in decision making during the conflict and conflict escalation process would 

provide valuable insight into this relationship. 

The findings also suggest that states are much more likely to escalate when disputing a 

claim with intangible components, especially when the challenger state has ethnic or religious 

ties to the territory. This result is maintained when using different measures of conflict 

escalation, be it fatal MIDs or war, and throughout the previous two centuries. But more 

importantly, the results are highlighted when disaggregating the measures of intangible salience 

and adopting directed dyadic measures, in which the measures for the challenger’s ethnic ties to 
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the territory drown out all other intangible measures. This very strongly supports the theoretical 

contention that territorial claims with an identity component are much more likely to see more 

severe forms of conflict, though it is not entirely clear whether this is due to problems of issue 

indivisibility, domestic pressure, or some combination of the two. A strong theoretical case could 

be made for challenger states escalating claims for their domestic audience, either to build 

popularity or divert public attention from weak public support and domestic troubles. This 

ambiguity of whether it is issue indivisibility, domestic audience costs, or some other factor 

driving conflict escalation in these situations is troubling, and the robust nature of the findings 

should encourage a deeper investigation of conflict management in shaping the conflict behavior 

of states in identity claims. This is precisely what the fourth chapter of this dissertation will seek 

to do, examining the question of issue indivisibility and domestic political costs in the conflict 

negotiation stage, examining how and why states choose to settle their claims to further get at 

this important question. 

Further, little support is found for domestic catalysts playing a significant role in conflict 

escalation, dealing a blow to diversionary theory as well as theories regarding the 

internationalization of ethnic disputes. The intuitive nature of these theories make it difficult to 

soundly reject the theories that changes in power structure, neighboring conflict, or economic 

distress at home can lead to conflict, especially when the latter two are supported under certain 

conditions. Domestic political power change may simply be irrelevant to interstate conflict due 

to some relation with intra-state conflict, and it may be that states with significant domestic 

political change may seek to rebuild and avoid costly intervention to preserve their new fragile 

ethnic power structure at home. As already noted, neighboring ethnic war may be a cause of 

ethnic conflict rather than the result, or may even be a way to avoid interstate conflict through 
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use of intra-state proxies, as is often observed. For economic growth, the general weaknesses of 

diversionary theory are again found in the empirical tests, and it remains to be seen whether 

leaders truly look outward during domestic crises to rally their constituents, or look inward to 

address their concerns. Future research should endeavor to explore precisely which domestic 

conditions drive states to war, as it is unlikely that issue salience alone is driving states to initiate 

or escalate conflict. Issue salience certainly does not speak to the timing of conflict or 

intervention, especially given the relatively static nature of most characteristics of territory, many 

of which do not change throughout the lifetime of a territorial claim, while conflict itself may be 

relatively rare or short-lived. 

The policy implications of these findings are readily apparent, as they suggest that 

territorial disputes with an ethnic dimension or some other form of intangible factors will be 

much more likely to escalate to fatal conflict or war, and should be the focus of leaders and 

policymakers should they wish to avoid the escalation of conflict and preserve peace. This is 

especially true in situations where a state has lodged a territorial claim against another, and the 

challenger state has an ethnic or religious tie to the claimed territory. An admirable effort has 

been devoted to the former Yugoslav states by policymakers appalled by the horrors of the 

Yugoslav wars, and ardent diplomacy by foreign and local leaders have averted a series of crises 

over Bosnia and Kosovo that have threatened to return the region to devastating conflict. 

Recognizing that both tangible and intangible issue salience appear to have virtually identical 

impact on conflict initiation,  ample attention should be paid to both when seeking to predict and 

prevent low level conflict and shows of force that might sour relations or otherwise impede 

conflict management or solutions to the dispute. However, there is a clear difference in what 

predicts conflict escalation, with intangible issue salience serving as a stronger predictor of 
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conflict escalation. This suggests that while both types of high issue salience will create shows of 

force and sabre rattling roughly equally, it is those conflicts with high intangible issue salience 

which merit the most attention, as they will be far more likely to escalate beyond shows of force 

to produce fatalities. This justifies the attention paid to the former Yugoslav states, and suggests 

that the West’s policies of active peacekeeping and proactive diplomacy in the region are not 

misplaced. This may help explain why many disputes remain locked in low level conflict, 

seemingly intractable and with little change beyond threats and posturing, while others escalate 

quickly or frequently to become recurrent issues. 

Despite this realization, much media attention is regularly afford to constant low level 

disputes, such as the Senkaku island territorial claim, likely due to this very frequent low level 

posturing by the involved states which regularly grab headlines and which serves to maintain the 

relevance of the dispute. The Senkaku islands case likely persists due to the relative 

attractiveness provided by the presence of natural resources or their strategic location, but while 

these factors make the islands worth cheap displays of force and inflammatory rhetoric for the 

purpose of testing resolve or alliance commitments, they are not worth escalation, and will be 

unlikely to lead to large scale use of force. Other disputes driven primarily by resources or 

strategic location will thus be likely to remain stagnant and confined to rhetoric rather than 

escalate to match the often apocalyptic fears they garner. These include the Spratly Islands 

between China, Vietnam, and the Philippines, where vast oil reserves and strategic shipping 

lanes will not be worth risking the massive global trade that each of these developing countries 

are dependent upon, but certainly will see their fair share of shows of force. Another example of 

a likely stagnant but intensely symbolic nationalistic dispute is that of the Liancourt Rocks or 

Dokdo/Takeshima Island between Korea and Japan, as both states have invested heavily in their 
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claim but are unlikely to risk a prosperous and productive relationship over maritime rights. 

Another oft forgotten but still relevant dispute is that of the many islands and maritime issues 

between the US and Canada, which may gain importance as the Northwest Passage opens to 

travel, but is unlikely to escalate to more severe forms of conflict. This is not to diminish the 

necessity of managing these claims nor dismiss the possibility of their escalation. One prominent 

example of a dispute driven primarily by natural resources which escalated quickly to severe 

forms of conflict is that of the dispute over South Sudan and Sudan over the oil rich area of 

Abyei. Severe conflict is entirely possible, especially with outside extenuating factors, and this 

analysis should not push policymakers to ignore territorial disputes with tangible components. 

Instead, policymakers should try to ensure adequate attention is given to other territorial 

disputes, such as the dispute between Russia and Ukraine over Crimea (and East Ukraine), which 

threaten to rapidly escalate and catch observers by surprise. The important ethnic dimension, and 

the long consideration by most Russians that Crimea (and Ukraine) were parts of the Russian 

homeland, should have indicated its potential for conflict initiation and escalation. Instead, 

experts simply noted the importance of Crimea as a naval base in the Black Sea, and largely 

ignored the broader ethnic and historical issues underlying the dispute, especially when the 

Sevastopol base lease was extended. Potential future disputes include the looming dispute over 

the status of the Kurdish minority in Iraq, Syria, Iran, and Turkey, who will likely agitate for 

independence or autonomy once ISIS is defeated. As already noted, continued monitoring of the 

former Yugoslav states is absolutely essential, especially given the recent rise in far-right 

nationalism across Europe, which could easily threaten to ignite conflict in Bosnia or Kosovo. 

Further, taking the example of Crimea in mind, policymakers should not ignore the potential for 

Russia to move to incorporate Russian minorities in Estonia, Kazakhstan, or Latvia, and be 
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vigilant in avoiding another surprise escalation. Russia, Iraq and Serbia do not have any active 

territorial claims to the Baltics, Syria, nor Bosnia at the current time, but as in the case of 

Crimea, these claims can generate and escalate extremely rapidly if not quickly and preemptively 

addressed.  Ongoing conflicts, such as those over Kashmir or Crimea have already seen periods 

of escalation, and should be similarly monitored to prevent future bloodshed. 

 This chapter serves as a warning to policymakers not to make a similar mistake of 

ignoring other ethnic or intangible disputes with potential for rapid escalation, and to similarly 

budget the attention and resources of the international community toward such disputes relative 

to those that are less likely to ever move beyond low level conflict. Ignorance of the rise of Serb 

nationalism resulted in the Yugoslav wars, but proactive work in Bosnia and to prevent similar 

escalations in Macedonia and Kosovo headed off the potential for more conflict in a way that 

should be emulated in other regions with potential for escalation.  
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CHAPTER 3  

TANGIBLE COMPONENTS – NATURAL RESOURCES AND CONFLICT 

Introduction 

 With the processes of conflict initiation and escalation better understood, it is worth 

delving deeper into the tangible components of territorial issue salience.  The specific focus of 

this chapter is natural resources, as they represent one of the most frequent sources of territorial 

conflict, playing a role in stoking conflict since the beginning of the modern international 

system.  Natural resources are intrinsically tied to territory, and in many cases, territory derives 

much of its tangible value from the potential gains that control of these resources might bring.  

 Despite the apparent importance of natural resources, the extant literature has either 

glossed over the role that they play in international conflict, or focused on specific resources with 

little attention to the variation between different types of resources. This chapter seeks to remedy 

this omission while simultaneously furthering the issues based approach to international 

relations, and demonstrating the importance of natural resources in international conflict.  This 

will include an effort to highlight important differences between natural resource types, 

categorizing them based on their relative impact on interstate conflict behavior, and providing 

clear policy implications in the process.  Fitting more broadly into the issue based approach to 

international conflict, this chapter will also highlight the mechanics of one dimension of tangible 

issue salience, furthering our understanding of precisely how these measures impact state 

behavior. 

This chapter proceeds first with a brief review of the literature on natural resources and 

both interstate and intrastate conflict, and then follows with the development of new theoretical 

expectations regarding the role that natural resources play in conflict initiation, escalation, and 
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management.  Once testable hypotheses have been developed, a research design is described and 

the hypotheses empirically tested. The results are then be described and analyzed, with a brief 

discussion of the results and concluding remarks. 

 

Previous Work 

 In addition to the work on territory and interstate conflict described in Chapter 2, scholars 

have examined the role that natural resources play in exacerbating conflict at both the interstate 

and intrastate level.  The literature on intrastate conflict has developed the concept of 

“lootability,” and generally finds that resources which can be quickly extracted and utilized for 

military or economic gain, such as diamonds or timber, tend to worsen civil wars and domestic 

conflict (Collier and Hoeffler 1998; Le Billon 2001, 2008; Ross 2004).  Rebel and government 

forces alike can utilize these lootable goods to finance their military campaigns, with rebels 

particularly reliant on lootable goods to smuggle resources to outside benefactors or merchants in 

exchange for military aid.   

Further work has recognized the potential negative externalities or secondary effects that 

come with the mismanagement of natural resources, producing domestic dissent or deprivation, 

stoking domestic protest and eventually armed resistance to the state (Homer-Dixon 1994; 

Homer-Dixon and Blitt 1998; Reuveny 2000; Diehl and Gleditsch 2001).  Natural resource 

mismanagement can result in widespread pollution, or the depletion of a formerly abundant 

resource can create widespread unemployment and displacement. Pollution and mismanagement 

have in the past created shortages of food and water, either directly through depleting food and 

water stocks, or indirectly by ruining land or crops through improper disposal or extraction of 

resources. These problems can create or exacerbate latent tensions, with potential consequences 
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for internal strife. This dissent, regardless of its proximate cause, can grow as the negative 

externalities span across borders and spread to neighboring states, internationalizing the war and 

creating interstate conflict (Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006). Given that geographical features 

typically span international borders, and with the increasing recognition that global climate 

change presents security issues to developed and developing states alike (Barnett and Adger 

2007; Reuveny 2007), disputes over natural resources are only more likely to become more 

frequent with time. 

 A separate strain of the literature has also postulated the existence of a “resource curse,” 

arguing that states with an abundance of point resources, such as oil, can actually suffer lower 

economic growth despite the wealth that one would intuitively associate with an abundance of 

natural resources. (Mahdavy 1970; Luciani 1990; Ross 1999; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003; 

Colgan 2013a). The resource curse has faced criticism from scholars who doubt its validity or 

posit the conflation of outside factors (Robinson et al. 2006; Basedau and Lay 2009), but has 

generally supported the contention that resource-rich countries have slower economic growth. 

The theorized mechanism behind this has been the source of considerable debate, with some 

arguing that an abundance of natural resources allows elites to avoid public accountability, with 

negative consequences for political and economic development. This in turn can promote 

intrastate and interstate conflict, by enriching the elite and creating an economy dependent upon 

resources that are often depleted or with prices that are highly volatile, and in turn providing 

opportunities for internal and external dissent to blossom into conflict. Economies or regions 

dependent on these natural resource can see uneven investment or rapid rises and declines as 

prices vary and usage waxes and wanes in the global market, creating uncertainty and 

discouraging the long term investment necessary for sustained economic growth. 
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 Considerably less research has focused directly on the role that natural resources have 

played in stoking international conflict, despite their centrality to a number of prominent 

historical disputes. Oil is the best-researched natural resource, and has generally been associated 

with more conflict behavior (Klare 2000, 2001, 2012; Colgan 2013a). Given the importance of 

oil in sustaining the domestic economies of most states, this is not particularly surprising.  The 

general consensus of the work that has been done on natural resources more broadly has 

reinforced the intuitive contention that natural resource scarcity enhances the likelihood of 

interstate conflict (Le Billon 2001; Giordano, Giordano and Wolf 2005; Humphreys 2005).  The 

relationship between interstate conflict and natural resource presence is largely based on the 

same causal mechanisms, with natural resources providing material incentives for conflict, and 

resource scarcity causing the internationalization of internal disputes to involve the governments 

of multiple states. As yet, the literature has not fully developed clear causal mechanisms for 

international disputes over natural resources beyond the recognition that they provide incentives 

for conflict, and aside from oil, few resources have been investigated for their role in stoking 

conflict.  

 

Theory and Hypotheses 

While the existing scholarship has provided much needed insights into how natural 

resources impact the conflict propensity of states, it is incomplete.  Current approaches either 

focus too narrowly on a particular resource or domestic institutional factor, or too broadly on 

natural resources in general, without providing a clear understanding of the variation between 

different resource types. I now consider the possible impacts of different types of resources on 

territorial claims. 
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First, the presence of any kind of natural resource should increase the value of a claimed 

territory in the eyes of a state involved in a territorial dispute. This finding has been supported by 

the literature and is difficult to refute, as authors have highlighted the role of natural resources in 

increasing the salience of disputed territory (Hensel 2001; Hensel and Mitchell 2005), the 

increased monetary payoffs for states that secure any such territory (Colgan 2013a), and natural 

resources’ role in driving states to bargain for better negotiated settlements (Klare 2001). Control 

over a territory which contains a natural resource can provide clear economic benefits for a state, 

either through direct control or taxation, as well as ensuring continued access to the resource, 

alleviating uncertainties about the ability to replace it through imports.  

In many states these natural resources may be converted into private goods with the goal 

of securing the loyalty of its ruling elite (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003), providing clear 

incentive. In some states the incentive for conquest may be derived from the lobbying of interest 

groups or desire to extend a leader’s tenure through resource-driven economic growth (Olson 

1965; Diehl and Gleditsch 2001). Many leaders will be driven by one or some combination of 

these incentives, serving their constituents and personal interests, and in the process, recognizing 

the value of resource-laden territory.  Some leaders may see tangible and immediate benefits 

from conquest – they will personally benefit, and their rule will become considerably more 

secure in the short run should they successfully exploit or plunder a claimed territory rich in 

resources6. The extraction of oil or some other valuable resource will provide the leader with a 

lucrative source of private goods, which they can then use to maintain power by rewarding their 

                                                 
6 This may vary by regime type – autocratic leaders may benefit more directly and in the short run, compared to 
democratic leaders who may benefit only minimally, or over the long run. This could be muddled for more corrupt 
regimes or mixed regimes, who could use irregular channels to realize these benefits. This is a potential area for 
future research, as regime type may play a role in decision-making over territorial claims with a resource 
component. 
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supporters (or winning coalition) after selling the natural resource (Bueno de Mesquita et al 

2003).  

As territory with greater value becomes more desirable to a state, states are increasingly 

likely to accept the risks and costs associated with conflict in order to acquire it. This has been 

reflected empirically through the concept of territorial issue salience, of which natural resources 

are but one component (Vasquez 1995; Huth and Allee 2002; Walter 2003; Hensel and Mitchell 

2005; Quackenbush 2010). While costly, leaders can derive benefits of information and the 

resolve and willingness of their allies or opponents through conflict, and territory with valuable 

natural resources only make clearer the potential benefits to be gleaned from these actions.  

Chapter 2 demonstrated the role of tangible issue salience in driving low level conflict 

behavior, such as threats or shows of force that serve primarily to gather information. Natural 

resources are one component of this, with the potential to enrich and extend the tenure of leaders 

providing ample incentive for conflict behavior.  

The consequence is that the presence of a natural resource should increase the likelihood 

of armed conflict, relative to claims with no known natural resources. 

Hypothesis 1: Territorial claims with a natural resource component will be more likely to 
experience armed conflict, relative to those without a natural resource component. 
 

Not all natural resources are equal, however, and it is not unreasonable to assume that 

states value some types of natural resources over others. One key characteristic of a natural 

resource that will impact any dispute over its associated territory is the perceived value of the 

resource.  This value need not be entirely monetary, but is one reflection of its relative scarcity, 

as well as the degree to which a state can realize tangible benefits from its exploitation.  It is 

prohibitively difficult to analyze the raw monetary value of a resource across space and time 

given the extreme variation and volatility of commodity prices, but the relative value of a natural 
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resource can be estimated from certain characteristics and uses of the natural resources in 

question. Oil, for example, is highly valued for multiple reasons, such as its geographic 

concentration in certain regions of the world, its central role in military and energy applications, 

and the difficulty in finding effective substitutes for many of these applications. While oil may 

represent an extreme case, resources vary considerably in their scarcity, value, and method of 

exploitation, which will radically alter the perception of states with regards to their desirability 

and the degree to which they will accept methods of peaceful conflict management.   

This chapter will explore four different characteristics of natural resources which might 

alter state conflict behavior. The first characteristic is geographic concentration, or the degree to 

which natural resources are concentrated in a handful of states. The second is substitutability, or 

the degree to which states are able to find alternate sources of the natural resource. The third 

characteristic is divisibility, or whether a natural resource can easily be divided alongside 

territory in any potential settlement between disputing states. The final characteristic is whether a 

natural resource is renewable or non-renewable, altering the potential risks and benefits of 

cooperative and long term interaction.  

The first characteristic of natural resources worthy of examination is that of geographic 

concentration.  Of all of the natural resource characteristics this paper will describe, geographic 

concentration plays a particularly unique role in international politics. This role is derived from 

the fact that if a resource is highly geographically concentrated, it reduces the total number of 

states which can be expected to control a considerable market share of the resource.  The result is 

that only a handful of states will have access to or control of the resource, potentially in the form 

of an international cartel.   The classic example of such a phenomenon is oil, which is highly 

geographically concentrated in the Middle East.  OPEC, an organization of 12 leading oil 
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producing states, is estimated to control over 80% of the world’s oil reserves (OPEC Statistical 

Bulletin 2010; British Petroleum Statistical Review; Diop et al. 2012).  This control grants OPEC 

nations considerable control over the price of oil as well as control over which states are granted 

access, with potentially disastrous results for those that displease them. Other examples of 

concentrated resources include most precious metals and mineral products aside from iron, such 

as bauxite, copper, tin, and nickel (Diop et al. 2012).  This is in contrast to resources such as 

water, timber, iron, or agricultural products, all of which are common throughout the world and 

found in most states in at least limited quantities. 

For states engaged in territorial claims, the incentives facing them will be shifted when a 

natural resource which is geographically concentrated is central to the claim over which they are 

contending. Control over a geographically concentrated resource will provide a state a unique 

advantage relative to those who do not control the resource. A state will wish to control a 

resource in order to avoid being beholden to the interests of those who control the geographically 

concentrated resource, as well as to increase their own leverage against those needing the 

resource. While this is technically true of any natural resource, geographic concentration 

represents a particularly unique power advantage relative to both their potential opponent in the 

dyad and the world as a whole, as the geographic concentration of a natural resource will 

decrease the likelihood that a state can easily find alternative sources.  

Further, control over the resource confers a dramatic security advantage and inclusion 

into a small club of nations, insulating it from potential shocks that might occur should there ever 

be a shortage – and provide opportunity for wealth in any such scenario.  As a result, states 

should be more eager to endure the costs of conflict in order to realize the greater monetary 

payoffs of the resource, as well as avoiding the costs of dependency on foreign sources of the 
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resource, and enjoying the payoffs of utilizing access to the resource for political leverage.   

States should prefer access to the resource as a whole to ensure their continued control, and 

should thus be more likely to engage in all forms of conflict in order to realize this goal. 

Hypothesis 2: Claims to territory containing a geographically concentrated resource will see a 
greater incidence of armed conflict, relative to other resource based claims. 
 

Another characteristic of natural resources that should impact claim management is the 

substitutability of the natural resource. Substitutability describes the application of the resource, 

and is defined as the ease by which a state can find an alternative resource which will satisfy the 

application of the resource under dispute.  Food resources represent the most easily substituted of 

all resource types, with no shortage of alternatives available on the world market that will satisfy 

the needs of consumption. For example, while a spike in the price of rice caused by famine or 

natural disaster may present food security issues for a state, it can import wheat as an alternative. 

Energy resources would represent another example, for different alternative types of energy exist 

(e.g. nuclear, solar, hydropower, oil, or coal, though they may have other military or non-energy 

applications) which can satisfy a state’s energy generation needs. Energy may not be as directly 

substitutable as food, as, for example, a desert state cannot build a hydroelectric dam, but 

alternate sources of energy are directly convertible into usable electricity in some form.   By 

contrast, resources such as certain industrial metals are entirely non-substitutable, with only 

unique combinations of alloys or metals serving the niche application of the resource. Unlike 

food and energy, no alternative resource can be utilized to fill the application of some resources, 

rendering entire industries incapable of functioning, or depriving a state of a military application 

necessary for its self-defense. Technological innovation may alter the substitutability of a 

resource, as it eventually did for both nitrates and rubber, but it was the value provided by both 

resources’ former lack of substitutability that made them valuable in previous decades. Nitrate 
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and rubber present important examples, as technological innovation allowed the creation of 

artificial nitrates by Fritz Haber in 1914, and synthetic rubber became widely available following 

the Second World War. 

 The presence of more substitutable resources should allow states to act less urgently in 

their quest to control the resource, knowing that other alternatives exist.  By contrast, less 

substitutable goods should foster a greater sense of urgency, for losing access to the non-

substitutable good will mean losing access to a good which is necessary for its particular 

application. This sense of urgency will then press states to engage in conflict to ensure they have 

access to the non-substitutable good, and states will be less willing to accept any outcome which 

sees their opponent control the good at their expense.  Substitutable goods thus do not provide as 

much of a risk to a state’s national security, and while they still might provide the benefit of 

private goods as other natural resource types do, they will not be viewed as central to a state’s 

protection and energy or military security. 

The result will be that claims with non-substitutable goods as a central component should 

see more conflict and fewer compromise outcomes, as states act more aggressively in pursuit of 

the resource.  The converse would then also be true – with less conflict being realized in claims 

with highly substitutable goods. 

Hypothesis 3: Claims to territory that contains a highly substitutable resource will see a lower 
incidence of armed conflict, relative to other resource based claims. 
 
 Another characteristic of natural resources that seems likely to impact conflict propensity 

and conflict management in territorial claims is that of resource divisibility.  Divisibility is 

defined as the ease by which states can equitably divide the allotment of a natural resource 

among them.  An example of an easily divisible resource might be timber – as timber is clearly 

distributed across territory, the division of the territory through measurement of forested land 
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would provide a rather simple method by which two states might ensure both realize equal 

access to the resource. An example of a resource less easily divisible might be oil or petroleum, 

for these resources are often of unsure quantity beneath the earth, and might share large common 

pools in which access by one state could facilitate their overexploitation of the resource in its 

entirety.  Other examples of “point” resources, such as some types of diamonds or minerals 

(Auty 2001; Le Billon 2001) typically fit this definition, as such resources are usually 

concentrated on such small parts of the territory that any equitable division would not be easily 

facilitated by the drawing of borders. Instead, any division of point resources would require side 

payments (Fearon 1995), which, while viable in certain contexts, would require some 

establishment of trust between the two states, and the resource under dispute will still remain 

geographically within the territory of one of the two states. 

 The result should be that claims with resources which are less divisible, or point 

resources, will see more conflict than those with diffuse resources.  This is due to the difficulty 

in creating peaceful agreements in which the benefits of the resources under dispute can be 

equally enjoyed by both participants in the dispute. An extra burden is added in cases of point 

resources, as a third party guarantor may be needed to overcome problems of enforcement and 

trust.  With diffuse resources, sizable portions of the resource can be allotted to both states, 

ensuring unilateral control over some portion of the resource under dispute alongside territory, 

satisfying both states and avoiding credible commitment problems.   For point resources, states 

should prefer full control over compromise, as compromise would necessitate one state having 

effective control over the resource, with the other depending upon the trust of their opponent to 

reap the side payment benefits of compromise.  With peaceful negotiations a less viable form of 
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settlement, states in such a situation should instead resort to more conflictual means to settle the 

dispute. 

Hypothesis 4: Claims to territory that contains a point resource will see a greater incidence of 
armed conflict, relative to other resource based claims. 
 
 An additional characteristic of natural resources that may drive states to adopt different 

strategies over a territorial claim is whether or not the resource in question is renewable. 

Renewable resources are defined as those resources which, if properly managed, could 

theoretically be exploited in perpetuity.  That is, there is no set quantity of the resource within 

the world, and the resource could theoretically be consumed forever so long as its consumption 

and exploitation is properly managed.  Some examples of renewable resources include fish, 

agriculture, timber, or freshwater resources.  While such resources can be mismanaged to the 

point of depletion – for example, fish can be overfished until species are extinct - consumption 

does not necessitate any finite limit on these resources’ exploitation. With proper care, and often 

with minimal safeguards, these resources can be enjoyed for countless generations without any 

fear of their disappearance. 

 As a result, renewable resources can be said to suffer from the problem of the "tragedy of 

the commons," in that they are perfectly manageable with cooperation, but should self-interest 

trump collective behavior and allow excessive exploitation, the resources could be exhausted and 

disappear.  The classic example is this phenomenon is that of a town's "common" area, a parcel 

of land on which the townsfolk allow their cows to graze (Hardin 1968).  Each townsperson 

faces competing incentives to allow his or her own cows to graze freely, but if most were to do 

so, the land would be overexploited and the grass would be depleted, resulting in the death of 

each individual’s livestock. It is therefore in the common interest that the town cooperate in 

managing the land such that each cow is sufficiently fed while simultaneously ensuring the land 
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stay lush enough for future exploitation.  A more direct, and dire, example in international 

relations would be that of fishing stocks; should fishing stocks be depleted too quickly, a species 

of fish may go extinct, and thus be gone for eternity (Homer-Dixon and Blitt 1998, Kratochwil, 

Rohrlich, and Mahajan 1985).  Overexploitation can generate significant negative externalities 

beyond simply exhausting a resource, for the industries and population tied to that resource will 

be faced with unemployment, poverty, and in the case of those tied to food production, potential 

starvation (Diehl and Gleditsch 2001). 

 This creates an incentive structure for states facing a claim with renewable resources, in 

that there exist competing short term and long term incentives. There exist significant short term 

benefits to be gained by overexploitation, but there also exist strong long term benefits from 

cooperation, and most importantly, enormous costs to not coordinating, as unilateral action may 

lead to the depletion of the resource in its entirety. With respect to territorial claims, states should 

be pushed toward cooperation over claimed territory that contains renewable resources in order 

to ensure an orderly exploitation of this resource and avoid the enormous costs that conflict and 

improperly coordinated exploitation could entail. Such a framework is found in the “enticing 

opportunity model” (Mitchell 1995) of conflict resolution, which contends that states may come 

to view negotiations as more cost effective than conflict, pushing them toward negotiations and 

away from further conflict (Richmond 1998).  Should further conflict diminish the value of a 

territory through direct damage or through mismanagement, this model suggests states will be 

more likely to negotiate in the case of renewable resources. States need not even resort to armed 

conflict to see a renewable resource’s management suffer – the failure to resolve territorial 

disputes can often create a chaotic situation in which governments are unable to effectively 

maintain order and rule of law in a disputed territory. This type of environment is one in which 
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individuals will face great incentives to seek short term gain to alleviate their dire economic 

conditions, with government control often weak and ineffective to deter such behavior.  

 Non-renewable resources, by contrast to renewables, are finite in nature, and claims to 

territory with a non-renewable resource component more closely approximate a zero-sum game.  

Non-renewable resources include but are not limited to oil, mineral resources, coal, iron, gems, 

precious metals, and any number of additional resources whose quantity is by definition finite.  

While it may be possible to extend the effective use of reserves through technological 

advancement or replacement (e.g. nitrates in the Haber process, which provided an artificial 

means of producing nitrates necessary for explosive application), ultimately these resources will 

be exhausted, as replenishment is either impossible or unfeasible due to monetary restraints, and 

states will treat them as more valuable due to their scarcity (Klare 2001, 2012; Flint and Luloff 

2005).  This value is derived in part from the fact that any gains by a competing state are 

inherently losses by the original state - for the finite nature of non-renewable resources means 

any lost resources are forgone gains for the state, and gains for its adversary.  Whatever the non-

renewable resource is, it can be converted into military or economic advantage, threatening the 

state that might potentially lose the resource. 

 This perception of claims over territory with non-renewable resources and the resulting 

zero-sum dynamic makes peaceful settlement of the claim significantly more difficult.  The 

incentive for both short and long term benefit will unambiguously be for maximizing the short 

term exploitation of the resource, as in the long run, the resource will no longer exist.  While it is 

possible to divide the territory under dispute, such division may asymmetrically distribute the 

resource component to one state, and it may not be easy to determine at which point the natural 

resource reserves are divided equitably.  Similarly, while side payments may be one method of 
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division to overcome this problem, they are inherently unreliable and can be unilaterally 

cancelled, at which point sovereign control by one state over the resource’s extraction will 

represent effective control, making side payments tenuous at best as potential solutions.  The 

concept of the “hurting stalemate,” or incentives toward negotiations as more cost effective than 

conflict, may not hold for disputes over non-renewable resources (Wall and Lynn 1993; Touval 

and Zartman 1985).  That is because, for so long as neither state has access to a finite resource, it 

is denying the goods to its opponent in a relative sense. It is better to deny access to the resource 

than it is to allow an opponent to exploit the resource; any exploitation by one state represents a 

net loss to the other state, as non-renewable resources are finite. Unless both states are certain 

that negotiations will result in their own access to the resource, conflict is preferable to 

negotiations, and will ensure that the state is not falling behind relative to its opponent. 

Resources may not be exploited in the event of conflict, but their management in the long run is 

less important than the short term denial of access to opponents, making cooperation less 

attractive relative to renewable resources.  Instead, states will find it considerably more difficult 

to settle disputes over territory with non-renewable resources, relative to those with renewable 

resources.  

This should have the effect of altering the willingness of states to engage in armed 

conflict over a territorial claim with a natural resource present.  As already noted, the presence of 

non-renewable resources creates a zero-sum game for states competing over a claimed piece of 

territory.  This zero-sum perception should make negotiations more difficult, and in doing so, 

should push states to pursue conflict as a means of settling the dispute more often than in 

territorial claims with renewable resources.   States' inability to end disputes successfully, and to 

end their conflicts with compromise, should make armed conflict an increasingly attractive 
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option for claims with non-renewable resources.  Further, a decisive military outcome should 

allow the state unfettered access to the valuable resources contained in the territory, and deny the 

competing state access in its entirety, representing both an absolute and relative gain.  Renewable 

resources, by contrast, risk damage and overexploitation should conflict disrupt their 

management, as a lack of effective control over the territory may permit private groups to exploit 

the resource without any oversight, or enable one wartime participant to justify its own 

overexploitation as it occupies the disputed territory (perhaps with the expectation it may 

someday need to return it).  This has the impact of shifting the incentives yet further away from 

conflict in such claims, as states recognize just how onerous conflict can be on the continued use 

of any disputed territory's renewable resource, and will seek to avoid conflict.  

Hypothesis 5: Claims to territory containing non-renewable resources will see a greater 
incidence of armed conflict than claims over territory with only renewable resources. 
 
 An important factor when considering how states might approach their conflict behavior 

in territorial claims is the role of economic development.  This is especially true in the case of 

natural resources, as economic development can greatly impact how states value natural 

resources for the benefits it can serve for their development. Poorer states may see natural 

resources as a greater boom and potential source of revenue given their relative poverty, while 

richer states, which tend to have more diversified economies7, will see the economic benefits as 

more marginal. Wealthier states need not rely on conquest for their economic development, and 

the poorer states might eye territory with natural resources as the means to their own 

development, especially when they are otherwise languishing with minimal resources to invest in 

their own industry, people, or capital. Leaders of poorer states may also eye natural resources for 

                                                 
7 This is not always true, as the Gulf States, which are very dependent on oil, in fact have very high GDP per capita. 
However, given their wealth and singular dependence on trade, they may find conquest threatens their current 
wealth for very marginal gain. 
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reasons already identified – the private goods they provide will have a far greater effect in a 

nation otherwise devoid of sources of capital and wealth (Bueno de Mesquita et al 2003). As 

found in Chapter 2, this effect will likely be most pronounced for the challenger state, as it is the 

one lodging the claim and seeking the conquest of the territory. As such, the poorer a state is, the 

more likely it is to initiate conflict: 

Hypothesis 6: The more developed a state, the more likely it will be to initiate conflict over 
claimed territory when a natural resource component is present. 
 
 Further, development may play a significant role in determining how states exploit and 

utilize natural resources in contested territory. The theoretical expectation that states view non-

renewable natural resources differently than renewable natural resources is dependent upon their 

ability to sustainably extract renewable natural resources through cooperative behavior. 

Environmental concerns may be the domain of wealthier states, who have the means to extract 

natural resources through more expensive but sustainable methods, greater domestic pressures to 

do so, and less monetary incentive to quickly extract a resource for short term gain at the expense 

of long term gain. Poorer nations may face incentives that encourage short term exploitation 

even if it means losing out on potential future revenue through overexploitation or 

mismanagement. From this perspective, the more managed exploitation of renewable resources 

may be a luxury afforded only to wealthier states – while less developed states might seek to 

exploit resources regardless of their type, and engage in conflict regardless of resource type.  

 As such, less developed states are more likely to engage in conflict over both renewable 

and non-renewable resource types, whereas more developed states will only be more likely to 

engage in conflict over non-renewable natural resources: 

Hypothesis 7: The more developed a state, the more it will distinguish between renewable and 
non-renewable resources, being less likely to engage in conflict over renewable resources 
relative to non-renewable resources. 
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Research Design 

 As in the previous chapter, these hypotheses are tested by focusing on interstate territorial 

claims. These territorial claims are defined as “an explicit contention made between two or more 

nation-states claiming sovereignty over a specific piece of territory,” based on statements made 

by government representatives. The data are derived from the Issue Correlates of War (ICOW) 

dataset, version 1.20 (Hensel, Frederick and Macaulay 2017). This covers all territorial claims 

from 1816-2001. The data are in dyad-year format, with each observation representing one year 

of one territorial claim in a non-directed dyad. This means that states can have concurrent 

territorial claims in the same year, but each individual territorial claim is treated separately. 

 

Methodology 

 For each analysis, a logistic regression analysis was utilized8. The dependent variable is 

the incidence of armed conflict within any given year.  Each of these outcomes is binary in 

nature, making logistic regression an appropriate model.  

 

Dependent Variables 

The key dependent variable in this analysis will be armed conflict. Armed conflict will be 

measured with a 1 in years in which one or more Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs) were 

recorded over the territorial claim, as measured by the ICOW project. A MID is defined as any 

conflict between states that involves some use of military force, and can be as minimal as a threat 

                                                 
8 It is possible that some omitted variables might correlate with the dependent variable, despite this chapter’s efforts 
to control for most confounding factors. However, testing with both fixed effects and standard logit models does not 
significantly alter the results in any meaningful way. 
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or display of force. This is limited to MIDs that occur during ongoing claims, and with the 

specification that these MIDs are related to a state’s pursuit of their territorial claim.  

For robustness, an alternative measure of conflict is used in the form of fatal MIDS. Fatal 

MIDs are those MIDs that directly produced at least one battle-related fatality. This provides an 

alternative measure of conflict which may better conceptualize conflict by utilizing a stricter 

definition, and they also provide insight into whether the expected effects of the independent 

variables differ for more severe forms of conflict. 

 

Independent Variables 

The key independent variables in these analyses will be derived from the ICOW dataset’s 

data on resource presence and resource type, as well as independent research regarding the value 

of a natural resource on the world market.  The natural resources are coded by particular 

resource, e.g. Iron, Oil, Bauxite, etc, with a “1” if present and a “0” if not.  The particular 

resources have been documented within the ICOW dataset, and are grouped according to a 

number of resource types based on a variety of shared characteristics.  While many of these types 

are listed below, some of the base types include food production resources (e.g. wheat, 

agriculture), industrial metals (e.g. iron, copper, bauxite), or sea resources (fish, lobster, whales), 

among many others. The first independent variable, resource presence, is coded as “1” if the 

territory is known or believed to contain economically valuable resources, and “0” if otherwise 

(Hensel, Frederick, and Macaulay, 2017).   

In order to determine the impact on armed conflict of each of the four resource 

characteristics, they have been grouped by characteristic and sorted to determine whether they 

qualify for each. Two resources present special cases in regards to their categorization: rubber 
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and nitrates. Both resources are naturally occurring and, prior to innovation, were rare resources 

found only in particular concentrations. In the case of nitrates, it was largely from saltpeter mines 

and guano production, while for rubber it was from harvesting rubber trees. Artificial production 

of both of these resources drastically altered their production, with 1914 chosen as the date of 

mass artificial nitrate production (ammonia), and 1945 chosen as the date of mass artificial 

rubber production (a product of World War II). When noted below, these resources change their 

categorization after these dates. 

Geographic concentration is constructed to represent how a natural resource is 

distributed globally. If more than 60% of a resource’s production is currently produced by 10 or 

fewer states, it is determined to be geographically concentrated. This carries with it some 

assumptions about past production, but it is reasonable to assume that with time, resources have 

only become less geographically concentrated, with many more states and more sophisticated 

discovery and exploration techniques expanding the availability of most natural resources. This 

necessitates a strict definition of geographic concentration, and adds some caution to any 

interpretation, as it may not be as accurate in the distant past. In addition, the 60% production 

and 10 states threshold is relatively arbitrary – there is no established threshold at which a 

resource is considered “concentrated” in the scholarly literature.  With better data, a range 

measuring total concentration would be preferable. Currently, no such data exists, and the 

definition of geographic concentration will need to be measured with a combination of available 

data on general resource production and definitions based on historical scarcity. 

Regardless of these shortcomings, resources coded as geographically concentrated 

include: oil, industrial metals (minus iron), nitrates (up to and before 1914), precious metals, 

radionuclides, and rubber (up to and before 1945). Resources not fitting this category include: 
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cash crops, food/agricultural products, furs/pelts, salt, timber, water, iron, nitrates (after 1914), 

rubber (after 1945), coal, and hydropower. 

Resource substitutability is constructed according to the ease by which a natural resource 

can either be replaced in its purpose, or with another abundant variation of the natural resource. 

Substitutable resources include: Food/agricultural products, timber, rubber (after 1945), nitrates 

(up to and before 1914), cash crops, and energy resources (oil, coal, hydropower). Resources not 

considered substitutable include: industrial metals, radionuclides, precious metals, water, rubber 

(up to and before 1945) and nitrates (up to and before 1914). 

Point resources are similarly coded, and defined as resources that are “concentrated and 

capturable,” in line with the literature on intrastate conflict (Mavrotas et al 2011).  The 

concentration of point resources signifies that these resources are typically spread over a small 

area and could conceivably be controlled and managed within this small area. Another way of 

conceptualizing these resources is by focusing on the ease by which these types of resources can 

be divided. Division is difficult in the case of point resources as joint control would necessitate, 

in the case of territory, joint sovereignty, a position unacceptable to most territorial disputes. 

Resources that are considered to be point resources are: oil, precious metals, industrial 

metals/minerals, radionuclides, and nitrates (up to and before 1914). Resources not considered 

point resources include coal, hydropower, water, timber, food/agricultural products, cash crops, 

nitrates (after 1914) and rubber. 

Resource renewability is coded based each resource’s characteristics. Renewable 

resources include: cash crops, hydropower, food/agricultural products, timber, rubber, furs/pelts, 

nitrates, and water. Non-renewable resources include oil, coal, industrial metals/minerals, 

precious metals, radionuclides, and salt mines. Some of these resources can vary in their 
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renewability based on management strategies, or are not consistently exploited in the same way 

across both space and time, and for robustness, timber, nitrates, and rubber are tested in the 

opposite category to determine if there is any substantive difference. Each claim will be coded as 

a “1” if a renewable resource is present, and 0 if otherwise, and similarly for non-renewable 

resources. Models will be run testing for the presence of one, neither, or both in order to 

determine their substantive impact. 

GDP per capita is the variable utilized to measure hypotheses 6 and 7’s expectations 

regarding development. The measure is derived from the Maddison project’s dataset, which 

measures the collective GDP of each nation, divided by the total population (Bolt and van 

Zanden 2014). Given that the dataset is dyadic in nature, a GDP measure is provided for both the 

challenger and the target state, and then interacted with resources or resource type according to 

the theoretical expectations. This allows for a more directed dyadic approach, and helps 

distinguish between the incentives of the challenger state and target state in determining their 

conflict behavior. 

Fish and oil is an additional variable created to investigate the findings of the analyses, 

and determine if any one type of resource claim is driving low level conflict across all resource 

types. This variable is coded as a “1” in cases where a territorial claim has both fish and oil 

resources, and a “0” if otherwise. Virtually all territorial claims are island claims, which includes 

the Senkaku/Diaoyou, Spratly Islands, and Takeshima/Dokdo disputes. It is expected that these 

disputes will be typified by constant low level conflict, likely due to their monetary value, but 

their minimal intangible factors are unlikely to push these claims to more severe forms of armed 

conflict. 
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Control Variables 

Briefly, the control variables included in this analysis will be joint democracy, relative 

capabilities, recent conflict, logged bilateral trade flows, and recent successful negotiated 

settlement attempts. These variables will be constructed and employed in the analysis in a similar 

manner to the analysis of Chapter 2, with broadly similar expectations. Joint democracy 

(Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2002), high power disparities (Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 1972), 

high bilateral trade flows (Gleditsch’s 2002), and more successful settlement attempts will be 

expected to decrease the probability of armed conflict, while high intangible salience and the 

incidence of recent conflict will be expected to increase the probability of armed conflict9.  

One additional new control variable will be non-resource issue salience, which is simply 

the territorial issue salience of the claim with the resource component removed. High issue 

salience is expected to be associated with a greater incidence of armed conflict, independent 

from the impact of natural resources. Territorial issue salience has been shown to increase the 

propensity of both low level and severe forms of conflict, and serves as a useful control to isolate 

the independent effects of natural resources on conflict over territory (Hensel and Mitchell 

2005). This is an aggregate measure of other forms of territorial salience, coded as a 1 if the 

component is present, and a 0 if it is absent, for each state involved. The possible component 

issues include whether the territory is strategically located, whether it has a permanent 

population, whether one state has an ethnic or religious identity element in the claim, whether a 

state had historical sovereignty within the last 200 years, and whether a state considers the 

claimed territory to be an integral part of their homeland. As there are five non-resource 

                                                 
9 The control variable for bilateral trade has significant gaps across the temporal and spatial domain, and this 
problem is present to a lesser degree in the relative capabilities and joint democracy controls. The analyses were run 
with and without these variables for robustness, and to avoid any potential bias, with similar results. 
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components, the non-resources salience ranges from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of 10 (The 

target state always has historical control, making a “0” score impossible). 

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics for Natural Resource Analyses 

Variable N Mean Std. 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

MID 13687 .058 .234 0 1 
Fatal MID 13687 .021 .143 0 1 
Natural Resource 13666 .484 .500 0 1 
Renewable Resource 13666 .318 .466 0 1 
Only Renewable 13666 .180 .384 0 1 
Non-Renewable Resource 13666 .303 .460 0 1 
Only Non-Renewable 13666 .163 .370 0 1 
Both Renewable Types 13666 .140 .347 0 1 
Substitutable Resource 13666 .371 .483 0 1 
Concentrated Resource 13666 .282 .450 0 1 
Point Resource 13666 .819 .463 0 1 
Relative Capabilities 13666 .819 .151 .500 .999 
Joint Democracy 13025 .085 .278 0 1 
Recent Conflict 13666 .145 .352 0 1 
Bilateral Trade 11882 2.474 2.578 0 12.895 
Non-Resource Salience 13666 6.296 2.110 1 10 
GDP p/capita (challenger) 10412 2984.8 3189.8 381.6 42916.2 
GDP p/capita (target) 10604 4454.2 4357.5 340.75 30929.92 

 

Results and Analysis 

Table 3.1 contains the descriptive statistics for this chapter’s variables and analyses. The 

variables cover the entire period from 1816 to 2001 with one notable exception, the variable for 

bilateral trade values, which removes a small percentage of the observations. The data for bilateral 

trade begins in the year 1870, so any analysis with this variable included will cover the years 1870 

to 2001. Even with this restriction, the total number of observations stands at 11,882 claim-dyad-
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years. Natural resources can be seen to be present in about 48.3% of claim-dyad-years. The 

percentage of claims with only renewable resources is 18%, and claim-dyad-years with only non-

renewable resources present is 16.3%. Among the variables on resource characteristics, 

geographically concentrated resources are the least common at 28.2%, as to be expected, while 

substitutable resources are the most common, present in 37.4% of the observations.  

 Table 3.2 contains descriptive statistics for the natural resources and their categorization.   

The natural resource categorization chart contains each of the natural resources included in this 

analysis, and how they are grouped in the analysis. The resources are categorized in such a way 

that there is considerable variation across resource types, though there is some overlap between 

concentrated and point resources. The most common resource present in the territorial claims 

data are food or agriculture resources, which appear in over 20% of all territorial claims, or about 

42% of all resource claims. Oil and Industrial metals are also remarkably common, appearing in 

about 15% and 11% of territorial claims respectively. The other resources range from appearing 

in about 1% to 7% of territorial claims.   

Table 3.2: Natural Resource Type and Categorization 
Resource % of Claims Renewable? Concentrated? Point? Substitutable? 

Cash Crops 2.07% Yes No No Yes 
Food/Agriculture 20.63% Yes No No Yes 
Timber 6.04% Yes No No Yes 
Rubber 2.85% Yes Yes (until 1945) No No (until 1945) 
Furs/Pelts 1.18% Yes No No No 
Nitrates 5.36% Yes Yes (until 1914) Yes No (until 1914) 
Water 2.69% Yes No No No 
Oil 14.57% No Yes Yes Yes 
Coal 6.53% No No No Yes 
Industrial Metals 10.75% No Yes (except Iron) Yes No 
Precious Metals 4.08% No Yes Yes No 
Radionuclides 2.18% No No Yes No 
Salt 1.42% No No No No 
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 A consequence of the considerable overlap in resource types is that they exhibit a heavy 

degree of collinearity, though this varies by resource type. In particular, point resources and 

geographically concentrated resources have a correlation coefficient of over .80, as do 

nonrenewable resources and point and geographically concentrated resources. This is 

problematic for any model that might attempt to include all the resource types together, as while 

it does not prohibit their use, the high degree of correlation is concerning. Any analysis that 

utilizes highly collinear variables will not be as valid, as they will be capturing similar 

phenomenon and limit the applicability of any results. There is a clear theoretical difference 

between the two types, and there is no theoretical reason to expect that resources that are 

concentrated in one part of the earth are also locally concentrated for extraction purposes, but 

their problematic degree of correlation makes any results from a combined model more 

questionable. This also allows for a more thorough analysis of the theoretical expectations 

behind the natural resource types. 

 Tables 3.3 and 3.4 below contains the results of the analysis testing the first hypothesis, 

which predicted an increase in the likelihood of armed conflict in the presence of natural resources: 

Table 3.3: Resource Presence and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Resource Present .220 (.116)* -.102 (.194) 
Relative Capabilities -1.527 (.386)*** -2.237 (.641)*** 
Joint Democracy -.177 (.227) .142 (.412) 
Bilateral Trade .003 (.022) -.133 (.043)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.732 (.119)*** 1.442 (0.230)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .142 (.031)*** .297 (.057)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .059 (.109) -.419 (.336) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Table 3.4: Marginal Impact of Resource Presence on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Baseline - No 
Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 

Resource 
Present (1) 3.33%* +18.6% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 The evidence weakly supports Hypothesis 1, and the contention that the presence of natural 

resources increases the likelihood of low level armed conflict over a territorial claim. That is 

because natural resource presence just barely escapes significance in the low level conflict 

analysis, as it is significant at the (p<.059) level. While not below the (p<.05) level, this should be 

sufficient to conclude there is at least some relationship with low level conflict, albeit less so than 

many of the controls or other forms of issue salience. Accepting this more generous threshold for 

the time being, the presence of a natural resource increases the likelihood of a MID over the 

territorial claim by approximately 18.6%. This supports the contention that natural resource 

presence increases the salience of a territorial dispute, at least for low level conflict, and 

demonstrates that natural resources can provide an independent incentive for conflict over a 

territorial claim. A particularly illustrative example of a territorial claim with an important resource 

component and frequent low level conflict is that of the Kuril Islands and South Sakhalin dispute 

between Japan and Russia. This dispute experienced some of the most regular threats of force, and 

contains a strong resource component in the form of oil and coal reserves, as well as important 

fishing stocks. Yet, the dispute has never escalated to more severe forms of conflict, and remains 

ongoing.  
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The results for more severe forms of conflict demonstrate a different result, as the non-

significance echoes the findings of Chapter 2 and suggests that natural resources do not encourage 

states to engage in more severe forms of armed conflict. This suggests that the theoretical 

expectation of an increased incidence of armed conflict comes with the important caveat that this 

applies primarily to low level conflict. The increased incentive for states to engage in threats or 

use of force is still present, but the costs and risks of more severe forms of armed conflict will 

typically outweigh any potential monetary benefits that might come with seizing a resource-laden 

territory.  This was the finding of Chapter 2, which dealt with tangible issue salience more broadly 

and included strategically important and populated territories. Given the importance of natural 

resources in driving territorial conflict and in serving as one of the more frequent sources of 

tangible issue salience, these results are not surprising, and confirm the previous chapter’s 

analyses. 

The control variables also perform broadly as expected in both stages of the analysis, with 

low level conflict similarly less likely in dyads with great power disparities , and both levels of 

conflict less likely between states with strong trading ties. Conflict is more likely in dyads with 

recent conflict and high non-resource salience. The only control variables that perform against 

expectations are the democracy variable and recent successful attempt variables, which shows no 

significance in the case of low level or more severe forms of conflict. The exact reason for this is 

unknown, but may be due to the relative rarity of severe forms of conflict between democratic 

states, or the greater influence of other variables like trade and power disparity that covary with 

joint democracy or wash out its impact. The lack of significance for the mediation variable is 

surprising, but perhaps a reflection of the fact that attempts at settlement may be part of the conflict 

process, and precede conflict as a form of information gathering or less substantive agreement that 
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does not address the conflict at hand. 

The most interesting finding is the significant difference between the results for MIDs and 

Fatal MIDs, suggesting that natural resource presence alone may not be sufficient to spur states to 

more fatal forms of conflict – and may in fact discourage conflict behavior. These results need not 

be contradictory but do suggest that the role of natural resources in territorial disputes may be more 

complicated than simply increasing the likelihood of armed conflict.  It may be that the presence 

of natural resources encourages states to adopt a more aggressive stance over their territorial claim, 

either because its leaders face domestic pressure to act or because the leader simply values territory 

with natural resources more, but fear of destroying or mismanaging the resource may discourage 

further escalation. As supported in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, escalating conflict can be costly, 

and leaders may simply make the judgment that severe forms of conflict would be far more costly 

than the potential benefits of resource exploitation. The finding in the previous chapter that 

tangible issue salience significantly increases the likelihood of low level conflict, but not more 

severe forms of conflict, is echoed here in the results for resource presence. The control for non-

resource territorial salience performs as anticipated, and given that the exclusion of natural 

resources means it is weighted such that three-fifths of its weight are components of intangible 

issue salience, it is not surprising that it too echoes Chapter 2’s findings of significance with both 

low level and more severe forms of conflict.  Further investigating the relationship between 

different resource types and conflict will further shed light on where these findings will be uniform 

across resource type. 

Tables 3.5 and 3.6 contain the results for the analysis for geographically concentrated 

resources and armed conflict. The results support Hypothesis 3, that the presence of natural 

resources which are geographically concentrated, or in which the majority of the world’s 
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production is contained in a handful of states, will increase the likelihood of armed conflict in a 

territorial claim. This is further supported by the strong increase in the likelihood of conflict 

when compared to the baseline probability of conflict when no natural resources are present, 

with the presence of geographically concentrated natural resources increasing the probability of 

low level conflict by 27%. 

Table 3.5: Geographic Concentration and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Geographic Concentrated Resources .339 (.127)*** -.238 (.233) 

Only Non-Geographically Concentrated 
Resources .015 (.155) .040 (.230) 

Relative Capabilities -1.534 (.387)*** -2.242 (.640)*** 

Joint Democracy -.142 (.227) .113 (.412) 

Bilateral Trade -.001 (.022) -.134 (.042)*** 

Recent Conflict 1.717 (.119)*** 1.445 (.229)*** 

Non-Resource Salience .150 (.031)*** .293 (.057)*** 

Recent Succ. Attempts .037 (.110) -.388 (.335) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 
 
Table 3.6: Marginal Impact of Geographically Concentrated Resources on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 
Non-
Geographically 
Concentrated 
Resources 

2.75% +1.45% -- -- 

Geographically 
Concentrated 
Resources 

3.71%*** +27.0% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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 This supports the contention that geographically concentrated natural resources are seen 

as inherently more valuable by competing states, who recognize the exclusivity of the resource’s 

control, as well as the potential benefits that its acquisition brings – and the potential dangers of 

not controlling it. Somewhat surprisingly, the presence of non-geographically concentrated 

natural resources is not shown to have any substantive impact on the incidence of conflict. This 

suggests that non-geographically concentrated resources do not provide the same incentives to 

conflict as geographically concentrated resources do, and may indicate the importance of certain 

resource characteristics in driving conflict behavior. Geographically concentrated resources are 

particularly valuable due to their narrow distribution which creates an artificial scarcity, 

increasing their importance to the energy and military security of states that might suffer a 

disadvantage if they are unable to secure them. These results highlight the importance of this 

aspect of the original theory, and suggest that states will resort to low level conflict primarily if 

the securing of a disputed territory has security implications. 

Again, this characteristic of natural resources is found to have no systematic impact on 

the probability of fatal conflict. This continues the consistent finding of non-significance and 

lowered likelihood of conflict escalation over territorial claims with natural resources, lending 

further evidence to support the broad contention that natural resources serve as a source of low 

level conflict initiation, but have no relation to more severe forms of conflict. This generally 

supports Chapter 2’s results, though no similar slight negative relationship with conflict 

escalation was found. This indicates that, within territorial claims with geographically 

concentrated resources, there is no unique effect generated by this type of resources that make 

states more or less likely to escalate conflict. An example of a conflict with a geographically 

concentrated resource that experienced frequent low-level conflict is that of the Spratly Islands 
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between China and the nations of Southeast Asia. Each of the various nations in the disputes 

highly covet the potential oil reserves, which the Spratlys are suspected to contain in great 

abundance. Despite the frequent low level conflict, few fatalities have been recorded despite it 

being a long-lasting claim with multiple participants. Tables 3.7 and 3.8 contain the results for 

substitutable natural resources and the likelihood of armed conflict. The results from the analysis 

of substitutable natural resources broadly rejects Hypothesis 3, which predicted that the presence 

of more readily substitutable natural resources would decrease the likelihood of armed conflict, 

relative to other resource claims. 

Table 3.7: Substitutable Resources and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Substitutable Resource .279 (.120)*** -.151 (.204) 
Only Non-Substituable -.148 (.242) .133 (.341) 
Relative Capabilities -1.485 (.387)*** -2.264 (.642)*** 
Joint Democracy -.187 (.227) -.155 (.412) 
Bilateral Trade -.002 (.022) -.132 (.043)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.719 (.119)*** 1.444 (0.230)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .135 (.031)*** .306 (.058)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .066 (.108) -.438 (.340) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 3.8: Marginal Impact of Substitutable Resources on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 
Non-
Substitutable 
Resources 

2.34% -13.6% -- -- 

Substitutable 
Resources 3.50%*** +29.1% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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This is not supported for low level conflict, and quite the contrary, the results suggest that 

the presence of significant and the presence of this type of resource increases the probability of 

armed conflict by 29.1% compared to the baseline risk. Fatal MID’s again demonstrate no 

significant relationship with substitutable resource presence, following the trend of natural 

resource types playing no broad role in conflict escalation. As already noted, this is in line with 

Chapter 2’s findings, with no particular exceptions found among the three characteristics thus far 

analyzed.  

Substitutable goods present the lowest increase in low level conflict relative to the other 

characteristics of point resources and geographically concentrated resources, though it is still in 

stark contrast to the expectation that their presence would decrease the likelihood of conflict. The 

most likely explanation for this relies on the now well reinforced general assertion that natural 

resources, as a source of tangible issue salience, are prized for their monetary and strategic value. 

This leads states to more aggressively assert themselves and their claim in a territorial dispute, 

often with low level forms of conflict such as posturing or threats of force. In the broader case, 

natural resources typically do not have sufficient monetary or strategic value to be worth severe 

forms of conflict, as armed conflict between states can be far more expensive than even the most 

lucrative resource rich territory. 

An example of conflict over largely substitutable resources, such as agricultural territory, 

is that of the Rio Motagua dispute between Honduras and Guatemala from 1901 to 1933. This 

conflict saw frequent low level conflict, and even some minimal escalation, but is an excellent 

example among others of low level conflict over such easily substitutable resources as fishing 

stocks or fertile agricultural territory. 

Tables 3.9 and 3.10 contain the results for point resources and the likelihood of armed 
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conflict. The results for point resources are very similar to those for geographically concentrated 

resources, and again provide support for Hypothesis 4, that the presence of point resources in a 

territorial claim will increase the likelihood of armed conflict. 

Table 3.9: Point Resources and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Point Resource Present .327 (.125)*** -.139 (.220) 
Only Non-Point Resource -.019 (.166) .045 (.249) 
Relative Capabilities -1.507 (.388)*** -2.246 (.641)*** 
Joint Democracy -.140 (.227) .131 (.413) 
Bilateral Trade -.001 (.022) -.133 (.043)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.719 (.119)*** 1.441 (0.230)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .147 (.031)*** .297 (.057)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .036 (.110) -.408 (.336) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 3.10: Marginal Impact of Point Resources on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 
Non-Point 
Resources 2.66% -01.8% -- -- 

Point Resources 3.67%*** +35.4% -- -- 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

The probability of armed conflict increases 35.4% from the baseline of no natural 

resources present, supporting the contention that states recognize the wealth utilizing potential of 

point resources, and are more likely to act aggressively to secure point resources given their 

generally indivisible nature. However, lack of significance of the variable in the analysis for fatal 

conflict indicates that the presence of point resources has no impact on conflict escalation. 

Though this contradicts the theoretical expectation that severe conflict would be more likely due 
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to the difficulty in dividing and settling disputes with point resources central to the territorial 

claim, this continues to build support for the contention that natural resource presence has 

minimal impact on conflict escalation. This thus supports the contention found throughout these 

variable types that there exists some disincentive to more severe forms of conflict when natural 

resources are present in any form, or at least that natural resource presence does not exhibit as 

strong a relationship with more severe forms of conflict behavior as it does with low level forms 

of conflict. As such, the results largely confirm Chapter 2’s finding that natural resources broadly 

reduce or have minimal impact upon the probability of severe forms of conflict. 

Of further interest, the results for non-point resources show no significant relationship 

with low level or severe forms of conflict. Like geographically concentrated resources, point 

resources appear to encourage low level conflict in such a way that non-point resources do not. 

The theoretical expectation was that point resources are less easily divisible, and that should 

explain the results to some degree, but the lack of significance for more severe forms of armed 

conflict indicates that this only applies to low level conflict. As states find difficulty dividing 

territory in such a way that provides access to the resource by both states, they will find 

themselves locked in low level conflict, unwilling to escalate but also unable to find an equitable 

solution to the territorial claim. 

This well describes the example of the various Ecuador-Peru border disputes from the 

mid-19th century to the mid-20th century, which were characterized by a territorial claim rich in 

point resources to the exclusion of all other resource types. The border area is rich in oil, 

precious metals, and valuable radionuclides (such as uranium), and saw frequent low level 

conflict through its duration and proved particularly intractable in settlement. It may be that the 

intractability of conflict over point resources can be seen less through the frequency of more 
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severe forms of conflict, but instead through analysis of the duration of the conflict and attempts 

at mediation. An attempt to analyze territorial disputes with these resources central to their claim 

through the perspective of conflict management may be fruitful, even as it appears that they are 

no less likely to escalate to more severe forms of conflict. 

Table 3.11: Resource Renewability and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Renewable Resource .125 (.117) .061 (.198) 
Non-Renewable Resource .315 (.117)*** -.206 (.206) 
Relative Capabilities -1.467 (.388)*** -2.261 (.640)*** 
Joint Democracy -.139 (.227) -.121 (.412) 
Bilateral Trade -.002 (.218) -.131 (.042)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.719 (.119)*** 1.430 (0.231)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .140 (.031)*** .302 (.057)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .046 (.108) -.340 (.333) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Tables 3.11 and 3.12 contain the results for the relationship between resource 

renewability and the likelihood of armed conflict. The results broadly provide mixed results for 

Hypothesis 5, with its contention that territorial claims with non-renewable resources will see a 

greater incidence of armed conflict than territorial claims with renewable resources. For low 

level conflict, this is supported, as only non-renewable resources are significantly associated with 

the incidence of MIDs. This relationship is fairly strong, increasing the likelihood of a MID by 

28% relative to the baseline in which no natural resources are present. This is distinct from 

claims with renewable resources, which see a much diminished marginal effect and is not 

statistically significant in the first stage of the analysis. This supports the contention that states at 

least will initiate low level conflict, threats of force and the like, over claims with renewable 
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resources present, perhaps to aid their information gathering and test their opponents willingness 

and ability to resist any further moves.  

Table 3.12: Marginal Impact of Resource Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 
Nonrenewable 
Resources 3.47%*** +28.0% -- -- 

Renewable 
Resources 2.91% +07.4% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

Yet, the results for fatal conflict reflect the broad findings for natural resources as a 

whole, as the presence of renewable resources has absolutely no systematic impact on the 

likelihood of more severe forms of conflict. As natural resources as a whole were found to have 

little impact on fatal conflict, this is likely a reflection of that, and suggests that resource 

renewability plays a greater role in low level conflict signaling than in deterring conflict 

escalation. Given the centrality of more severe forms of armed conflict to the theoretical 

expectations, this does not bode well for Hypothesis 5, though it does suggest that states at least 

approach claims with renewable and non-renewable resources differently based on their 

renewability. The result is a level of mixed support for Hypothesis 5, with the notable caveat that 

states are not willing to escalate their claims any more for a particular resource type than another 

based on renewability. 

Many territorial claims have multiple types of resources in the claimed territory, so it 

may be that the results of Tables 3.11 and 3.12 are distorted by claims with both renewable and 

non-renewable resources. Tables 3.13 and 3.14 contain the same model utilizing three categories 

to evaluate this possibility; claims with only renewable resources, only non-renewable resources, 
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and claims with both types of resources. The results demonstrate that the bulk of the cases which 

are driving low level conflict in territorial claims with resource presence are those with both 

renewable and non-renewable resources. 

Table 3.13: Resource Renewability and Likelihood of Conflict, Alternative 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Only Renewable Resources -.039 (.169) .036 (.250) 
Only Non-Renewable Resources .176 (.156) -.246 (.279) 
Both Resource Types .472 (.147)*** -.134 (.268) 
Relative Capabilities -1.491 (.388)*** -2.266 (.641)*** 
Joint Democracy -.093 (.229) .127 (.414) 
Bilateral Trade -.006 (.022) -.131 (.042)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.715 (.119)*** 1.429 (0.231)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .142 (.031)*** .302 (.057)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .051 (.106) -.390 (.337) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 3.14: Marginal Impact of Resource Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict, Alternative  

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.71% -- -- -- 
Only Renewable 
Resources 2.61% -3.7% -- -- 

Only 
Nonrenewable 
Resources 

3.19% +17.7% -- -- 

Both Resource 
Types 4.20%*** +55.0%   

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 Territorial claims with both types of resources are 55% more likely to see low level 

conflict, a dramatic increase greater than any of the other resource types thus far analyzed. It is 

important to note that this is not simply because the bulk of all claims have both types of 
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resources – as noted in the descriptive statistics table, claims with both types of natural resources 

only comprise about 14% of all observations, compared to 18% and 16% for only renewable and 

only non-renewable observations, respectively.  Examples of territorial disputes with both types 

of natural resources and characterized by frequent low level conflict include the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

Islands dispute between Japan and China, the Kuril Islands between Japan and Russia, and the 

Spratly Islands dispute between China, Vietnam, and the Philippines. The common current of 

island disputes, which typically have a combination of potential oil reserves and fishing rights, 

provides one potential explanation that these types of disputes are driving the results. The 

frequency of low level conflict in these disputes has already been noted in both this and the 

preceding chapter, suggesting a unique role for island disputes in driving low level conflict, but 

rarely escalating to more severe forms of conflict.  However, the theoretical mechanism behind 

this relationship is unclear, and worthy of future investigation. 

In order to further explore the role that these island disputes play in driving low level 

conflict, the variable fish and oil was created. This dichotomous variable simply indicates 

whether a territorial claim contains both fish and oil, nearly all of which are claims over disputed 

islands. This includes the Spratly, Dokdo, and Senkaku/Diaoyou island dispute, among others, 

all of which were characterized by frequent low level conflict.  

The results for the analysis are contained in Tables 3.15 and 3.16, with such claims 

compared to all other claims with natural resources that do not contain both fish and oil. The 

results indicate that these island disputes, those of which contain both fish and oil resources, are 

indeed important drivers of low level conflict. Their impact is so strong that claims that do not 

include both fish and oil do not demonstrate a significant relationship with low level conflict, 
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indicating that these fish and oil resources are responsible for much of the conflict driving 

behavior in natural resource claims. 

Table 3.15: Fish and Oil Claims and Likelihood of Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fish and Oil Resources .980 (.184)*** -.749 (.723) 
Non-Fish and Oil Resources -.170 (.139) -.052 (.206) 
Relative Capabilities -1.515 (.388)*** -2.222 (.632)*** 
Joint Democracy -.015(.227) .118 (.413) 
Bilateral Trade -.037 (.023)* -.128 (.043)*** 
Recent Conflict 1.647 (.120)*** 1.419 (.231)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .179 (.032)*** .292 (.058)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .022 (.102) -.321 (.339) 
N = 11323 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 3.16: Marginal Impact of Fish and Oil Claims on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Resource (0) 2.91% -- -- -- 
Non-Fish and 
Oil resources 2.49% +08.1% -- -- 

Fish and Oil 
Resources 7.04%*** +160% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

Their substantive impact is also very large, dwarfing the impact of any of the resource 

types with a 160% increase in the likelihood of low level conflict over fish and oil claims, 

compared to those without any natural resources. Of further interest, there is no significant 

relationship with more severe forms of armed conflict, continuing to support the general 

contention that natural resources do not play a role in driving states to escalate conflict over 

territorial claims. 
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 These findings are important and suggest that more attention needs to be paid to these 

island disputes replete with fish and oil, as they appear to be central to the findings that natural 

resource presence is driving low level conflict behavior. These types of territorial claims may 

play a unique role either due to the natural resource or due to their unique geographic nature, 

with states recognizing the potential monetary benefits, but hesitant to risk more severe forms of 

armed conflict over such a dispute. Whether it is due to the purely monetary and strategic nature 

of their potential gains, as the islands are otherwise uninhabited, or some other aspect of their 

nature is unclear. What is important is that these types of claims appear to play a 

disproportionate role in stoking low level conflict, with an enormous marginal impact when 

compared to other types of natural resource claims. Additional work in exploring this 

phenomenon, and examining the geographic insular nature of claims as well as their resource 

component, may shed further light on how conflict behavior is shaped by natural resources 

present in territorial claims.  

Additional explanations for this Chapter’s results include the possibility that natural 

resources have something of a cumulative impact, with additional resource types providing a 

cumulative effect and growing incentive for states to press their territorial claims. This would 

seem to go in hand with the concept that resources are valuable commodities not necessarily for 

their monetary value but for the access their utility and the advantage they provide to states in 

decreasing dependency on foreign sources of valuable resources necessary for energy generation, 

military application, or domestic consumption. Yet, this seems flawed, as resources can be of 

varying value and quantity, and it seems unlikely that the mere presence of an additional 

resource would provide any sort of advantage to a state, unless it is extremely rare and scarce, as 

in the case of geographically concentrated resources. 
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One alternative explanation might be one of reverse causation and information; territorial 

claims that see more low level conflict will also see more thorough surveying of the territory, 

and in doing so, a multitude of resources will be both discovered and used as justification for the 

pursuit of the claim. The discovery of a new resource may follow conflict, designed to strengthen 

the justification of a claim, and could be driven by the very interest that drove the initial conflict 

over the territory. While the exact cause is not clear, the finding is significant enough that it 

warrants further investigation. 

Table 3.17: Impact of Development and Resource Presence on Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Resource Presence -6.728 (1.51)*** -3.56 (2.40) 
GDP p/capita (challenger) -.448 (.176)** -.460 (.263)* 
GDP p/capita (target) -3.14 (.126)** -.180 (.189) 
Resource*GDP (challenger) .646 (.212)*** .659 (.340)* 
Resource*GDP (target) .276 (.169) -.186 (.280) 
Relative Capabilities -1.961 (.494)*** -2.56 (.790)*** 
Joint Democracy -.168 (.241) .243 (.426) 
Bilateral Trade .050 (.028)* -.086 (.048)* 
Recent Conflict 1.858 (.142)*** 1.495 (.250)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .106 (.036)*** .300 (.066)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts .050 (.117) -.527 (.416) 
N = 8019 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 3.18: Marginal Impact of Development and Resource Presence on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Resource, min 
GDP/cap (challenger) 3.30%*** +59.4% 0.83% +31.7% 

Resource, mean 
GDP/cap (challenger) 2.07%*** -- 0.63% -- 

Resource, max 
GDP/cap (challenger) 0.86%*** -58.4% 0.37% -70.0% 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 



115 

Hypothesis 6 predicted that claims with natural resources would see a greater incidence 

of conflict dependent upon the development of the disputant states, especially the challenger, 

with the expectation that poorer states would be more likely to escalate claims over territory with 

a natural resource present. The results are found in Tables 3.17 and 3.18 

The results support Hypothesis 6’s contention, as natural resource presence and 

development interact in such a way that more developed states are less likely to initiate low level 

conflict over territorial claims with a resource component. The marginal effects provide the 

clearest evidence of this – at the lowest levels of development, states are over 39% more likely to 

initiate conflict over a claimed territory containing natural resources central to the claim. The 

wealthiest states, by contrast, are a full 62% less likely to initiate low level conflict, with the 

poorest states a full 336% more likely to initiate conflict than their wealthiest counterparts.  

These results are supported weakly by the results for more severe forms of armed 

conflict, where the marginal impact and statistical significant are weaker. The results are 

significant only at the (p<.08) level, and the marginal impact, while seemingly stronger, is 

reflective of the relative rarity of more severe forms of armed conflict. At the mean level of 

development conflict escalation over claims with a resource component are only predicted to 

occur in 0.63% of cases, and the variation of a 31.7% increase for the poorest states, or 70% 

decrease for the wealthiest states, represents a minimal absolute change in value as a result. 

Regardless, the results support Hypothesis 6, and the contention that development plays a 

major role in decision-making over territorial claims with a resource component. Poorer states 

appear more willing to escalate their claims over natural resources, and this is likely a reflection 

of the relative benefits that these tangible goods might have on the economy of a poorer state, 

and the potential benefits their leaders might reap as a result. Wealthier states, by contrast, are 
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less concerned with marginal increases in their nation’s economy, especially when accounting 

for the enormous costs that might come with conflict. This holds especially true given the 

findings for more severe forms of armed conflict, for while low level conflict can be relatively 

cheap and costless, conflict escalation can result in enormous expenditures well outweighing 

economic benefits. This may be less clear for poorer states, for which conflict, while expensive, 

may not be as great a detriment given already poor economic conditions and the potential for 

development should a territory rich in natural resources be secured. Resources can provide the 

necessary wealth for future development, of vital importance to impoverished states, while 

wealthier states can rely on their existing wealth and more diversified economy rather than risk 

the costs of conflict. 

Table 3.19: The Impact of Development and Resource Renewability on Conflict 

Variable Any MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Fatal MID over claim 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

GDP p/capita (challenger) -.293 (.155)* -.165 (.230) 
GDP p/capita (target) -.355 (.122)*** -.272 (.186) 
Renewable Resource -4.541 (1.500)*** -3.845 (2.57) 
Non-Renewable Resource -3.024 (1.548)* 2.324 (2.722) 
NonRenew*GDP (challenger) .041 (.215) -.803 (.345)** 
NonRenew*GDP (target) .401 (.196)** .450 (.326) 
Renew*GDP (challenger) .583 (.222)*** 1.181 (.379) 
Renew*GDP (target) .008 (.202) -.678 (.364)* 
Relative Capabilities -1.945 (.498)*** -2.612 (.801)*** 
Joint Democracy .005 (.244) .264 (.426) 
Bilateral Trade .034 (.028) -.085 (.494)* 
Recent Conflict 1.820 (.142)*** 1.471 (.253)*** 
Non-Resource Salience .103 (.036)*** .314 (.067)*** 
Recent Succ. Attempts -.018 (.117) -.649 (.430) 
N = 8019 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Lastly, Hypothesis 7 contented that development plays a role in how states manage their 

territorial claims over resources based on resource renewability, with wealthier states more likely 
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to discriminate between renewable and non-renewable resources. Tables 3.19 and 3.20 contain 

the results of this analysis. 

Table 3.20: Marginal Impact of Development and Renewability on Likelihood of Conflict 

Condition 
Any MID over claim Fatal MID over claim 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
MID 

Change from 
Baseline 

Resource, min 
GDP/cap (challenger) 2.28%*** +39.9% -- -- 

Resource, mean 
GDP/cap (challenger) 1.37%*** -- -- -- 

Resource, max 
GDP/cap (challenger) 0.52%*** -62.0% -- -- 

NonRenewable, min 
GDP/cap (challenger) -- -- 7.90%** 24.8% 

NonRenewable, mean 
GDP/cap (challenger) -- -- 6.33%** -- 

NonRenewable, max 
GDP/cap (challenger) -- -- 4.19%** -34% 

NonRenewable, min 
GDP/cap (target) 2.99%** +66% -- -- 

NonRenewable, mean 
GDP/cap (target) 1.80%** -- -- -- 

NonRenewable, max 
GDP/cap (target) 0.68%** -62% -- -- 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

The results provide some support for Hypothesis 7, alongside some other intriguing 

findings. The first and most notable finding is in full support of Hypothesis 7 for low level 

conflict, in that challenger states do appear to discriminate between renewable and non-

renewable resources based on their level of development. The interaction term of GDP per capita 

and renewable natural resources is statistically significant, and the predicted probabilities show 

that as a challenger state increases in wealth, it becomes significantly less likely to engage in low 

level conflict over a claimed territory with renewable resources. No such relationship is found 

for non-renewable resources for the challenger state, suggesting that development only plays a 
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role in altering state behavior in territorial claims with renewable natural resources. This supports 

the theoretical contention that wealthier states can afford to manage renewable natural resources 

and favor cooperative action over conflict, where the renewable resource might be destroyed or 

mismanaged. Less developed states on the other hand face greater incentives for short term gain, 

preferring to initiate conflict over disputed territory with renewable resources to reap the short 

term gains, forgoing the potential benefits that might come with long term cooperative 

management. Such a relationship is not found for non-renewables, which should not be 

surprising, as there is less incentive to cooperate over natural resources which are of finite 

quantity. The zero-sum situation faced by states competing over non-renewable resources 

produces a dynamic that appears independent of development, as wealthier states receive no 

increased benefit from peaceful management short of avoiding the destruction of the natural 

resource in open conflict. 

One other notable finding in the conflict initiation stage of this analysis is the significance 

of the interaction term for nonrenewable resources and the target state’s development. As the 

target state becomes wealthier, the incidence of low level conflict increases over territorial 

claims with a non-renewable resource component. The exact cause of this phenomenon is 

unclear and was not predicted in the theory, and suggests that target development may play an 

important role in conflict over territory with a resource component. This could be a reflection of 

some particularly contentious non-renewable resource, such as oil, being in the possession of 

many poorer states which see considerable conflict over their disputed territories. Any role that 

development might have in bolstering a state’s military readiness should be captured in the 

relative capabilities control, which performs as expected, but there may be a unique role that 

being a poorer target state plays in making a state vulnerable to low level conflict over valuable 
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non-renewable resources. 

Contrasted with low level conflict, the second stage of the analysis directly contradicts 

Hypothesis 7, with the finding that only non-renewable resources see a difference in more severe 

conflict behavior based on development. Wealthier states are still less likely to escalate a claim 

over territory with non-renewables, in line with theoretical expectations, but such a relationship 

is not found for renewable natural resources. Combined with the hitherto consistent finding that 

natural resources do not encourage states to escalate to more severe forms of armed conflict, this 

result is puzzling, but suggests that the interplay of development and resource renewability can 

encourage more severe forms of armed conflict. It may be that poorer states may be able to 

realize the strategic and economic benefits of non-renewables, which includes valuable and 

militarily strategic resources such as oil and industrial metals, and are thus more likely to 

escalate their territorial claims to seize them. Such benefits, again, are less tempting to wealthier 

states who would suffer far more from the loss of trade and economic stability, and would thus 

prefer to avoid conflict than escalate it to its more severe form. It is notable that this relationship 

is only found for challenger states, which reinforces this reasoning, as challenger states will face 

the most temptation to escalate to alter the status quo. 

 

Conclusion 

 Overall, this chapter has sought to further our knowledge of how natural resources 

influence interstate behavior and conflict over territorial claims, and how this is driven by 

domestic political and economic incentives.  This is accomplished by examining resource type to 

develop particular hypotheses regarding the potential for conflict over a variety of different 

scenarios and specific resource types, furthering our general understanding of how natural 
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resources contribute to the salience of territorial disputes, and enhancing our understanding of 

how development interacts with natural resource presence to alter state conflict behavior.  

Specifically, this chapter has examined how the characteristics of natural resources can influence 

state behavior when these natural resources are central to a territorial claim, with the 

characteristics of resource renewability, geographic concentration, whether a resource is a point 

resource, and substitutability examined, followed by an examination of how development 

interacts with some of these resource types. 

Ultimately, rather than simply acknowledging that resource presence alone plays a role in 

stoking conflict, our understanding of exactly which resources drive conflict, and how this 

impacts the various forms of conflict, has been enhanced. There appears to be a broad increase in 

the likelihood of low level armed conflict almost regardless of resource type, reinforcing the 

findings of Chapter 2 – that natural resource presence increases the likelihood of low level 

conflict, but has minimal or no impact on the escalation of conflict to more severe forms. This 

finding is consistent across all analyses, and even when development is examined, escalation is 

only found to increase in the presence of non-renewables contested by poorer challenger states. 

This chapter identified some of the characteristics that underlie the conflict enhancing 

nature of natural resources, though in some ways they contradicted expectations, and were 

broadly uniform across all categories tested. Geographically concentrated and point resources do 

appear to demonstrate a significant and positive relationship with low level conflict, though 

future research would benefit from further demonstrating whether this is derived from the 

resources’ relative value or indivisibility. Further, the finding that substitutable resources are in 

fact drivers of low level conflict is puzzling, and may suggest that states are less willing to accept 

the substitutability argument than first hypothesized. It may also be that the possibility of 
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substitutability is overstated – not all sources of energy, for example, may not be easily found, 

utilized, or converted, and states will value those most easily exploited without much regard for 

alternative sources. Resource renewability is found to have minimal impact on conflict 

propensity – instead, one of the more surprising findings is that the presence of both types of 

natural resources results in a higher likelihood of low level conflict. The policy implications of 

these findings, and the lack of differentiation across resource types, suggests that the broad 

impact of natural resource presence in territorial claims enhances the probability of low level 

conflict.  

The findings regarding economic development were particularly helpful in reinforcing 

these findings, by highlighting that the monetary disincentives for more severe forms of armed 

conflict will typically dissuade states from escalating their claims over natural resources, 

especially for wealthier states. As the previous analyses could only speculate to the political 

mechanics behind this decision-making, the results for the development analyses reinforce the 

contention that economics and cost considerations play an important role in how states determine 

their participation in low level conflict, and how the costs typically dissuade them from 

escalation. The findings regarding non-renewable resources working to encourage severe conflict 

among poorer states is troubling, and suggests that developing states may be susceptible to 

escalate conflict over certain types of natural resources.  

Future research might benefit from examining the role of natural resources not just in the 

initiation and escalation of armed conflict, but also in conflict management. Some speculation 

was made about the indivisibility of natural resources, and it may be that while conflict behavior 

is not altered, the behavior of states in managing territorial claims with indivisible resources 

could make these disputes harder to settle. Resource renewability may also play a role, especially 
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if states are influenced by resource management strategies or acknowledge the long shadow of 

the future when dealing with renewable resources on claimed territory, leading states to alter 

their negotiating behavior accordingly. The fact that natural resources play a significant role in 

the early stages of conflict initiation and low level conflict may indicate their importance in 

signaling and information gathering – both of which play an important role in the negotiations 

strategies of states. How natural resources broadly impact conflict management, and whether 

resource type plays a role in that stages of the conflict process, could reveal much about the 

natural resources in the conflict process. 

The broad implication for policymakers is that natural resources do not appear to play 

much of a role in the process of conflict escalation, and what little role they play, may actually 

make severe conflict less likely. Taken with the findings for tangible issues salience in Chapter 

2, there is yet more evidence that natural resource presence leads states to threats or shows of 

force, but does not incentivize states to escalate conflict over territory. Policymakers may be 

tempted by the prevalence of low level conflict to fear conflict escalation in territorial claims 

with natural resources present, but this may be misplaced, as it is likely other issues that drive 

states to more severe forms of conflict. The example case of the Senkaku Islands in Chapter 2, a 

case driven primarily by the potential for oil and gas reserves, remains relevant to this chapter’s 

findings. The lack of escalation should not be surprising when taking into account the results of 

this chapter’s analysis, and while such cases should not be dismissed or ignored, the escalatory 

potential of non-resource territorial claims should be noted and attention paid accordingly to 

those most at risk of causing fatalities. It may be worth investigating island claims more fully, as 

well as unpacking the role that any particular resources play in stoking conflict. The 

preponderance of island claims, in which both fish and oil reserves are central to the claim, 
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potentially skew the results, and may exaggerate the impact of these claims in the broader 

findings.  The results of the analysis that explored fish and oil claims alone support this 

contention – but also suggest that more work needs to be done to examine these island claims 

and how they uniquely influence low level conflict behavior. The one exception to the 

disincentive to more severe forms of armed conflict appears to be certain non-renewables when a 

poorer challenger state is contesting territory, and claims such as these might merit closer 

attention. An example of such a claim is Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1991, which indeed did see 

the escalation and eventual occupation of Kuwait, as Iraq sought to secure Kuwaiti oil and 

bolster its strategic and economic advantage through controlling a greater share of the world’s oil 

production. 

While this chapter helped expose the mechanisms behind the relationship between natural 

resources and low level conflict, the uniform nature of the results suggest room for further 

research and nuance in unpacking these mechanisms. The findings echoed those of Chapter 2 in 

such a way that future research may benefit from demonstrating not just which resources drive 

conflict, but which resources have no relationship or impediment to conflict behavior. The 

resource types tested in this chapter’s analyses were diverse, but it may be that alternative 

groupings or resources in isolation can better explain the variation in state behavior toward 

territorial claims with a resource component, and identify those less associated with low level 

conflict, or those that may exhibit a relationship with more severe forms of conflict. Further, the 

findings related to the raw number of resources merits a deeper investigation – the significance 

of this variable defies easy explanation, and presents a number of competing theories and 

methodological issues. A greater emphasis on disaggregating resource type will be a good first 

step toward examining this phenomenon, but a more thorough investigation into the relative 
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value of each natural resource and how particular sets of natural resource claims like island 

claims, or other types of territory in which combinations of multiple resources are found, will do 

more to enhance our understanding of resource conflict. Lastly, analyzing natural resources in 

territorial claims from the perspective of conflict management would be extremely fruitful, and 

may demonstrate greater variation in resource type as implied by this chapter’s hypotheses. 
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CHAPTER 4  

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT AND IDENTITY IN TERRITORIAL CLAIMS 

Introduction 

Irredentism and the desire to acquire territory populated by ethnic kin has driven state 

behavior since the rise of ethnic nationalism as one of the primary aspects of nation building.  

The 19th century saw frequent wars and low level conflicts seeking to liberate co-ethnics from 

neighboring states, as well as wars of unification seeking to establish new states from collections 

of disorganized or divided pockets of similar ethnic groups. The dynamic by which states build 

domestic identity has seen some change and trend toward multiculturalism in some areas, but the 

norms of national self-determination and ethnic nation-states have hardly abated.  Many 

territorial claims since the Napoleonic Wars have been based on the principle of ethnicity or 

former control by the dominant ethnic group, from Kosovo to Kashmir, and ethnic conflict has 

seen a resurgence since the fall of the Soviet Union (Weiner 1992; Saideman 1997; Ayres and 

Saideman 2000; Saideman and Ayres 2000). The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 was a 

stark reminder of this fact, and the increasing prevalence of ethnic grievances within and 

between states will remain a catalyst for conflict for the foreseeable future.  

 Recent research on international conflict management and ethnicity has recognized the 

importance of “intangible” factors which can drive states to initiate and escalate territorial 

claims.  These intangible factors include additional factors such as historical sovereignty, but 

Hensel and Mitchell’s (2005) analysis of intangible and intangible factors well illustrated the 

importance of ethnicity in motivating states to escalate to higher forms of conflict and as 

impediments to negotiations.  Building on this work, this paper seeks to expand beyond Hensel 
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and Mitchell’s (2005) findings by focusing specifically on the role of ethnicity and religion in the 

management of territorial conflict.  

This paper begins first with a brief review of the literature on ethnicity, religion, and 

conflict, with emphasis on irredentism and secessionist conflicts in both interstate and intrastate 

conflict.  Building on this literature, hypotheses will be proposed which expand upon the existing 

work on the intangible components of territorial salience to develop new theoretical expectations 

regarding the role that identity plays in conflict management. Following the development of 

testable hypotheses, a research design is described and the hypotheses are empirically tested. The 

results are presented and analyzed, concluding with their policy implications and potential for 

future research. 

 

Identity and Territorial Conflict 

 Recent work on ethnic conflict has been largely concerned with its intra-state origins. 

Perhaps the most widely supported observation is that ethnic conflict within one state, especially 

in the context of civil wars, can bleed over to additional states. One of the most direct ways that 

ethnic violence within a state can spread abroad is when neighboring states serve as  sanctuaries 

for groups fleeing violence (Salehyan 2007, 2008), or even choose to arm them (Jenne 2004; 

Salehyan 2010; Salehyan et al 2011), challenging the idea that even intra-state conflict can truly 

ever exist within a “closed polity” (Gleditsch 2007).  States with neighboring ethnic kin may 

choose to intervene on their behalf for a variety of reasons, with strong empirical evidence to 

support the contention, regardless of mechanism, that cross-border ethnic groups serve as a 

catalyst for interstate conflict (Woodwell 2004; Buhaug and Gleditsch 2008), even if caution 
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must be exercised before equating the existence of ethnic kin to an inevitability of conflict (King 

and Melvin 2000). 

 As pertains to interstate conflict behavior, minorities belonging to a neighboring state’s 

dominant ethnic group can exert considerable influence and pull on their mother state. 

Irredentism, expansion by states seeking to incorporate neighboring ethnic kin, is a topic which 

has been well studied (Weiner 1971; Horowitz 1985), and these conflicts have been found to be 

more violent and difficult to settle than other types of conflict (Carment 1993; Fearon 2004; 

Hassner 2003; Woodwell 2004). States often justify their claims to disputed territory through 

moral terms that depend not only on their right as states, but also upon the will and desire of the 

people who inhabit the disputed territory (Kornprobst 2007).  These ethnic minorities present in 

other states can be very effective at influencing their mother country’s policy through focused 

lobbying efforts relying upon emotive strategies (Saideman 2002a).  Characteristics such as the 

surrounding geopolitical climate and the relative strength of both the minority group and its host 

have been demonstrated to be significant catalysts or impediments to interstate conflict, with 

instability and realist considerations serving as a potential instigator of armed conflict (Saideman 

2002b).  The willingness of an ethnic group’s co-ethnic neighbor to intervene is thus largely a 

product of that minorities’ particular distribution and characteristics, such as whether it is 

concentrated or dispersed (Horowitz 1985; Weidmann 2009), as well as its treatment by its host 

state, with concentrated and abused groups prompting more frequent intervention (Saideman and 

Ayres 2000). The ethnic group itself may not even request support, but external groups such as a 

neighboring state may willingly internationalize the dispute (Saideman 2002a; Jenne 2004; 

Saideman, Dougherty, and Jenne 2005; Jenne, Saideman, and Lowe 2007).  
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 Irredentist claims are not only defined by an ethnic group, but also by the territory which 

they inhabit. Studies of territorial conflict more broadly highlighted the importance of territory in 

driving interstate disputes, concluding that territorial issues are more salient than other issues that 

drive conflict. (Diehl and Goertz 1998; Hensel 1996; Huth 1996; Vasquez and Henehan 2001; 

Walter 2003). Hensel and Mitchell (2005) elaborated on the concepts of territorial issues and 

issue tangibility, dividing territorial salience into intangible and tangible value to states. One 

intangible element identified was that of ethnic or identity ties to the claimed territory, which 

was found, when combined with other intangible issues, to be an important motivating factor for 

both low level and more severe forms of conflict. This is attributed in no small part to the 

emotive nature of intangible issues – the conquest of a territory with an ethnic group or holy site 

is noted for increasing the potential domestic political rewards to the leader compared to more 

tangible concerns (Tir 2003; Hensel and Mitchell 2005). More perplexing, the presence of 

intangible issues was found to increase the likelihood of successful negotiations over territorial 

claims, with caveats noting the aggregate nature of the measure, the relative importance of the 

homeland issue in this measure, and the geographical constraints of the study (Hensel and 

Mitchell 2005). 

The question of conflict management and mediation of ethnic or religious disputes has 

often centered upon the ability of states to divide the territory in question in such a way that 

satisfies disputants concerned with questions of morality or justice. Some scholars have 

recommended partition as one of the best alternatives precisely due to the enduring and bloody 

nature of ethnic conflict (Kaufman 1996), while others have highlighted the difficulty of 

partitions and the potential dangers that come with splitting ethnic groups across different states 

(O’Leary 2007), offering a variety of alternative sources of peaceful resolution (Coakley 1994).  
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Much of the difficulty with partition derives not just from the importance of avoiding 

future ethnic conflict and danger to those placed in the “other” group’s state, but also from the 

perceptions of territory under dispute as “indivisible” (Hassner 2003; Hensel and Mitchell 2005; 

Toft 2005; Goddard 2006; Wucherpfennig 2008). Unlike economic concerns, where equitable 

agreements and compromises can be reached by dividing whatever is disputed between the 

disputants, disputes over ethnicity cannot be so easily divided. Territory with ethnic groups may 

have some intrinsic historical or religious value such that states are not willing to accept 

compromise, and the distribution of groups throughout a disputed territory may not allow for any 

equitably division that does not strand co-ethnics in a neighboring state. This can make 

compromise extremely difficult, especially if states share an identity connection to the disputed 

territory, making rationalist approaches to bargaining or conflict management break down in the 

face of an intractable conflict (Toft 2005). This contention has found empirical support, with 

scholars noting that conflicts grounded in religious terms and religious rhetoric are particularly 

difficult to settle, relative to those without such rhetoric (Svensson 2007). 

Other scholars have highlighted further problems involving competing conceptions of 

socially constructed identity (Saideman 2005) as well as competing material and intangible 

concerns, concluding that the characteristics of particular ethnic conflicts rely upon varied tools 

for conflict management. (Saideman 2002c). The sense that a territory is “indivisible” due to the 

presence of ethnic kin or some other factor such as religious or historical attachment has 

important implications for conflict management (Goddard 2006). While intuitive and 

theoretically satisfying, scholars have found mixed results with regards to ethnicity or religion 

and its impact on interstate conflict management. Some have found that conflicts grounded in 

religious terms are more difficult to settle (Svensson 2007), with some results demonstrating no 
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relationship between separatism and negotiated settlements (Mason and Fett 1996), and others 

questioning the premise of ethnic interstate conflict entirely (Henderson 1997). 

 

Theoretical Contribution 

Whereas the existing literature has produced mixed results, this paper seeks to resolve 

some of these mixed results with a clear examination of the role of identity in territorial conflict 

management.  Focusing specifically on interstate conflict over territory, I anticipate that the 

presence of ethnic kin or a group with religious ties in a disputed territory will generally reduce 

the ability of the opposing states to come to an agreement, and constrain leaders in their efforts to 

do so. While this concords with the theoretical expectations of the existing literature on the 

indivisibility of ethnic and religious conflicts, it comes with notable caveats that may explain the 

literature’s somewhat confounding findings.  

States should generally prefer to settle their disputes through peaceful means due to the 

high costs associated with conflict, especially more severe forms of conflict. Chapters 2 and 3 

demonstrated the hesitance that states have to escalate to more severe forms of conflict generally, 

and especially when a territory under dispute has little of value, or is valued more for its tangible 

value in the form of natural resources or strategic location. Low level conflict, such as shows of 

force or threats, are relatively low in cost, with potential benefits stemming from information 

gathered about opponents and allies willingness, resolve, and capabilities. This information can 

be used to avoid more costly forms of severe conflict to lead to settlement of a territorial claim 

through negotiated settlement. Settling a territorial claim is generally far cheaper than escalating 

to severe forms of conflict over a claim, and as such, is preferred.  

However, while peaceful settlements are preferred, armed conflict still occurs over 
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territorial claims. For some claims, this might represent stagnation with frequent outbursts of low 

level conflict, as noted in Chapter 2 and 3. This is likely due to the presence of natural resources, 

or the utility of a claimed territory to serve as a tool of domestic politics. Of greater interest in 

this chapter, however, are those claims that see the occurrence of more severe forms of conflict. I 

contend that the propensity for more severe forms of conflict of some claims is derived from the 

inability to peacefully settle the dispute, caused and compounded by the existence of an identity 

component in territorial claims. The mechanics of how identity inhibits peaceful settlement, and 

how this impacts the conflict management process, merits further exploration.  

I expect that, broadly speaking, the presence of ethnic kin in a disputed territory will 

make the territory inherently more difficult to divide, and thus more difficult to settle through 

peaceful means. The key reasons for this relate to the emotive nature of the dispute, and the 

perception of the disputant states that division of the territory inherently degrades its value 

(Hassner 2003). In making the territory under dispute indivisible, the range of acceptable 

outcomes can shift dramatically, making territorial disputes that may not have needed to be 

intractable much more difficult to settle (Toft 2005; Goddard 2006). This shift in perceptions can 

lead states toward a “winner-take-all” attitude, increasing the already observed likelihood of 

conflict, and in doing so, reduce the frequency and probability of negotiated settlements. Both 

states can quickly recognize the futility of negotiations given their mutually exclusive demands, 

and the conflict can then descend into a series of direct military conflicts punctuated by failed, 

abortive, or relatively minor attempts at negotiation.  

Territorial conflicts with an ethnic component may also present problems in finding 

acceptable compromises due to the inability to convert the intangible concern of ethnic kin to an 

acceptable monetary alternative. Fearon (2003) argued that disputes may be settled with the use 
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of side payments, a helpful method of finding compromise when an otherwise indivisible 

territory or characteristic of territory cannot be otherwise divided. When it comes to territory 

with an ethnic component, however, side payments may not be an acceptable alternative, and 

leaders could face serious domestic costs if they are seen as “selling out” their ethnic brethren in 

any agreement.  The inability of states to agree to the divisibility of territory with an ethnic 

component presents a serious problem for conflict management, as any sort of compromise 

outcome can qualitatively alter the value of the disputed territory in the eyes of the disputant 

states (Toft 2005). This makes conflict more attractive, as the costs of conflict may be 

outweighed by the costs of division. The costs of division can be borne in domestic political 

costs, with anything short of total victory being considered treason against one’s ethnic or 

religious group, and punished accordingly. Similarly, any sort of compromise outcome may not 

be viewed as a net positive at all, with conflict serving as the primary route to the only positive 

outcome – total victory. Further, any settlement could become lasting well into the future, with 

norms of territorial integrity making it particularly difficult to revisit territorial claims after they 

have been peacefully settled (Zacher 2001). This provides a significant disincentive to striking an 

agreement short of receiving the entirety of a state’s demands, because it entrenches the outcome 

and makes it far more difficult to revisit in the future by peaceful or violent means.  

While it may be difficult or nearly impossible to enforce compliance of compromise 

outcomes or side payments in bilateral negotiations, some scholars argue that states’ fears may 

be alleviated with the addition of third party actors. Territorial conflict can breed distrust, and in 

those disputes with an ethnic component, may become particularly intractable as the two sides 

become embroiled in ethnic hatred. The addition of a third party negotiator can help bridge this 

distrust, but can also provide an enforcement mechanism, alleviating some of the concerns that 



133 

the actors may have over the enforcement of some aspects of negotiated settlement. This 

phenomenon has been observed more broadly in intrastate (Hartzell and Hoddie 2003) and 

interstate conflict (Frazier and Dixon 2006; Melin and Svensson 2009), though with some 

disagreement over the beneficial role of third party actors (Regan 2002).  Further, the 

introduction of third party actors can provide leaders with the cover necessary for ending 

particularly contentious ethnic-based territorial disputes (Beardsley and Lo 2014).  

However, given the importance of such a dispute and the potentially disastrous political 

damage that might come with surrendering some or all of your co-ethnics to a neighboring states, 

leaders are loathe to agree to compromise or less favorable settlements fearing the political 

fallout. By bringing in a third party, leaders can try to pass responsibility for an unfavorable 

outcome to that party, but this may not work, as it is still ultimately up to states whether to 

adhere to these agreements. It is certainly possible that citizens of a state could blame an outside 

arbitrator for surrendering territory in a losing arbitration decision, but more likely, their anger 

would be directed at the government which placed itself in such a position to lose the territory in 

the first place. Citizens will certainly be in a better position to vent their frustrations at their own 

government, and leaders will likely realize the fallout of their losing decision regardless. 

Indeed, even in bilateral negotiations there may be political pressure not to negotiate at 

all with an adversary, with spoilers (Stedman 1997) acting to both sabotage agreements and sow 

enough hatred and distrust to preclude even negotiating with other states. The assassination of 

King Abdullah I of Jordan, who was rumored to be secretly meeting with the Israelis, is an 

extreme example of the potential political fallout that can come with negotiating with 

adversaries. The Arab world spent much time working to collectively avoid negotiating with the 

Israelis at all, and when possible, limited their negotiations to simple armistices while 
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maintaining their territorial claims and eschewing the possibility of a lasting peace.  The emotive 

nature of identity disputes makes meeting with your adversary alone a potential political liability, 

constraining leaders and frustrating those who might wish to discuss their claims with their 

opponents. Leaders may fear assassination, or simply electoral defeat, if they are seen as weak or 

negotiating with an adversary, especially if they have built up their political career or political 

capital agitating over a particularly popular territorial claim. 

It should be noted that the presence of an “indivisible” issue such as ethnicity does not 

necessarily mean that a claim cannot be bargained over or divided in some way. Scholars have 

found evidence that issue indivisibility and commitment problems can actually be outweighed by 

information problems in hampering negotiations between states or parties in a civil war 

(Cetinyan 2002). As Fearon (2003) argued in his original work, side payments can be a way to 

overcome commitment problems and problems of issue indivisibility, and it is a difficult 

argument to make that there exist disputes in which there are no side payments or assurances that 

might assuage a states’ fears with regard to an ethnic or religious based territorial claim. This 

paper Chapter simply argues that issue indivisibility creates an additional impediment to forming 

agreements in the negotiations process, and while it does not make the process impossible by any 

means, makes it considerably more difficult. 

Thus, with compromise outcomes harder to realize, and leaders beholden to domestic 

pressures against negotiating with potential adversaries that might see their ethnic kin 

surrendered or abandoned in a peace deal, negotiations over territorial claims will be much rarer 

and more difficult to organize. Third parties may help alleviate this problem somewhat, but 

ultimately, bilateral settlement attempts and third party settlement attempts alike will be less 

frequent over territorial claims with an identity component. 
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Hypothesis 1: Territorial claims with an identity component will be less likely to see a bilateral 
or third party settlement attempt in any given year, relative to other types of territorial claims. 
 

Looking beyond the propensity of states to make settlement attempts, the likelihood of 

coming to an agreement over a territorial claim will also be impacted by the presence of an 

identity component. Should states fail to bring in third party mediators, or even if they do, the 

aforementioned difficulties in finding acceptable compromise outcomes should make coming to 

an actual agreement more difficult. As noted, the indivisible nature of the dispute, as well as the 

enormous political costs leaders may face by compromising or surrendering any aspect of their 

claimed territory, will make reaching an agreement more difficult. With fewer, or no, 

compromise outcomes available that are acceptable to both states, talks may falter quickly, as 

states’ willingness to discuss their grievances may not be not matched by any willingness to 

actually agree to a settlement. 

As a result, not only will settlement attempts be rarer, but settlement attempts over 

territory with an identity basis should less frequently see successful agreements of any type. This 

refers not just to settlement attempts that end territorial claims, but agreements of any type, be 

they over part of the claim or some procedural agreement.  

Hypothesis 2: Territorial claims with an identity component will see fewer successful settlement 
attempts that result in agreements of any type, relative to those with no identity component. 
 
 Claims over territory have been noted as particularly difficult to settle due to the 

perceived indivisibility of the dispute, and this feature may affect not just the quantity, but the 

quality and type of agreements over such claims.  It should be useful, then, to analyze the details 

of any resultant agreement between two states. It is possible that contentious territorial disputes 

are characterized with frequent agreements, but that these agreements may be minor in nature, 

and do not result in meaningful concessions by either state. Due to the domestic political costs 
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and the aforementioned problems in dividing the territory, meaningful concessions may be very 

rare in disputes with an ethnic or identity component. Any meaningful concessions made by 

disputing states may cast a long shadow, surrendering ethnic kin to a neighboring state for 

perpetuity, even if the concession is relatively minor (Lake and Rothchild 1996). Ceasefires, 

truces, or minor border changes may be a first step towards settlement, leaving the underlying 

issue unresolved, raising the risk of renewed conflict later but not imposing as many potential 

costs or risks. 

Facing pressure from the international community to reach a resolution of their dispute, 

states may find less substantive agreements a useful method of conveying their willingness to 

pursue peace, without actually altering the status quo by making any concessions. Third party 

actors recognize the importance of minor agreements as a means of avoiding conflict and paving 

the way towards more meaningful change, and will encourage states to open peaceful means of 

communication and cooperation as the first steps toward claim resolution (Dixon 1996; Kelmann 

2005). Disputant states, seeking to avoid the reputational and economic costs associated with 

challenging norms of territorial integrity (Zacher 2001), have incentive to mollify the 

international community with minor agreements that convey future willingness to address the 

underlying territorial dispute.  

Further agreement, in which major concessions are made that favor one side over the 

other, is considerably more difficult, for the aforementioned difficulties in dividing the territory 

and surviving the domestic political costs associated with surrendering any ground in territorial 

claims with an identity component. Leaders would be vulnerable to accusations by their 

supporters of selling out their co-ethnics in the claimed territory, in essence leaving their 

kinsmen vulnerable to the whims of the opposing state, and likely failing to achieve the broad 
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nationalist goals which typically motivate revanchist rhetoric and actions.  Especially in 

scenarios of high tension or where violence has escalated to the point of bloodshed, concessions 

by a leader will be seen as particularly negative, and leaders will thus be unwilling or unable to 

strike such agreements.   

This creates a dynamic where there is great incentive, and opportunity, to reach minor 

agreements over territory with an identity component, but considerable disincentive to making 

any meaningful concession. The result will be that any agreements reached over territorial claims 

with an identity component will be unlikely to see major concessions, but more likely to see 

minor agreements, by either state. 

Hypothesis 3a: Agreements reached between disputant states over territorial claims with an 
identity component will be less likely to see major concessions favoring one of the two states, 
relative to agreements over other types of territorial claims. 
  
Hypothesis 3b: Agreements reached between disputant states over territorial claims with an 
identity component will be more likely to see minor concessions by either state, relative to 
agreements over other types of territorial claims. 
 
Hypothesis 3c: Agreements reached between disputant states over territorial claims with an 
identity component will be less likely to see any change in territory as part of the agreement, 
relative to agreements over other types of territorial claims. 
 
 Whether claims with an ethnic component exhibit frequent negotiations or meaningful 

agreements, the ultimate goal of any effort to settle a territorial claim is the termination of the 

claim in some manner acceptable to both sides. Territorial claims with an ethnic component 

should be less likely to terminate with compromise outcomes, with stalemate or decisive 

outcomes the more likely scenario by which such a claim will end.  According to the previous 

logic, the lack of divisibility and domestic political pressure will make compromise more 

difficult, and states will escalate and pursue aggressive and decisive military measures, be 

defeated in their endeavor, or simply sit on the dispute and accept the status quo as the only 
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viable alternative. This builds on the results of Chapter 2, which found that states are more likely 

to escalate to more severe forms of armed conflict over claims rich in intangible issue salience. 

In order to address and understand this finding, it is worth determining whether this 

militarization is aimed at achieving victory in the claim through military means. It may be that 

there exists no acceptable compromise, and after repeated failed negotiations, a military solution 

could prove to be the only means of resolving the territorial claim. 

 The ultimate result will be that territorial claims with an identity component will be more 

likely to be resolved through states dropping their claim, renouncing their claim, or acting 

unilaterally to seize their claim. By contrast, the claim will be less likely to be resolved through 

means of an agreement between the states, or any sort of compromise outcome. Further, they will 

be more likely to settle their claim through violent means, rather than peaceful negotiations. 

Hypothesis 4a: Territorial claims with an identity component will be less likely to be resolved by 
unilateral outcomes such as renunciation or military defeat, relative to other types of territorial 
claims. 
 
Hypothesis 4b: Territorial claims with an identity component will be more likely to be resolved 
by violent means such as military conquest, relative to other types of territorial claims. 
  

Research Design 

The empirical analysis will employ the Issue Correlates of War (ICOW) dataset 

preliminary version 1.60 as the source of data on territorial conflict.  The spatial and temporal 

domain is the Americas and Europe from the years 1816 to 2001, and this version of the data 

includes settlement attempts for all regions of the world.  The unit of analysis is the claim-year 

for hypotheses 1 and 2, settlement attempt for hypotheses 3a, 3b and 3c, and claim-dyad for 

Hypothesis 4. Each analysis utilizes a logistic regression model to produce its results.10   

                                                 
10 It is possible that some omitted variables might correlate with the dependent variable, despite this chapter’s 
efforts to control for most confounding factors. However, testing with both fixed effects and standard logit models 
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Dependent Variables 

Hypothesis 1 utilizes the variables bilateral attempt and binding third party attempt, and 

non-binding third party attempt. All are dichotomous variables which simply measures whether 

there was a bilateral settlement attempt, meaning only the challenger and target state were 

involved, or a third party attempted settlement, one which involves at least one third party actor, 

in any given year, coded as “1” if so, and “0” otherwise. Binding third party settlement attempts 

include such settlement attempt types as arbitration or adjudication, while non-binding attempts 

include good offices, inquiries or conciliation, mediation, multilateral negotiations, and peace 

conferences, any of which involve a third party in some capacity. It should be noted that while 

there is a distinction between binding and non-binding third party attempts, as binding attempts 

include arbitration or adjudication, there are only two recorded instances of such attempts in an 

identity claim, severely limiting the validity of the of binding attempt analysis. However, the 

theoretical distinction is important, and worth consideration.  

Hypothesis 2 utilizes the variable successful attempt as the dependent variable, which is a 

dichotomous variable that simply measures whether an agreement was reached of any type 

within the previous five years.  It is coded as a “1” if so, and a “0” otherwise. These attempts 

represent efforts between states to discuss and settle their ongoing territorial dispute, and include 

a wide array of potential methods, from bilateral negotiations to third party arbitration to more 

inclusive multilateral negotiations. They cover any type of agreement, so long as it was ratified 

and carried out by the disputant states. 

 Hypothesis 3 uses the variables major concession, minor concessions, and territorial 

change for its dependent variables. All are dichotomous variables that simply measure whether 

                                                 
does not significantly alter the results in any meaningful way. 
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the agreement reached between the two states included any major concessions, any uneven 

(minor or major) concessions at all, or changes to either states’ territory respectively. They are 

coded as a “1” if so, and 0 otherwise. Major concessions would include surrendering the entirety 

of a claimed territory in an agreement, or abandoning one’s claim to the territory.  Minor 

concessions include surrendering or abandoning a small portion of territory or relatively minor 

border changes that still favor one state over the other. The alternative is relatively even 

concessions, where neither state gains more than the other. Territorial change includes any 

changes to the prior borders, even when relatively minor, and are distinguished from agreements 

that recognize the prior side’s gains (as when the challenger drops its claims for changing the 

border).  For robustness, the third hypothesis also utilizes the variables minor challenger 

concessions, major challenger concessions, minor target concessions, and major target 

concessions. These dichotomous variables are identically measured to the minor and major 

concessions variables, but simply measure whether the challenger made the concessions in the 

resultant agreement, or whether the target made the concessions, respectively, compared to even 

concessions or gains by their adversary. They are both dichotomous and coded as a “1” if so, and 

“0” otherwise. 

 Hypothesis 4 utilizes the variable unilateral outcome for its dependent variable, a 

dichotomous variable that is coded as “1” if decisive, and “0” if otherwise. A unilateral outcome 

is coded as when a claim is resolved by one of the disputant states renouncing or dropping its 

claim, or through military occupation of the claimed territory. This means that one state realizes 

its goal in its entirety, but does so without negotiations, either abandoning its claim or realizing a 

decisive military victory or defeat, hence acting on its own to resolve the claim. The variable is 

coded as “0” if states resolve the dispute through any other means, which such as being resolved 
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through a negotiated settlement or a court ruling. Hypothesis 4 also utilizes the variable violent 

end, a dichotomous variable coded as a “1” if the claim ended through violent means, and a “0” 

otherwise. Other means of ending claims can include peaceful settlements, states renouncing 

their claims, or claims otherwise fading from relevance without any organized violence. One 

potential shortcoming of the measure for unilateral outcomes is that some military conquests 

conclude with a peaceful treaty (as in a post-war peace conference), and would be coded 

accordingly as no a unilateral outcome – as such, a control for whether the claim ended in 

violence can be used to determine if there is any systematic bias created by this coding scheme. 

 

Independent Variables 

The key independent variable for each analysis will be identity basis, which is a 

dichotomous variable that simply signifies whether one of the disputant states has an identity 

basis central to their claim to the disputed territory. This is defined as whether one of the states 

has an explicit ethnic, religious, or other identity connection with the residents of the disputed 

territory, and this connection is central to their territorial claim. This is coded as a “1” if so, and a 

“0” if not. 

 For robustness and to further explore the competing motivations of the states involved in 

the territorial dispute, three additional independent variables will be utilized. These variables are 

both identity basis, challenger identity basis, and target identity basis. In order to determine 

whether states may alter their negotiating or conflict behavior if they do not have an identity 

basis for the territorial claim under dispute, these variables are constructed for robustness. The 

both identity basis variable is dichotomous and measures if both states have an identity claim to a 

territory, a “1” if so, and “0” otherwise. Challenger identity basis and target identity basis 
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measure whether the challenger or target have an identity basis to their territorial claim, and are 

coded as “1” if so, and “0” otherwise. This is to measure whether one state, such as the 

challenger, may alter its strategies to challenge the status quo if its claimed territory has ethnic or 

religious kin, as per the findings of Chapter 2. The target state is included as well, as it may feel 

more compelled to react to the challenger’s actions under certain circumstances if it has its own 

ethnic kin to protect. 

 

Control Variables 

 An array of control variables will be used to isolate the impact of the key variables on the 

analysis. Each of the control variables covers the entire spatial and temporal domain of the 

analyses. 

 The variable Joint Democracy will be utilized for the analysis of Hypothesis 1, with the 

expectation that jointly democratic states are more likely to reach and adhere to their agreements 

(Leeds 1999), though this impact may actually be reversed (Hensel and Mitchell 2007). The 

Joint Democracy is a dichotomous variable that uses the Polity IV score (Jaggers and Gurr 

1995), and is coded as a “1” if both states score a six or above, and “0” otherwise. 

 Another useful control variable is Relative Capabilities, which measures the difference in 

military capabilities between the two states. This measure is derived from the COW Composite 

Index of National Capabilities (CINC) score (Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 1972). The measure 

indicates the percentage of total capabilities possessed by the stronger state in the dyad. If one 

state is significantly stronger than the other, the variable will be larger, indicating that one state 

possesses a greater share of their combined military capabilities. The expectation is that states 
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will be more likely to come to agreement, and comply, if one state is significantly stronger than 

the other (Hensel and Mitchell 2007). 

 The control variable Non-Identity Salience will be used to control for the impact of 

territorial issue salience on the propensity for states to reach successful agreements. Hensel 

(2001) and Hensel and Mitchell (2007) demonstrate that high territorial issue salience is 

associated with a decreased likelihood of successful agreements over territorial claims.  This is 

an aggregate measure of other forms of territorial salience aside from identity, coded as a 1 if the 

component is present, and a 0 if it is absent, for each state involved. The possible component 

issues include whether the territory is strategically located, whether it has a permanent 

population, whether it contains natural resources, whether a state had historical sovereignty 

within the last 200 years, and whether a state considers the claimed territory to be an integral part 

of their homeland. As there are five non-resource components, the non-resources salience ranges 

from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of 10. 

 Lastly, though it has been explained before, recent successful settlement attempts is a 

control variable that gains extra importance in this chapter’s analysis. As the dependent variable 

of many of the analyses is settlement attempts, it is important to recognize that previous attempts 

at negotiation will likely have an impact on the propensity for states to successfully negotiate 

future ones. Claims in which states are unable to come to any agreement will likely see that trend 

continue, and claims with frequent agreements will see disputant states more able and willing to 

stomach continued agreements.  

 

Results and Analysis 

 Table 4.1 below contains the descriptive statistics for the variables utilizes in Hypotheses 
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1 and 2. Apparent from the descriptive statistics is that identity claims are somewhat uncommon 

in the sample, as only about 33% of the claim dyad years belong to claims with an identity basis 

by either the challenger or target state. Successful agreements are also surprisingly rare – only 

6.8% of the years in the sample contain at least one successful agreement within the last five 

years. Third party settlement attempts are quite rare, accounting for only 1.7% of the dyad-years, 

making third party settlements a relatively infrequent method of attempting to settle territorial 

claims. Bilateral attempts at settlement are far more common, found in 4.6% of all claim-dyad-

years, by far the most frequent form of attempted settlement over territorial claims between 

states. 

Table 4.1: Descriptive Statistics for Claim-Dyad-Year Analyses (H1 & H2) 

Variable N Mean Std. 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Identity Basis (either) 13671 .331 .471 0 1 

Identity Basis (both) 13671 .182 .386 0 1 

Successful Attempt 13671 .068 .252 0 1 

3rd Party Attempt 13671 .017 .128 0 1 

Bilateral Attempt 13671 .046 .209 0 1 

Joint Democracy 13030 .083 .275 0 1 

Relative Capabilities 13649 .818 .152 .500 .999 

Non-Identity Salience 13671 6.686 1.994 1 10 

 

Settlement attempts over claims with an identity basis comprise 40.7% of all settlement 

attempts, slightly higher than the proportion of cases in the claim-dyad-year sample. Settlement 

attempts over claims where both states have an identity basis to their claim are much less 

common, at 22.4%. Target states are more likely to have an identity basis to their claim, which 
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should not be surprising, as they are more likely to have citizens and co-ethnics living in territory 

they control. Concessions are somewhat infrequent among settlement attempts, with major 

concessions resulting from about 31.5% of agreements, and minor concessions found in about 

45.6% of agreements. Territorial changes are found in 39.9% of all agreements. 

Table 4.2: Descriptive Statistics for Settlement and Claim-Dyad Level Analyses (H3 & H4) 

Variable N Mean Std. 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Identity Basis (either) 2613 .407 .491 0 1 

Identity Basis (both) 2687 .224 .417 0 1 

Identity Basis (challenger) 2613 .294 .456 0 1 

Identity Basis (target) 2613 .344 .475 0 1 

Major Concession in Agreement 1239 .315 .465 0 1 

Minor Concession in Agreement 1239 .456 .498 0 1 

Territorial Change in Agreement 1239 .399 .506 0 1 

Minor Challenger Concessions 2687 . 021 .147 0 1 

Major Challenger Concessions 2687 .054 .225 0 1 

Minor Target Concessions 2687 . 043 .202 0 1 

Major Target Concessions 2687 .092 .289 0 1 

Identity Basis (either) 843 .448 .497 0 1 

Identity Basis (both) 843 .266 .442 0 1 

Unilateral Outcome 736 .254 .435 0 1 

Violent End 736 .251 .434 0 1 

 

This suggests that the bulk of all settlement attempts result in agreements without 

concessions, and territorial changes are found in a narrow minority of cases. Targets are more 

likely to make concessions than challenger states, which may reflect that changes from the status 
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quo will reflect a concession on their part, ceding some of their territory. 

The claim-dyad level analysis contains one observation for each distinct dyadic territorial 

claim. There are 843 claim-dyads in total, with approximately 44.8% of them having an identity 

basis by either state, and 26.6 of them having an identity basis for both states. 25.4% of claims 

are resolved through unilateral means – either being dropped by one state or being settled 

through military conquest, representing a minority of cases. Roughly an equal number of claims 

are resolved through organized violence, with about 25.1% of claims ending in such a way.  

Table 4.3: Negotiated Settlement Attempts in Identity Claims 

Variable Bilateral Attempt 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Binding 3rd Party 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Non-Binding 3rd 
Party 

Coeff. (S.E.) 

Identity Basis (either state) -.867 (.114)*** -4.17 (1.167)*** -.124 (.172) 

Joint Democracy .782 (.118)*** .066 (.466) -.560 (.341) 

Relative Capabilities .046 (.297) -3.447 (1.119)*** -2.721 (.544)*** 

Non-Identity Salience .136 (.024)*** -.048 (.085) .350 (.051)*** 

Recent Succ. Attempts .875 (.059)*** 1.214 (.143)*** .904 (.080)*** 
    
Identity Basis (challenger) -.724 (.158)*** -1.08 (1.03) -.562 (.233)** 

Identity Basis (target) -.523 (.145)*** -3.906 (1.246)*** .069 (.211) 

Joint Democracy .806 (.118)*** .074 (.468) -.558 (.353) 

Relative Capabilities -.004 (.297) -3.484 (1.116)*** -2.782 (.548)*** 

Non-Identity Salience .138 (.024)*** -.060 (.085) .363 (.050)*** 

Recent Succ. Attempts .856 (.060)*** 1.196 (.148)*** .872 (.081)*** 
N = 13024 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Tables 4.3 and 4.4 contain the results for Hypothesis 1, which anticipated that territorial 

claims with an identity component would see a reduced incidence of settlement attempts broadly. 
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The results support Hypothesis 1, as both bilateral settlement attempts and binding third party 

settlement attempts are far rarer in territorial claims with an identity component as those without 

an identity component. In the first set of analyses in which the dependent variable is simply 

whether either state has an identity claim to the claimed territory, both are negatively signed and 

statistically significant, however, this relationship only holds for binding 3rd party attempts. 

Table 4.4: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Third Party Settlement Attempts 

Condition Probability of 
Bilateral 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
Bind 3rd Party 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 5.05% --- 2.71% --- 

Identity Basis 2.19% -56.6% .01% +2700% 
     

 Probability of 
Bilateral 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability of 
NoBind 3rd Party 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 5.11% --- .86% --- 

Identity Basis 
(challenger) 2.55% -50.1% .49% -43.0% 

Identity Basis (target) 3.09% -39.5% .92% +06.9% 
 

Given the extreme rarity of such events, this is less meaningful, and of more interest is 

the lack of significance for 3rd party non-binding attempts11. When either state has an identity 

claim to the territory the probability of making a bilateral attempt at negotiated settlement in any 

year decreases by 56.6%, a dramatic decrease that strongly supports the contentions of 

Hypothesis 1. Given the extreme rarity of binding third party settlement attempts, it would be 

unwise to read too much into the results for the first stage of the analysis. Instead, the results 

seem to suggest that states with identity claims are a bit less averse to third party attempts at 

negotiated settlements, suggesting that third party mediators may give cover to states and 

                                                 
11 When the binding and non-binding attempts are combined in one variable, the results change to provide statistical 
significance. As such, it is better to separate the two and demonstrate that the rare event of a binding third party 
attempt has statistical significance, while non-binding attempts do not. 
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encourage their participation in the negotiations process. This does not speak to the efficacy of 

these attempts, only their frequency, and it may be that states are at least willing to entertain 

offers of negotiation in such a situation, as third party mediators can help overcome problems of 

credible commitment and trust between the disputants. 

 The second stage of the analysis breaks the identity measure down by challenger and 

target, in line with the findings of Chapter 2, to determine what role domestic politics might play 

in state negotiating behavior and how it might relate to a state’s rejection or acceptance of the 

status quo. The results broadly support the previous analysis’ findings with bilateral attempts, 

with both states grossly unwilling to entertain bilateral settlement attempts when they have an 

identity basis to their territorial claim. The impact is slightly greater for the challenger, with 

roughly a 50% decrease in the probability of a bilateral attempt, which makes some sense, as the 

challenger state is likely the most frustrated with the status quo and unwilling to entertain the 

possibility of negotiation. With the findings of Chapter 2 in mind, challenger states reap greater 

political benefits from continuing to dispute a territory, even if that means not escalating it to 

more severe forms of armed conflict. Thus, the finding that non-binding third party settlements 

are only less likely when the challenger state has an identity claim to the territory should not be 

surprising – it is in the interest of the challenger state to maintain the dispute, and as they 

typically (but not always) must change the status quo to achieve a better negotiating position, it 

is against their interest to negotiate. Further, if they are pressing their territorial claim for 

political purposes and domestic consumption, bringing in third parties is a dangerous 

proposition, as the third parties could pressure them to drop their claim. This would fit with the 

general contention that issue indivisibility derives much of its nature from domestic politics - the 

domestic damage a leader would sustain from a third party could be devastating. Third parties 
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may not be constrained by the same pressures, or even share the same moral or religious 

connections and considerations as a disputant states, and leaders may feel that they cannot truly 

trust third party actors to achieve an outcome they deem acceptable. Instead, the dynamics of an 

identity based territorial claim may be that leaders are not willing to accept the risks of a 

negative outcome from the negotiations, and cannot sufficiently rely on the strategy of “passing 

the buck” to third party actors without facing domestic costs.  

A similar dynamic of fearing domestic backlash appears to be present in bilateral 

settlement attempts, and the negative impact of the presence of an identity component only 

seems to be strengthened in such situations. Without third party cover, states and their leaders 

have only themselves to blame for any potential negative outcome of a settlement attempt, and 

the mere appearance of seeking settlement may be sufficient to hurt their domestic reputation. 

Fearing the domestic backlash, and likely recognizing the difficulty in coming to a compromise 

outcome, states dealing with territorial claims with an identity component may feel simultaneous 

pressure not to meet and minimal incentive or hope for a positive outcome if they do so. The 

aforementioned example of the Arab States when refusing to deal with Israel is a stark example 

of this phenomenon, with Jordan, Syria, and Egypt all having separate territorial claims to Israel 

while collectively refusing to even meet with the Israelis to discuss the dispute. They each 

rejected third party mediation, which was offered repeatedly from the United Nations, United 

States, and other powers, vowing to continue to fight Israel – and rightly fearing the domestic 

backlash if they were even seen as negotiating. Syria, Jordan, and Egypt would all see heads of 

state assassinated or driven from power when perceived as even considering meeting with Israel, 

setting a particular precedent for the region, but one that appears to be supported as a broad 

strategy even beyond the Middle East. 
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Of further interest is the impact of the control for non-identity issue salience, which is 

positively signed and significant in both the bilateral and non-binding third party analyses. This 

indicates that identity plays a unique role among all the issue salience indicators, even other 

intangible issue indicators, in reducing the likelihood of negotiating over a territorial claim. 

While issue salience generally increases the likelihood of a negotiated settlement of either type, 

identity claims alone appear to provide notable disincentive for states to make an attempt at 

settlement. This suggests that while issue salience broadly increases a states’ interest in 

negotiations and gives them incentives to at least attempt a peaceful settlement to gauge their 

opponents’ position and avoid potential conflict, territorial claims with an identity component 

instead provide unique disincentives for states to even attempt to negotiate. This reinforces the 

theorized relationship between domestic political pressure in such claims and the potential costs 

of being seen as even attempting to broker a peace, with leaders clearly fearing the fallout of 

doing so for their own domestic political survival. 

 The results of the analysis for Hypothesis 2, which contented that the presence of an 

identity component would reduce the likelihood of reaching a successful settlement attempt, are 

contained in Tables 4.5 and 4.6. The results confirm the expectations of Hypothesis 2, with the 

presence of an identity component in the territorial claim greatly decreasing the probability of a 

successful agreement by 39.2%. The control for non-identity salience demonstrates a strong, 

positive relationship with agreement success, suggesting that claims that are more salient overall 

will generally see more successful agreements, a notable difference from the role of identity 

based salience. The expectation that identity based territorial claims provide an impediment to 

successful agreements is supported, while the broader results suggest that more salient claims are 

more likely to see successful agreements. 
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Table 4.5: Successful Agreements and Territorial Claims with and Identity Component 

Variable Model 1 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Model 2 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Identity Basis (either state) -.499 (.251)** -- 

Identity Basis (challenger) -- .383 (.324) 

Identity Basis (target) -- -.926 (.312)*** 

Joint Democracy .137 (.261) .160 (.263) 

Relative Capabilities 1.013 (.604)* 1.102 (.606)* 

Non-Identity Salience -.120 (.047)** -.134 (.047)*** 

Recent Succ. Attempts 8.674 (.256)*** 8.732 (.261)*** 
N = 13024 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Table 4.6: Marginal Impact of Presence of Identity Basis on Agreement Success 

Condition Probability 
Agreement 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability 
Agreement 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 7.04% --- 6.75% --- 

Identity Basis (either) 4.28%*** -39.2% --- --- 
Identity Basis 
(challenger) --- --- 9.88% +46.4% 

Identity Basis (target) --- --- 2.69%*** -60.1% 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
 

The control variables perform as anticipated, with joint democracies far more likely to 

come to agreements over territorial claims, confirming the expectations of the democratic peace. 

States with great power disparities are also more likely to come to agreement, suggesting that 

power parity encourages conflict at the expense of negotiations.  

 However, the results in the second model in which the identity basis is divided into a 

challenger and target variable provides some intriguing results. Whether a challenger has an 

identity claim to a territory does not appear to significantly alter the propensity for agreements, 
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however, the target state having an identity claim does dramatically decrease the probability of 

coming to an agreement. The results demonstrate that the impact of the target identity basis is 

what is driving most of the impact from the first model – and strongly suggests that it is the 

target state’s reticence to accept any settlements when it is contesting territory that is driving 

these results. One possible explanation for this is that, while challenger states face more 

disincentive to negotiate in the first place due to political pressure, once negotiations have begun, 

the target state will typically be the one most reticent to actually change the status quo. As the 

target state typically controls the territory in dispute, any agreement short of a complete victory 

for themselves (maintaining the status quo) will be seen as a defeat – and as such, they will be 

less likely to come to an agreement that might strand their ethnic brethren in their opponent’s 

territory. This broad speculation is not entirely clear from this analysis, and the results for the 

later hypotheses regarding concessions will likely help better understand these puzzling results. 

Overall though, the results support the contention identity claims not only see fewer 

settlement attempts, but also fewer successful agreements, signifying an additional burden to 

states that have gone past the agreement stage and entered into negotiations. I contend that this is 

in large part due to the phenomenon of issue indivisibility, which in conjunction with domestic 

political pressure arising from the emotive nature of these claims, constrains the acceptable range 

of outcomes for leaders. This suggests that such negotiations can be extremely difficult, and 

compromise may even be nearly impossible for leaders to reach. The territorial claim over 

Northern Ireland is an example of the difficulty in coming to agreements over territorial claims 

with an identity component, as Britain and Ireland met repeatedly in attempts to mediate and 

settle the dispute for decades. Britain and Ireland met over 30 times, and yet for all their efforts, 

well under half of all their attempts resulted in an agreement of any kind. More often than not, 
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the sticking point of Northern Ireland’s status as under the United Kingdom was an impediment 

to negotiations, but further political pressures on the Irish government to press for greater 

treatment of the Catholic minority, as well as the work of spoilers seeking to end all negotiations 

with the British, all worked together to make the negotiations process painfully difficult for all 

involved. 

 Tables 4.7 and 4.8 are the results for Hypothesis 3, with the expectation that claims with 

an identity basis will see fewer successful agreements with major concessions, any concessions, 

or any changes to territory, relative to claims without an identity component. For robustness, the 

identity basis variable is first used as a measure if either state has an identity basis to their 

territorial claim, followed by a separate measure of whether both states have an identity basis to 

their territorial claim.   

Table 4.7: Agreement Concessions and Identity Claims (Both or Either) 

Variable Major Concession 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Minor Concession 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Terr. Change 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Identity Basis (either state) .754 (.147)*** -.109 (.186) .965 (.141)*** 

Joint Democracy -.380 (.210)* -.239 (.274) -.686 (.205)*** 

Relative Capabilities .733 (.445)* -.200 (.577) -.340 (.423) 

Non-Identity Salience -.158 (.036)*** .085 (.047)*** -.161 (.035)*** 
    
Identity Basis (both) .557 (.156)*** -.157 (.213) .751 (.151)*** 

Joint Democracy -.345 (.210) -.233 (.345) -.634 (.204)*** 

Relative Capabilities .983 (.440)** -.110 (.571) -.020 (.415) 

Non-Identity Salience -.110 (.034)*** .101 (.044)*** -.101 (.032)*** 
N = 1148 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Hypothesis 3 speculated that issue indivisibility of identity based territorial claims would 
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make major concessions more difficult to realize in agreements over territorial claims. The 

results from this analysis largely reject Hypothesis 3, as major concessions are not found to be 

more or less more likely in successful agreements over identity claims. 

Table 4.8: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Agreement Concessions (Both or Either) 

Condition 
Major Concession Territorial Change 

Probability 
Concession 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability 
Concession 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 23.90% --- 29.16% --- 

Identity Basis (either) 40.05% +65.6% 51.93% +78.1% 
No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 27.19% --- 33.66% --- 

Identity Basis (both) 39.47% +45.1% 57.80% +71.7% 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

The substantive effect is rather large as well – with agreements more than 65%  and 45% 

likely to contain major concessions if either or both states have an identity claim, respectively. A 

similar result is found with regard to territorial changes, with territorial changes being far more 

likely to be found in agreements over a territorial claim with an identity component. As such, 

Hypothesis 3 is similarly rejected in its prediction that territorial changes would be less frequent 

in territorial claims with an identity basis, again because ceding territory would mean ceding 

ethnic kin, and issue indivisibility would make such a move difficult for leaders to agree to. No 

relationship is found for minor concessions, which are not more or less likely to be found in 

agreements with an identity claim. These results hold whether it is both states or either state that 

has an identity claim. 

Taken as a whole, the results largely reject Hypothesis 3, though this may not necessarily 

serve as a contradiction of some of the theoretical expectations. It may be that the results are 

actually picking up the inability of states to come to compromise solutions – in that “major” 

agreements are necessarily heavily favorable to one side. Claims with an identity basis see far 
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more major agreements than those without, and the opposite result is found for non-identity 

salience, which is in line with previous analyses results demonstrating the unique role that 

identity plays in managing territorial claims. Identity claims may discourage more equitable 

agreements and push states to make major concessions – perhaps driven by force, as one state 

capitulates to another, or because one state simply drops its claim. The indivisibility of a territory 

under claim would produce such a result if neither state is willing to concede only a portion of 

their claim, instead only taking an agreement that realizes their claim in its entirety – or 

surrenders it, having been defeated or lost interest in their claim. 

 One minor shortcoming with this analysis is that it does not distinguish between the 

challenger and target state, and it does not address situations where one of those states may have 

an identity basis to the territorial claim, while the other does not. In such a situation, one state 

may have considerably more domestic pressure or political leverage, and will thus not be as 

willing to make concessions or make an agreement that would see it lose territory. Tables 4.9 and 

4.10 below contain the results for an analysis that controls for this, by measuring whether the 

states with an identity basis are less likely to make an agreement that sees a minor or major 

concession on their part, relative to other types of territorial claims.  

 The results generally echo the previous analysis, with challenger and target states both 

more likely to make major concessions in a successful agreement, and both states no more or less 

likely to make minor concessions, over territorial claims in which they have an identity basis to 

their claim. Substantively, the impact is rather large, with states more than 43% and 52% as 

likely to make major concessions in their resultant agreements in territorial claims to which they 

have an identity basis relative to other types of territorial claims. Thus, there appears to be little 

substantive difference between whether a target or a challenger state is likely to make minor or 
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major concessions based on the presence of ethnic or religious ties to their claimed territory. 

Overall, the results for the agreement concessions analyses suggest that territorial claims 

with an identity basis will see more frequent major concessions, and while this rejects 

Hypothesis 3, it may be that this is in fact a reflection of the issue indivisibility driving state 

behavior and negotiations over territorial claims with an identity component. Theoretically, the 

expectation was that states would favor minor concessions at the expense of territorial changes or 

major concessions, yet the results do not support the contention that states are necessarily 

discouraged from making major concessions in these agreements. 

Table 4.9: Agreement Concessions and Identity Claims (Challenger or Target) 

Variable 
Major Concession 

by Challenger 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Minor Concession 
by Challenger 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Identity Basis (Challenger) .415 (.206)** .039 (.317) 
Joint Democracy -.146 (.299) -.692 (.530) 
Relative Capabilities .509 (.634) -1.155 (.911) 
Non-Identity Salience -.038 (.048) .034 (.071) 
   
 Major Concession by 

Target 
Minor Concession by 

Target 
Identity Basis (Target) .538 (.173)*** .138 (225) 
Joint Democracy -.419 (.472) -.024 (.313) 
Relative Capabilities .886 (.520)* .394 (.701) 
Non-Identity Salience -.151 (.041)*** .110 (.058)* 
N = 1148   
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01   

 
Table 4.10: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Concessions (Challenger or Target) 

Condition 
Major Concession 

Probability Concession Change from Baseline 

No Identity Basis (baseline) 10.10% --- 
Identity Basis (Challenger) 14.53% +43.86 
   
No Identity Basis (baseline) 15.76% --- 
Identity Basis (Target) 24.08% +52.8% 
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 It may be that this incongruence comes from the ways in which territorial claims end, as 

agreements may not always come from an eagerness or willingness of states to reach them or 

agree to them. Many agreements, especially those over highly militarized and contentious claims 

like territorial claims with an identity basis, may come through unilateral action, or unequal 

treaties imposed upon a state following a major military defeat or collapse. This would appear as 

major concessions in any agreement – and a particularly contentious claim, such as the French-

German claim over Alsace-Lorraine, might have seen little in the way of substantive or minor 

agreements, but was repeatedly settled through agreements which saw major concessions. As 

France or Germany triumphed in their various wars, they agreed to cede their claimed territory – 

but did so under duress, which may have been the only way to settle such an intractable, and 

indivisible, dispute. Thus, it may be better to examine not just the agreements states reach over 

their territorial disputes, but also how these disputes end and what role the presence of an 

identity component plays in finally settling a territorial claim. 

Tables 4.11 and 4.12 demonstrate the results for Hypothesis 4, which contended that 

territorial claims with an identity basis will be more likely to resolve with unilateral outcomes 

and through violent means, relative to claims without an identity basis. As with Hypothesis 3’s 

analyses, for robustness the analysis is conducted with the identity basis variable measuring 

whether either state had an identity basis, or both states had an identity basis, to their territorial 

claim. 

The results affirm part of the theoretical expectations of Hypotheses 4, demonstrating that 

territorial claims with an ethnic basis are more likely to be resolved through unilateral means, 

meaning states resolve their claim by either renouncing or dropping their claim, or seizing it 

through military means (or being militarily defeated). 
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Table 4.11: Claim Resolution and Identity Claims 

Variable Unilateral Outcomes 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Violent Ends 
Coeff. (S.E.) 

Identity Basis (either) .656 (.200)*** .220 (.206) 
Relative Capabilities .079 (.589) -.994 (.609) 
Joint Democracy -.562 (.460) -1.767 (.745)** 
Non-Identity Salience .063 (.053) .275 (.058)*** 
   
Identity Basis (both states) .356 (.205)* .424 (.208)** 
Relative Capabilities .175 (.589) -.906 (.613) 
Joint Democracy -.597 (.460) -1.78 (.744)** 
Non-Identity Salience .111 (.050)*** .267 (.056)*** 
N = 665   
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01   

 

Table 4.12: Marginal Impact of Identity Basis on Claim Resolution 

Condition 
Decisive Outcome Violent Ends 

Probability 
Decisive 

Change from 
Baseline 

Probability 
Violent End 

Change from 
Baseline 

No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 20.09% --- --- --- 

Identity Basis (either) 32.66% +62.5% --- --- 
No Identity Basis 
(baseline) 23.85% --- 19.89% --- 

Identity Basis (both) 30.92% +29.6% 27.50% +38.3% 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
 

 However, such a relationship does not hold for claims that end through violent means in 

the first model, meaning the claim was settled with violence, whether this resulted in military 

conquest or a treaty codifying some or all of their military gains. Claims with an identity basis 

are about 62.5% more likely to end through one state unilaterally renouncing or dropping its 

claim or through military conquest, relative to claims without an identity basis. This suggests that 

claims over territory with an ethnic component are much more difficult to resolve through 

cooperative means, and instead will be more likely to resolve through unilateral action to either 

seize the claim or surrender it entirely to one’s opponent. This speaks to the difficulty in dividing 
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the claimed territory – it is not so much that states cannot resolve their differences through 

peaceful means, as renunciation is a peaceful means of resolution, but that they cannot find any 

compromise outcome and seek to resolve the claim through cooperative behavior in an attempted 

settlement.  

Yet, identity claims are no more likely to be settled through organized violence than 

claims without an identity component. This finding is important because it speaks to speculation 

in Chapter 2 and this chapter’s analysis about the possibility that the issue indivisibility of 

identity based territorial claims makes conflict more attractive as negotiations become more 

difficult. Nowhere is this tradeoff starker than in the resolution of claims, where states may opt 

for violence to settle the claim in its entirety where negotiations have failed. The results from this 

analysis support the idea that issue indivisibility hinders the ability of states to come to divide 

disputed territories, coming to compromise outcomes, but does not support the contention that 

violence is more likely to be the preferred method of resolution. Conflict and violence is 

certainly one tool of achieving this goal, and violent outcomes such as military conquest are 

included in the decisive outcome measure, but the results suggest that states do not necessarily 

default to violence to settle the claim in the absence of peaceful negotiations. It should be noted 

that Chapter 2's finding that severe forms of armed conflict are more likely in territorial claims 

with high intangible salience does support the contention that violence is more likely, just not 

always as a method of claim settlement.  

One potential explanation of these findings is that this measure of claim termination will 

not fully capture some of the most intractable territorial disputes – many of which were ongoing 

as of 2001, and thus not captured in the data. Given the increased effectiveness of the 

international community in avoiding conflict and acting as peacekeepers, as well as norms 



160 

against violent interstate conflict, it may be that settlement has eluded these territorial disputes 

precisely because they cannot or are unwilling to bear the costs of violent resolution. As ongoing 

disputes simply do not appear in the data, with their outcome undetermined, these intractable 

identity claims will not be represented in this analysis. Of the 107 ongoing territorial claims, 32 

of them (or 29%) contain an identity component. This is actually well below the average of all 

ended claims (47%), but still represents a valuable sample that may represent the most 

intractable of territorial conflicts. 

One fascinating finding from the results is the significance of non-identity salience for 

claims ending through violent means, but a lack of significance with relation to unilateral 

outcomes. The finding for violent ends confirms the previous finding that high issue salience 

leads to a higher likelihood of a claim ending though violent means (Hensel and Mitchell 2005), 

but such a relationship is not found with decisive outcomes. This supports the contention that 

identity based territorial claims are particularly difficult to divide, in a way that is unique from 

the way in which issue salience drives states toward armed conflict to settle disputes. One 

potential interpretation of these results is that the conflict generated from identity based 

territorial claims is not always intended to settle disputes, but may be an extension of domestic 

political pressures, or a tool for gathering information and influencing future negotiations where 

peaceful attempts have failed.  

 When examining the robustness of the results, it is notable that when both states have an 

identity basis to the territorial claim, the results change considerably. The results for unilateral 

action barely avoid significance (p=.082), whereas the variable for violent means achieves 

significance. This may make theoretical sense, as it could be that if one state has an identity 

claim while the other doesn’t, it may act unilaterally to achieve its goal, while the other state may 
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be more likely to renounce its claim or be less eager or willing to pursue it compared to its more 

motivated adversary. Similarly, if both states have an identity basis to their claim, their unilateral 

action may be less likely to succeed, as both states have strong incentives to resist the others’ 

claims. In such a situation, violence may be more frequent and a more likely outcome, as 

reflected in the robustness check and Chapter 2 of this dissertation. Chapter 2 relied on a 

composite measure of intangible issue salience, and such an indicator would thus weight claims 

in which both states had an identity component in the territorial claim as more highly conflictual, 

in line with these results. 

 Taken as a whole, this chapter’s analysis supported the contention that the problems of 

issue indivisibility and domestic pressure both work to impede the ability of states to peacefully 

negotiate, come to agreements over, and settle territorial claims with an identity basis. States are 

less likely to even attempt to meet to settle a dispute, and less likely to come to an agreement 

when they do so. However, those agreements they do end up making are more likely to be 

substantive in nature, though the finding that they are also more likely to settle these types of 

disputes through unilateral action, and in some cases, through violent means, may offer some 

explanation. These results highlight the challenges facing leaders and policymakers when 

approaching this type of dispute, and reinforce the findings of Chapter 2 and 3, that identity 

based territorial claims are more likely to see violent conflict, and less likely to see peaceful 

negotiations used as an alternative to conflict. Rather, the difficulty in settling these disputes 

appears to be central to the explanation of why these disputes are so violent – with peaceful 

settlement removed as a viable option, either because states are unable or unwilling to meet and 

come to an agreement, states may view violence as the only means at their disposal to settle their 

territorial claim.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to build on the results of Chapters 2 and 3, which found that 

intangible issue salience in territorial claims is associated with more severe forms of armed 

conflict, and examine the role that identity plays in the conflict management process. The results 

largely confirmed the expectation that territorial claims with an ethnic, religious, or identity 

component are more difficult to settle, and that much of this is derived from the issue 

indivisibility of these claims. Less clear is whether the issue indivisibility component’s 

dampening effect on the efficacy of negotiations is directly leading to conflict as an alternative, 

which is a topic that merits considerable future study. 

 The finding that identity claims see considerably fewer successful negotiated settlements 

is worthy of consideration, as it sets a pessimistic tone for policymakers seeking to resolve 

territorial disputes through peaceful means. In line with the finding that settlement attempts over 

such claims are actually more likely to see major concessions, policymakers should not read this 

pessimistic outcome to mean that negotiations are not a viable strategy for settling these disputes; 

instead, while these disputes may be more difficult, the importance and substance of any 

settlements are of even greater importance. Indeed, while negotiations are rare, the results 

suggest that policymakers must play a vital role in bringing about the substantive concessions 

that might see the states finally settle their dispute, or at least avoid conflict. The takeaway of 

these findings for policymakers is that they should even more aggressively pursue peaceful 

negotiations over territorial claims with an identity component than any other type, in part 

because of their potential for escalation. The burden of making states meet at all is one hurdle 

already overcome once policymakers make states come to the bargaining table, and the presence 

of an identity basis to a claim does not doom the negotiations to failure, or to resulting in only 



163 

trivial changes. While the lack of willingness to utilize third party actors to act as mediators does 

add another dimension of difficulty to the conflict management process, this Chapter can only 

speculate as to whether this is due to a lack of willingness on the part of the disputant states or 

the international community itself. Nor does this chapter speak to its efficacy – a topic that future 

research should pursue to ascertain whether such attempts are helpful in settling identity based 

territorial disputes. 

Another finding of interest is the contradicting finding that territorial claims with an 

ethnic component are more likely to be resolved by unilateral action, but whether this translates 

into the use of violent force for settlement depends on the context. This strongly suggests that in 

cases where only one state has an identity claim to a territory, conflict over these claims may be 

driven less by the desire for conquest, but more to satisfy domestic demands or gather 

information. The result is that territorial claims with an identity component may be particularly 

difficult to settle, and may see frequent severe levels of armed conflict that will not decisively 

decide the outcome of the claim. This may explain why previous chapters found claims with high 

intangible issue salience to be so intractable and rife with severe conflict, as it becomes the 

disastrous combination of difficult to settle by military or diplomatic means, with strong 

incentive for leaders to utilize the conflict for political ends, recognizing that any sort of 

compromise is outside of their reach. Whether it is one or both states that have an identity basis 

to their territorial claim, the resolution of the claim will be harder to reach through bilateral 

action or compromise, and states and policymakers alike should recognize that ending the claim 

take paramount importance. Otherwise, frequent bouts of low level and severe forms of armed 

conflict will continue to stymy the peace process, with little chance of leading to any meaningful 

resolution. 
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One issue for continued scholarly inquiry would be continuing to unpack the relationship 

between issue indivisibility and conflict, as, in concern with Chapter 2, this chapter strongly 

supports the contention that difficulties in reaching settlement can lead to an increased likelihood 

of severe forms of armed conflict. Issue indivisibility may be an impediment to peaceful 

management for the duration of a claim, and could also spell trouble for claim settlement, with 

territorial disputes more likely to end through military conquest or violence of some kind. Future 

research that examines this relationship, and tests the assumption that armed conflict thrives 

where peaceful negotiation fails as a method of claim settlement, could help settle this question, 

and further enhance our understanding of how issue indivisibility and failed negotiations drive 

conflict behavior.  

Further, better understanding how domestic politics play into the negotiation process 

would also help untangle the causal mechanisms, and shed some light on the constraints that 

leaders face when dealing with negotiations over highly contentious claims such as claims with 

an identity component. The two factors, issue indivisibility and domestic politics, are both 

important parts of the explanation and theory behind this chapter’s results, but it is difficult to 

disentangle the two given how vital both are to the negotiation and conflict management process. 

Scholars approaching the topic of conflict management might benefit from some qualitative 

analysis of how leaders are constrained from entering into negotiations and reaching agreements, 

and how that can translate into conflict behavior or the qualitative outcome of agreements and 

settlements. 
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CHAPTER 5  

CONCLUSION 

 This dissertation has aimed to improve our understanding of territorial conflict, and 

unpack the mechanisms that drive states to conflict and conflict escalation through a thorough 

examination of the characteristics and components of territorial issue salience. The first chapter 

summarized previous work on territory and its theoretical background. Chapters Two through 

Four undertook empirical tests to examine my proposed hypotheses and offer a contribution to 

the literature on territorial conflict. This final chapter aims to summarize the results and offer 

policymakers and scholars various suggestions for conflict management and future research. 

 This dissertation began by first introducing the topic of territorial conflict, and noting its 

increased relevance in international affairs. I discussed the meaning of territorial conflict and its 

basis in sovereignty, as well as its importance and centrality in conflict behavior and interaction 

between states dating back centuries to the beginning of the current state system. Contrary to 

many pronouncements, I noted the recent events that maintain the relevancy of territorial 

conflict, especially as it relates to the potential for ethnic conflict and irredentism. Seeking to 

better understand the phenomenon of international conflict and the potential for future conflict, I 

speculated the importance of tangible and intangible characteristics of territorial issue salience, 

and outlined how this dissertation would propose and empirically test a series of hypotheses on 

territorial conflict. 

 Chapter 2 began the process of examining the components of territorial issue salience, by 

proposing that states treat claims with high intangible and tangible issue salience differently with 

respect to conflict escalation. This chapter presented a broad look at territorial conflict and the 

many components that make up territorial issue salience, with the goal of both examining 
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established findings with the latest data and statistical techniques, as well as improving 

understanding of the conflict escalation process in particular. Chapter 3 sought to more closely 

examine conflict over territory with the presence of natural resources, with hypotheses 

speculating on the role that resource type and characteristics might play in driving conflict 

behavior, as well as what role economic development might have in shaping these relationships. 

Chapter 4 then examined the role of components of identity, ethnicity, and religion in territorial 

issue salience, specifically how it impacts the conflict management and settlement process.  This 

chapter will now present the results and broad conclusions of the hypotheses and their empirical 

tests. 

Findings and Contributions 

 Chapter 2's analysis examined the topic of conflict escalation, specifically how tangible 

and intangible issue salience impacts the stages of conflict initiation and conflict escalation. 

Building on previous work that had noted differences in how states treat territory high in 

intangible and tangible issue salience (Hensel and Mitchell 2005), this chapter hypothesized that 

states do indeed alter their behavior based on the nature of the issues central to the territorial 

claim.  

 Chapter 2 contended that while high issue salience increases the likelihood of low level 

conflict, or conflict initiation, almost regardless of type, more severe forms of conflict would be 

more likely only in cases of high intangible issue salience.  This is theorized to be in part due to 

the high costs of conflict escalation, compared to monetary benefits of conquest, as well as the 

role of domestic politics in divorcing material considerations from domestic political benefits. 

Further, the role of issue indivisibility makes settling claims harder, causing them to be more 

enduring and forcing states to rely on force to send signals and settle their claims.  This is 
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theorized to be especially true in the case of territorial claims with an ethnic component, where 

domestic political pressures and issue indivisibility together serve to push leaders toward 

conflict, and provide them considerable domestic benefits if they do so. 

Analysis using a Heckman probit model largely supported the theoretical expectations, 

with low level conflict more or less equally likely in situations of high tangible and intangible 

salience, but with intangible salience a strong predictor of more severe forms of conflict where 

tangible salience found no relationship. The marginal impact of the variables for low level 

conflict were very similar, and the substantive impact of intangible issue salience on more severe 

forms of conflict was far greater than either in the first stage. The lack of significance of the 

tangible issue salience variable for conflict escalation strongly supports the contention that states 

do not escalate to more severe forms of conflict over tangible issues such as natural resources, 

but instead are driven by domestic concerns and the indivisibility of identity-based claims to 

escalate conflict. This is especially true when all three types of intangible issue salience are 

present in a claimed territory, suggesting that these are the territorial claims most prone to 

outbreaks of severe and deadly conflict. Further analysis and disaggregation found cases where 

the challenger state has ethnic or religious ties to the claimed territory to be especially dangerous, 

to the point where the impact on conflict escalation washes out the other components of 

intangible issue salience.  

 Overall Chapter 2's findings point to the continued importance of identity politics and 

irredentism in international disputes as a source of more severe forms of conflict. The results also 

suggest that conflict over both tangible and intangible issue salience will remain an ongoing 

problem well into the future, and unpacking the mechanisms of each may help explain the 

difference in state behavior and identify if there are any particular aspects of tangible or 
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intangible issue salience that may help explain these relationships and identify cases of particular 

concern. 

 Chapter 3 attempted to do just that, by disaggregating the natural resource component of 

tangible issue salience to determine whether the findings of Chapter 2 are uniform across 

resource type. Further, the chapter presents hypotheses regarding natural resources to determine 

which aspects of natural resources make them more or less attractive to states engaged in a 

territorial claim, in order to better understand why some resource claims lead to conflict while 

others do not. Beyond resource type, the role of development and natural resources is also 

explored. 

 Chapter 3 theorized that resource presence alone increases the value of territory and the 

likelihood of conflict, while the presence of natural resources that are geographically 

concentrated, not easily substitutable, and are less easily divided will increase the likelihood of 

conflict. Further, I contended that non-renewable resources, due to their finite nature, will see a 

higher likelihood of conflict relative to renewable resources. Each of these characteristics are 

theorized to help explain why some claims with natural resources escalate while others don’t, 

and to further examine whether any type of natural resource exhibits a relationship with more 

severe forms of armed conflict. It is further theorized that economic development plays a role in 

driving state behavior with regards to natural resources in claimed territory, in large part due to 

the tangible economic benefits that states might enjoy, as poorer states are more likely to reap 

these benefits and consider them worth the cost of conflict initiation and escalation relative to 

wealthier states. 

Empirical analysis largely conformed to the theorized differences of Chapter 3's 

hypotheses, and equally important, the results largely concord with the expectations of Chapter 
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2. The results reinforce the finding that there is a uniform increase in low level conflict 

propensity across resource types, with a similarly uniform lack of a significant relationship 

between resource presence and more severe forms of armed conflict. Geographically 

concentrated resources, such as oil, are found to increase the likelihood of low level armed 

conflict. This is theorized to be due to the important strategic benefits that states might gain from 

their acquisition, as their value is boosted by their relative scarcity and concentration in the hands 

of few states. Point resources, such as precious metals, are also found to increase the likelihood 

of low level conflict, and this is theorized to be in part due to their indivisible nature making 

peaceful negotiation and equitable division more difficult, making conflict more attractive. 

Contrary to expectations, easily substitutable resources, such as agricultural goods, are found to 

also increase the likelihood of armed conflict, which may be due to the general finding that 

natural resource presence increases the value of claimed territory and drives conflict behavior 

accordingly. The results for resource renewability similarly contradicted expectations but 

followed the pattern of natural resource presence of any type driving low level conflict. Across 

all types, no relationship was found with more severe forms of armed conflict, rounding out the 

results to support the findings of Chapter 2.  

Further analysis revealed that better predictors of low level conflict are the presence of 

both fish and oil, primarily in island disputes, or the presence of multiple types of resources.  The 

presence of both fish and oil in a territorial claim primarily identified island disputes such as the 

Spratly Islands, and the substantive impact was greater than any other one type, suggesting that 

these claims drive much of the low level conflict behavior. The presence of multiple types of 

resources was also found to have a cumulative conflict increasing effect, suggesting that it is the 

raw presence of multiple resource types that result in some claims seeing low level conflict 
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compared to others. These results highlight the inadequacies of current approaches to 

international conflict over natural resources, and present fruitful avenues for future research. 

Lastly, development was found to have a significant impact on conflict behavior, and while the 

general finding that natural resources encourage low level initiation more so than conflict 

escalation was reinforced, it was found to be dependent in large part on economic development. 

Poorer states are more likely to escalate their claims in cases where there are natural resources, 

and it is only poorer states that distinguish between renewable and non-renewable resources in 

their treatment of resource types. Further, it was found that poorer states may also be prone to 

conflict escalation in situations where a less developed challenger state is disputing territory with 

a non-renewable resource, suggesting resources like oil and industrial materials may interact 

dangerously with economic development to sow the seed for future severe conflict. 

The final empirical chapter, Chapter 4, examines the impact of identity based claims and 

claims high in intangible issue salience on conflict management and negotiations over territorial 

claims. Specifically, this chapter attempts to determine whether the issue indivisibility of 

territory with an identity component makes settling claims more difficult, with an analysis of the 

efficacy of different strategies, and how the presence of an identity component impacts the 

ultimate outcome of territorial claims. 

The results largely support the theoretical expectations, with territorial claims with an 

identity component demonstrating a lower frequency attempting agreements and reaching 

successful agreements, including both bilateral and third party mediated attempts. The results 

also notably found that what agreements are reached are actually not necessarily less likely to be 

substantive in nature, but are more likely to see minor concessions or changes to their territory. 

Further analysis also confirmed that identity based territorial claims are more likely to see states 
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resolve their claims through unilateral action, with some mixed results on whether they are 

similarly likely to resolve their claim through violent means, largely dependent on whether one 

or both states have an identity basis in the claimed territory.  

 

Suggestions for Policymakers 

 The results of this dissertation’s findings have clear implications for policymakers who 

wish to manage, mitigate, and avoid conflict over territory. The most consistent finding of the 

analyses is the potential for escalation of territorial claims with high intangible issue salience, or 

an identity component, as these claims are demonstrated to be far more likely to experience a 

fatal MID or war. This finding holds across space and time, and suggests that Russia’s invasion 

of Crimea should not have caught policymakers off guard, as it typifies this type of claim. 

Claims with primarily a tangible basis, such as the East Asian island disputes, are less likely to 

escalate to more severe forms of armed conflict, and are probably less deserving of the near 

constant attention that they are awarded. This is not to suggest that such claims should be 

ignored, for while no significant relationship was found between resource presence and conflict 

escalation, there are a variety of other factors that could lead to conflict escalation and merit 

monitoring of the situation. Instead, policymakers should be prepared to pre-emptively monitor 

and act as mediators in disputes over such claims and potential claims in the former Yugoslavia, 

Kurdish territories, areas inhabited by Russian minorities, and so on. With resistance to 

globalization mounting, and challenges to the international community in the form of competing 

ideologies that emphasize sovereignty and self-determination, these are the areas most prone to 

more severe forms of armed conflict. 

 The findings of Chapter 3 suggest that policymakers should concern themselves with 
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certain types of natural resource claims, especially those rich with many types of natural 

resources, as well as island claims rich in fish and oil. Among the original hypothesized resource 

types, the impact was not particularly variable, but later analyses that examined island disputes in 

particular, as well as disputes with many resource types and both renewable and non-renewable 

resources, demonstrated stronger marginal effects. The strong marginal impact of the fish and oil 

rich territorial disputes should stress the importance of these claims in driving low level conflict, 

and indicate to policymakers that these claims are most likely to see threats of use of force and 

less severe forms of armed conflict. However, this comes with the caveat that the presence of 

natural resources, regardless of type, have no relationship with more severe forms of conflict, 

reinforcing the findings of Chapter 2 that natural resource claims are of less concern for conflict 

escalation. This is not to suggest to policymakers that any type of resource claim should be 

ignored, but in concert with the findings in Chapter 2, suggests that there may be considerably 

more bluster and low level conflict in resource claims, but these types of claims are no more or 

less likely to result in fatalities or war. The notable exception are those claims in which less 

developed states are claiming territory, especially when the less developed state might seek to 

secure non-renewable resources such as oil for their own use. These types of claims should be 

monitored as the most potentially dangerous resource claims, though future research should 

endeavor to more closely determine which natural resources in particular might be driving this 

behavior, and why. 

 Chapter 4 highlighted the role that identity claims and claims with high intangible issue 

salience have in the conflict management process, making the settlement of territorial claims far 

more difficult. The most important implication of these findings is that peaceful settlement will 

be far less likely to succeed, and as such, conflict will become more attractive to participants. 
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Along with the findings of Chapter 2, this suggests that the indivisible nature of territory with a 

high intangible issue salience is to blame for the increase in severe forms of armed conflict, and 

that policymakers will have a unique challenge of trying to manage and settle the claims that are 

the most difficult to settle. 

 This dissertation’s primary lesson to policymakers is to pay close attention those current 

and potential territorial claims with an ethnic component, as irredentist claims contain the highest 

potential for conflict, as well as the potential for some of the deadliest conflicts. If conflict were 

to break out in irredentist claims, the potential for bloodshed is enormous, with short term 

problems that range from displacement of civilians to ethnic cleansing or genocide, which would 

generate a strong case for immediate intervention. Even after fighting, however brief, is halted, 

long term burdens that cement ethnic hatreds can make forging a lasting peace extremely 

difficult, and stoke future conflict. Managing these claims will be especially difficult, as the 

findings in Chapter 4 demonstrate that peaceful agreements are far less likely in claims with an 

identity component. Similarly, compromise outcomes are far less likely, and states are extremely 

reticent to rely on third party actors to assist them in the negotiation process. While this might 

present a pessimistic view of identity based claims, policymakers should be bolstered by the 

finding that the agreements reached over these claims are more likely to be substantive in nature, 

and that identity claims are no more likely to be settled through violent means. Taken together, 

this suggests that policymakers should be aggressive in managing conflicts over identity claims, 

acting pre-emptively to bring states to the negotiating table, and pursuing peaceful negotiations 

as an alternative to conflict. Where they can succeed in fostering negotiations, substantive 

agreements are much more possible, though it may be necessary to convince states to surrender 

territory or goals that they may be particularly unwilling to forgo.  
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Potential for Future Research 

 While this dissertation has done much to highlight potentially dangerous territorial 

claims, and provide some insight into the mechanisms that drive conflict over these claims, 

future research should continue to unpack and identify these mechanisms. The failure of the 

domestic control variables to accurately predict the incidence of armed conflict initiation and 

escalation in Chapter 2 is concerning, for while the results do provide important policy and 

research implications, the measures of territorial issue salience are relatively static in nature. 

Why Russia invaded Crimea in 2014, as opposed to any year before that, is unclear, and while 

identity and intangible issue salience certainly played a role in their decision-making, the issue 

salience of Crimea did not change significantly over the period from Ukraine’s independence to 

Russia’s invasion.  A similar dynamic holds for virtually all territorial claims, for issue salience 

does not typically change much over time, though the discovery of natural resources or other 

demographic changes can alter the factors of a territory’s issue salience on occasion.  

 Future research would also benefit from analyzing the topic of natural resource type, 

endeavor to develop a typology that better explains the variation in conflict propensity across 

territorial claims with a resource component, and to unpack the causal mechanisms that drive 

conflict over such territorial claims. The characteristics outlined in Chapter 3 certainly identify 

some of the characteristics of natural resources that make them valuable, but an analysis that 

directly speaks to the monetary value of natural resources and the relation to conflict would be a 

welcome contribution. Further, understanding whether it is monetary concerns, information 

gathering, domestic considerations, or simply a desire by leaders to enrich themselves that leads 

states to engage in low level conflict over territory rich in natural resources would further our 

understanding, and help policymakers identify which claims are most prone to conflict. 
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 Additionally, it may be worth viewing the topic of conflict over natural resources through 

the lens of development. Especially as regards renewable and non-renewable natural resources, 

states clearly view and manage these resources differently dependent upon their level of 

development and/or regime type. Developed states will not only recognize the potential for 

fruitful exploitation of renewable resources in perpetuity, but also have the means to do so, 

forgoing short term gain for the long term benefits. Able to bear this cost, and not facing the 

same incentives for short term monetary gain that might tempt states with fewer monetary 

resources, wealthier states may be less likely to resort to conflict over territory with such 

resources.  Furthering this dissertation’s analysis by perhaps examining particular resource types, 

or utilizing alternative measures of development may yield other revelations, and is a fruitful 

course for future researchers. It may be that the impact of development is not linear, or could be 

based on strategic considerations as much as tangible economic gains. 

 Lastly, the topic of ethnicity and conflict is not complete until a fuller understanding of 

issue indivisibility and its relationship to conflict is reached. While it is increasingly clear that 

the presence of an ethnic component in a territorial claim makes the claim far more difficult to 

peacefully settle, and this is likely due to issue indivisibility, less clear is the direct relationship 

to conflict. It is a strong assumption that states will rely on conflict as an alternative to peaceful 

settlement given the enormous costs associated with conflict and increasing disincentives to 

armed conflict as a tool of policymaking, but it is one that should be qualitatively and 

quantitatively assessed in light of this dissertation’s findings. The results demonstrating that 

claims with an identity component may be more likely to end in violence suggest that violence 

may serve as an alternative source of information gathering to peaceful negotiation, but not 

necessarily that conquest becomes more attractive or the only solution for claim settlement. 
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Further, the role of domestic politics is not fully explored in the analysis, and future work should 

endeavor to disentangle the role of domestic politics and issue indivisibility in constraining 

leaders and driving them away from negotiations and toward conflict. It would be beneficial to 

our understanding of ethnicity and conflict to develop and explore this relationship more fully. 

 

Conclusion 

 In sum, this dissertation has demonstrated the importance of issue salience in territorial 

conflict, and the ways in which state behavior is altered by the presence of tangible and 

intangible components of territorial issue salience. The results generally support the contention 

that conflict over tangible issues such as natural resources is mostly restricted to low level 

conflict, while the issue indivisibility of intangible issues such as ethnicity in territory make 

these claims more prone to severe forms of armed conflict. Future research should endeavor to 

test those situations where the results found important caveats, and to further develop theories 

and empirical tests so as to understand the causal mechanisms that drive armed conflict over 

territory. Scholars and policymakers alike should not forget the importance of territorial conflict, 

or assume it to be a phenomenon fading in relevance, as the potential for conflict remains ever 

present. This dissertation has reinforced the relevance of studying territorial conflict, as well 

providing pertinent warnings about which aspects of territory might make certain areas more or 

less prone to future bloodshed. 
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