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Territorial disputes are the most frequently cited cause of wars in history, but do states fight as
frequently over islands? This article shows that island disputes are less likely to escalate into
deadly conflict.
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resources but also intangible salience such as

Disputes involving multiple actors (such as the

serving as homeland territory.

Spratly Islands) are listed for each challenger-

This article addresses this topic with a

target dyad. The ICOW dataset starts in the year

statistical analysis using the Issues Correlates of

1816, but the data used here has been partitioned
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data on all territorial claims between 1816 and

January 1, 1900.
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The following summarizes these variables.
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•
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•
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•

Territorial

salience:
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additive index ranging from 1 to 12 based on

and the target, or current holder of the territory.
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resources,

•

permanent

Table 1 presents the variables’ means, ranges,

population (at least 100,000), homeland

and coding. Island’s mean of .21 shows that 21%

territory, an identity basis for the claim, and

of all territorial disputes concern islands.
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territory.

disputed territories tend to be valuable. However,
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the

the average salience for disputed islands is 6.6,
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Table 2 presents the OLS regression of the

Territorial salience has positive, statistically

three dependent variables separately on the

significant coefficients for each model. So the

independent variables. All three models are

greater a territory’s value, the more likely there

statistically significant at the 1% level, with weak

will be MIDs, MIDs with fatalities, and wars. The

but positive Pearson’s R correlation scores.

greater the value of the territory (island or

Correlation increases as we move from the MIDs

continental) they are disputing, the more likely

model, the least level of conflict escalation, to

states are to resort to the use of military force.

war.

This of course makes perfect sense; if we did not

The coefficient for the principal independent

see these results, then we would have good reason

variable, island, is positive but it is not

to question the validity of the salience variable or

statistically significant in the MIDs model,

the ICOW dataset itself.

meaning we cannot determine that there is a

Major power shows a negative, statistically

relationship between whether a disputed territory

significant relationship with MIDs, only to

is an island and MIDs. The interesting result here

change sign and have a positive relationship with

is what happens in the next two models, MIDs

war (it is not statistically significant for MIDs

with fatalities and war: The coefficients for island

with fatalities). This means that when major

become negative and statistically significant in

powers are involved in the dispute, non-fatal

each.

could

militarized escalation is less likely, whereas war

militarized

becomes more likely. This could mean that major

escalation than non-island disputes (we do not

powers in general do not engage as much in

know for sure since island is not is not statistically

smaller-scale escalations (MIDs), but once they

significant for MIDs), we can say that island

decide on military action, an actual war is more

disputes are less likely to escalate into fatal MIDs

likely to ensue.

Thus,

experience

while
greater

island

disputes

non-fatal

and wars than non-island territorial disputes.
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Overall, those concerned by the prospect of

Islands, and Scarborough Shoal – have been

escalation due to the island disputes in the South

found. 8 All 25 incidents are non-fatal MIDs.

China Sea should be relieved by these results.

Thirteen

They tell us that island disputes are on average

government vessels on one side and civilian

less dangerous than non-island disputes; that is,

fishing boats on the other. Nine of these thirteen

island disputes are less likely to lead to wars or

fishing

militarized escalations with fatalities that fall

government vessels. Per COW’s rules, incidents

short of actual war than non-island disputes.

involving privately owned vessels on one side,

of

boat

the

incidents

incidents

(52%)

involve

involve

Chinese

On the other hand, the South China Sea island

such as fishing boats, must be followed by a

disputes involve a major power, China, which

protest from the government of the fishing boats

increases the likelihood of war. The South China

to be counted as a MID.9

Sea island disputes in the dataset involve

From the ICOW data, there were 32 MIDs, 2

relatively valuable islands: the Spratly and

MIDs with fatalities, and no wars associated with

Paracel Islands have salience scores of 8 in the

the Spratlys and Paracels between 1900 and 2001

dataset – a little above the mean salience score of

(Scarborough Shoal became a disputed territory

all disputed territories. The disputed islands are

after 2001). With 25 MIDs in just 15 years, the

also all proximate to the involved states, meaning

escalation in the South China Sea is quickly

even the weaker states can (and do) involve their

approaching the total for the previous century.

smaller militaries.

The South China Sea Since 2001

However, the fact that there have been no wars
or MIDs with combat fatalities in the South China
Sea since 2015 is encouraging, as is the relative

One major problem with the above analysis is that

decline in incidents thus far in 2017. While the

the ICOW data is updated only up to 2001 and the

overall trend in MIDs since 2002 is still

island disputes in the South China Sea have

dangerous, the results of the analysis here tell us

witnessed a troublesome increase in MIDs since

that island disputes are still generally less likely

then. For the final analysis, this project updates

to escalate into war than other territorial disputes.

the data on conflict escalation for the South China
Sea between January 2002 and December 2016

Conclusion

using news media sources and the COW 2010

There

“MID4”.7

militarization of the South China Sea. Territorial

is

reason

to

be

concerned

about

In total, 25 cases of dispute escalation in the

disputes are after all the most frequent cause of

South China Sea – the Spratly Islands, Paracel

war in history. However, this analysis shows that
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states are less likely to fight over islands. Recent

conducted to explore why island disputes might

years have shown an increase in dispute

differ from continental disputes with a focus on

escalation in the South China Sea, but the fact that

how distance and naval capabilities affects states’

these incidents include no combat casualties is an

decision-making.

encouraging sign. Further research is needed to
gain deeper insights into conflict processes in the
South China Sea, and studies are currently being
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