
The Politics of Territorial Claims: A
Geospatial Approach Applied to Africa
Hein E. Goemans and Kenneth A. Schultz

Abstract Why do states make claims to some border areas and not others? We ar-
ticulate three models of territorial claims and test them using a novel geospatial data set
that precisely maps disputed and undisputed border segments in post-independence
Africa. The geospatial approach helps eliminate problems of aggregation by permitting
an analysis of variation both within and between dyadic borders. We find that ethnic pol-
itical considerations are the most important driver of territorial claims in Africa, while
institutional features of the border play a secondary role. Border segments that partition
ethnic groups are at greatest risk of being challenged when the partitioned groups are
politically powerful in ethnically homogeneous societies. Border segments that follow
well-established and clear focal principles such as rivers and watersheds are significantly
less likely to be disputed, while changes to the border in the colonial period created op-
portunities for later disputes to arise. Power considerations or resources play only a
minor role in explaining the location of territorial claims.

It is well known that disputes over territory have historically accounted for a great
deal of conflict in the international system. Interstate territorial disputes are associated
with a high risk of militarized conflict, contribute to the emergence of long-lasting
rivalries, and disrupt cross-border economic relations.1 Clearly, territory is a good
over which governments and people can be motivated to fight. At the same time,
most territorial disputes take place over regions that are relatively small and
bounded. Schultz reports, for example, that two-thirds of all interstate territorial dis-
putes in the post–World War II period involved regions that accounted for less than 1
percent of disputants’ combined land area.2 This observation suggests that there is
substantial variation both across dyads in the extent of their territorial ambitions
and within dyads over which bordering areas are worth contesting and which are
not. Understanding the determinants of this variation is important not only for ex-
plaining the origins of a major cause of international conflict but also for more fun-
damental insight into the sources of state preferences.

We are grateful to David Laitin, Paul Huth, Sarah Croco, Robert Pape, Paul Staniland, Kathleen
Cunningham, Amanda Robinson, Ian Sulam, Jessica Gottleib, Ben Fordham, Jack Paine, and Karen
Goldfeder for comments on earlier versions of this paper. We thank Nadia Arid, María del Carmen
Barrios, Cristal Garcia, Lonjezo Hamisi, and Shine Zaw-Aung for research assistance on this project.
We gratefully acknowledge the support of the Center for International Security and Cooperation.
1. See Rasler and Thompson 2006; Simmons 2005; and Vasquez 2009.
2. Schultz 2015.
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We seek to advance this agenda by testing three broad theories of territorial claims
in post-independence Africa using an original data set derived from precise digital
maps of territorial claims that central governments have made. In doing so, we
make both methodological and substantive contributions. With respect to methodol-
ogy, the use of geospatial data advances the study of territorial conflict by allowing a
fine-grained analysis of the characteristics of disputed and undisputed regions. Since
we identify precisely which portions of each border were and were not contested, our
analysis overcomes shortcomings associated with previous work that aggregates such
information to the dyadic level and thereby made it impossible to reliably link loca-
tion-specific factors that vary along the border, such as ethnic groups’ settlement pat-
terns and resources, to specific territorial claims.
This methodological contribution paves the way for our substantive contribution: the

specification, operationalization, and testing of three theories that link location-specific
factors to the location of disputes.The first of these theories emphasizes the domestic pol-
itical incentives of leaders to make claims on behalf of certain ethnic groups partitioned
by the border. Although irredentist demands to unify partitioned groups have been a
source of territorial conflict globally and historically, post-independence Africa, by
virtue of its externally imposed and often artificial borders, presents an ideal laboratory
to explore when and where the partitioning of ethnic groups creates a risk of conflict.
Africa’s borders slice through a large number of ethnic and linguistic groups, and yet
border conflicts are relatively rare, suggesting that the effect of ethnic partition, if any,
must be contingent on other factors. We test the ethnic model against two alternative
theories: a realist theory that emphasizes the role of state power and wealth and an
institutional theory that emphasizes the quality and clarity of the inherited borders.
Our analysis produces several novel findings broadly supportive of the ethnic and

institutional models. Most notably, border segments that partition an ethnic group
face an increased risk of a territorial dispute conditional on two factors: first,
whether the partitioned group has political access and, second, on that group’s
level of political power. At the country level, ethnically heterogeneous countries,
or countries with borders that partition many ethnic groups, are less likely to issue
territorial claims. Institutional factors such as the focal quality of borders drawn
along rivers or watersheds, or the status of the border at independence, help
explain why certain border segments are not disputed. Finally, factors identified by
realist theories fare poorly, though there is some evidence that the presence of
mineral deposits (though not oil) near the border increases the risk of a claim. The
geospatial method therefore bolsters some existing ideas about ethnicity and terri-
torial disputes, while casting doubt on those that emphasize the presence of natural
resources, through a precise operationalization of the causal mechanisms.

Conflicts over Territory: Literature Review

The literature on interstate territorial dispute broadly proposes that states claim and
fight for territory on the basis of its economic, military-strategic, or ethnic/cultural
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value.3 Different areas can be economically valuable for resources they contain or
their location in trading networks.4 Areas can be more or less strategically valuable
for defense of the homeland or for providing superior lines of attack.5 Some areas
might be politically valuable because their inhabitants share ethnic, cultural, or lin-
guistic ties with cross-border kin.6 All of these factors are location-specific; in
other words, it is not territory along the entire border that is valuable but rather
very specific portions of the border that contain ethnic groups, strategic access
routes, or specific resources. For the most part, these economic, strategic, and polit-
ical variables have been incorporated to examine why some disputes are more prone
to militarization than others and why some disputes are more likely to be resolved
than others.7 Relatively few studies have systematically explored the role of such vari-
ables in determining why some neighboring states, and not others, have disputes in the
first place, and none has properly examined the variation in the location of disput-
ed areas along dyadic borders.
Huth comes closest to the required research design by means of a global data set of

territorial disputes.8 Pooling disputed borders with a random sample of undisputed
borders, he finds that the strategic value of territory and whether the populations of
the challenger and target state share ties of a common language and ethnicity are
the most important drivers of dispute initiation, followed by economic motives
(e.g., the presence of natural resources or access to a port outlet). Surprisingly,
whether bordering minority groups within the target share ties of language and eth-
nicity with the population of the challenger did not significantly affect territorial
dispute initiation in this global data set.
With respect to Africa, the subject of our analysis, a number of studies examined

border disputes.9 The most important is Touval, who qualitatively considers the entire
continent.10 Unfortunately, he has little systematic to say about the nondisputed
borders or border segments. Indeed, selection on the dependent variable, through a
focus solely on cases with disputes, occurs frequently in the qualitative literature.
In the analysis of a data set that does include the full population of cases,
Englebert, Tarango, and Carter offer the most sophisticated quantitative analysis of
African border disputes to date.11 They find that the proportion of the dyad’s popu-
lation that is partitioned by borders significantly increases the risk of conflict. In ad-
dition, they find some evidence that borders along straight lines, interpreted as an
indicator of arbitrariness, increase the risk of conflict.

3. See Goertz and Diehl 1992; Hensel 2000; Huth 1996; and Vasquez 2009.
4. Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 2015.
5. Carter and Goemans 2011.
6. See Saideman 2001; and Shelef 2016.
7. See Hensel and Mitchell 2005; Huth 1996; and Huth and Allee 2002.
8. Huth 1996, chap. 4.
9. See Boyd 1979; Englebert, Tarango, and Carter 2002; Touval 1972; and Widstrand 1969.

10. Touval 1972.
11. Englebert, Tarango, and Carter 2002.

The Politics of Territorial Claims 33

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

16
00

02
54

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000254


While valuable, almost all of the prior quantitative tests suffer from limitations
because of their use of the dyad or pair of neighboring states as the unit of analysis.
Although the literature implies significant variation in the value of different areas and
different border segments, scholars truncate this variation empirically by comparing
territory along an entire dyadic border to territory along other dyadic borders. The
dependent variable typically measures whether or not the dyad experienced a
dispute anywhere along their border. Such research design ignores how much of
the border or which portions were contested. All independent variables, by necessity,
are measured at the dyadic level. This does not pose a problem for variables that do
not vary by location along the border, such as the states’ regime type, the identity of
the former colonial metropole, or the balance of military capabilities. But factors that
do vary along the border must, in this set-up, be aggregated up to the dyadic level. For
example, when they analyze the effect of partitioned groups on border disputes,
Englebert, Tarango, and Carter calculate the share of the population in each state
that belongs to groups partitioned by the border and then average these shares to
obtain a dyadic value.12

At least two potential limitations result from this aggregation. First, averaging or
summing values across multiple groups partitioned by different segments of the
border obscures potential variation in the value of different areas or segments
along the border. In particular, when a border slices through a number of different
groups, aggregation blurs what we will show to be important distinctions between
partitioned groups. Second, when aggregated attributes of the entire border are
used to explain disputes that take place over only parts of the border, an ecological
inference problem can arise. For example, even if a border partitions a substantial
share of the population of two states, it could well be the case that the contested seg-
ments partition a small group or none at all. In that case, it would be a mistake to infer
that the size and influence of the partitioned population relate to the dispute. As a
demonstration of this possibility, Schultz shows that disaggregating from dyadic to
a sub-dyadic unit of analysis can flip the sign (from positive to negative) of the esti-
mated relationship between oil deposits and a territorial claim.13

Similar issues arise in the literature that links international and transnational con-
flict behavior to ethnic considerations. Prior studies show that transborder ethnic ties
—particularly when a group is politically powerful in one country but disadvantaged
in its neighbor—are associated with a higher likelihood of interstate conflict and ex-
ternal support for rebellion.14 Although irredentism is not the only motive that could
undergird these relationships, to the extent that it does, a spatial analysis of territorial
claims advances this literature in two ways. First, rather than examining violent out-
comes, we focus on an earlier stage in the causal chain: the origin of the conflicting

12. Ibid.
13. Schultz 2015.
14. See Cederman et al. 2013; Davis and Moore 1997; Gartzke and Gleditsch 2006; Moore and Davis

1998; Saideman 2001; and Salehyan, Gleditsch, and Cunningham 2011.

34 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

16
00

02
54

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000254


claims that drive the dispute. Second, by moving away from the dyadic set-up that
characterizes this literature, we can more directly establish whether disputes associ-
ated with transborder ethnic kin are circumscribed by the group’s precise territorial
location, an essential step in establishing the causal link.

Three Models of Territorial Conflict

Although many of our arguments apply generally, there are methodological and sub-
stantive reasons to apply them to the context of territorial disputes between African
states. In an ideal experimental set-up, we would drop boundaries from the sky, let
them fall randomly without regard to conditions on the ground, and then identify
which were contested and which were not. Africa is the region of the world that
most closely approximates this experimental ideal. While it would be too strong to
say that European powers divided the African continent with no regard for the
people or geography, the lines they produced were often drawn without knowledge
of local geography or ethnic conditions, reflecting the needs and ambitions of the col-
onial powers, rather than the indigenous people.15

This feature is particularly important when considering the role of territorial claims
that arise from the partitioning of ethnic groups. Irredentism has long been recognized
as a major source of territorial conflict. In Europe and elsewhere, borders and ethnic
settlement patterns developed in tandem over centuries. Borders were adjusted to fit
ethnic spatial distributions through warfare and the resulting settlements and ethnic
distributions were adjusted—through expulsions and mass murder—to fit internation-
al borders. As Sahlins detailed, moreover, ethnicity itself changes as a result of the im-
position and demarcation of borders.16 A focus on Africa mitigates this problem.
Pressures to move to one’s appropriate ethnic or national homeland were relatively
mild before independent African states emerged. As a result, ethnic settlement pat-
terns—which we can map near the time of independence—did not derive from the
new international borders or, at least, less so than in Europe. Furthermore, since
mostAfrican states attained independence in the early 1960s, we have a natural starting
point to observe the subsequent behavior of a large number of states facing a similar
international environment and similar imperatives to build postcolonial polities.
That said, we recognize that territorial aspirations in post-independence Africa

played out in the context of a global and regional norm of territorial integrity.17 In
Africa, this norm was explicitly codified in the Organisation of African Unity’s
1964 Cairo Declaration, whereby “all member states pledge[d] themselves to
respect the borders existing on their achievement of national independence.”18 If

15. See Asiwaju 1985; and Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2013.
16. Sahlins 1989.
17. Zacher 2001.
18. Touval 1972, 89.
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this norm were strictly binding, its main effect would be to eliminate revisionist
claims altogether, in which case there would be no variation to examine. This is
not the case, but the norm could have shaped territorial claims in subtle ways. One
strategy was to take exception to the territorial integrity norm by articulating an alter-
native: the norm of self-determination, which could permit the unification of groups
split by colonial borders. A second strategy involved arguing that no border had been
definitively set in the colonial period, either for parts or the entire length of the dyadic
border, leaving no existing line to respect. Finally, states could argue that their claim
in fact followed the true colonial line in cases where multiple interpretations were
possible. Therefore, in our empirical as well as in our theoretical analyses we need
to take into account the presence of conditions that create opportunities to make
claims in spite of the prevailing norm.

The Ethnic/Irredentist Framework

The ethnic model of territorial disputes begins with the idea that claims are made to
unify groups partitioned by the status quo border. We make no claim to introduce a
wholly novel theory of ethnic politics and territorial disputes since there already exist
large literatures on nationalism, ethnic politics, and irredentism.19 Instead we synthe-
size and elaborate these arguments to derive testable predictions about the specific
border segments at greatest risk of contestation.
This framework starts with the assumption that leaders want to hold power and that

territorial claims present one instrument to that end. Two factors are relevant to the
decision to advance a claim based on the principle of unifying a partitioned group.
The first depends on features of the partitioned group and its position in the polity;
the second revolves around the overall ethnic homogeneity of the country, which
affects the desirability of making a claim on behalf of any group. These two
factors complement one another, as we will explain.
By claiming territory that locally partitions an ethnic group, the leader not only es-

tablishes a bargaining position that—if successful—would lead to the incorporation of
more people from that group into the country. The leader also signals a desire to
promote that group’s interest as a national priority and, by mobilizing state resources
in pursuit of such a claim, increases the salience of ethnicity within the polity.20 As
a result, not every leader benefits from promoting the unification of every partitioned
group. A leader has the greatest incentive to advocate for unification of his or her
own ethnic kin. Such a claim might lead to an increase in the number of co-ethnics
who become citizens in the event that the border is changed. Even if the territory is un-
likely to change hands, the claim itself may have value in both inter- and intra-group

19. See Brubaker 1996; Cederman et al. 2013; Davis and Moore 1997; Gartzke and Gleditsch 2006;
Horowitz 1985; Kapil 1966; Moore and Davis 1998; Saideman 2001; Saideman and Ayres 2000, 2008;
van Houten 1998; and Weiner 1971.
20. Gibler, Hutchinson, and Miller 2012.
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competition, particularly when the group is already large. By increasing the salience of
ethnicity relative to other cleavages, the incumbent can reinforce his group’s political
cohesion. At the same time, this strategy can be used to outbid, or deter outbidding by,
challengers from within the group who often pose the greatest threat.21 Thus, the pol-
itical benefits of ethnically based claims are greatest when the group is large and pol-
itically powerful.22 Moreover, if the group already dominates the polity, irredentist
claims are likely to face little effective resistance from other groups who would
lose.23 And, as Saideman and Ayres show, members of the irredenta are most likely
to support unification when their group is politically dominant in the claimant state.24

By contrast, leaders are unlikely to advocate for the inclusion of groups to which
they do not belong or even for the unification of their own group if it is relatively
small. In addition to the disincentives to increase the ranks of potential rivals, it
may be costly to increase ethnic heterogeneity and fractionalization within the
state. Incorporating territory inhabited by a group whose population is small (or
non-existent) within the country necessarily increases the level of fractionalization.
As Alesina and Spolaore emphasize, increased heterogeneity is one of the costs of
state expansion, and numerous studies confirm that ethnic diversity can harm eco-
nomic growth and public goods provision.25 A leader who sits atop a small ethnic
base or who governs an ethnically heterogeneous polity also faces potential risks
in making ethnic divisions politically salient, since doing so works to the advantage
of larger groups in the polity. In highly fractionalized countries, making claims for the
unification of one group opens the floodgates to additional demands from other
groups.26 Furthermore, members of marginalized groups might prefer the exit
option afforded by their presence in multiple states. Given the dangers and difficulties
of promoting an ethnically based nationalism in a heterogeneous country, leaders of
such states tend to eschew territorial claims with an obvious ethnic motivation.
Thus, the presence of partitioned ethnic groups creates both incentives and disin-

centives for territorial claims for ethnic unification. This suggests:

H1a (Political ethnic claim): A state is more likely to make a claim on a segment that
partitions an ethnic group that is large and politically powerful within the state than
on a segment that partitions a small group or does not partition any group.27

A corollary to this logic is that territorial claims are most likely to be made by rela-
tively homogeneous states on behalf of ethnic kin on the wrong side of the border,

21. See Horowitz 1985, 630; Saideman 2001, 23–24; and Weiner 1971, 669.
22. See Brubaker 1996; and Gartzke and Gleditsch 2006.
23. Horowitz 1985, 282.
24. Saideman and Ayres 2008.
25. See Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999; Alesina and Spolaore 2003; Easterly and Levine 1997; and

Habyarimana et al. 2007.
26. Walter 2003.
27. Cederman et al. 2013, 396 articulate a similar hypothesis to predict the probability of civil conflict.
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and that they are least likely to be made by states that are highly ethnically fraction-
alized.28 This suggests:

H1b (Homogeneity): The more ethnically homogeneous a state is, the more likely it is
to make a territorial claim.

That these hypotheses are probabilistic, rather than deterministic, underscores the fact
that a widely shared ethnic identity and partitioned co-ethnics do not make territorial
claims inevitable. Rather, they present an opportunity for elites, particularly in newly
independent countries, to form a national identity, build broad coalitions, and fend off
challengers who might be tempted to outbid them on this dimension. As Schraeder’s
analysis of Somalia and Ashford’s discussion of Morocco underscore, irredentism
served as a convenient tool for elites trying to hold power in the face of clan or ideo-
logical cleavages.29 And it was particularly attractive at a time when establishing a
new state and rejecting the legacy of colonialism were unifying projects. That the
pan-Somali project collapsed and Greater Morocco was abandoned suggest that
this strategy is not guaranteed to succeed or endure. These observations imply
that the foregoing logic is most likely to explain territorial claims that arise around
the time of independence, but not necessarily those that arise later, a corollary that
we test at the end of this paper. They also suggest that different factors may be
needed to explain subsequent developments in the pursuit or abandonment of
claims.30

While the first two hypotheses focus on the domestic politics of the claimant state,
several authors suggest that the partitioned group’s status in the target state should
also be taken into account.31 Leaders may face incentives to make claims on
behalf of groups that are politically powerless or a repressed minority in the target.
Moreover, the potential loss of a small minority is unlikely to affect the power and
control of the dominant group(s) in the target and therefore less likely to provoke a
bitter struggle for survival. By contrast, if the partitioned group is politically powerful
in the target state, leaders of this group may well resist claims for ethnic unification in
the fear they will lose their privileged position.32 At the same time, leaders of the par-
titioned group in the claimant state may prefer to maintain control at home, rather
than share power with their co-ethnic elites across the border. This logic suggests:

H1c (Transnational ethnic claim): A state is more likely to make a claim on a
segment that partitions an ethnic group that is small and politically powerless in

28. Kapil 1966, 673
29. See Ashford 1962; and Schraeder 2006.
30. Saideman 1998 shows, for example, that Somali claims became more clan based with the narrowing

of the political system in the late 1960s.
31. See Brubaker 1996; Cederman et al. 2013; Davis and Moore 1997; Gartzke and Gleditsch 2006;

Moore and Davis 1998; van Houten 1998, 110; and Weiner 1971.
32. Weiner 1971, 677.
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the target state than on a segment that partitions groups that have access to power in
the target state.33

Testing these hypotheses requires data that both identify the ethnic groups within each
country and map the regions they inhabit. Both of these tasks are nontrivial. The iden-
tification of groups is challenging because of the variety of ethnic, tribal, religious, and
linguistic differences that exist, making classification by outsiders particularly
fraught.34 Moreover, as Posner emphasizes, ethnic identification is influenced by polit-
ical developments that make certain cleavages more salient than others.35 Since the
articulation of irredentist claims can have this effect, we need to guard against the pos-
sibility that a group might be identifiable and powerful partly because it has made a
territorial claim. Lacking ideal solutions, we address this issue by using a variety of
data sets with different strengths and weaknesses. First, we use two data sets that
identify and geo-locate ethnic and tribal groups in Africa without explicitly seeking
to identify the cleavages that are politically salient. In the main text, we report
results derived from the Soviet 1960s era atlas Narodov Mira (People of the World),
which geo-located groups around the time of decolonization. This atlas was digitized
by Weidmann, Rød, and Cederman into a data set called Geo-referencing of Ethnic
Groups (GREG).36 In online Appendix C, we replicate the tests using an alternative
map of African groups developed by Murdock.37 Second, we rely on the identification
and geo-location of politically relevant ethnic groups as provided by the Ethnic Power
Relations (EPR) data set family.38 These data not only report the size and power of
politically relevant ethnic groups (PREGs) but they also link to a digital map of the
groups’ settlement areas and identify transborder ethnic kin (TEK) in neighboring
states. These data have the advantage of identifying politically salient cleavages
within each country and coding several levels of political power. Even so, there are
some limitations to using these data in our context. We discuss these limitations and
some of the modifications introduced in online Appendix B.
For each border segment, we determine whether or not that segment cuts through a

GREG group and/or separates a PREG from transborder kin. For each group so parti-
tioned, we record the size and political power of that group at the time that the dyad was
born—that is, when the later of the two states in the dyad gained independence.

33. Cederman and colleagues (2013) argue that the probability of civil war in the target is a curvilinear
function of the group’s size in that state. This assumption makes sense when studying civil war because
very small groups lack sufficient resources to mount a rebellion, but not when studying whether a territorial
claim is made on the group’s behalf. We found no evidence of a curvilinear relationship.
34. Asiwaju 1985, 252–55.
35. Posner 2005.
36. Weidmann, Rød, and Cederman 2010. We introduce one change to the GREG data. In Northern

Africa, GREG codes ethnicities on the basis of international borders by disaggregating Arabs into
Algerian Arabs, Moroccan Arabs, Tunisian Arabs, etc., and by defining their homelands (largely) accord-
ing to the state borders. In our main specifications, we aggregated these groups into one category, Arabs. In
online Appendix C we show that our results are unchanged when we use the original classification.
37. Murdock 1959.
38. Vogt et al. 2015; Wucherpfennig et al. 2011.
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Although both of these factors are potentially time varying, we restrict our attention to
initial political conditions to avoid the endogeneity between subsequent political de-
velopments and conflict behavior. Since the majority of territorial claims are made
early in the life of the dyad, the configuration of political power in this early period
is most relevant. When using the GREG data, we use two measures of political influ-
ence. First, we code the ethnic group of the leader in power at the time of the dyad’s
independence and create a variable indicating border segments that partition a group
that produced such a leader.39 To capture the demographic importance of each parti-
tioned group, we measure its population share of each country’s total population,
based on geo-referenced population estimates from 1960. When using the EPR data,
we rely on their coding of the population share and political power of the partitioned
group in each state. The latter can take eight values, which we convert to three catego-
ries: in control (monopoly, dominant), in coalition (senior partner, junior partner), and
powerless (discriminated, powerless, irrelevant, self-excluded).40

To capture the effects of ethnic homogeneity in Hypothesis 1b, we introduce a new
measure that counts the number of groups that are partitioned by the country’s
borders. In addition to being related to the overall diversity, this score directly meas-
ures how many groups could potentially demand unification and thus captures how
big a can of worms would be opened by making a territorial claim on this basis.41

Results obtained using a more traditional measure of ethnic heterogeneity—ethnolin-
guistic fractionalization—are similar, and not reported.
The ethnic framework assesses the incentives and disincentives for territorial

claims as a result of ethnic partitioning. However, border segments may be contested
for other reasons and ethnic partition could prove only a minor risk factor compared
to, for example, proximity to natural resources. Leaders may claim an area on ethnic
grounds to conceal some other motive that may be perceived as less legitimate.
Therefore, we offer and test two alternative explanations for territorial claims
based on prominent arguments in the relevant literature: a realist framework in
which states seek to increase their power and wealth, and an institutional framework
in which claims arise when borders are institutionally weak.

The Realist Framework: Power and Plenty

The realist framework emphasizes the role of power in determining states’ interests
and ambitions. A state’s power relative to its neighbors and its own people determines

39. The identification of leaders’ ethnicity is based on the data in Fearon, Kasara, and Laitin 2007. In
online Appendix C we create an alternative indicator that measures whether a border segment partitioned
a group whose geographic extent includes the national capital. The results are not affected.
40. Four groups—the Somali, Sotho, Swazi, and Gur (in Burkina Faso)—are coded by EPR as irrelevant

even though they are the only ethnic group in the country and make up all or most of the population. As we
discuss in online Appendix B, these groups are more appropriately called hegemonic because of the
absence of ethnic competitors, and we code them as a control.
41. Walter 2003.
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both the scope of territorial demands as well as its ability to control new territory.
The more powerful a state is relative to its neighbors, the greater the concessions it
might expect to wrest, through force or coercive diplomacy. Hence, all other things
equal, the realist model predicts that a state is more likely to make a claim, and more
likely to make a larger claim, as its military advantage increases.42 Bargaining
models also emphasize that power imbalances are particularly dangerous when
the distribution of the contested good is not commensurate with the distribution
of power.43 A more powerful state is likely to be satisfied with the status quo if
it already possesses a commensurately large share of the combined territory of
the countries. This suggests:

H2a (Relative power and area): The likelihood that a state will make a claim is in-
creasing in the state’s power relative to the potential target and decreasing in the
state’s share of total area in the dyad.

To capture these considerations, we measure each state’s share of dyadic capabilities
using the Correlates of War National Material Capabilities data and each state’s share
of the dyadic land area.
The state’s ability to exert control over any territory newly acquired could also

affect the desirability of a revision.44 This holds particularly in Africa, where relative-
ly weak states often had a hard time extending their control to peripheral areas.45 This
logic suggests that states may be unwilling or unable to assert claims for border areas
located far from their national capital, or:

H2b (State capacity at border): The likelihood that a state contests a border segment
is decreasing in that segment’s distance from the national capital.

Finally, a realist model also predicts that states tend to seek territories that increase
their national power. Some territory, such as a mountain pass, has strategic value
because it increases the state’s ability to defend itself from external threats or to
project its power. Unfortunately, this consideration is difficult to capture in a sys-
tematic way because the characteristics that make a piece of territory strategically
valuable are quite context specific. We also note that military-strategic consider-
ations do not appear to play a major role in African disputes. Another way that ter-
ritory could increase national power is by contributing valuable resources, such as
oil or mineral deposits.46 The desire to acquire resource-rich areas figures prom-
inently in some African territorial disputes, including those between Morocco

42. Huth 1996.
43. See especially Powell 1999.
44. Liberman 1996.
45. Herbst 2000.
46. Okumu 2010.

The Politics of Territorial Claims 41

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

16
00

02
54

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000254


and Algeria and the Bakassi peninsula dispute between Nigeria and Cameroon. This
suggests:

H2c (Resources): A state is more likely to contest a segment if natural resources are
located nearby on the other side.

To test this, we use the geocoding of oil deposits provided by Lujala, Rød, and
Thieme and the Mineral Resource Data System (MRDS), a US Geological Survey
geocoding of mines and mineral deposits.47 For each resource, we create two sets
of variables. The first indicates, for each state, whether there are any deposits of
the resource; the second indicates, for each segment, the distance from that
segment to the nearest deposit.48

A more sophisticated version of this argument appreciates that even when states
seek material gains in the form of territory or resources, international norms constrain
them from justifying claims in those terms; they must, instead, make the case that a
given piece of land is rightly part of their national territory.49 The existence of parti-
tioned groups can be the basis for such a claim, creating an opportunity for states to
wield self-determination norms strategically on behalf of other goals. This suggests
an alternative view of when borders that partition ethnic groups are likely to be
challenged:

H2d (Strategic ethnic claims): A state is more likely to contest a segment that parti-
tions a group if the area inhabited by the group on the target side is large or contains
natural resources.

That unification claims may be made strategically in this way underscores one of the
benefits of the approach taken here. Rather than trying to assess the sincerity of claims
made on behalf of partitioned groups, we can instead determine whether such claims
tend to arise where they are most useful in attaining other objects. Hypotheses 1a
and 2d make different predictions about which qualities of a partitioned group influ-
ence the likelihood of a claim. For the political logic, what matters is the size and
influence of the group in the (potential) claimant state; for the strategic logic, what
matters are the characteristics of the group’s area in the (potential) target.

The Institutional Framework: Borders as Focal Points

The second alternative framework focuses on the institutional role of borders. As
Carter and Goemans emphasize, borders serve a coordinating function whereby

47. Lujala, Rød, and Thieme 2007.
48. Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 2015.
49. Zartman 1969, 85.
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governments and citizens commonly know where one state and one jurisdiction ends
and another starts.50 Because of physical or historical circumstances, some borders
may serve this function better than others and thus affect the likelihood of subsequent
disputes. Where borders serve as strong focal points, they can reduce uncertainty at
both the central and local levels, facilitating cooperation in the management of cross-
border flows. On the other hand, where history and/or physical circumstances created
poor focal lines, two problems might arise. First, the existing border might not be seen
as a stable source of mutual gain, lowering the opportunity costs of challenging it.
Second, poor focal lines might create opportunities for states to work around the pre-
vailing norm that colonial borders should not be changed. Where no clear line
existed, the territorial integrity norm was not relevant; where circumstances permitted
multiple interpretations of the true line, a revisionist state could claim to be honoring
the norm.
To capture these considerations, we assess the effect of two sets of variables. The

first captures whether or not the border follows easily identifiable physical features.
Rivers and lakes provide natural and easily observable markers in the landscape. In
general, an institutional model expects segments with these features to reduce the risk
of a claim.51 Borders that follow a watershed or mountain tops likewise stand out
locally and on maps; accordingly, we identify segments that follow watershed bound-
aries. At the other extreme, borders that follow straight lines do not coincide with any
natural barriers or demographic features.52 Such borders are rarely evident on the
ground and make for poor focal points around which to coordinate behavior. The in-
stitutional model predicts:

H3a (Natural boundaries): A segment is less likely to be contested if it follows a river,
lake, or watershed boundary. A segment is more likely to be contested if it follows a
straight line.

The second set of variables captures how clearly the border was defined in the col-
onial period and whether its location was subject to multiple interpretations. We
capture these considerations by coding three aspects of the border’s colonial
history. The first captures the age of each border segment by determining the year
in which the line inherited upon independence was created. Since borders were
often created over a period of years and successively defined in greater detail, we
do not use a precise age; instead, we employ a broad distinction between old and
new borders, using 1919 as a dividing line between borders that were created
during the Scramble for Africa or the World War I settlement, and those that were
not created until later. A second measure indicates, for each segment of a border

50. See Carter and Goemans 2011; and Goemans 2006.
51. However, rivers may move or split and lakes may recede, in which case they can lose their focal

qualities. See Gleditsch et al. 2006. This phenomenon contributed to disputes on the Benin-Niger and
Namibia-Botswana borders.
52. Alesina, Easterly, and Matuszeski 2011.
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that did not follow a river, whether it was physically demarcated on the ground prior
to independence. The final measure captures border segments that were changed in
some significant manner during the colonial period, causing at least one of the
states to lose territory. For example, Uganda’s Idi Amin laid claim to a large
section of western Kenya on the grounds that it had been part of the Uganda
Protectorate until the British shifted the line. These variables allow us to test a
second institutional hypothesis:

H3b (Colonial history): A segment is more likely to be contested if it was not phys-
ically demarcated, drawn shortly before independence, or changed in a significant
way during the colonial period.

These hypotheses capture three different sets of causal mechanisms that plausibly link
the characteristics of specific areas or border segments to territorial disputes.
Appropriately testing these hypotheses requires a data set that can identify these char-
acteristics and the presence or absence of a dispute at a fine level of detail.

Research Design: Mapping Territorial Disputes

Identifying and Mapping Disputes

Consulting a variety of sources, we identified cases in which neighboring states pre-
sented incompatible territorial claims and then researched the location and extent of
those claims. To be coded as an interstate territorial dispute, these claims had to be
advanced by central state governments and pursued with diplomatic and/or military
means. In some cases, disputes were inherited from the colonial era, but to enter the
data set, they had to be reiterated after independence. We sought to identify disputes
that represented incompatible claims, rather than technical issues arising from poorly
delimited or demarcated borders. To mesh these data with existing Correlates of War
data sets, we restricted the collection to disputes that arose before 2002; thus the con-
flict between Sudan and South Sudan is not in our data set. Using these criteria, we
identified disputes along twenty-seven of the 102 borders in northern and sub-
Saharan Africa. There are twenty-nine distinct disputes, since two dyads—
Cameroon–Nigeria and Morocco–Mauritania—had two separable disputes. For
each dispute we were able to code which state was the claimant—claiming territory
beyond the border inherited upon independence. In some cases, the status quo was
sufficiently unclear that both states qualified as claimants.
In the next step, we researched and mapped the extent of the claims with Esri’s

ArcMap software. To that end, we consulted a variety of sources to identify which
pieces of territory or portions of the border were in dispute. Often, claims coincide
with an administrative division or a physical feature. In other cases we obtained,
scanned, and georeferenced maps that detailed the claims. Details on each dispute,
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along with a description of the map data and sources used, can be found in online
Appendix A.
This research allows us to spatially render these disputes as polygons correspond-

ing to the regions that were the subject of conflicting claims. Where these polygons
intersect with inherited borders, they identify the segments of the status quo border
that were contested by one or both states. Figure 1 shows a map with the contested
segments marked in thick black lines and the disputed areas in gray (note that
some disputes are so small they are not visible on this map).

We focus on the contested segments. Specifically, we divide each border into one-
kilometer-long segments and code whether or not each segment was contested and,
if so, by which state(s) in the dyad. There is no time component to the data, so the
dependent variable records whether or not the segment was ever contested in the
post-independence period. However, we record the date that the claim was originally
made, which will allow us to perform tests that differentiate between disputes that

FIGURE 1. African territorial disputes
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arose early in the life of the dyad and those that arose later. Cutting the border into one-
kilometer segments is admittedly arbitrary, but doing so allows us to avoid aggregating
characteristics that vary along the border even at relatively small scales. Once the data
are rendered this way, we can combine these small segments to create larger ones and
thereby determine whether the choice of segment length matters for any results.
One concern is that territorial claims are not scattered along a border but tend to be

contiguous. The probability that any given segment is contested is highly correlated
with whether or not neighboring segments are contested. We address this problem
three different ways. In the main analysis, we correct for non-independence by clus-
tering standard errors by dyad. Thus, despite the tens of thousands of observations
reported in the statistical tables, the standard errors are calculated as if there are
102 observations. Second, we show that the main results remain robust because
one-kilometer segments are aggregated into progressively larger border segments,
a practice that reduces spatial dependence. Finally, in online Appendix C we report
results obtained using a regression model that incorporates a spatial lag, thereby al-
lowing the outcome in each segment to depend on those in its neighbors. Although
this model explicitly captures the spatial dependence, implementing it requires a
number of compromises so we treat these estimates as a robustness check rather
than the main result.
Another limitation of focusing on contested segments is that we lose information

about the depth of the territorial claim. Because we ignore whether a state claims terri-
tory close to or thousands of kilometers beyond the contested segments, we might over-
look the determinants of the claim if these determinants lie deep within the neighbor’s
territory. For the analysis of group partitions, this does not present a serious problem,
since we examine whether the segment cuts through a region inhabited by a particular
group. When we look at the role of natural resources, such as oil or minerals, the pres-
ence of resources could lead to a claim deep in the neighbor’s territory. To account for
this, we code the segment’s distance to resources within one thousand kilometers.

Descriptive Statistics

We identified twenty-nine disputed areas along twenty-seven of the 102 dyadic borders.
Since several areas involve claims by both states, when rendered as claimant–target
directed dyads there are thirty-seven individual disputed areas. The area of the disputed
areas adds up to 2.7million square kilometers, about 9.5 percent ofAfrica’s total area. Of
the over 76,000 kilometers of inherited borders, 13,800 kilometers or 18 percent were
contested. Figure 2 depicts the variation in the area of contested regions measured as a
percentage of the states’ combined area (2a) and the length of the disputed segments
as percentage of the total border length (2b). As the figure shows, the majority of terri-
torial disputes in Africa involve limited areas, corresponding to less than 1 percent of the
dyadic area. Only two involve demands for the outright annexation of an entire state.
Border disputes also vary considerably in terms of their length. Whereas seven disputes
implicate the entire border, twice as many implicate less than half.
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A summary of the bivariate relations in the data appears in online Appendix B.

Data Analysis and Results

We estimate each model separately to assess its explanatory power before combining
them into a model that includes variables from all three. In all regressions, the unit of
observation is the one-kilometer border segment. In most cases, the estimation is done
using directed dyads, meaning each segment appears in the sample twice—once with
each state in the dyad as the potential claimant and the other as the potential target. In
these cases, the dependent variable records, for each potential claimant and each
segment, whether the country in question contested the given segment. This design
is particularly useful to test arguments that hinge on characteristics of the claiming
state such as its ethnic composition. In other tests, the sample uses non–directed dyads
in which each segment appears only once, and the dependent variable records whether
or not that segment was disputed by at least one of the states in the dyad. This design
is useful to test arguments that hinge on the characteristics of the dyad or dyadic border.
Here, we estimate all regressions with a logit model; results obtained using alter-

native estimators that introduce a spatial lag or claimant fixed effects are reported in
online Appendix C. Because there is great variation in border lengths, and thus the
number of observations per dyad, all regressions include a control for the logged
length of the border in kilometers.

The Ethnic Framework

Table 1 presents a series of models that explore the hypotheses from the ethnic model
using directed dyadic data. The first three columns use variables derived from the

FIGURE 2. Variation in dispute size, by area and length
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TABLE 1. Ethnic politics models

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Variables GREG GREG GREG EPR EPR EPR

PARTITION 0.23 −0.96* −0.08 0.38 −1.23 0.46
(0.44) (0.52) (0.45) (0.44) (0.96) (0.89)

Partitioned group’s status in claimant

FIRST LEADER 1.35*** −1.52
(0.41) (0.95)

POPULATION SHARE 1.59** −4.90***
(0.80) (1.87)

FIRST LEADER * POPULATION SHARE 8.69***
(2.17)

IN CONTROL 2.10** 2.13**
(0.89) (0.84)

IN COALITION −1.58 −1.67
(1.32) (1.32)

Partitioned group’s status in the target

POWERLESS IN TARGET 1.94** 0.53
(0.85) (0.84)

POPULATION SHARE −0.10 −0.45 −2.97***
(0.84) (0.88) (0.93)

BORDER FRACTIONALIZATION OF CLAIMANT −0.11** −0.73*** −0.75***
(0.05) (0.23) (0.23)

BORDER LENGTH (LOGGED) 0.77 0.62* 0.69* 0.79 1.05* 1.12*
(0.52) (0.37) (0.38) (0.54) (0.63) (0.64)

Constant −7.61** −6.55** −6.03** −7.66** −7.49* −7.95*
(3.70) (2.64) (2.64) (3.59) (4.11) (4.18)

Observations 153,370 153,370 153,370 153,370 153,370 153,370
χ 2 statistic 2.20 14.68 30.60 4.43 50.05 59.24
Proportional Reduction in Error 0.00 0.00 0.33 0.00 0.17 0.20

Notes: Standard errors, corrected for clustering on dyads, are reported in parentheses. *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000254 Published online by Cambridge University Press
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GREG data set, while the second three rely on EPR. All models include an indicator for
whether or not the segment partitions an ethnic group. Subsequent columns add terms
with different measures of the political influence of partitioned groups in the claimant
and target state.53 Note that all of these variables are interacted with the partition indi-
cator and so equal 0 for segments that do not partition a group. Columns (3), (5), and (6)
also include controls for how fractionalized the claimant country’s border was.
As expected, columns (1) and (3) to (6) show there is no unconditional effect of

partitioning on the likelihood of a dispute. Of the segments that do partition an
ethnic group, however, those that partition a group that was politically powerful at
the time of the dyad’s independence are at a significantly higher risk of being the
subject of a claim, consistent with Hypothesis 1a. This result holds for different
ways of measuring the partitioned group’s status: whether or not the group produced
the claimant’s first leader (column 2), the group’s share of the claimant country’s
population (column 2), the interaction between these indicators (column 3), or
whether the group had a dominant or monopoly position within the polity
(columns 5 and 6). Since these results hinge on interaction terms, we interpret their
effects and significance more fully later and in Appendix C, which formally tests
the significance of the linear combinations implied by these terms. There is also con-
sistent support for Hypothesis 1b because the probability of a claim decreases with
the border fractionalization of the claimant. Finally, there is some evidence that a
claim on behalf of a partitioned group is more likely to be made when the group is
small or politically powerless in the target state, consistent with Hypothesis 1c.
This pattern emerges clearly in the EPR data (columns 5 and 6), though not when
using the GREG data (columns 2 and 3).
The different but complementary measures from the GREG and EPR data sets

allow us to explore several features of these results. Figure 3 presents the substan-
tive effects of model (3) by plotting the predicted probability of a claim on a
segment as a function of whether it partitions a GREG group and, if so, whether
the group produced the state’s first leader and its share of the population. The
effects of partitioning are clearly conditional on both group size and access to
power. Relative to segments that do not partition a group, those that partition a
group that produced the first leader are significantly more likely to be contested
as long as the group’s population exceeds about 75 percent of the country’s popu-
lation, a threshold that is met in half the observed cases where a first leader’s group
is partitioned. By contrast, the marginal effect of partitioning a group that did not
produce the first leader decreases with population share, and is significantly
lower than the baseline risk as long as that share exceeds 15 percent. A similar
picture emerges if we condition on partition and consider the effects of group
power. Relative to segments that partition a group that did not produce the first
leader, the marginal effect of partitioning the first leader’s group is increasing in

53. Partitioning is rarer in EPR (31 percent of segments compared to 74 percent in GREG) because it has
only groups that were politically relevant in both countries.
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population share and significantly different from 0 once the group exceeds one-
third of the country’s population. This threshold is met in about 80 percent of ob-
servations where a first leader’s group is partitioned. Thus, partitioning a group can
increase or decrease the risk of claim, depending on the status and size of the group.
In addition to supporting Hypothesis 1a, these results imply that claims on behalf

of the ethnic group of the first leader do not simply reflect an early-mover advantage
for the group that had access to power at independence. First leaders from small
groups are unlikely to make claims on behalf of partitioned kin, either because
they expect opposition from larger groups or because they stand to lose by making
ethnicity salient in this way. Large groups that did not produce the first leader are
also unlikely to have claims made on their behalf. This suggests a disincentive to
make ethnically based claims on behalf of populous groups that are not part of the
leader’s base and/or that leaders who come from smaller groups do not use territorial
claims to cement coalitions with larger ones.

Figure 4 reports predicted probabilities for several scenarios based on the EPR data
and the estimates in column (5). Relative to all other conditions, segments that
partition a politically powerful group are associated with a significantly higher prob-
ability of a claim, particularly if the transborder kin are marginalized in the target. The
50 percent predicted probability of a claim in this case reflects the fact that there are

FIGURE 3. The predicted effect of group partition conditional on political access and
size
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seven directed dyads that have this kind of border segment, and claims occurred in
four of them. By contrast, if a segment partitions a group that is in coalition or power-
less, the probability of a claim is smaller or indistinguishable from that of segments
that do not partition an EPR group. Finally, the probability of a claim on a partitioned
group is always significantly higher if that group is powerless in the target state,
holding constant its status in the claimant.

Looking at the individual cases, Table 2 lists the claims that were associated with
either the partitioning of a GREG group that produced the first leader in the claimant
or the partitioning of an EPR group that was in control. Overall, we find that partition-
ing of a politically powerful GREG group—that is, one that produced the first leader
and constituted a large percentage of the population—is implicated in sixteen of the
thirty-seven claimant–target pairs in the data set; only eight of the disputes involve
politically influential EPR groups.54 In most of these cases, the claims encompassed

FIGURE 4. The predicted effect of group partition conditional on political power

54. Some discrepancies arise from coding choices. No groups are coded for Western Sahara until after it
became part of Morocco and Mauritania in 1976, so the fact that Arab and Berber populations straddle both
states is missing. The TEK data also do not record the tie between the Tigray in Ethiopia and Eritrea, even
though the leaders of both states at the time of Eritrea’s independence came from that group.
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large portions of the partitioned groups that lived across the border and were justified
on the grounds of ethnic unification (e.g., Somalia, Togo) or reconstruction of a pre-
colonial entity closely tied to the dominant ethnic identity (e.g., Morocco, Malawi,
Lesotho).55 The table also indicates (with an asterisk) the four cases in which the
claim revolved around territory inhabited by a group that EPR codes as politically
dominant in the claimant and powerless in the target.
While this table emphasizes the positive cases that drive the associations in Table 1,

the flip side is important as well: most segments are uncontested because they do not
meet the relatively stringent conditions for a claim to be politically beneficial. Many
partitioned groups were either small or lacked access to power, and many states
were too ethnically fragmented to regard irredentism as appealing. Thus, the ethnic
framework not only identifies areas worth contesting, it also demonstrates that the ma-
jority were not desirable in these terms. Still, considerable variation remains to be ex-
plained. To dig deeper, we turn to the alternative frameworks.

The Realist Framework

Table 3 presents three models to assess the realist framework. The first model, in
column (1), tests Hypotheses 2a–c, which consider the effects of relative power
and size, state capacity at the border, and the proximity of natural resources. This

TABLE 2. Territorial claims associated with politically powerful partitioned groups

Claimant–Target Partitioned GREG Group Partitioned EPR Group

Egypt–Sudan Arab
Eritrea–Ethiopia Tigrai
Ethiopia–Eritrea Tigrai
Ghana–Côte d’Ivoire Akan
Lesotho–South Africa Basuto Sotho*
Malawi–Zambia Malavi Chewa
Mauritania–Morocco Arab
(Western Sahara)
Morocco–Algeria Arab Arab
Morocco–Mauritania Arab
(Western Sahara)
Morocco–Mauritania Arab
(Mauritania)
Niger–Benin Songai
Somalia–Ethiopia Somali Somali*
Somalia–Kenya Somali Somali*
Swaziland–South Africa Swazi Swazi*
Togo–Ghana Ewe Ewe
Tunisia–Algeria Arab Arab

Note: * Indicates cases in which the group was coded as powerless in the target state.

55. Exceptions include the Tunisia–Algeria and Benin–Niger disputes.
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model fares poorly. There is evidence that the probability of a dispute increases as the
claimant’s share of the total dyadic area goes down; however, the insignificant coef-
ficient on the claimant’s relative power suggests that this is not necessarily the result
of a mismatch between relative power and the status quo distribution, as the logic
behind Hypothesis 2a suggests. There is also evidence that a claim becomes less
likely as the closest mineral deposit on the target side gets farther from the border.
However, the insignificant coefficient on the dummy variable indicating the presence
of minerals in the target state means that minerals close to the border do not increase
the risk of a dispute relative to the case in which there are no minerals at all. Finally,
the effect of oil deposits near the border is statistically insignificant and in the wrong
direction.
As suggested by Hypothesis 2d, it may be that the desire for territory and minerals

is strategically cloaked in the garb of ethnic politics. The models in the next two
columns test this hypothesis by adding indicators to measure whether the border
segment partitions an ethnic group, the percentage of the target state’s territory that
the partitioned group covers, and whether there are minerals in that territory.56

Column (2) uses the GREG data, while column (3) relies on EPR. Because a
group’s area in the target state is correlated with its area in the claimant state, we
include a control for that as well. The results belie the argument for strategic manipu-
lation of ethnic claims. There is no evidence that states make claims to unify ethnic
groups whose territorial overhang is particularly large or hosts mineral deposits.
Notably, a segment is significantly more likely to be contested the larger the parti-
tioned group’s area share is in the claimant state. This suggests that claims on
behalf of partitioned groups are motivated by the potential political gains at home,
not deployed strategically for material gains abroad.
The findings with respect to oil and minerals suggest that these resources are not a

systematic risk factor in causing disputes, contrary to recent results reported by
Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner.57 Nevertheless, there are reasons to be cautious about
these findings as they pertain to mineral deposits. These data are noisy and we do
not distinguish different kinds of minerals. Our variables are also silent regarding
when these resources were discovered since discovery dates are incomplete. Even
if such dates existed, they would have limited value since the presence of minerals
may be suspected long before they are actually discovered. Thus, we have estimated
the correlation between whether there was ever a dispute on a segment and whether
there were ever resources nearby. One possible effect of this research design is to bias
upward the estimated correlation, since a dispute might be attributed to minerals that
were not discovered until later. Another possibility is that conflict depresses the like-
lihood of finding minerals in affected regions, which would bias the estimated

56. Since there are exceedingly few cases in which oil is present in the territory of a partitioned group,
this variable was omitted.
57. Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 2015.
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correlation downward. Ultimately, existing data do not allow us to gauge the relative
magnitude of these two biases.

The Institutional Framework

Table 4 presents three models to assess the institutional framework. Since most of the
variables in this framework refer to features of the border, rather than features of the
claimants, the main models are estimated on dyadic data. Column (1) reports the test
of Hypothesis 3a. Consistent with that hypothesis, segments that follow rivers and
watersheds are less likely to be contested than segments that do not. This suggests
that such natural and easily identifiable and focal barriers do indeed yield a pacifying
influence. This result holds in spite of the fact that, in several cases, rivers became the
object of disputes (e.g., Benin–Niger, Namibia–Botswana). Straight-line segments
are associated with a higher likelihood of a dispute, but this effect is not robustly sig-
nificant across models.

TABLE 3. Realist models

(1) (2) (3)
Variables Realist Strategic Ethnic-GREG Strategic Ethnic-EPR

CAPABILITY SHARE OF CLAIMANT 0.24 0.27 0.34
(0.66) (0.62) (0.60)

AREA SHARE OF CLAIMANT −2.06** −1.54* −1.63**
(0.82) (0.91) (0.83)

DISTANCE TO CAPITAL OF CLAIMANT 0.36 0.21 0.45
(0.32) (0.29) (0.36)

OIL ON TARGET SIDE −0.94 −2.00*** −1.59***
(0.75) (0.73) (0.55)

DISTANCE TO OIL ON TARGET SIDE 0.00 0.00* 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE 0.16 −0.21 0.27
(1.02) (1.07) (0.89)

DISTANCE TO MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE −0.00** −0.00** −0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

PARTITION −0.38 −0.42
(0.40) (0.97)

MINERALS IN PARTITIONED GROUP IN TARGET −0.12 −1.84**
(0.43) (0.78)

PARTITIONED GROUP AREA SHARE IN TARGET 1.46 1.20
(1.11) (1.62)

PARTITIONED GROUP AREA SHARE IN CLAIMANT 2.97*** 4.17***
(0.90) (1.46)

BORDER LENGTH (LOGGED) 0.99* 1.09*** 1.19**
(0.51) (0.38) (0.51)

Constant −9.84** −10.23*** −12.24**
(4.64) (3.33) (4.89)

Observations 153,370 153,370 153,370
χ2 statistic 17.48 53.89 56.86
Proportional Reduction in Error 0.00 0.22 0.09

Notes: Standard errors, corrected for clustering on dyads, are reported in parentheses. *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.
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Column (2) adds a set of variables capturing the history of the border to assess
Hypothesis 3b. The expected effects of demarcated and recently created borders do
not appear, but two results stand out. First, in the relatively small number of cases
(five dyads) where the border was undefined or only provisionally defined at inde-
pendence, the likelihood of a dispute was very high. Indeed, only one such
segment (a small portion between Mali and Niger) was not the subject of a later
dispute. This result appears consistent with the importance of the territorial integrity
norm, which implies that the greatest opportunity for conflict lies in places where no
border was defined. However, the failure to define a border may be a product of under-
lying factors that also motivated the subsequent dispute, so we cannot be sure that
this effect is causal.58 Second, we find evidence that borders that were changed sig-
nificantly during the colonial period experienced a higher likelihood of a dispute.
This is consistent with the expectation that such changes can create multiple focal

TABLE 4. Institutional models

(1) (2) (3)
Variables Institutional (dyadic) Institutional (dyadic) Institutional (directed dyadic)

RIVER BORDER −1.10*** −1.56*** −1.11**
(0.43) (0.49) (0.43)

WATERSHED BORDER −2.24** −2.13* −2.46**
(1.09) (1.10) (1.11)

STRAIGHT LINE SEGMENT 0.66 0.66 0.55
(0.40) (0.46) (0.38)

DEMARCATED PRIOR TO INDEPENDENCE −0.59 −0.16
(0.58) (0.61)

BORDER CREATED AFTER 1920 −0.95 −1.14
(0.81) (1.07)

BORDER UNDEFINED OR PROVISIONAL 4.39*** 1.74***
(0.89) (0.39)

BORDER CHANGED IN COLONIAL PERIOD 1.70**
(0.76)

CLAIMANT LOST TERRITORY 1.56*
(0.84)

TARGET LOST TERRITORY 0.44
(1.07)

BORDER LENGTH (LOGGED) 0.69 0.68 0.76
(0.44) (0.50) (0.51)

Constant −6.22** −6.29* −7.41**
(3.00) (3.56) (3.71)

Observations 76,685 76,685 153,370
χ2 statistic 11.16 56.03 83.01
Wald test 0.02 0.00 0.00
Proportional Reduction in Error 0.00 0.27 0.06

Note: Standard errors, corrected for clustering on dyads, are reported in parentheses. *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

58. Dropping these cases, thereby restricting the sample to observations in which the border was defined,
leaves all of the prior results unchanged.
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points that can be used to justify a challenge. The model in column (3) uses directed
dyadic data and includes variables that distinguish between changes that created a
loss for the potential claimant and those that created a loss for the potential target.
As expected, the former are the most dangerous.
Overall, several variables identified by the institutional framework have a statis-

tically significant influence on the likelihood of a claim. However, as proportional
reduction in error statistics show, this model is much better at predicting which
border segments will be contested (column 2) than which state will be the claimant
(column 3). Indeed, while the ethnic model in Table 1, column (3), correctly predicts
36 percent of actual claims, the directed-dyadic institutional model predicts only 6
percent of actual claims. Thus, this model is most useful for identifying physical or his-
torical features that create opportunities for a dispute—it is less useful in explaining
why one state or another would want to exploit those opportunities.

Putting It All Together

We have thus shown that mechanisms associated with the ethnic politics model, as
well as some associated with the institutional model, help explain variation in terri-
torial claims. However, several different mechanisms might operate at the same
time, potentially confounding one another’s effects. In Tables 5a and 5b we report
estimates that combine variables from all three frameworks, using the GREG and
EPR codings respectively. We also use this exercise to assess the conjecture that
the ethnic politics model is particularly effective in explaining disputes that arose
early in the dyad’s life as a result of the value of ethnically based claims in post-in-
dependence politics. To this end, we create modified dependent variables that capture
whether the segment was disputed within the first decade of the border’s existence
(early dispute) or sometime thereafter (late dispute).59 About two-thirds of disputes
were early in this sense and they account for 80 percent of observations coded as
having a claim. We estimate all models using the full, early, and late disputes. To
save space, some variables that are consistently insignificant have been dropped.60

In the full models, the estimated effects of the ethnic variables, natural border indi-
cators, and border history attributes retain their sign and significance from earlier tests.
Oil, if anything, dampens the probability of a dispute, and there continues to be no evi-
dence that ethnic claims are made strategically for large or mineral-rich areas. The risk
associated with straight-line segments, evident in the bivariate tests and in Table 4,
remains stable in the EPR model but drops dramatically when we include the GREG
ethnic variables. This occurs because straight-line borders tend to surround the most
homogeneous states with the least fractionalized borders (i.e., in north Africa), and
their effect goes away once we include the appropriate control. It may be that the

59. If a segment was subject to an early dispute, it is not at risk for a late dispute.
60. Some variables drop from the models of late dispute because they perfectly predict the absence of a

dispute.
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danger of straight lines derives from the nature of the populations they enclose and
divide, rather than from their arbitrariness or lack of on-the-ground referents.61

When we differentiate between early and late disputes, some new patterns emerge.
Most importantly, the main effects of ethnic partitioning described earlier hold for
only the early disputes. Using the GREG data, the estimates in model (2) produce

TABLE 5A. Combined GREG models

(1) (2) (3)
Variables GREG-Full GREG-Early GREG-Late

PARTITION 0.08 0.68 −0.67
(0.47) (0.57) (0.49)

PARTITION AND 1ST LEADER −2.38** −2.58* −16.19**
(1.17) (1.32) (7.29)

PARTITIONED GROUP POPULATION SHARE IN CLAIMANT −5.87** −10.19*** −2.19*
(2.63) (3.26) (1.26)

PARTITION AND 1ST LEADER * POPULATION SHARE 11.38*** 16.52*** 18.38**
(3.09) (3.78) (9.33)

PARTITIONED GROUP POPULATION SHARE IN TARGET −1.68 −0.69 −2.97
(1.10) (1.34) (2.61)

BORDER FRACTIONALIZATION OF CLAIMANT −0.13* −0.11* −0.17
(0.07) (0.06) (0.12)

AREA SHARE OF CLAIMANT 0.34 1.33 −2.40*
(0.83) (0.91) (1.39)

OIL ON TARGET SIDE −4.14*** −4.77*** −3.08**
(1.09) (1.45) (1.38)

DISTANCE TO OIL ON TARGET SIDE 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE −0.32 3.11** −2.37**
(1.22) (1.43) (1.04)

DISTANCE TO MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE −0.00*** −0.00** −0.01
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

MINERALS IN PARTITIONED GROUP IN TARGET 0.47 0.20 1.48***
(0.42) (0.46) (0.37)

PARTITIONED GROUP AREA SHARE IN TARGET 1.02 0.10 1.11
(0.83) (0.83) (1.47)

RIVER BORDER −1.09** −0.68 −2.47***
(0.49) (0.54) (0.81)

WATERSHED BORDER −2.70*** −2.23***
(0.69) (0.80)

STRAIGHT LINE SEGMENT 0.06 −0.36 0.46
(0.39) (0.42) (0.76)

BORDER AT INDEPENDENCE UNDEFINED OR PROVISIONAL 4.39*** 4.91***
(0.75) (0.82)

CLAIMANT LOST TERRITORY IN COLONIAL PERIOD 2.17*** 2.67*** 1.20
(0.73) (0.83) (1.37)

Observations 153,370 153,370 120,962
χ2 statistic 138.02 166.24 164.57
Proportional Reduction in Error 0.47 0.52 0.20

Notes: Standard errors, corrected for clustering on dyads, are reported in parentheses. Constant and variable for border
length included but not reported. *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

61. Because straight lines are often drawn through uninhabited areas (e.g., the Sahara), straight-line
boundaries are actually less likely to partition groups than are river boundaries.
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similar substantive effects as those shown in Figure 3. However, the estimates in
model (3) imply that partitioning a group that produced the first leader decreases
the probability of a late dispute, even when the group size gets very large. A
similar story emerges when we use the EPR codings: partitioning a group with
access to power significantly increases the risk of an early dispute, but not a late
one. Empirically, we observe only one late dispute associated with the partitioning
of a large and powerful group: the claim by Swaziland against South Africa, which
did not flare up until the 1980s. Thus, these kinds of claims arise early in the life
of the dyad and are unlikely later. Indeed, the partitioning of an EPR group strongly
diminishes the risk of a late dispute, suggesting that such claims are driven by other

TABLE 5B. Combined EPR models

(1) (2) (3)
Variables All Disputes Early Disputes Late Disputes

1. PARTITION 0.63 0.94 −18.15***
(1.12) (1.11) (2.52)

2. PARTITION AND IN CONTROL IN CLAIMANT 1.76* 1.80* 1.02
(0.97) (1.01) (1.79)

3. PARTITION AND IN COALITION IN CLAIMANT −2.11 −2.06
(1.43) (1.74)

4. PARTITION AND POWERLESS IN TARGET 1.96** 1.38 18.12***
(0.97) (0.93) (1.56)

BORDER FRACTIONALIZATION OF CLAIMANT −0.83** −1.43*** 0.34
(0.42) (0.54) (0.23)

AREA SHARE OF CLAIMANT −0.58 1.38 −4.06***
(1.50) (1.87) (1.36)

OIL ON TARGET SIDE −3.71*** −5.11*** −2.17*
(1.07) (1.60) (1.17)

DISTANCE TO OIL ON TARGET SIDE 0.00*** 0.01*** 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE 0.45 3.25** −0.19
(1.06) (1.39) (1.35)

DISTANCE TO MINERALS ON TARGET SIDE −0.00** −0.00* −0.01*
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

MINERALS IN PARTITIONED GROUP IN TARGET −1.54* 0.01 −2.79***
(0.79) (0.89) (1.08)

PARTITIONED GROUP AREA SHARE IN TARGET −0.53 −3.10 6.23***
(1.62) (2.31) (1.60)

RIVER BORDER −1.05** −0.56 −2.99**
(0.48) (0.47) (1.16)

WATERSHED BORDER −2.84*** −2.63***
(0.83) (0.87)

STRAIGHT LINE SEGMENT 0.64 0.58 0.55
(0.40) (0.52) (0.73)

BORDER UNDEFINED OR PROVISIONAL 3.46*** 4.40***
(0.69) (0.79)

CLAIMANT LOST TERRITORY IN COLONIAL PERIOD 1.44 1.87* 1.34
(0.89) (1.09) (1.45)

Observations 153,370 153,370 111,485
χ2 statistic 164.35 172.17
Proportional Reduction in Error 0.36 0.40 0.08

Notes: Standard errors, corrected for clustering on dyads, are reported in parentheses. Constant and variable for border
length included but not reported. *p < .1; ** p < .05; ***p < .01.
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considerations. One possible concern is that, since our ethnic power variables were
coded at the birth of the dyad, it is no surprise that they do a better job predicting dis-
putes that arose around that time than later ones. However, an inspection of the late
disputes shows that none, except the Swazi case, involved an ethnically based claim
on behalf of a then-powerful group.

Robustness Checks

We conducted numerous robustness checks, including alternative indicators for
group size and access to power, an alternative map of ethnic groups created by
Murdock,62 and a reconsideration of the size of the ethnic overhang necessary to con-
sider a group as partitioned. We also used alternative estimators that introduce a
spatial lag and claimant fixed effects. These analyses appear in Appendix C for
reasons of space. The estimated effects of the ethnic variables remain robust to a
variety of different operationalizations and estimators, particularly when explaining
early disputes.
We address here the sensitivity of our results to the size of the line segments that

serve as the unit of analysis. Cutting borders into one-kilometer segments allowed an
accurate coding of the conditions at every location. As segments grow, salient char-
acteristics are likely to vary along their length, requiring aggregation. For example,
we can identify precisely whether any given one-kilometer segment partitions a
group or not; a fifty-kilometer segment may partition a group in some places and
not others or may partition more than one group. Information is lost in this process
of aggregation. The methodological bet we made in this paper is that the precision
obtained by disaggregation improves on the standard dyadic setup. Still, there is
nothing sacrosanct about one kilometer relative to alternative lengths. Moreover,
the more finely the border is sliced, the greater the spatial dependence is between
each segment and its neighbors; at the other extreme, if we aggregate to the level
of the entire border, spatial dependence disappears. Thus, evaluating the effects of
larger aggregations can help assess the effect of spatial dependence on our inferences.
Figure 5 reports the results of a series of regressions varying the length of the seg-

ments that serve as the unit of analysis from one kilometer to one hundred and, at the
furthest extreme, the entire dyadic border. For each level of aggregation, we estimate
the model from Table 5, column (1). The dependent variable indicates whether the
claimant state made a claim along any portion of the segment; the independent vari-
ables are the average values across the combined one-kilometer segments. The figure
shows how varying segment length affects the estimated effects of two variables:
whether a segment partitions a group that produced the country’s first leader and
whether the border follows a watershed. The marginal effect of partitioning a power-
ful group is robust across segments sizes, although it is measured with less precision
as the aggregation level increases. This suggests that the main ethnic result is not an

62. Murdock 1959.
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artifact of the decision to focus on one-kilometer segments, nor is its significance a
product of arbitrary inflation of the sample size or spatial dependence. This result
likely reflects the fact that the attribute in question—partitioning a large and powerful
ethnic group—does not vary much across the length of a border. By contrast, the pre-
dicted effect of watershed boundaries is not statistically significant once the segment
length increases above fifty kilometers. Thus, when an attribute varies across the
dyadic border, the costs of aggregation can be high.

Conclusion

Significant variation exists in territorial and border disputes both across and within
dyads. We exploited this variation to explore the origins of territorial and border dis-
putes and to assess the relative value of three different frameworks about their deter-
minants. Overall, the results suggest that the political desirability of unifying
partitioned ethnic groups—while leaving others stranded—is a consistently influen-
tial predictor of claims. Ethnically homogenous states are the most likely to contest
their borders and to do so on behalf of partitioned groups that are large and politically
important. Ethnically heterogeneous states, on the other hand, appear more reluctant

FIGURE 5. The effect of varying segment length
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to expand their borders, and claims for unification are unlikely to be made on behalf
of small or politically weaker groups. These findings should significantly strengthen
scholars’ confidence in the proposed causal mechanisms along these lines in the ex-
isting literature on irredentism. The institutional framework offers a second distinct
powerful set of explanatory variables. The most important of these were whether a
segment followed a river or a watershed, which present relatively clear and unambigu-
ous coordinative focal principles. The coordinative effects associated with colonial
history proved much less powerful, although border changes and an absence of a de-
finitive border before independence contribute to disputes by leaving weak or multiple
focal lines. By contrast, the realist framework fairs relatively poorly, although there is
evidence in some models that minerals near the border can increase the risk of conflict.
Admittedly, the cross-sectional nature of our research design leaves unaddressed

potentially important variation across time. Institutional changes, for example,
could influence the level of inter- and intra-group competition, potentially influencing
the pursuit or resolution of territorial claims. Better temporal data might also permit a
clearer understanding of whether and how resource discoveries influence territorial
claims.
Given our focus on Africa, the question of generalizability also arises. The method

we employ here can in principle be applied globally or to other regions, and the theor-
ies are quite general. However, there is no reason why these frameworks must have
the same relative explanatory power across time and space. Different regions faced
different initial conditions at independence as well as different state-building imper-
atives. Ethnic politics also played a significant role in European territorial disputes,
but not in South America, where ethnic divisions were not particularly salient.
Ethnicity may not be as important in East Asia either, while the relevant divisions
in the Middle East are likely to be sectarian and tribal, rather than ethnic. Our
main point here is that territorial ambitions are to a large extent shaped by domestic
political considerations. How those politics play out in other regions may depend on
their particular historical and local conditions.
Ultimately, a fine-grained understanding of the location-specific causes of disputes

is not just interesting in its own right; it also raises fundamental questions about the
claims that states bring to interstate bargaining. We have seen that claims to territory
are generally limited and bounded. Though these claims may be strategically under-
stated, it seems likely that preferences for territory are similarly limited and bounded.
The patterns uncovered here suggest that just as there are pieces of territory a state
would like to possess, there are other pieces of territory they would rather not
possess. In particular, governments seem to have little desire to obtain territories
whose annexation would unify politically marginal groups or exacerbate problems
of ethnic heterogeneity. If state utilities are not strictly increasing in the territory
they control—an assumption implicit in bargaining models—then conflict may be
avoided not because states are deterred from challenging the status quo but
because they have no interest in changing it. This work suggests that much of the vari-
ation in conflict among states is rooted in domestic imperatives that determine
whether and how much their territorial ambitions collide.
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Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818316000254
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