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In The Politics of Nation-Building: Making Co-Nationals, Refugees, and Minorities, 
Harris Mylonas explores the conditions under which states decide to target “non-core 
groups” (as opposed to “minorities,” which, despite the title of his book, Mylonas 
rejects as too narrow a concept). Defining such non-core groups as “any aggregation 
of individuals that is perceived as an unassimilated ethnic group (on a linguistic, 
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religious, physical, or ideological basis)” (xx, note 1), Mylonas sets out to determine 
when such groups will be targeted with assimilation, accommodation (the extension 
of minority status), or exclusionary policies (including population exchanges, depor-
tations, and mass killings) by the host state in which they reside. Aiming to unravel 
the logic of political elites’ decision-making as they pursue one or a combination of 
these nation-building policies, the author attempts to construct a theory that explains 
the selection of these policies as well as accounts for policy change over time. Mylonas 
argues that the most prominent extant explanations in the social sciences—ones that 
focus on domestic variables, such as ethnic politics, political ideologies of ruling elites, 
regime type, etc.—are inadequate. His theory emphasizes, instead, the importance 
of international and geostrategic considerations. Theorizing that the variation in na-
tion-building policies across space and time is the result of interactions between the 
host state and an external power (rather than between the host state and the non-core 
group), Mylonas maintains that external involvement drives the mobilization and 
politicization of the non-core group, the host state’s perception of it and, ultimately, 
the host state’s policies toward it.

Using the Balkans and, in particular, the six Balkan states that were a part of the 
Ottoman Empire for more than two centuries (Greece; the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes; Romania; Bulgaria; Albania; and Turkey) as test cases for his theory, 
Mylonas maintains that the “protracted intermingling of peoples, common experiences 
of past rule, similar modernization trajectories, a great deal of external involvement, 
and variation in the timing of their state-building experiences” (49) make these states 
an excellent context in which to test his theory against other well-known explanations, 
including the cultural distance, status reversal, and homeland arguments, among 
others. He begins by testing his theory on a cross-national dataset (which Mylonas 
himself compiled) of all non-core groups within these Balkan states in the immediate 
post-World War I period and finds that his argument is corroborated in 81% of cases (73 
out of 91 observations). To further enrich his analysis, Mylonas then devotes an entire 
chapter (Chapter 5) to explaining the eighteen cases that were incorrectly predicted 
by his model and, in so doing, identifies a number of relevant methodological caveats 
pertinent to the nation-building process.

Had Mylonas stopped with the analysis of the 91 data points, his study would 
have likely left some readers questioning its ability to account for political elites’ at-
titudes and motivations in their pursuit of nation-building. However, Mylonas does 
not stop with the large-N study. Instead, he integrates several in-depth case studies, 
including a subnational study of Western Greek Macedonia as well as of Serbia and the 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, into his research. He does so to take a closer 
look at what he refers to as the “mechanisms at work” behind the nation-building 
process (12). Using secondary sources, archival materials, and relevant legislation to 
more closely analyze state policies toward non-core groups at the subnational level in 
Western Greek Macedonia, for example, Mylonas attempts to discern the “intentions” 
and “reasoning” behind the various policies towards non-core groups there (114). As 
Mylonas correctly claims, uncovering the motivations and intentions of political elites 
(as opposed to just looking at the policy outcomes) could not have taken place in the 
absence of this more qualitative and in-depth approach. Similarly, it would have been 
likewise impossible for Mylonas to assess and explain variation in policy (and policy 



Book Reviews 211

preferences) over time had he not used secondary, archival, and other sources to more 
thoroughly analyze the Serbian government’s policies toward Albanians in Toplica and 
Kosancia in the late 1800s and in Kosovo and Metohija from 1912 to 1941. In short, 
Mylonas’s in-depth analyses of the three cases over a relatively longer period of time 
greatly enrich his study. By fleshing out his argument in this way, the author makes 
his theory as well as the substantive analysis of his study appealing to a wider variety 
of scholars and policy makers.

So, what are his findings? Given his large-N analysis as well as his more qualita-
tive assessment of data, Mylonas offers readers the following conclusions: a host state 
is likely to follow assimilationist policies toward non-core groups when those groups 
lack external support. However, when a host state favors status quo foreign policy goals 
and perceives that an external enemy supports non-core groups within its borders, that 
state is likely to pursue assimilation through “internal colonization” (6). By contrast, 
when a host state supports the international status quo but perceives that a non-core 
group is supported by an ally or does not have external support, the host is likely to 
pursue policies of accommodation towards that group. However, when it has revisionist 
foreign policy goals and also believes that the non-core group is receiving support from 
an external enemy, the host will pursue exclusionist policies.

Using these findings as a springboard, Mylonas ventures to make several policy 
recommendations, including the following: to prevent the emergence of exclusionary 
policies, the principle of state sovereignty should be upheld, and borders should be 
redrawn sparingly. Moreover, external actors should exercise utmost caution when 
considering whether to assist non-core groups. Ultimately, foreign states should ei-
ther fully commit to such assistance (and, thereby, expend whatever is necessary to 
achieve that aim) or they should refrain altogether from getting involved. Mylonas also 
maintains that strengthening multilateral cooperation through both regional integra-
tion and international intergovernmental organizations is crucial if the probability of 
accommodating non-core groups is to increase.

Finally, while emphasizing the importance of in-depth archival research, My-
lonas also points to the difficulties associated with the data collection process that 
makes such research challenging and sometimes even impossible to conduct. This is 
particularly the case when governments refuse to declassify materials or, even worse, 
when the material is destroyed altogether in the interest of obscuring facts and manipu-
lating information to present a biased depiction of government policy towards non-core 
groups. Of course, such archival research is further complicated by the relatively long 
period of time—sometimes in excess of thirty years—that even the most transpar-
ent governments often impose on declassifying archival materials. Such government 
policies—usually in the interests of national security—make it especially difficult for 
researchers to analyze more contemporary cases of nation building (particularly in 
today’s swiftly changing world).

Given this unavoidable methodological problem, I believe an additional method-
ology that can and should be used is the in-depth elite interview method. Interviews 
can be conducted with elites at both the national and subnational levels, of core and 
non-core groups as well as of internal and external actors. While such interviews may 
be subject to similar propagandistic overtones and personal biases as often found in 
other official sources (including state archives), such problems can often be mitigated 
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by the researcher who carefully cross-references interview data and checks it against 
the record of secondary and primary source materials that may already exist. And 
even though researchers must remain vigilant when analyzing interview transcripts 
to distinguish between biased and unbiased accounts, as well as to ascertain which 
accounts are one-sided depictions of events and of elite motivations, more often than 
not researchers are likely to be surprised by the often painfully candid responses of 
informants, particularly when those informants are granted confidentiality. In short, 
this additional source of often quite rich information is one that is not used or appar-
ently considered by Mylonas. Such interview data would be particularly useful in the 
analysis of contemporary cases of nation building—ones whose archives remain closed 
to scholars.

Finally, to conduct and code such interviews would also go some way towards 
addressing a number of the problems alluded to by Mylonas in his study. Interviews 
would allow the researcher to better assess the extent to which nation-building policies 
are driven by the formal state apparatus and which are the more narrow domains of 
specific political leaders or groups. In addition, such interviews would not only allow 
researchers to better gage the motivations and attitudes of domestic political elites to-
wards non-core groups, but could also shed light on the motivations of external actors 
towards such groups. This, of course, would help reduce the ever-present problem in 
political science of “reifying the state,” whereby policy choices and outcomes are often 
attributed to a vague and ambiguous “state” that is reduced to an inchoate black box, 
with little real knowledge of the often-competing agendas of different decision-makers 
at different levels of the decision-making process and within and across different state 
agencies.

In sum, Mylonas’s study is refreshing in the effort it makes to determine na-
tion-building process by taking into account both a large-N sample as well as a 
more thorough qualitative analysis of archival and other sources in developing a na-
tion-building theory. This multi-method approach, in my view, distinguishes this book 
as far superior to studies relying solely on large-N statistical analyses. Adding interview 
materials to the analysis, however—especially for more contemporary cases of nation 
building (where the archival material is scarce or non-existent)—would have provided 
an additional source of data and thereby helped to reduce two of the problems pointed 
to by the author: the “revealed preference problem” as well as the “principal-agent 
problem” which often plague social science research (191, 193). Thus, integrating in-
terview materials into future analyses of nation building could go some way towards 
“disentangling the relationship between intentions, policies, implementations, and 
outcomes” as well as help researchers distinguish between central from local (and even 
unauthorized) policy (191). In this way, an already important strand of research could 
be strengthened further.
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