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Macedonian nationalists want Greece back, or at least its northern 
 provinces. eir latest weapon is an obscure genetic study, which

claims that while Macedonians belong to the older Mediterranean substra-
tum of peoples, Greeks do not. Consequently, the study concludes, the 
Macedonians predate even the earliest Greek civilization.1 Among Macedo-
nian political activists who believe that Greece “has held Macedonian terri-
tory illegally for… ninety-three years” and who dream of the re-unification
of historical ethnic Macedonia, there is considerable excitement at the 
prospect of their view that Macedonians “are the oldest people living in the 
Balkans” being genetically corroborated.2 Welcome to the gene wars.

Genetically based claims to sovereignty are the newest tactics employed 
in old struggles over national sovereignty and borders.3 ey are used to
support assertions of historical primacy, the principle that the first of the na-
tions still existing to have established collective life on a specific territory has
a right to statehood there. e desire to claim historical primacy is so strong
that national groups of recent origin and nations that arrived comparatively 
recently to the territory where they now demand sovereignty are inclined to 
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invent histories alleging ancient roots. An example is the case of Ataturk, the 
founder of the Turkish Republic. 

When Ataturk set about fashioning a Turkish nation from the ruins of 
the Ottoman Empire, he was confronted with the presence of the indig-
enous Greek and Armenian peoples of Anatolia, both of whom boast well-
documented histories predating the Turkic speakers. e brutal ethnic
cleansing and genocide by which Ataturk proceeded to eliminate these pop-
ulations are well known, but less familiar is his re-writing of history in order 
to grant the Turks a claim to historical primacy. As Bernard Lewis explains, 
Ataturk’s narrative asserted that “the Turks were a white, Aryan people, orig-
inating in Central Asia… [who] migrated in waves to various parts of Asia 
and Africa, carrying the arts of civilization with them…. Sumerians and 
Hittites [an ancient Anatolian people]… were both Turkic peoples. Ana-
tolia had thus been a Turkish land since antiquity.”4 And indeed, Ataturk’s 
remains lie in a grand Hittite-style mausoleum. Legal scholar Chaim Gans 
has also pointed out that the appeal of the historical primacy argument is 
such that national movements that were not, in fact, the oldest organized 
society on the territory where they claim sovereignty “do not try to deny 
the validity of the argument. What they do instead is construct a genealogy 
that supposedly demonstrates their kinship ties to extinct peoples who had 
occupied the disputed territories before their rivals.”5 

For national movements that can demonstrate historical, linguistic, and 
archaeological evidence of primacy, such as the Basques, genetics are simply 
added to the list of determining factors when claiming rights to a given 
piece of land.6 But for national groups that lack these proofs, such as the 
Macedonians, justification must be sought elsewhere. Recently, they have
turned to the field of genetics.

As its advocates maintain, genetics can be used to trace the descent of a 
population; in this, it offers an appearance of scientific certitude that is com-
pelling to those who wish to bolster their claims to territorial sovereignty. 
But, as this essay will demonstrate, genetic data in truth offer virtually noth-
ing to such groups: Much of the information being marshaled to support 
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claims of national primacy is culled from studies that are either flawed or
misinterpreted. Moreover, even when high-quality research does indicate a 
specific ancient people among a modern group’s ancestors, such data are
not magic bullets that enable the group to confirm, scientifically, whichever
assertion of ancestry it wishes to be true.7 Rather, as we will see, rights to 
territorial sovereignty are legitimately determined by a much more complex 
array of considerations. Put simply, fighting wars for territory using the
rhetoric of genetics is bound to be a losing proposition.

 

Claims that genetic studies validate ethnic territorial aspirations can-
 not begin to be evaluated without some understanding of the science 

involved. How does one “prove,” for example, that Macedonians are more 
closely related to other Mediterranean peoples than are Greeks? e answer
begins with the molecules that code our genetic endowment, called DNA. 
Chains of DNA are composed of four smaller molecules, strung together 
much like beads on a necklace, with each chain paired with a complemen-
tary string of DNA. e two strands are then woven together in a double
helix. Each of the component molecules—called “bases,” and known by the 
first letters of their names as A, C, G, and T—has a regular partner in the op-
posing strand: A always pairs with T, and C with G.8 When cells reproduce, 
in order to insure that each daughter cell has a full complement of chro-
mosomes, the DNA helices are replicated as well, each strand producing a 
matching strand by attracting the complementary molecules, A, C, G, or T.

Since all humans probably descend from a small number of common 
ancestors, we would all share identical, or near-identical, genetic endow-
ments if DNA replication worked perfectly. Indeed, any two randomly cho-
sen humans will have 99.9 percent of their DNA sequences in common.9 
But because of imprecision in the replication process—that is, mutation—
DNA patterns have diverged over time. 

Now, if our DNA patterns simply differed randomly from everyone
else’s, the first shot of the gene wars would never have been fired. But
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matters are not that simple: Patterns of mutation are passed down from par-
ent to child, and among groups that are largely endogamous (that is, mat-
ing tends to occur within the group) those patterns may come to be widely 
shared. Particular DNA patterns are therefore more prevalent among some 
groups than others, and knowledge of these patterns has allowed researchers 
to map the genetic closeness of different ethnic communities.10 Moreover,
since mutation rates tend to be constant over time, the degree of difference
in DNA sequences between two ethnic groups yields a rough approxima-
tion of when they branched off from the common human tree, allowing sci-
entists to trace migration patterns across the globe.11 ese are precisely the
studies that have been recruited to support claims of historical primacy.

ree levels of analysis are used in the study of intergroup genetic dif-
ferences:12 e earliest studies did not look at DNA, but instead inferred
differences in DNA patterns by looking at the products of particular genes,
such as blood type. Frequencies of types A, B, and O differ systematically
across the world, as is true for other markers found on cell surfaces, such as 
those associated with the immune system. More recent work has looked at 
the variant DNA sequences of particular genes—called alleles—in differ-
ent population groups. But studying gene products or even the sequences 
of individual genes, although still in vogue in some places, turns out to be 
a crude method of determining genetic relatedness.13 Today, machines that 
rapidly sequence DNA strands have made it possible to look directly at the 
variations in DNA itself.

DNA sequences are usually compared in one of two ways.14 Variation at 
a single site among the three billion base pairs is called a SNP (pronounced 
“snip”). For example, if sequencing of DNA bases shows that most people 
have an A at a given locus, but the person being tested has a C, a SNP 
has been identified in that person’s genome. Examining variation in SNPs
at dozens or even hundreds of loci in the genome allows the differences
between two populations to be quantified. In the second way that DNA
sequences are compared, researchers can examine groups of SNPs that tend 
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to be inherited as a set, usually because they are close to each other on a 
particular chromosome. ese sets are called haplotypes, and studies can
explore their frequency across populations. Whether looking at SNPs or 
haplotypes, the larger the number of sites in the genome that are examined, 
the more reliable are the findings regarding the genetic closeness of the
groups being studied.15

To understand who is winning or losing the gene wars, one other dis-
tinction is important: SNPs and haplotypes can be examined in the genome 
as a whole, or in only part of the genome. Two parts that can be uniquely in-
formative are the Y chromosome and mitochondrial DNA. Since only men 
have a Y chromosome, and most of it tends to be passed down relatively 
unchanged from father to son, Y chromosome patterns can be used to track 
descent along the patrilineal line. e now-famous “Cohen haplotype” that
is highly prevalent among male Jews who identify themselves as descend-
ants of the biblical high priest Aaron is an example of such a Y chromosome 
haplotype.16 Similarly, mitochondrial DNA is separate from the rest of the 
genome and contained in mitochondria, which provide energy to the cells. 
Human mitochondria derive from the mitochondria in the maternal egg; 
both men and women inherit their mother’s mitochondrial DNA, but 
only women can pass their mitochondrial DNA to their offspring. us,
examining mitochondrial DNA allows descent to be tracked through the 
maternal line. e recently announced finding that a large proportion of
Ashkenazi Jews probably descended from as few as four women of Middle 
Eastern origin, for example, is the product of research on mitochondrial 
DNA patterns.17 

With this basic understanding of genetics in mind, we can now turn 
 to the use—or misuse—of genetic findings in the battle of ter-

ritorial claims. e Macedonians, the Sami of northern Scandinavia, and
the Palestinians are three groups that have seized upon deeply problematic 
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interpretations of new genetic evidence to bolster claims to sovereignty. 
While each case is unique, they all share a common effort to “prove” direct
descent from the most ancient of the nations who occupied a given piece 
of land.

Most of today’s Macedonians are in fact citizens of the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, carved out of the remains of Yugoslavia in 1991, 
with many others living in northern Greece. ey speak a Slavic language,
part of a family of tongues brought to the Balkans by Slavic tribes in the 
sixth and seventh centuries, and first began to develop a unique national
identity at the turn of the twentieth century.18 Nonetheless, as the title of a 
recent book explains, some of these citizens believe that they are in fact the 
descendants of Alexander the Great of Macedon, and as such “are not Slavs, 
but have a direct descent from the ancient Macedonians.”19 Consequently, 
they claim territorial rights to Greece’s northern province, also called Mac-
edonia and part of the site of the ancient Macedon kingdom.

e study much ballyhooed by Macedonian nationalists for this pur-
pose looked at the differences in DNA in a cell surface marker gene in
thirty-one different populations from the Mediterranean basin, the Near
East, and Africa.20 e frequency of variant DNA sequences, or alleles, in
the Macedonian sample most closely resembled that found in a sample from 
Crete, and was similar to what was seen in almost all of the other Mediterra-
nean groups. On the other hand, the frequencies in the three Greek samples 
were grouped with samples from sub-Saharan Africa, quite different from
that seen in the other Mediterranean populations. To undermine Macedo-
nian claims to northern Greece, Greeks prefer to portray them as Slavs, 
who are relatively late arrivals in the Balkans and therefore, they believe, 
without any entitlement to Greek land.21 Yet the genetic data on cell surface 
markers have been used by Macedonians to turn the tables on the Greeks. 
As the authors of the study themselves wrote, “Our results show that Mac-
edonians are related to other Mediterraneans and do not show a close rela-
tionship with Greeks; however, they do with Cretans…. is supports the
theory that Macedonians are one of the most ancient peoples existing in the 
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Balkan Peninsula, probably long before the arrival of the Mycaenian Greeks 
in about 2000 ...”22 According to these findings, then, it is the modern
Greeks whose legitimacy in the region is suspect.

e Sami (also called Laplander) have lived in northern Scandina-
via since before recorded history. ey speak ten distinct languages, and
historically, the disparate Sami peoples had distinctive customs, religious 
traditions, and legends.23 All Sami languages are in the Finno-Ugric group, 
a linguistic family that reached Europe later and by a different route than
the Indo-European languages ancestral to Norwegian and Swedish. e
overwhelming majority of Sami today speak a Scandinavian language, 
live in modern homes, and have jobs in the modern economy. Like other 
Scandinavians, most Sami are lapsed Lutherans. Sami national conscious-
ness arose only in the last decades of the twentieth century; today, some 
Sami have begun to speak of a “Sami nation,” and to promote a quest for 
self-determination. Moreover, as minorities in Norway, Sweden, Finland, 
and, to a lesser extent, the neighboring areas of Russia, they seek access 
to traditional herding and fishing territories, and the maintenance of their
languages and culture.24 ey have indeed made some strides: Sami parlia-
ments exist in all three Scandinavian countries, though they lack the full 
apparatus of self-rule. Moreover, their cause has gained popularity among 
some non-Sami, who work with Sami activists in “helping the Sami people 
assert their unique identity.” ey have now identified a thirteenth-century
“Sami homeland… called Sampi or Samiland, which once occupied most 
of Norway, Sweden, and Finland,” and assert that Sami “are the indigenous 
people who live in northern [Scandinavia]….”25

Genetic claims on behalf of the Sami are somewhat more complex than 
those of the Macedonians, since no one denies that Sami (or proto-Sami) 
have been in Scandinavia for thousands of years. Studies of mitochondrial 
DNA have been of greatest use to the Sami; most show distinctive haplo-
types found only at much lower frequencies in other European populations, 
and advocates for the Sami claim that these data indicate that the Sami were 
the earliest settlers of northern Scandinavia. As the website of the Swedish 
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Sami Parliament puts it, “ere has never been any reason to doubt that the
Sami people have always been here.”26 

e Palestinians are another example of a national identity that emerged
in the twentieth century and has now turned to genetics to support its ter-
ritorial claims. Culturally, religiously, and linguistically, they are part of 
the Arab people that arrived in the Levant as conquerors in the seventh 
century. Yet it remains unclear to what extent today’s Palestinians, who are 
overwhelmingly Muslim, descend from the conquered Christian popula-
tion, some of whom are known to have converted to the religion of their 
Islamic rulers, or from the conquering Arabs or other Muslims who came to 
the region to take advantage of economic opportunities at various periods 
from the seventh century to the present.27 e historical record shows that
an Arab army conquered the area, some local people converted, and some 
Muslims arrived later as immigrants; it does not show the proportion of the 
population accounted for by these events.

Because Palestinian Arabs are part of an ethnic group historically proud 
of having arrived as conquerors, the question of how to claim historical pri-
macy has been the source of some perplexity among Palestinian nationalists. 
After all, the lack of evidence for Arab primacy jumbles the logic of their ar-
guments. Various claims have been articulated; one holds that, “e Arabian
desert and the area around it gave birth to a number of tribes and civiliza-
tions: Phoenicians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Arameans, Hebrews, Canaanites, 
Nabateans, etc. ese tribes continuously drifted out of the desert into the
fertile areas of the Levant,” which, since all of its inhabitants throughout his-
tory were Arabs from Arabia, was always Arab.28 A separate style of argument 
simply states that the Palestinians are the original and eternal people of Pal-
estine. “Palestine was conquered in times past by ancient Egyptians, Hittites, 
Philistines, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Romans, Muslim Arabs, Mame-
lukes, Ottomans, the British, the Zionists… but essentially (especially in vil-
lages) the population remained constant—and is now still Palestinian.”29

Another tactic has been to negate the Jewish claim to primacy by deny-
ing that Jews are in fact the descendants of the ancient Hebrews: “e claim
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made by the Zionists… that late nineteenth-century European Jews are 
direct descendants of ancient Palestinian Hebrews is what is preposterous 
here…. at they somehow descend from first-century Hebrews, despite
the fact that they look like other Europeans, that they speak European lan-
guages is what is absurd.”30 Arthur Koestler’s book e irteenth Tribe is
widely cited as proving “that most Ashkenazim are the descendants of con-
vert Khazars [a Central Asian Turkic people that embraced Judaism to some 
extent in the eighth or ninth century, but disappeared from history not long 
thereafter] with closer ties to the Slavic people than to Semitic people.”31 
ey are, then, according to this view, mere interlopers in the Middle East
with no historic claim to Israel. 

e advent of genetic science has debunked the claim that Jews are
descended from the Khazars, but it has bolstered other arguments that 
seek to sever the connection between ancient Hebrews and modern Jews. 
Palestinian nationalists have seized upon new genetic data to prove that, as 
Columbia University professor Joseph Massad says, “many can claim easily 
that the Palestinians of today are the descendants of the ancient Hebrews.”32 
According to this narrative, some of the ancient Hebrews became Christians 
at the time of Jesus, and some became Arabic-speaking Muslims after the 
Arab conquest. Arguing by turns that they are the descendants of ancient 
Canaanites or ancient Jews who converted but never left the land, Palestin-
ian nationalists claim a genetically based right to inherit the ancient Hebrew 
homeland.

Studies of Y chromosome haplotypes showed very similar patterns in 
Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews, who were less closely, but still clearly, related 
to other Middle Eastern populations.33 Along the same lines, the research 
team that claimed to have established the Macedonians’ Mediterranean 
heritage also examined Palestinian-Jewish similarities in alleles for the same 
cell surface marker. eir conclusion was that “Jews and Palestinians share
a very similar HLA genetic pool… that support[s] a common ancient 
Canaanite origin.”34 us, some Palestinian advocates now claim that Jews
and Palestinians descended from common ancestors, with the Palestinians 
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having remained on the land after most Jews were exiled, sequentially ac-
cepting conversion to Christianity under the Byzantines and Islam under 
the Arabs.35 Hence, Palestinians and Jews have at least equal claims to the 
land, with the Palestinians claiming a stronger position by virtue of what is 
taken to be their continuous settlement.

In each case, genetic data would seem to lend scientific proof to these
groups’ claims of historical primacy. After all, if Philip of Macedon’s blood 
courses through the veins of the Macedonians, but not the Greeks, then 
Macedonian arguments for political control of his historical kingdom 
would appear to be enhanced in some ineffable way. Whether genetic data
can carry this burden of proof is a question to which we will turn shortly; 
first, however, it is important to recognize that not everything purporting to
be good genetics actually is. Many of the data or interpretations thereupon 
that have been enlisted in the gene wars are of dubious validity—including 
those relied upon by the Macedonians, Sami, and Palestinians. Given that 
claims of this sort are only likely to increase as more genetic data become 
available, understanding the problems with the methods and conclusions 
of these studies is essential to evaluating the contentions of competing 
groups.

 

Complex genetic studies are inherently challenging for the layman to 
 assess. In theory, the peer review process used by scientific journals

to determine which papers to accept for publication should ensure that 
published findings do not suffer from obvious flaws. But the process is im-
perfect, and the result is a body of scientific literature riddled with work of
questionable validity, by virtue of either the data generated or the interpre-
tations offered. e studies relied on by Macedonians, Sami, and Palestin-
ians each illustrate some of the problems that afflict this area of research.

Recall that Macedonian claims are based on a single study showing 
Greeks to have a disproportionate percentage of sub-Saharan alleles of a 
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particular cell surface marker, compared to the more typically Mediter-
ranean pattern that they themselves display.36 e authors of this study
succumbed to what can only be called scientific hubris in asserting that the
cultural, historical, and genetic identity of Macedonians may be established 
according to their results. If there is a cardinal rule of science, it is to be 
exceedingly leery of drawing conclusions on the basis of a single study. After 
all, extraordinary claims such as this demand the strongest levels of proof. In 
the absence of any plausible basis on which to assert that modern Greeks de-
scend in substantial part from sub-Saharan Africans, only truly convincing 
data, replicated independently, should be accepted as proof of that claim.

e primary defect of the Macedonian study is that the authors relied
on a single genetic marker, the -1 gene, to determine the genetic 
closeness of a large number of ethnic groups from Africa, the Near East, and 
the Mediterranean. Commenting on the work of this research group, Luigi 
Luca Cavalli-Sforza—probably the world’s leading expert on studies of this 
sort—and his colleagues stated, “Using results from the analysis of a single 
marker, particularly one likely to have undergone selection, for the purpose 
of reconstructing genealogies is unreliable and unacceptable practice in 
population genetics.”37 How many markers are appropriate? Experts sug-
gest that distinguishing reliably between even distantly related groups from 
different continents requires roughly 60 SNPs for 90-percent accuracy, and
perhaps 100-160 for 99-100-percent accuracy.38 Even if a smaller number 
of haplotypes can be used on account of their relatively unique character-
istics (each haplotype incorporates multiple SNPs or other mutations), the 
right number for assessing the relatedness of populations will never be just 
one. As Cavalli-Sforza and colleagues conclude, “the ordinary process of 
[peer review]” should preclude publication of papers of this sort.39

Indeed, when another research group attempted to replicate the analysis 
of the -1 allele distributions among Macedonians, they found that 
their closest relatives were—of all peoples—the Greeks, the very group from 
which the Macedonians have been attempting to distinguish themselves.40 
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As would be expected, Macedonians and Greeks clustered with other Eu-
ropean populations on genetic maps, far from the aggregation of North 
African and sub-Saharan groups. Although these results have not stopped 
Macedonian nationalists from proclaiming their lineage superior to that of 
the Greeks, they effectively neutralize the earlier study, leaving Macedonians
bereft of scientific support for their claims.

A much larger body of work exists on Sami genetics—which creates 
its own set of problems. Studies of Sami mitochondrial DNA do indeed 
suggest links to ancient European populations, but examination of the Y 
chromosomes of the Sami presents a different picture. Studies have shown
that many Sami men carry Y chromosome markers associated with other 
Finno-Ugric-speaking populations, such as Estonians and Finns.41 e
expansion of Finno-Ugric—that is, the moment when the group speak-
ing the parental language broke up, and languages in the family begin 
to diverge—is dated by linguists to between 4,000 and 6,000 years ago. 
Which is to say, Finno-Ugric speakers likely arrived after the post-glacial re-
settlement of Scandinavia.42 

e most probable explanation, though debates over the interpretation
of the genetic data continue, is that as the glaciers receded from Europe, the 
continent was re-populated from southwest to northeast by survivors who 
had taken refuge in southern Europe. Sami carry a higher percentage of mi-
tochondrial DNA markers from this group than do most European popula-
tions, and from this derive their assertions of indigeneity. Several thousand 
years later, the now-dominant Indo-European groups arrived from the east 
and, in all likelihood, some time later the major Finno-Ugric migration—
carrying the markers found on many Sami Y chromosomes—began.43 us,
based on their maternally transmitted DNA, we might say that the Sami are 
an ancient, indigenous population; looking at their paternal line, however, 
we might conclude that they are more recent arrivals even than the Scan-
dinavian groups with which they contend for territorial sovereignty.44 In 
other words, like most ethnic groups today, Sami genetics reflect a mixture
of populations over the millennia. Advocates, however, can be counted on 
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to select the most supportive findings, and assertions of Sami indigeneity are
never tempered by references to the Y chromosome data that undercut the 
absolute nature of the Sami narrative.45

e comparative genetics of Palestinians and Jews demonstrate other
pitfalls in generating and interpreting data. When populations are geneti-
cally diverse for the markers of interest, as most groups are, the selection of 
the samples to be studied is crucial. Since the numbers of subjects involved 
are usually small by epidemiologic standards, selecting a truly representa-
tive group is critical to drawing valid conclusions. For example, the study 
that compared HLA cell surface markers in Palestinians and Jews looked at 
165 Palestinians, 94 Moroccan Jews, and 80 each of Ashkenazi and “non-
Ashkenazi” Jews, and it is not clear that efforts were made to avoid sampling
persons from the same extended family, clan, or region, and who may thus 
bias the results toward their particular genetic profile.46 Likewise, is it un-
clear whether consideration was given to sampling those local populations 
most likely to have deep indigeneity in the region, such as Samaritans, Pal-
estinian Christians, and Aramaic-speaking Christians. Surprisingly, many 
genetic studies provide little information about how their subjects were se-
lected and what their characteristics are. For some kinds of medical research, 
whether the sample studied is representative of a broader population makes 
little difference. But when conclusions are being generalized to entire ethnic
groups, what may be methodological fine points in other circumstances
here become critical.

Moreover, given that current contentions about the genetic basis for 
Palestinian claims of historical primacy (or at least equality) are based on 
studies demonstrating similarity between Palestinian and Jewish genomes, 
the question “Compared to what?” becomes vital. For instance, when re-
searchers at the Hebrew University reported “substantial overlap” between 
Israeli and Palestinian Arab Y chromosome haplotypes and those of Jews, 
they compared both groups to a sample drawn from northern Wales.47 Of 
course, when compared with people from Wales, Jews and Arabs indeed 
look quite similar. However, when they compared Israeli Jews with the same 
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Arab sample, but this time included comparisons with Kurds, Armenians, 
Turks, Syrians, Jordanians, Lebanese, and Bedouin, the picture looked quite 
different. Although all of the Middle Eastern populations bore some similar-
ities to each other (a fairly robust finding confirmed in other works), “Jews
were found to be more closely related to groups in the north of the Fertile 
Crescent (Kurds, Turks, and Armenians) than to their Arab neighbors.”48 
For some, this will evoke the biblical account of Abraham’s origins in Ur of 
the Chaldees, and raise the possibility that the story contains echoes of an 
ancient population movement. Alternatively, Jews, Kurds, Armenians, and 
Anatolian Turks may all carry the genetic markers of ancient indigenous 
populations of the Fertile Crescent, while Palestinian Arabs and Bedouin 
may largely descend from the Arab conquerors, with their distinctive ge-
netic signifiers. All these hypotheses are highly tentative until confirmed
or disproved by further genetic data. What is certain, however, is that one 
gets a very different picture of the genetic relatedness of Jews and Palestin-
ians when their respective genetic portfolios are placed in the context of the 
Middle East, rather than compared with distant Wales.

What can we say, then, about the claim that genetic science has proven 
that “Palestinians are, in most cases, descended from the old Hebrew 
tribes”? Or about the alternative formulation that the Palestinians’ “ances-
tors, the Canaanites, were the original inhabitants of the land”?49 In short, 
existing genetic data lend no support whatsoever to these assertions. True, 
both Jewish and Palestinian genetic endowments bear some of the similari-
ties found in most Levantine groups, but they differ substantially as well,
and both groups resemble other Middle Eastern populations (other Arabs 
in the case of the Palestinians, and groups from the Fertile Crescent for the 
Jews) more than they do each other. Hence, there is no basis for the belief 
that Palestinians are descended from the Hebrew tribes. 
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The difficulty involved in comparing the genetic heritage of ethnic
groups, however, does not mean that good studies cannot be con-

ducted and their results accurately analyzed. Indeed, as DNA sequencing 
technology improves, genetic inquiry will no doubt be more common in the 
future. We therefore must begin to think about one critical question: How 
far can genetic evidence take us in establishing the competing claims of two 
peoples to a land? 

Genetic data on ancestry are appealing to nationalists because of their 
aura of scientific certainty, but they will always be an uncertain descriptor of
the relationship between modern groups and ancient peoples. At least four 
factors contribute to this inherent indeterminacy: (i) e limits of compari-
sons to ancient populations; (ii) the intrinsically mixed nature of almost all 
population groups; (iii) the variation in results depending on the markers 
examined; and (iv) the effects of pure chance. None of these problems is
likely to be overcome by technical advances, and, taken as a whole, they 
suggest that genetics should have little or no role to play in the adjudication 
of disputes over sovereignty.

For example, both Jews and Palestinians, or at least some advocates in 
each group, claim descent from the ancient Hebrews who held sovereignty 
over the land. Without knowing what the Hebrew genome looked like, or 
even whether it was distinctive in any way from the surrounding popula-
tions, Jews and Palestinians are both left to compare themselves with other 
populations in the Levant to demonstrate their general degree of relatedness 
to the other peoples who are presumed to have lived in the region.50 Such 
data, however, only get one so far. For even if both groups could demon-
strate an equal genetic relationship to the ancient populations of the west-
ern Mediterranean, there would be no way to know whether one of them 
was descended from the twelve tribes of Israel, while the other comprised 
the distant grandchildren of the Midianites or Phoenicians. is difficulty
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in fine-resolution comparisons to a population that no longer exists is not
likely to be overcome by advances in science or technology.

In addition, both Jews and Palestinians, like all modern population 
groups, bear the genetic imprint of the ebb and flow of peoples over time.
Roughly 15 percent of Palestinians and other Arabs carry mitochondrial 
markers associated with sub-Saharan Africa, probably the legacy of a slave 
trade of millennia and of the close ties between Yemen and the Horn of 
Africa.51 Such markers, however, are essentially absent in Jews. On the other 
hand, while Jews carry the genetic legacy of their Middle Eastern roots to 
a substantial degree, there is no question that infusions of genes from host 
populations occurred over the centuries of their existence in the diaspora. 
Similarly, like all modern Finns and Scandinavians, today’s Sami show 
descent from three population groups: Paleolithic Europeans, the Indo-
Europeans who arrived next, and the Finno-Ugric migration that followed. 
Because no contemporary group is a pure descendant of any ancient people, 
genetic claims will always be a matter of degrees of relatedness. What is 
often mistakenly viewed as a black-and-white question becomes in practice 
something much more like distinguishing points on a continuum, and we 
are then left with the question: Should the difference of a few percentage
points on a scientific table of genetic markers entitle a group to territorial
control? 

If this were not messy enough, the degree of genetic relatedness between 
populations will often vary depending on which marker is being examined. 
e conclusions that can be drawn about the indigeneity of the Sami may
turn on whether one looks at their mitochondrial DNA or Y chromosomes. 
Similarly, some writers still want to claim a genetic influence for the Khazars
on the Ashkenazi Jewish population (though the notion that Ashkenazim 
are entirely descended from the Khazars seems to have been retired).52 As-
suming that a minority of Ashkenazi Jews carries haplotypes with Khazar 
origins—which is by no means certain—does that dilute the probative 
value of the much larger number of Jews with markers derived from the 
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Levant? And if one person carries markers from both sources, into which 
category should he or she be sorted? How can one ever hope to resolve these 
questions?

A final complicating factor is the role of chance in determining ge-
netic makeup. Two population groups starting out from the same origin 
but isolated from each other will, over time, begin to differ from each
other—and from the parent population—on account of the random nature 
of mutation. ose differences will be enhanced by contingent events, such
as the phenomena that population geneticists refer to as “founder effects”
and “bottlenecks.” In the case of the former, when a small group breaks 
off from a parent population—such as the first Jewish merchants who mi-
grated to Yemen—merely by chance, the proportion of haplotypes in its 
genetic endowment is likely to differ from that of the larger group. Over
time, those differences may be enhanced by endogamous marriage and
the chance survival of some group members as opposed to others. As for 
bottlenecks, should there be a dramatic decrease in population due to war, 
plague, or famine—as occurred multiple times with Jews in both Israel and 
the diaspora—followed by a resurgence in numbers, there can be a dramatic 
shift in the proportion of haplotypes in the group merely on the basis of 
who happened to survive. Hence, it is not improbable that of two groups 
that each split from a common parent population, one will undergo greater 
change in its collective genome than the other, and thus will bear a lesser 
resemblance to the parent group. Such chance phenomena hardly seem the 
right foundation on which to make determinations on the merits of two 
national groups’ territorial aspirations.

For all the acrimony aroused by countervailing genetic claims to histori-
cal primacy, then, genetics seems unlikely to contribute much to the 

resolution of contending claims of territorial sovereignty. But what, we may 
ask, is the relevance of historical primacy, for whose sake the gene wars were 
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begun? Here, it seems, is the deepest flaw in the claims to land arising from
the gene wars.

 e claim of a people to sovereignty over a disputed territory must
involve two contentions. First, there is the assertion—almost always con-
tested by the rival claimant—that the people in question actually constitute 
a nation. Second, there is the assertion that this nation’s claim to sovereignty 
over the disputed territory is superior to that of any rival group. David 
Miller, a professor of political theory at Oxford University, offers perhaps
the most thoughtful set of definitions on what constitutes a nation, and
none of them involves genetics. e first of his five criteria is that “nations
exist when their members recognize one another as compatriots.”53 In other 
words, they exist only at the will of their members. For example, Savoy has a 
national liberation movement, but as long as most putative Savoyards con-
tinue to think of themselves as French, the Savoy League is unlikely to get 
very far.54 Indeed, with some Sami caring strongly enough about not becom-
ing a nation to form an anti-autonomy movement, Sami nationalists have a 
similar problem. So, too, are Palestinian nationalists challenged by the fact 
that some proportion of the population of the West Bank and Gaza prefer 
to identify as members of a larger Islamic umma, or nation. 

Second, nationality “embodies historical continuity.” Members of a na-
tion believe that, “Because our forebears have toiled and spilt their blood to 
build and defend the nation, we who are born into it inherit an obligation 
to continue their work, which we discharge partly toward our contempo-
raries and partly toward our descendants.”55 Belief in a shared future and 
memory of a shared past are essential components of national identity. is
lack of a history as a nation makes it more difficult for the Sami, Macedoni-
ans, or Palestinians to build effective national identities.

ird, nationality is an “active identity.”56 Sovereign nations, of course,
actively define, defend, and govern themselves, and even before gaining
sovereignty, national movements routinely undertake such actions as cre-
ating a unique language (in the case of the Macedonians) or establishing 
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a university (in the case of the Jews in Palestine prior to the declaration of 
statehood).

Fourth, “national identity… connects a group of people to a particu-
lar geographical place.”57 e Roma, or Gypsy, people are an example of
a strongly identified ethnic group that has nonetheless been unable to
organize an effective national movement because it lacks a connection to
a homeland.

Finally, national identity requires that the people who share it should 
have “a common public culture.”58 e mundane markers of a common
culture are language and religion, along with matters of style in dress, food, 
entertainment, and the like. Of these, language is the crucial factor; its role 
as conveyer of culture makes language as close to a sine qua non of national 
identity as there is. But there is also that amalgam of assumptions regarding 
such things as the role of government, the responsibilities of individuals, 
and the definition of concepts like honor and truth, all of which vary to
a surprising degree from one nation to another, and all of which make up 
that very real but nonetheless hard-to-define entity that is a nation’s com-
mon public culture.

Noticeably missing from this list is any mention of genetic relatedness. 
Indeed, students of nationalism do not regard literal kinship as essential for 
the existence of a nation, although everyone is aware that almost all nations 
have myths of common origins. And like most myths, this one is func-
tional; belief in a common descent is a powerful unifying force. And again, 
like most myths, this one contains an element of truth; nations usually do 
share a degree of common descent. However, very few if any nations define
membership principally according to literal kinship. For example, no one 
would argue that the descendants of the several hundred thousand Poles 
who migrated to the Ruhr Valley at the end of the nineteenth century are 
anything but German, even those among them who have married only the 
descendants of other Polish immigrants. Nationality is a matter of culture, 
not genetics.59
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Now, even if claims to membership in a nation are made on the basis of 
culture, not genetics, some weight is given to ancestry, both in public opin-
ion and by many national governments. us an individual born in Alexan-
dria or Baku who has no knowledge of Greek can receive Greek citizenship 
by demonstrating that his parents were of Greek ethnicity, although he may 
not have an ancestor born on Greek soil for many centuries. Nevertheless, 
it is not solely genetic kinship in a literal sense that defines nations; it is
something more multi-faceted and complex.

Of course, the mere fact that a people constitutes a nation that desires 
or has already established sovereignty over a territory does not settle the 
question of its right to rule that land. Several criteria are widely employed 
in assessing the relative validity of such alleged rights, criteria that make 
a moral argument beyond what we may call the Genghis Khan approach: 
“I conquered it; therefore I own it.” ey include: Self-determination, ef-
ficiency, corrective justice, and several types of historical criteria. It is prob-
able that no particular case meets all of the criteria, and no single criterion 
is a trump card guaranteeing sovereignty in all cases. Historical primacy 
plays an important role, but is by no means the predominant one; hence, 
we examine it last.

Claims to sovereignty made under the rubric of self-determination 
are based on the fact that a group constitutes a majority of the population 
in a given territory. is concept is widely accepted. Difficulties arise not
so much over the principle of self-determination as over the challenges of 
drawing borders when two or more national groups live in intermingled 
settlements. For example, the impossibility of creating a border that would 
leave Muslims on one side and Hindus on the other when Britain ended its 
rule of India left millions of people on the “wrong” side in 1948. No effort
was made to arrange an organized exchange of populations between the 
newly created states of India and Pakistan, resulting in widespread massa-
cres, the creation of millions of refugees, and a Pakistani state that has been 
largely cleansed of its indigenous Hindu population.
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e principle of national self-determination, moreover, assumes that
national identity is a settled thing; in reality, national identity may be un-
decided and potentially fluid, within limits. Although it was never possible
that the Slavic-speaking people of what is now the Republic of Macedonia 
would choose to identify themselves as Turkish or Austrian, they had no 
distinct national identity in the nineteenth century. us Bulgaria, Greece,
and Serbia plausibly competed for the right to absorb the territory that 
would become Macedonia, along with its people. An additional difficulty
with the principle of self-determination arises when differential birth and
emigration rates change the ethnic equation. In 1948, Arabs were the clear 
majority in the land between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea. 
e fact that there is, today, a Jewish majority in this area makes it more dif-
ficult for Palestinian nationalists to advance an argument for the Arab right
to sovereignty over the entire land. e Arab majority in Judea and Samaria,
on the other hand, makes it similarly difficult for Israel to justify expansion
in those areas.

Efficiency-based and use claims are also widespread, derived from the
Lockean idea that ownership can be established by the productive use of 
territory, or, likewise, weakened by failure to settle and use available territo-
ry productively.60 Efficiency-based arguments are most frequently appealed
to in discussions of such settler nations as the United States and Australia, 
but the moral weight of efficiency-based claims is regularly acknowledged
by the actual practice of governments worldwide. ink of the strenuous,
expensive, and centuries-long Norwegian effort to create and maintain
population centers north of the Arctic Circle. Oslo viewed the existence of 
Sami populations in the area as irrelevant to the goal of insuring that the 
North not slip from Norwegian control (and into the hands of expansion-
ist Russia). us was remote Tromso provided with a bishop, a university,
an economy, and a population, even though the region has few resources 
and would not be a viable settlement without massive government inter-
vention. 
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Corrective justice is another strong argument on which to base a claim 
to sovereignty. Here, the argument is for restoring what has been wrongly 
taken away, usually by conquest. e argument for restoring sovereignty
to the Korean nation after half a century of Japanese occupation was so 
strong that the case scarcely had to be made. Most cases, however, are more 
difficult. Indeed, both Palestinians and Israelis make corrective justice argu-
ments for their rights to territory. 

ere is more than one variety of historical claims, but all of them
require that the group “show that it is indeed, and has been continuously, 
the same cultural group as that which inhabited the relevant territories 
all those many years ago.”61 Evidence of prior sovereignty is probably the 
strongest historic argument that a national movement can make, a claim 
that strengthens with the length and recency of that rule. When the Slavic 
peoples of the Balkans moved toward the formation of modern nation states 
as the Ottoman Empire disintegrated, Bulgaria was able to claim descent 
from an important medieval kingdom. Macedonia, by contrast, had last 
been a sovereign entity at the time of Philip of Macedon, with whom Mac-
edonian nationalists can demonstrate no cultural continuity. e Sami and
Palestinians are in a similar predicament, with no prior history of national 
sovereignty, or even of rule as a unified province.

e existence of a deep historical connection between a land and nation
is also compelling; the strongest form of this argument is that the land in 
question is the nation’s “cradle,” with rights deriving from the fact that “the 
events thought to have formed the historical identity of a national group 
took place in specific territories.”62 e claim of Jews to Israel or of the Ar-
abs to Mecca and Medina epitomizes these arguments.

us, the determination of the legitimacy of a claim to sovereignty
involves the complex balancing of variables that may seem incommensu-
rate, but somehow must be weighed one against the other. e partisans of
a national cause can hardly be blamed for casting about for yet one more 
argument that might prove dispositive. Genetics, with its appearance of 
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scientific objectivity, holds obvious—albeit illusory—appeal. For nations
with strong claims to territorial sovereignty, genetic data will be irrelevant; 
for nations with weak claims, such data will always be inadequate. Advocates 
who look to genetics for a decisive victory are certain to be disappointed.
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