
2|The Many Faces of Environmental
Security

We have lost everything: our house, our land, our life. Our children are out
of school. And we are unable to go back home. Now you tell me that we,
who had to leave our home town first because of the drought and now the
conflict, are described as the causes of all this? We are the victims.

(Former inhabitant of Hassake Province, Shaher refugee camp, Bekaa
Valley, Lebanon, interviewed by author, December 12, 2015)

Reexamining and Broadening the Security Agenda

Security remains one of the most controversial and contested concepts
in international politics (Williams, 2008: 1). Policy analysts, academ-
ics, and practitioners have long debated its meaning. What exactly
does this term entail? What are the implications of choosing one
definition over another? In the context of this project, how does the
definition of security impact its application to the environment? At the
center of this discussion are two essential and interrelated theoretical
challenges: Can a security framework be applied to environmental
issues, and, if it can, whose interests are best served by this framing?
Answering these questions is a task that will only become more press-
ing as environmental degradation becomes more acute, but it is also a
task that requires a much deeper and more comprehensive theoretical
framing than has been addressed in the literature. The goal of this
chapter, therefore, is to lay out and justify the theoretical model used
by our HECS framework in the context of critical human–
environmental security.

The first theoretical challenge involves questioning the degree to
which a security framework is appropriate for addressing the threat
of environmental degradation and its downstream effects, either in
theoretical or practical terms. This challenge requires a thorough
understanding of the multitude of definitions of security and how
scholars have contested its definitions since the Cold War. The second
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theoretical challenge works from the assumption that some variant of a
security framework is a useful analytical device but then questions
whose interests are prioritized by framing environmental instability
as a security issue and whose perspectives are excluded; after all, the
choice to “securitize” the language of the environment is a clear
discursive act with concrete policy implications. This securitization
language can either reify or challenge the status quo of power relations
not only between states but also between a wider array of actors.

Newer perspectives on security narratives about resource consump-
tion and water security are therefore crucial. Critical-security stances
are essential in these debates as they examine structural inequalities of
power and distribution of resources while also considering the role of
states as providers of insecurity and centering the narrative on individ-
uals and groups that address power gaps. The field of critical security
has revealed the need for a more nuanced and diverse definition of the
concept of security; this will also require a thorough examination of
how actors – including scholars and policy-makers – working from the
traditional concept of security have imbued the field with uncontested
biases and values that can prioritize the concerns and interests of the
Global North and West, especially the United States and Western
Europe (Bilgin, 2017: 653). New fields of security studies are
attempting to address this imbalance and reframe the traditional secur-
ity narrative to account for previously ignored sources. These new
security perspectives have moved to incorporate broader perspectives
in a move that has also been replicated in International Relations. In
the field of International Relations theory, scholars are challenging
Western theoretical constructs and recognizing that there is a need
for plurality and the inclusion of more non-Western voices (Abboud
et al., 2018; Acharya, 2014; Bilgin, 2017). In debates relating to
environmental and climate security, critical thinkers such as Dalby,
Barnett, and Matthews have written eloquently about these “us versus
them” binary framings, yet Western perspectives are still privileged
and projected onto most of the world while non-Western perspectives
are marginalized or silenced. These narratives echo many of the cul-
tural and colonial constructs of the nineteenth century, which were
inspired by environmental determinism.

Researchers of climate security can also perpetuate similar concep-
tual otherizing traps by claiming that increased climate change will
encourage human migration, conflict, and grievances against the state.
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In response to these security frameworks, I propose a new theoretical
framework of security: human–environmental–climate security
(HECS). HECS challenges the aforementioned assumptions as overly
deterministic and as failing to take into account the economic and
sociopolitical factors that interact with resource variation. The theor-
etical underpinnings of HECS will be discussed in full later in this
chapter, but here a broad theoretical overview will demonstrate the
ways in which HECS is a natural and needed extension of develop-
ments in the field of new and pluralized security studies. In addition,
the HECS framework widens human-security approaches, which have
also tended to suffer from overly prescriptive and normative modes of
inquiry.

This analysis will be informed by a wide range of variables, such as
the impact of climate change as an intervening variable over water and
food security in Syria, the role of ideology and policy in the agricultural
and water sectors, and the government’s failure to manage the popula-
tion’s vulnerability and resilience to environmental change. The
following sections show how nontraditional approaches to security,
including environmental, water, and climate security, have developed
over the past several decades and informed the HECS approach of
this book.

From Traditional to Nontraditional Security: Security
Narratives and Performance

The inclusion of more diverse perspectives in the nontraditional secur-
ity field was accompanied by a move toward considering a broader set
of threats to human life, health, and security, including systemic threats
such as those related to environmental and societal concerns. Inter-
national policy-makers began to better understand climate change in
the late twentieth century and therefore also began to increasingly
focus on the causes and impacts of environmental instability and the
need to develop effective and timely responses. Preexisting literature
and discussions of resource-driven conflict paved the way for these new
discussions of climate change and instability, and this literature framed
environmental concerns in terms of peace and security (Mathews,
1989: 162, 174; Vogler, 2013: 18; Westing, 1986).

At the end of the ColdWar, nontraditional security studies started to
broaden agendas from traditional threats – military and economic – to
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include nonmilitary threats – like energy-related and environmental
(Romm, 1993: 6; Spector and Wolf, 2000: 410; Ullman, 1983: 133).
Environmental factors were first integrated into the concept of security
in the early 1980s by two organizations that wanted to investigate the
links between environmental degradation, scarcity, and armed conflict:
the Stockholm Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) and the Peace Research
Institute of Oslo (Gleditsch, 1998).

Environmental security became defined in exclusively realist terms –
i.e. managing threats to the integrity of the state – which implied
narratives about wars and insurrections that could arise from conflict
over diminishing resources (Vogler, 2013: 20). Correspondingly,
scholarly work on environmental security flourished within two cat-
egories: (1) narratives that questioned how environmental change
relates to violent conflict and the integrity of the state and (2) examin-
ations that looked at the broader implications of environmental issues,
in which the referent object of security ceases to be the state (Vogler,
2013: 19).

An outline of the major discussions in each of these general categor-
ies, especially as they relate to resource management and scarcity, can
help us understand the development of the concept of environmental
security. First, it is critical to deconstruct the recent conceptual history
and terminology of “security.” Many have argued that Arnold
Wolfers’ essay “‘National Security’ as an Ambiguous Symbol”
(1952) marked the beginning of a series of attempts to define and
articulate security as a concept. Wolfers presented a “traditional”
security concept, grounded in the realist framework, that articulated
national security as a field concerned primarily with military statecraft
(Baldwin, 1997: 9). A new concept of common security gradually
evolved from this perspective during the Cold War: No individual state
can obtain its own security without the mutual cooperation and par-
ticipation of other states (Blackaby, 1986: 395). Later iterations of this
theory included comprehensive security, which built upon the common
security framework by framing security as the well-being of both states
and individuals while also attempting to take into account cooperation
and well-being among the globalized world order (Stritzel, 2007: 139).
These theories raised questions about what protections they claimed to
guarantee: Is a truly “secure” state defined by its ability to act offen-
sively or defensively? The post-realist notion of national security came
to be defined as freedom from war and occupation rather than the
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ability to go to war or occupy, while political security would be defined
as freedom from repression, economic security as freedom from want,
and cultural security as freedom from ethnic or religious oppression.
Post-constructivist ideas of security therefore gradually moved away
from states and toward networks of individuals and non-state actors.

Working within this framework, Simon Dalby (2009) and others
began to criticize the existing approaches to environmental security.
These scholars argued for a new kind of security, one that looked
beyond the state to questions of human security and well-being (Dalby,
2009: 19). Other theorists of environmental security were aligned more
closely with earlier traditional security scholars; they discussed envir-
onmental insecurity in the context of needing to regulate, govern, and
“secure” the environment, rather than in the context of analyzing
threats to human and environmental well-being in a holistic manner
(Dalby, 2009: 13). This was a key inflection point informing different
views of environmental and climate security: Some saw the environ-
ment as a trigger of conflict and insecurity while others saw the envir-
onment as the referent object of security itself.

At this point, it is useful to define terminology around the
“environment.” In a new security framework, the environment is not
a freely existing trove of natural resources to be fought over and
monetized but rather encompasses the physical factors that condition
human affairs and well-being. Environmental or ecological security, in
this definition, is the means and processes that seek to reduce or
prevent environmental consequences of war, natural disasters, erosion
of the earth’s carrying capacity, and war and armed conflict resulting
from environmental change (Dalby, 2009: 132). Environmental secur-
ity, then, represents a critical move in new security, one that attempts
to remove hegemonic political domination from the equation by dis-
cussing security at its simplest: the desire to prolong and improve life
on the planet.

Predictably, however, these moves toward a new security conceptu-
alization were not welcomed by traditionalists such as Stephen Walt
and John Mearsheimer, who stood by traditional and neoconservative
concepts of security and state (Hough, 2014: 23). Indeed, for tradition-
alist security scholars such as Andrew Baldwin, these expansions of the
concept of security carried the risk of voiding the concept of any
meaning (Baldwin et al., 2014). The existence of this reluctance, how-
ever, seems to be evidence in and of itself of the fundamental
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narrowness of the field. The inclusion of environmental concerns in
traditional security discourses has forced academics, analysts, and
practitioners to broaden not only the consideration of potential threats
but also, significantly, the consideration of who or what is being
threatened. These conversations widened the lens of security issues by
discussing and analyzing the process of securitization, which in turn
moved the security literature in a critical and much needed direction.

Securitization and the Politics of Fear

Securitization theory extends the new examinations of threats and
security. Threats are at the foundation of security; when particular
issues appear to threaten lives, political responses necessarily follow
(Hough, 2014: 9). Traditional and realist notions of the “security
dilemma” have informed the downward spiral of insecurity between
sovereign states based on threats arising from military and economic
capabilities. Meanwhile, there is a need to examine more deeply the
sociological approach to the construction of security issues, one which
requires, by contrast, the conceptualization of “the power of
discourses” (Trombetta, 2011: 148–149). Security is essentially about
power, whether material or discursive. For sociological perspectives on
security, power is the successful (re)framing of discourses and the
capacity of the few to mobilize resources necessary for the social and
political construction of threats (Floyd, 2007: 330).

The Copenhagen School’s definition of security outlines the social
and discursive construction of threats through the establishment of
“referent objects” – particular activities or sectors beyond the state
(Buzan et al., 1998: 22–23). It argues in favor of a more profound
extension of security threats to nonmilitary issues – such as the envir-
onment – beyond the traditional “objective” materialist threat analysis
(Buzan, 2007: 2).

The introduction of discourses is crucial since showing how they are
constructed and amplified reveals many assumptions. In this context,
discourses refer to “specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and categoriza-
tions that are produced and transformed in a particular set of practices
and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities”
(Hajer, 1995: 42). The Copenhagen School analyzes discourses in
terms of both speeches and the identification of the practices that fall
within the “logic of war and emergency” (Trombetta, 2011: 136,
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148–149). In these circumstances, actors create securitized discourses
by arguing that there is a need for “legitimiz[ing] emergency measures”
(Buzan et al., 1998: 25) and actively draw attention to the perceived
threats by using alarmist language when framing their narratives. The
securitizing actors, or “enunciators,” consist of individuals or groups
that perform the speech act; they represent voices of authority within a
society or “someone . . . some group, movement, party or elite . . . who
purports to advocate on behalf of the nation” (Buzan et al., 1998: 41).

The process of securitization therefore means that actors in the field
communicate specific discourses about perceived threats that have
implications for policy outcomes. In this framework, common patterns
emerge: For example, when an actor claims that a referent object is
existentially threatened, they next claim the right to resort to emer-
gency measures, and finally they convince their domestic audience that
rule-breaking behavior is justified to counter the threat. This process
can be referred to as a “security speech act” and is at the root of
discourse creation in the security framework. When elites articulate
this “security speech act,” they present the threat as “urgent” and
“existential,” so the public audience is inclined to accept the “utterance
itself.” As such, a “securitizing move” takes place (McDonald, 2008:
24–26). This “securitizing move” goes on to become securitization
because the domestic audience continues to give consent as long as
the actor portrays the threat as existential and urgent.

In this way, enunciators can legitimize exceptional measures; they
have permission to defend emergency measures on the pretext of
defending national survival. The “existential” nature of the threat
moves it from the normal domain of politics to the security domain,
where it is more likely to gain material support even if citizens are
unaware of the issue. This creates the pretext for future exceptionalist
measures that require no public support or knowledge. Such “politics
of exceptionalism” successfully places issues on the regional and inter-
national agenda of “high politics,” in that the general public need not
be involved (Huysman, 2004: 332). Scholars have noted that these
processes can lead to security risks from depoliticization and de-
democratization; when security issues are removed from the political
realm, they can create further potential security dilemmas (Floyd,
2013: 24; Trombetta, 2011: 136).

In contrast to the Copenhagen School, the Paris School emphasizes
the role of power politics in “practices and context” and their impact
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on “the construction of threat images” (Balzacq, 2011: 1). Although
securitization theory broadens the security agenda to nonmilitary
issues and the object of security lies beyond the state, the main actor
and referent object remain, in most cases, the state itself (Buzan et al.,
1998: 23–24, 29). Research from the Paris School questions this focus
on the state’s security, moving the focus to its interactions with com-
munities and individuals. In moving away from this state-centered
approach, new perspectives focus the discussion on non-state actors
and provide alternative definitions of securitization by looking
at the daily practices of “insecuritization” of bureaucratic bodies
(Balzacq, 2011).

What constitutes successful securitization differs across geographical
and theoretical perspectives. For example, India and Nepal used
environmental narratives to successfully securitize their interactions
over the Tanakpur barrage in the Ganges river basin (Mirumachi,
2013), while Israeli and Palestinian environmental narratives – of
territory, resources, and population – that used climate change as a
security threat reinforced Israel’s military-political domination in the
Jordan basin (Alatout, 2006; Mason and Mimi, 2014). Security
relates to mutual perceptions, and who or what is being secured
is always implicit but often left unstated. These mutual perceptions
are of critical importance in understanding the securitization of the
environment.

Securitization of the Environment: Pessimists (Neo-Malthusians)
vs. Optimists (Cornucopians)

An ontological debate is taking place over security more broadly, and
the inclusion of environmental considerations is characterized by a
theoretical schism: mainstream concerns, which maintain the state as
the referent object, compared to “critical” and “human security”
movements, which recenter the focus on human beings. Traditional
proponents of security, seeing the state as the unit of analysis, frame
environmental challenges in terms of inter- or intrastate conflict,
whereas human security considers the environment’s relation to
human health, hunger, and well-being. This shift in referent object
inherently redefines security since the referent object determines the
nature of threats and consequently the nature of insecurity (Vogler,
2013: 19).
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This consideration sparks critical questions about how concepts of
the environment and environmental risk have been impacted and how
securitization narratives around these issues have developed. Dalby
discusses how security reorders social relations into security relations,
although the processes through which these are constituted often
obscure power dynamics (Dalby, 2002: 12). Since security as a concept
is both a signifier and a transmitter of content, it has a performative
function in addition to its descriptive one: It establishes the security
situation while it reports on it (Dalby, 2002: 12).

A thorough understanding of the dissemination of environmental
security narratives is required to understand how environmental chal-
lenges act as stressors to preexisting social systems. The development
of scholarly literature on environmental security – especially in relation
to natural resources and scarcity – provides a vital understanding of
how these issues were initially framed and how their framing has
evolved and responded to changes in both international relations and
security studies.

As environmental security became more widely acknowledged as a
concept, theories that encouraged a securitization of the environment
began to emerge. Buzan and others have shown how treating the
environment as an object to be protected in a security framework
constitutes one of the “securitization moves” by actors who use the
threat of insecurity to justify their own political or foreign policy
agendas (Buzan et al., 1998: 29). In this framework, actors would be
inclined to treat environmental problems as national security threats or
matters of high political urgency (Hough, 2014: 21). At its most
extreme, the logical conclusion of this process could even be the
weaponization of the environment, as in a military use of violence
against environmental resources as a means of waging war (Hough,
2014: 11).

Different securitization theories of the environment have functioned
along different theoretical assumptions; some actors operate as envir-
onmental pessimists who view ecological resources as finite and scarce
(neo-Malthusians), and others operate from a framework of cooper-
ation and abundance (cornucopians). Below, we explain how these
frameworks have influenced theories of resource conflict in inter-
national relations.

Broadly stated, there are five main views on the role of environ-
mental factors in conflict and cooperation in the international system.
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Neo-Malthusianism suggests that resource scarcity will inevitably lead
to conflict and posits itself as an “environmental security” framework –

the environment itself is a scarce resource in need of state protection
and regulation. Political-ecology discourses are interested instead in
distribution of resources and in analyzing how political aims influence
the use and management of such natural resources. Cornucopians have
the more liberal view that resource scarcity is not inherent or inevitable
but can be managed and mitigated by an administration of resources
through markets and trade. At the same time, institutionalists see
cooperation through regime formation as a way to overcome resource
scarcity. Finally, resource curse theorists see overabundance of stra-
tegic resources as a negative factor that encourages conflict and com-
petition over scarce natural resources and the wealth they can provide.

Interestingly, the field of environmental and water security has
followed similar debates as those in development studies with relation
to the analysis of poverty and hunger. Traditional theories of develop-
ment have drawn on Malthus’ Essay on the Principle of Population
(1798; see Malthus, 1996) to establish the inevitable risk of global
poverty and hunger posed by unchecked population growth. Figure 2.1
provides a basic outline of this Malthusian perspective, and the ensuing
discussion explains how neo-Malthusianism can be applied to water
scarcity and water insecurity.

Neo-Malthusianism: Green Wars or Water Wars
Neo-Malthusian perspectives have been applied to discussions of
resource scarcity and abundance in security, especially in regard to
water. The two prevailing perspectives on water resources are resource
optimists, who argue that cooperation and strategic sharing of water
resources can mitigate potential threats of water instability, and
resource pessimists, who see conflict as inevitable because of scarce
resources and institutional weaknesses surrounding their governance.
Resource pessimists also see demographic growth, water scarcity, and
violent conflict as inevitable and interchangeable.

A variety of scholars, from political scientists to geographers to
environmental scientists, left their mark on conversations about envir-
onmental security in the 1980s and 1990s by focusing on water
scarcity. The Toronto School and the Bern-Zürich Group developed
the notion of “environmental scarcity” during the 1990s, which paved
the way for alarmist predictions of high risks of resource wars because
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of decreased supplies of environmental resources induced by popula-
tion growth, water depletion, and the socially inequitable distribution
of resources (Bachler et al., 1996; Homer-Dixon, 1994: 18–20).
Because of their focus on the impacts of population growth on resource
depletion, many of these perspectives have been labeled as “neo-Mal-
thusian.”1 An outline of the supply-induced type of environmental
scarcity can be seen in Figure 2.2.

Population grows exponentially

Food production grows linearly

Positive checks (higher death rate)

War, famine, and pestilence

Negative checks (lower birth rate)

Abortions, infanticide, birth control

Figure 2.1 The Malthusian model.
Source: Malthus, 1996

1 In a personal communication with the author, Homer-Dixon distances himself
from the neo-Malthusian “unidirectional, linear causal sequence” by outlining
the fact that his research has identified since the 1990s the “many causal
mechanisms that link environmental scarcity and conflict in feedback loops.” He
further argues that his research shows that “the most important and powerful
causal mechanisms linking environmental scarcity/stress and violence are highly
indirect, with scarcity operating through a series of intermediate causal stages.”
While “taking population seriously,” he outlines “the precursor social factors
that drive population size and growth,” and discusses “why population is only
one of a host of factors contributing to scarcity” (July 11 and 17, 2019). Homer-
Dixon’s book (1999) on scarcity and violence is examined in another section of
this chapter.
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Resource curse theorists, who emerged in discussions about both
strategic and nonstrategic resources (i.e. scarce resources such as oil
or diamonds and life-sustaining resources like water and food), have
proposed that abundance rather than scarcity of natural resources
leads to low economic growth, corruption, poor governance, and
resource capture. In this framework, low economic growth results
from mismanagement of resources and concentration in one indus-
try, as in rentier states, while corruption naturally ensues from
capture of rents and price inflation related to these resources. Poor
governance emerges because states have low incentives to develop
functional or socially equitable institutions, while resource capture
and looting follow as a result of poor governance. Greed and griev-
ances theory establishes a powerful connection between the abun-
dance of primary commodity exports like diamonds, oil, and other
strategic resources and the likelihood of disputes over the control of
such resources (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004, 2005; Fearon, 2005).
These models predict the emergence of civil conflicts on the basis
of state strength, poverty, and resource abundance (Koubi et al.,
2014: 238). However, resource curse theory, along with neo-
Malthusianism, have key theoretical weaknesses that leave room
for new approaches.

Population pressure and high resource consumption

Resource depletion

Resource scarcity (extension to resources other than food)

Resource competition

Armed conflict

Figure 2.2 The neo-Malthusian model.
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These theories developed about nonrenewable resources have
suffered from patterns of oversimplification and weak theoretical
framing. The evidence shows that states rich in resources experience
a wide variety of economic outcomes, which suggests that institutions
are key to explaining the lack of conflict (Mehlum et al., 2006). The
resource curse paradigm also suggests that resource-wealthy countries
tend to be rent-seeking, dysfunctional, and experience more civil strife,
especially as states with resource wealth are more vulnerable to poor
governance from low taxes, political strife from domination of
resources by one group, or negative externalities of natural resources –
such as in migration or pollution (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004; Karl,
1997; Koubi et al., 2014: 232). However, more nuanced views suggest
that there is variance within these assumptions. There is evidence that
the specific conflict location within a state, as well as the type and
duration of conflict, impact the determination of any potential link
between conflict and resource scarcity (Fearon, 2005).

From a normative perspective, the securitization of the environment
on the basis of scarcity is a double-edged sword. As a linguistic and
rhetorical tool in the hands of elites, these discourses can raise aware-
ness and mobilize collective action around environmental degradation
and climate change. Less useful, however, is the tendency of these
narratives to favor doom-and-gloom scenarios that rely upon
“collapsology” theories or self-enforcing forecasts regarding the inevit-
ability of the demise of our natural and human systems, as explained in
Chapter 1. This language perceives threats as stemming from
unchecked population growth in other parts of the world, inter- and
intrastate conflicts over resources, the permeation of national borders,
and international migration flows due to resource depletion. This
approach therefore tends to regard threats through a Western lens
and has been put forward primarily by scholars from North America
and Europe. The discourses surrounding overpopulation further high-
light the politically problematic nature of creating and validating
causal linkages between environmental degradation and conflict as
they are inextricably linked to the economic relationships that privilege
the Global North at the expense of the Global South; for example,
focusing on birth rates in Global South communities moves the respon-
sibility for the environmental damage caused by resource-intensive
lifestyles of citizens in the Global North to citizens of the Global South
(Barnett, 2001: 58–60). Dalby establishes an interesting analogy
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between Malthusian conceptions of overpopulation and the weapo-
nized deployment of population control by colonial administrators to
control local communities; in both cases, the onus is placed on the less
powerful state with fewer resources as a more direct threat to environ-
mental degradation while hegemonic forces remain unchallenged
(Dalby, 2009: 17–18).

There is also a way in which this hegemonic approach to environ-
mental degradation as a “political construction” allows security to
become “a powerful producer of endangered identities” (Dalby,
2002: xxii). The issue can continue to be exploited to mobilize elector-
ates in the Global North against what is perceived to be unchecked
danger from the Global South. The question, then, is how these theor-
ies have been instrumentalized in the hands of actors seeking to force a
particular narrative of resource management, including water security.
The reality is that institutionally weak and developing countries face a
“double insecurity” threat: They are faced by both discrepancies in
their responsibility for and their vulnerability to environmental prob-
lems (Barnett, 2001: 20).

However, as mentioned previously, interstate conflict over resources
and environmental problems has rarely occurred (Dalby, 2002: 47).
Barnett draws upon the work of Lipschutz and Holdren (1990) to
argue that military conflict over resources is unlikely due to alternative
means of resolving resource scarcities, such as trade and the develop-
ment of new technologies (Barnett, 2001: 52–53). In fact, it is the fear
itself and the perception of scarcity through securitization narratives
that creates the very insecurity that drives unsafe and violent behavior,
both on the part of states and individuals. Thus, even though the
electorates in the Global North may not be facing a real threat of
resource scarcity, it is the perception of scarcity that motivates otheriz-
ing and violent actions (Matthews, 1989). Additionally, and ironically,
increased militarization in response to environmental degradation can
pose a significant risk through escalation (Barnett, 2001: 19).

Many perceptions of a scarcity and conflict nexus have been driven
by self-confirming and largely baseless studies perpetuated by the
persistent, more than 200-year-old Malthusian narrative about popu-
lation spikes and scarcity, which has been largely found to be without
conclusive evidence (Dalby, 2009: 15). Neo-Malthusian narratives
about fears surrounding food scarcity have remained unusually per-
sistent in global discourse and, paradoxically, have even informed

The Many Faces of Environmental Security 37

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108567053.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108567053.002


moves that have actually aggravated food crises (Jarvis et al., 2005:
49). Security scholars’ tendency to conflate “resources” (whether
renewable or nonrenewable) with the environment as a concept have
acted to enforce the idea of resource wars, thereby acting as discursive
tools of the Global North more broadly and the security establishment
more specifically (Barnett, 2001: 52).

An increasing number of analyses have started to show that the neo-
Malthusian assumptions about environmental stressors and the link
between conflict and environmental scarcity, especially along the axis
of renewable resources, are fraught with oversimplification, a lack of
accurate data, and theoretical weakness (Koubi et al., 2014). Homer-
Dixon famously delineated three types of environmental scarcity –

supply, demand-induced and structural – leading to a series of inter-
mediate causal stages, namely social effects such as migration and
constrained economic productivity that weaken state institutions and
their capacity to absorb these shocks, which, in turn, lead to violence in
the form of group-identity conflict, coups d’état, and insurgency. Kahl
also points out that elites in a given state have the potential to manipu-
late their power over access to resources during times of scarcity,
suggesting that systemic and sociopolitical factors are often left out
of the discussion (Homer-Dixon, 1999: 80; Kahl, 2008: 50).

Contrary to popular forecasts of looming water wars, recent empir-
ical work predicts that countries are more likely to cooperate than to
fight over internationally shared waters. Empirical studies at Oregon
University and the Pacific Institute have revealed the surprising result
that there have hardly been any “water wars” in human history (Wolf,
1998; Wolf et al., 2003). An analysis based on a total of 1,831 events
connected to transboundary “basins at risk,” shows that riparian
states tend to cooperate rather than enter into conflict (Giordano
et al., 2002). In the past fifty years, there are only thirty-seven recorded
acute conflicts over international water resources (MacQuarrie and
Wolf, 2013: 177). Although the detailed chronology of disputes over
water since 3000 BC shows that water has been used as a military tool
and target, water wars have for the most part not taken place, even in
highly water-insecure regions such as the Middle East (Pacific Institute,
2015). Scarcity and degradation reduce the probability for conflict by
providing the impetus for negotiation and coordination between and
across states as well as the desire for increased equity and environ-
mental justice (Deudney and Matthew, 1999; Diehl and Gleditsch,
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2001: 3). More broadly, environmental cooperation has a positive
impact on the reduction of tensions, demilitarization, and peace-
making between states and different groups (Conca and Dabelko,
2002).

The key remaining issue is the sustainable use of natural resources in
coordination with poverty reduction and the mitigation of potential
conflict. Although explicit water wars have not yet taken place, social
conflicts over water are increasingly common and important (Conca,
2006). Weak water management and governance contribute to
emerging social conflicts over water – rather than military confron-
tations – by adversely affecting poor and rural communities. The
potential for cooperation, therefore, lies in alternative institutional
forms and the consolidation of global environmental governance
(Conca, 2006). For example, liberal institutionalist perspectives on
resource management have refuted the neo-Malthusian model of
resource scarcity.

Cornucopian-Liberal Perspectives: Water Cooperation as the
New Mantra
In their framing of solutions to environmental insecurity, cornucopian
theories have adopted assumptions from institutional liberal perspec-
tives in international relations. In particular, cornucopians share liberal
assumptions that the presence of democracy, economic interdepend-
ence, and international institutions will necessarily reduce the likeli-
hood and impact of military conflict (Rousseau and Walker, 2010:
26–28). Others outline the importance of regime design in inter-
national water management (Bernauer, 2002; Giordano et al., 2005;
McLaughlin Mitchell and Zawahri, 2015). Cornucopians, or
“resource optimists,” share the view that resources are scarce but that
their scarcity is a matter of mismanagement and the lack of market
regulation for price and distribution of key resources. They concede
that scarcity of water resources may put human security at risk but
emphasize the ability of states and international systems to adapt
through market mechanisms, technology, social institutions for
resource allocation, and other market-based mechanisms for cooper-
ation (Lomborg, 2001). In this framework, neo-Malthusian perspec-
tives are criticized as overly deterministic and mired in the same
theoretical weaknesses as securitization narratives (Gleditsch, 1998).
In addition, cornucopians argue that if environmental insecurity is
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related to conflict, it will exist along a spectrum of other factors,
including domestic, geopolitical, and economic factors that tend to
drive conflict alongside environmental risk (Gartzke, 2012). Other
criticisms of the link between environmental insecurity and conflict
suggest that studies have relied upon insufficient data, made assump-
tions about time lags that may not hold true, and have ignored the risk
of endogeneity in constructing causal arguments (Koubi et al., 2014:
227). These criticisms suggest that, in the absence of strong evidence to
the contrary, cornucopians may be correct in considering a variety of
factors beyond environmental risk when explaining conflict (Koubi
et al., 2014: 229).

Cornucopians posit a number of methodological and theoretical
objections to neo-Malthusian views of resource management and
security. Methodological objections to neo-Malthusianism include
criticisms about the low number of systematic studies to support
resource scarcity models, as well as the tendency to limit such studies
to states or cases that are also mired in economic insecurity and
poverty; such studies raise issues of endogeneity and fail to address
the separate question of the relationship between resource scarcity,
poverty, and conflict. Other Cornucopian objections to the neo-
Malthusian paradigm are economic in nature and focus on the substi-
tutability of key resources as well as the potential for technological
innovation and market pricing strategies to prevent resource-related
conflict – for example, alternatives to fossil fuels may alleviate conflict
associated with those resources.

There are also political objections to neo-Malthusianism. For
example, moves toward democracy are sometimes seen as leading to
environmental reform, and greater levels of democracy are seen as
discouraging conflict and boosting the likelihood of cooperation in
the environmental arena (i.e. cooperation trumps conflict). Liberal
political objections to neo-Malthusianism also argue that greater free-
dom of information encourages better economic outcomes and that
pluralism, pragmatism, and more market-focused environmental
orientations have the capacity to mitigate potential conflict. Finally,
other political objections claim that democratic and international insti-
tutions encourage greater respect for human life and well-being, and,
accordingly, address threats brought about by resource insecurity with
cooperative and peaceful means rather than with conflict.
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Critically, cornucopians have also articulated key demographic con-
cerns and objections against neo-Malthusianism, revealing some of the
scientific and data-based limitations of the type of population-based
theories that had allowed resource scarcity arguments to flourish in the
security sphere. First, the three types of population pressure – density,
growth, and youth bulges – do not have a clear impact; second,
population pressure is not always necessarily harmful to societies.
Additionally, as Figure 2.3 shows, our current predictions of future
population growth do not match the very high predictions of previous
generations, with slowdowns in population growth in certain areas.

Critical Environmental Security: Water Security, Food Security,
and Drought

The divide between cornucopians and neo-Malthusians that exists in
discussions of resource scarcity also exists in the conceptualization of
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Source: United Nations Population Division, 2004; reprinted with the permission of the
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water security, with resource optimists and resource pessimists
following similar patterns of theoretical divides around a scarcity–
conflict and scarcity–cooperation nexus. In this framing, cornucopians
identify a more cooperative version of water interactions, while neo-
Malthusians are more likely to view water as a national security issue
linked to conflict (Zala, 2013: 169–170).

Defining Water Security

This ongoing debate has critical implications for academic research
and policy, and, more directly, for our HECS framework with regards
to Syria. Some of these implications are linked to the sheer theoretical
difficulty of defining and articulating the concept of water security,
especially in its current iteration. There is a consistent amount of
theoretical opacity and lack of consistency across disciplines, making
a coherent discussion difficult. A review of the concept of water secur-
ity in academic and policy literature shows that although the term has
become much more popular in recent years, studies across different
scientific and social-science disciplines tend to utilize very different
scales, making meta-analysis much more difficult. Current literature
also shows that the use of the term varies greatly based on the study’s
particular field. For example, the legal field frames the issue as a matter
of instance allocation rules to secure entitlements, while the agricultural
field looks at the issue in the context of flood protection and drought
risk (Cook and Bakker, 2012: 95–97). Despite these divergent trends,
three common themes and issues in water security emerge across the
literature – water-related hazards, human need (which is often tied to
food security), and sustainability, which incorporates perspectives on
protecting and maintaining the natural environment) – while water
availability and quantity are assessed to quantify water security.

Water availability and quantity are sometimes used as a proxy for
water security, especially in policy and environmental science spheres,
because they allow for a measurable definition of water security that
can be compared across contexts. Water availability is generally
defined as the presence or absence of sufficient freshwater supply for
humans, in both domestic and commercial uses (i.e. agriculture), and is
employed as the primary indicator of water security in the majority of
existing literature. However, different disciplines have focused on dif-
ferent scales and contexts for water availability, such as the national,
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communal, or watershed scale. Scales and methodologies used to
measure water availability tend to vary greatly across different discip-
lines, even though some supply-side indicators have been broadly
accepted. In the 1980s, Swedish hydrologist Malin Falkenmark desig-
nated the following standard definitions for water insecurity, later
coined as “the Falkenmark indicator”: Greater than 1,700 cubic
meters per person per year is defined as relative water sufficiency,
between 1,700 and 1,000 cubic meters as a state of water stress,
between 1,000 and 500 cubic meters per year as meeting the water
scarcity line, and absolute water scarcity starts at less than 500 cubic
meters per person per year (Falkenmark, 1986; Falkenmark et al.,
2007; Falkenmark and Molden, 2008; Rijsberman, 2006). Inter-
national organizations, such as the World Health Organization, the
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the United Nations
Commission on Sustainable Development and the World Bank,
endorsed the thresholds. Meanwhile, the concept of annual water
available per capita is a standard measure of availability, with sustain-
able water availability being 1,000 cubic meters per person per year, or
50 liters per person per day without accounting for food production
and a minimum of 2,300 liters per person per year with food produc-
tion (MacQuarrie and Wolf, 2013: 172). The “Falkenmark indicator”
has, since then, evolved into a new standard, referred to as water
crowding (see Figure 2.4).2 The diagram distinguishes between
demand-driven (water stress) and population driven (water crowding)
water scarcity. The countries that appear in the brown upper-right-
hand corner of the box are the ones experiencing high climate vulner-
ability with severe population and demand-driven water shortages.

Humans need water to survive. Three concepts – human need,
sustainability, and vulnerability to water-related hazards – enrich the
debate about the definition of water security as it relates to sustaining
life. Scott G. Witter and Scott Whiteford define water security as “a
condition where there is a sufficient quantity of water at a quality
necessary, at an affordable price, to meet both the short-term and
long-term needs to protect the health, safety, welfare and productive
capacity of position (households, communities, or nation)” (1999: 2).

2 In an exchange with the author, Malin Falkenmark notes: “The version of the
Falkenmark indicator from the 1980s tends to live a life of its own rather far
away from a more up-to-date view on respectively water stress, water scarcity
and water shortage” (July 30, 2019).
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Water security inherently involves the protection of vulnerable water
systems and sources and also includes the protection against water-
related hazards such as floods and droughts, as well as sustainable
development of water resources and safeguarding access to water.
Although there is no universal definition of drought (Von Uexkull
2014: 20), definitions contain social, ecological, and biological
components.

While drought is generally defined as a natural reduction in the
amount of precipitation over an extended period of time as a result
of climatic factors, there are three generally accepted types of droughts.
First, meteorological drought occurs when there is a prolonged period
with lower than average precipitation. Second, agricultural drought
occurs when a climate experiences “insufficient moisture” for crop

Figure 2.4 Water crowding indicator.
Source: Falkenmark, 2018
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production; this can occur during periods of sufficient precipitation if
soil conditions or other agricultural factors are limiting crop produc-
tion (Erian, 2011: 3). Finally, hydrologic drought occurs when water
reserves fall below their average supply, which can also occur during
periods of sufficient precipitation with overuse of water reserves
(Erian, 2011: 3). Beyond these three definitions, socioeconomic
drought can also occur when water demand exceeds supply because
of human use, such as during excessive irrigation (Wolchover, 2018).

Drought is a key component of water security, a term that also has
many competing definitions. In 2000, Global Water Partnership
(GWP) offered a more comprehensive definition, combining access,
affordability, human needs, and ecological health. As they put it, in
an ideal water secure world, “every person has access to enough safe
water at affordable cost to lead a clean, healthy and productive life”
(GWP, 2000: 12). In this sense, GWP has perceived water security as
“a complex concept of holistic water management and the balance
between resource protection and resource use” at local, national and
regional levels (GWP, 2000: 12).

Framings of Water Security

The framing of water issues greatly impacts the response to the per-
ceived threat. Unfortunately, no one definition can account for all of
the social and political nuances that shape water access and distribu-
tion, which are arguably the two determining factors of water security.
Since no universal definition of water security exists and its implemen-
tation at the policy level depends on its framing, stronger actors with
“greater influence” tend to have a better chance at convincing public
audiences about the “importance and acuteness” of this securitized
issue (Fischhendler, 2015). In the field of international relations, real-
ists have endlessly predicted conflict between riparian states since states
sharing a river would strive to gain a maximum share of the finite
(albeit fugitive) resource (Frey, 1993; Waterbury, 1997). Generally, in
such a situation, one party intentionally or unintentionally frustrates
another’s objectives, but open conflict only occurs when it is in the
hegemon’s interest (Lowi, 1993). Environmental instability in water
resource allocation thus becomes a threat to state security, without
being a central reason for armed conflict (Lowi and Shaw, 2000: 149).
Another proposed route from demographic and environmental stress
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to conflict is in the context of weak states, where a process of state
disintegration leads to civil violence. Several major studies, however,
have refuted this theory, as in the case of Mali (see Kahl, 2006).

The traditionalist understanding of water security also shapes
policy-making in the defense and security sectors of countries such as
the United Kingdom and the United States, which creates “overly
militarized responses” to water resources (Zala, 2013: 280). At the
same time, neo-Malthusian policies are applied to the “impoverished
South,” which is perceived as “both a natural phenomenon and a
threat to American affluence” (Dalby, 1999, 2002: 165). For example,
in 1991, the George H. W. Bush administration included issues relating
to environmental security with a focus on threats emerging from
developing countries in the “National Security Strategy of the United
States” (Deudney and Matthew, 1999: 2). Neo-Malthusian theories
also inspired foreign-aid policies adopted in 1993 by the Clinton
administration in favor of population control in sensitive areas around
the world. As a result of his approach, the Middle East and Africa were
soon regarded as potential hotspots for future “water wars” (Hough,
2013: 22–23).

Definitions of water security also have political dimensions, which
focus on its ability to provoke conflict. Some theorists argue that
resource scarcity has historically been the single most critical issue in
armed conflict, especially if the conflict is a territorial dispute, as
territory can be a proxy for other scarce resources (including minerals,
energy sources, food, and water). At the same time, the sharing of
water resources, such as an intra-border river, can contribute to inter-
national conflict, and resource scarcity stressors have historically led to
external and internal fighting and even societal collapse. Finally, cli-
mate change has been shown to be a definite stressor of conflict, since
increased variation of water flows and more frequent extreme weather
events can trigger conflict and resource allocation issues (MacQuarrie
and Wolf, 2013: 175).

The impact of internal and external politics on perceived water
security or insecurity can be explored using this political orientation.
Gleick’s (2006) study of water conflict chronology argues that in
numerous cases political forces interact with water resources, leading
to conflict. Although he found no cases in which water access or
supplies were themselves the root of an armed conflict, there were
ninety-one cases of conflict in which water resources or systems were
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used as weapons or as targets during armed conflict. In addition, he
finds 173 cases in which water resources or systems were used by a
nation, state or non-state actor for a political goal, or by non-state
actors as a tool of terrorism, and fifty-five cases in which water
resources or systems were shown to be a major source of contention
in the context of economic or social development. These classifications
show clearly how definitions of water security can become enmeshed
with discussions of political stability. Often, it is the mixing of real
resource scarcity with political aims, goals, or motivations that results
in the wide variety of water security definitions.

Water Security as Cooperation
In the past decade, the debate over water security has shifted toward
finding incentives and benefits for cooperation over natural resources
(Vogler, 2013: 12) and the promotion of an integrative approach to
water security as both quantity and quality. This can be accomplished
through institutional management and international policy tools,
including, for example, the policy tool of integrated water resource
management (IWRM) for equity, efficiency, and sustainability pur-
poses (Cook and Bakker, 2012). Endorsed by key international insti-
tutions, IWRM addresses the challenge of working with sometimes
opposed interests (ecosystems vs. human needs, surface water vs,
groundwater resources, upstream vs. downstream interests, different
uses, etc.). Where water wars were once regarded as the next great
security threat, cooperation is increasingly seen to be favored because
of technological innovation, human progress, market pricing, and
resource substitution mutual regimes, international agreements, and
political economy (Allan, 2000, 2001; Gleditsch, 1998: 381; Wolf,
1998; Wolf et al., 2003). In this new framework, resource scarcity
can be overcome through a variety of institutional and political tools,
including treaties on navigation, pollution, and water use (Dinar,
2011). Other potential tools for addressing greater water security
include the establishment of international water law and river author-
ities, along with increased emphasis on a climate of cooperation and
trust among actors, which could be accomplished through “peace-
promoting institutions” such as international legal and cooperation
bodies (Hensel et al., 2006).

Liberal institutionalist approaches contend that international con-
flicts over resources are not simply issues of supply and demand but
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rather function according to three measures of political effectiveness.
Resource conflict is more likely to occur where: (1) resource sover-
eignty is ill defined; (2) presiding regimes are weakened by political
change; or (3) the change in resource availability outpaces the govern-
ment’s institutional capacity to adapt (Jarvis et al., 2005: 47–48). Such
holistic approaches to conflict analysis de-emphasize the significance of
the resource itself in favor of the social and political systems in which
the resource is situated and distributed. Conflict thus occurs when
institutions (defined here as the formal or informal structures that
facilitate coordination between people) fail to manage the resource or
resources in question (Jarvis et al., 2005: 53).

Both of the prevailing approaches – the scarcity–conflict and
scarcity–cooperation nexus – can be seen as overly deterministic, as
they imply predetermined outcomes rather than adequately accounting
for local realities. Complex interactions over water cannot fall neatly
into “conflict” or “cooperation”; rather, such engagements can be
defined as transboundary water interactions, which are inevitably
mixed. An overly normative approach that sees cooperation as “good”
and conflict as “bad” fails to consider local forces and political context
on the ground in each case, as in the Jordan River example (Zeitoun
and Mirumachi, 2008: 305, 309). It is therefore critical to shift away
from this sort of strict delineation, while also shifting the unit of
analysis to water as a source of intrastate, rather than interstate,
conflict. This approach looks outside state-centric models and meas-
urements such as gross domestic product (GDP) by examining more
localized case studies with individual and local-level data, as well as by
analyzing other modes of conflict like demonstrations, communal
violence, and so forth (Koubi et al., 2014: 238; MacQuarrie and Wolf,
2013: 180). Such approaches will be better equipped to untangle the
complex knot of human and environmental factors that drive inter-
actions over shared water resources.

Overall, there are several gaps in the current literature on environ-
mental security, many of which will be aided by the HECS theoretical
framework developed in this study. This HECS framework integrates
climate, water, and food security as interrelated concepts, with a focus
on the impact of such insecurities on populations at the subnational
levels, while considering the role played by government structures and
policy choices. This multidimensional approach to climate vulnerabil-
ity that emphasizes the importance of policy choices brings to the fore a
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notion precisely developed within international policy circles: the con-
cept of human security.

Human Security: An Emerging Framework for the Environment

In 2012, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) adopted
Resolution 66/290, recognizing that human security synergizes the
three pillars of the UN (i.e. development, human rights, and peace
and security) in “an interlinked and mutually reinforcing manner”
(UNGA, 2012). Human security as a concept was first developed by
two prominent non-Western economists – Nobel Prize winner Amar-
tya Sen and special adviser to the United Nations Development Pro-
gram (UNDP) Habib Ul-Haq – in a 1994 report for the UNDP Human
Development program. Combining security and development con-
cerns, human security was framed in terms of the principles of social
justice, mutual cooperation, and equity. In recent years, the discussion
around human security expanded to include environmental security
experts like Jon Barnett, Simon Dalby, Ken Conca, Rita Floyd, Richard
Matthew, and Erika Weinthal, who advocate for considering climate
change in human security terms (Barnett, 2001; Barnett and Adger,
2007; Dalby, 2009, 2013; Floyd and Matthew, 2013; Matthew,
2014a; Weinthal et al., 2015). By adopting a human-security lens,
these scholars are shifting the focus in security studies away from
military-based national-security concerns and are urging scholars to
consider vulnerable groups within societies; this development has
brought new meaning to policy and academic debates on climate
change and its human impacts.

Recent developments of human-security literature have offered a
number of definitions. Dalby outlines four essential characteristics of
human security:

1. Human security is a universal concern relevant to people everywhere.
2. The components of human security are interdependent.
3. Human security is easier to ensure through early prevention.
4. The referent object of human security is shifted away from states to

people.

(Dalby, 2013: 122)

In this framework, human security focuses on issues relating to indi-
vidual human life and well-being rather than the state-level, militarized
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concepts that have traditionally dominated the national-security dis-
course. At the same time, policy-driven approaches tend to focus on
human security as “freedom from” harm, danger, and suffering, rather
than the more traditional “freedom to” conception of civil and polit-
ical liberties. The Fifth Assessment Report issued by the IPCC in
2014 provides a wide definition of human security as “a condition
that exists when the vital core of human lives is protected, and when
people have the freedom and capacity to live with dignity” (IPCC,
2014: 759). Human security therefore has to be actively pursued; it is
not innate but must be sought after and protected. Still other concepts
of human security focus on the need to protect lives from potential
risks and dangers – in this approach, human security “is about preven-
tion – anticipating dangers and acting to head them off before the
downward spirals happen” (Dalby, 2013: 135). All these approaches
to human security can help us identify the risks posed by climate
change, especially as it interacts with various sociological, economic,
and geological factors.

An examination of the discourses around human security sheds light
on how this framework is useful for understanding the link between
environmental issues and human well-being. It is crucial, therefore, to
review and disaggregate the various definitions of the term, since
development and human-rights scholars have proposed some new
and critical conceptions of human security.

Definitions of Human Security

Human security has often been defined as the framework by which
practitioners can seek to protect humans from economic, political, or
environmental suffering. The state has traditionally been the referent
object of security, but Ul-Haq (1995: 103–104) and Sen (2000) place
human beings as the reference objects of security and development by
arguing that improving human lives should be an explicit development
objective. They focus on vulnerability as an underlying premise of
human security and tie the enhancement of human development and
security to environmental and ecological concerns. A 2003 report from
the Commission on Human Security – established by the Japanese
government – builds on this by defining human security as “the neces-
sity to protect vital freedoms by building on people’s strengths and
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aspirations . . . and protecting them from critical and pervasive threats
and situations” (Ogata and Sen, 2003). This approach emphasizes
“freedom from want,” “freedom from fear,” and “a life of dignity”
(Ul-Haq, 1995: 32). In other words, in this framework, human security
is based on the understanding that every human innately deserves the
right to live free from risks and threats, including climate insecurity.

On the other hand, other definitions of human security make explicit
reference to addressing the unequal relationship between the Global
South and North, which has been the source of much human insecur-
ity. As Ul-Haq puts it: “Human security is a means to instituting a new
partnership between the North and the South based on justice, not on
charity; on an equitable sharing of global market opportunities, not on
aid; on two-way compacts, not one-way transfers: on mutual cooper-
ation, not on unilateral conditionally or confrontation” (Ul-Haq,
1998: 5). This vision of human security is based on equity and can
be widely and universally applied – it “should be universal, global, and
indivisible” (Ul-Haq, 1995: 39). This framework seeks not only to
protect but also to undo unequal power structures that have caused
or encourage human suffering. This definition also has significant
implications for climate insecurity – as the latter is also linked to
unequal power relations between the Global North and South – and
for how societies can improve the safety, well-being, and livelihood of
their citizens, all of which are made more difficult in an insecure
climate. An equity-based human-security definition therefore brings
in the notion of human development.

Human Security and Development

When considering human security through a lens of human develop-
ment, the focus is placed on how promoting human safety and stability
is linked to respecting and harnessing the power of human life, with the
ultimate goal of facilitating opportunities for people to work toward
better lives. Human security is therefore the ability to not only live
without harm but also to actively improve one’s safety, quality of life,
and well-being. Ul-Haq and Sen see people, and not economic growth,
as both the means and ends of development. As Ul-Haq writes, “New
models of human development will treat GNP [gross national product]
growth as a means, not as an end; enhance human life, not marginalize
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it; replenish natural resources, not run them down; and encourage
grass-roots participation of people in the events and processes that
shape their lives” (Ul-Haq, 1995: 40). This understanding of human
security also emphasizes human well-being and preservation of limited
resources – both environmental and human – as the end goal of
development, as well as the diversity of human needs. These needs
are linked to individual human need and resource use, including in
work and daily life (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy, 2007: 39). Human
security can therefore be seen as a framework that encourages the
improvement of human well-being in the form of economic, food,
health, environmental, personal, community, and political security –

all of which are contingent upon a habitable climate and safe access to
environmental resources.

Human Security and the Environment

The intersection of human security and the environment provides
a framework for exploring questions of resource use, human devel-
opment, and political and economic freedom. For human-rights
practitioners, human development seeks to widen people’s economic,
social, and political choices and freedoms (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy,
2007: 107). Therefore, climate instability presents a critical risk
to human well-being inasmuch as it limits the ability to pursue devel-
opment goals. Human security and development can be considered
in tandem, since individual human security also enhances human
capabilities and quality of life (Sen, 2000: 28). Furthermore, if devel-
opment goals leave some groups vulnerable to risk, either from
natural disasters or conflict over scarce resources, the human-security
framework addresses this by pointing to the need for protections
for the most vulnerable (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy, 2007: 105). Sen
further argues that human development can be defined as “growth
with equity,” whereas human security is “downturn with security”
(Sen, 1999: 28). Human security enables people to make choices
safely and freely; therefore, it is a useful framework to understand
resource use and environmental risk (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy,
2007: 107).

Bringing together human security and the environment, this frame-
work has implications for how policy-makers address present risks to
human life in order to prevent future threats and how these risks are
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related to resources sustainability. Current conceptions of human
security in policy-making do not account for the fact that market
economies focus on overall growth rather than long-term stability,
making them inherently risky to human life, especially as they relate
to energy and resource use. In addition, the most rampant overuse of
resources and ensuing environmental destruction is attributable to
states and communities, often in the Global North, who are much less
likely to suffer its risks and consequences (Sen, 2000: 5). Greater
democratic participation with the goal of reducing the hegemony of
the Global North, therefore, can address some of these threats to
human security that arise from environmental risks (Sen, 2000: 4).
Education is also key, as there is a significant linkage between educa-
tion and ecological responsibility, which suggests that greater and
more widespread human access to information about climate instabil-
ity can promote more secure outcomes for individuals (Sen, 2000: 5).

Finally, the human-security framework can be useful in forming an
understanding of how to build policy that is centered on the most
pressing human priority: sustainability of resources to facilitate the
continuation of human and ecological life. A human-security frame-
work shows how environmental damage and “territorial neglect” can
constitute one of the most severe risks to human life through the
deterioration of resources needed to sustain society (Sen, 2000: 5).
Policy-making must therefore put sustainability at the core of all
politics – not necessarily just by preserving natural resources but also
by preserving human and natural capital (Ul-Haq, 1995: 18). Overuse
of natural resources can therefore be seen as incurring an “ecological
debt,” which, along with economic and social debt, has the effect of
severely threatening the sustainability of life (Ul-Haq, 1995: 76). In
response, policies are needed to correctly price natural resources based
on their contribution to the safety of future human life rather than
treating them as free and unlimited (Ul-Haq, 1995: 85). The human-
security framework for the environment allows for an understanding
of security that considers the deterioration of natural resources as a
clear and present threat to human security; it also encourages countries
to find regional and national policy solutions to environmental threats
(Ul-Haq, 1995: 8–9). Dalby builds on this perspective by reinforcing
the environmental facets of human insecurity in terms of a population’s
vulnerability to daily problems rather than traditional security con-
cerns (2013: 127).
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Critiques of Human Security

Advocates of human security view the concept as a “holistic” reflection
of “new forces” (Acharya, 2004: 355) and therefore “useful” but at
risk of “losing its political salience” (McFarlane, 2004: 368), as a
“challenge to power over knowledge of traditional security studies”
(Grayson, 2004: 357), and as a “vital core” of security (Alkire, 2004:
359). Critics, however, deem human security, in general, to be “uncrit-
ical” (Oels, 2012: 194), a “reductionist notion that adds little analytical
value” (Buzan, 2004: 369), a “normatively attractive but analytically
weak” and an “unsophisticated” concept (Newman, 2004: 358, 2010:
81). The ethical reorientation implied by human security involves a
shift that is more complex than a mere focus away from states to
humans. For example, human-security advocate Simon Dalby (2013)
also emphasizes state or interstate responsibility in the realization
of human security in the context of contemporary globalization and
environmental dangers.

Narrow applications of human security can fail to address the ways
that environmental factors interact with political, social, and institu-
tional risks to foster conflict. Many of these discourses fail to recognize
that environmental processes are fundamentally inseparable from
humanity’s actions; humanity and the environment are not separate
entities. The concept of human security can also fail to address the
relationship between wealth and environmental threats. In general,
the literature places the onus for most of the causes and threats on
the Global South, while requiring the intervention of “actors from
outside, who inform, protect, and establish economic growth and good
governance” (Hardt, 2012: 217). Therefore, the “central paradox” of
human security is that “although structures and norms that produce
human insecurity are challenged, the remaining and reinforcing effects
of the traditional power structures on the vulnerable may achieve
the opposite effects to the emancipatory aims, disempowering the
vulnerable even more” (Hardt, 2012: 217). Dalby elaborates on this
when he argues proponents of human security must also acknowledge
the feedback loops between international capitalism and control of
environmental resources. As a result, environmental hazards, such as
hurricanes or droughts, must be considered in light of growing inter-
national inequalities (Dalby, 2013: 128). This is particularly relevant
for our understanding of the Syrian case at a time when drought
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intertwined with neoliberal policies resulted in drastic regional inequal-
ities and human insecurity.

Moreover, the very framework of human security and its corres-
ponding policy tools can sometimes undermine the goals it seeks to
profess. This approach falls within a neoliberal type of governance,
one “which regards those governed responsible for their own fate,”
and often materializes these communities in the form of overwrought
and unexamined development aid, which is highly variable and may
leave “many of the most vulnerable . . . unprepared and unable to
cope” (Oels, 2012: 200).

Indeed, development aid has become a business in and of itself, and
it can paradoxically perpetuate human insecurity in order to profit
from it (Trombetta, 2008: 590). Moreover, much of the research and
evidence in this field reveals that human security has not facilitated
substantial action on climate change but, rather, that “environmental
security is not about the environment, it is about security; as a concept,
it is at its most meaningless and malign . . . one cannot expect that an
appeal to a human centered security will provide different outcomes . . .
from the appeals to environmental security” (Trombetta, 2011:
139–140).

In addition, without the mechanisms to hold actors in security and
development aid accountable for their actions, a human-security
understanding of climate risk can make Western-driven assumptions
about which humans deserve security and how they should go about
getting it. On the policy front, the notion of human security expanded
in recent years to include the threats of unchecked population growth,
excessive international migration, environmental degradation, drug
trafficking, international terrorism, and, more recently, global
warming (Dalby, 2013). Hence, rather than breaking away from
polarizing divides, human-security framings of climate change by elites
in the Global North may potentially reproduce “us versus them”

discourses when threats to human security in the Global South are
framed as national-security concerns by elites in the North. Ethnocen-
tric policies originating from the Global North may refer to unrest in
the Global South due to scarcity, climate change, and human mobility
(Barnett, 2001: 53). Such policies encourage repressive measures
against human mobility at the domestic and international level, feeding
narratives that place the responsibility on “environmental migrants”
rather than authoritarian regimes that have triggered social and
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political unrest. The broad narrative has been that climate-induced
drought in the Global South depletes food supplies, which increases
the chances for intrastate conflict, which then results in major migra-
tions toward the North; we will now evaluate this narrative and the
ways it has been countered to better assess its applicability to the
Syrian case.

Interconnectedness in a Globalized World: A Climate, Food
Insecurity, and Migration Nexus?

The amalgamation into a “climate–conflict nexus” is characterized by
similar theoretical shortcomings and deterministic patterns as the lit-
erature on environmental security, through a focus on vulnerability,
lack of adaptation, and population growth or displacement as drivers
of insecurity. Similarly to the water-security debate, liberal institution-
alists draw on the theoretical literature relating to international envir-
onmental cooperation (e.g., Haas et al., 1993) to argue in favor of
climate adaptation and cooperation through international institutions
in the short to medium run (Tir and Stinnett, 2012). Other discourses
of climate security outline the link to conflict. In both cases, at the heart
of each term are competing conceptions of who needs to be secured,
from what threat, by what actors, and through what means (Dalby,
2013: 165–166; Matthew, 2014b). These narratives also tend to per-
petuate similar conceptual traps, wherein researchers posit that
increased climate change will encourage human migration from vul-
nerable areas of the world, and increase grievances against the state
and conflict, resulting in insecurity everywhere. Critical thinkers of
environmental security have written eloquently about these “us versus
them” binary framings. Analysts in this arena differ widely with
respect to the referent objects of security (state, international commu-
nity, communities and individuals, or ecosystems), the actors respon-
sible for addressing the threats (military/security apparatus,
multilateral organizations, communities, or individuals), and the types
of threats (drought/scarcity, rising sea levels, climate variability, or
conflict). In other words, making assumptions about “security” with-
out identifying or making the case for a certain referent object of the
security policy leads to misunderstandings over the nature of climate
insecurity and how it actually operates on political, social, and eco-
logical levels. This consideration sparks crucial questions about how
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concepts of the environment and climatic risks are conceptualized and
how securitization narratives around climate security have developed.

The Lexicon of Climate: Climate Change and Variability,
Vulnerability, and Adaptation

Researchers and policy-makers sometimes confuse the concepts of
climate change and climate variability, often using the terms inter-
changeably (Seter, 2016: 2). The confusion regarding the definitions
of these terms has implications for empirical research and policy-
making relating to these phenomena. The IPCC’s fourth Assessment
Report (AR4) defines climate change as “changes in mean climate at a
location over long periods,” whereas climate variability describes
short-term changes in climate (such as standard deviations, the occur-
rence of extremes, etc.) (IPCC, 2007: 871–872).

More broadly, the reports identify the primary goal of stabilizing
atmospheric carbon-dioxide concentrations below the 450 parts per
million (ppm) global target threshold. To achieve this target of 450
ppm, the IPCC notes the differentiated responsibilities of industrialized
and industrializing countries: Industrialized countries must reduce
their greenhouse gas emissions to 25–40 percent below 1990 levels
by 2020 (IPCC, 2014: 28). The IPCC reports focus on mitigation and
adaptation as the two primary responses to climate change. Mitigation
aims to reduce the overall impact of climate change, by reducing
emissions released by the agricultural, energy, industry, forestry, and
transport sectors, among others. On the other hand, adaptation
focuses instead on improving the human response to climate change.
Adaptation is context-specific and a function of two features: a
system’s vulnerability and its adaptive capacity to climate change.

In his comparative perspective on the environmental history of the
Middle East and North Africa and other parts of the world, John
McNeill outlines the region’s “high sensitivity to climate change” with
regards to rainfall, whereas countries in Europe like Scotland and
Finland have historically been impacted by changes in temperature
(McNeill, 2013: 33). In other words, both geographical areas are
climate vulnerable, albeit through different impacts. Climate vulner-
ability is a term that broadly refers to the degree to which a system
is susceptible to versus able to cope with the ecological, economic,
sociological, and political effects of climate change. A review of the
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literature addressing climate vulnerability reveals varying emphases
placed on sociological, geographic, and economic dimensions.

When considering the sociological components of climate vulner-
ability, the policy world tends to focus on individual societal suscepti-
bility to danger and the resilience factors that allow these societies to
cope with climate risks. The IPCC adopts such an approach, defining
climate vulnerability as the “sensitivity or susceptibility to harm and
lack of capacity to cope and adapt” (IPCC, 2014: 5). The UNDP
refines this definition by identifying three core components of climate
vulnerability: (1) exposure to hazards and perturbation; (2) sensitivity
of the affected environment to these perturbations, which is context-
specific; and (3) adaptive capacity of a society depending on various
social factors such as class, gender, age, etc. In this context, adaptive
capacity refers to the “capability of a system to adjust its characteristics
or behavior to anticipate, cope with and respond to climate variability
and change” (UNDP, 2010: 20). In the policy world, climate vulner-
ability – and, by extension, climate security – is primarily concerned
with a system’s ability to modulate potential damage from climate
change and/or to cope with the long-term consequences of this
damage.

The academic debate goes a step further by looking at both individ-
ual societies and individual humans as the unit of analysis. For
instance, Wisner et al. (2004: 11) refer to vulnerability as “the charac-
teristics of a person or group and their situation that influence their
capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of
a natural hazard.” In their framework, therefore, climate vulnerability
is measured in both humans’ and societies’ ability to adapt to, and cope
with, climate change.

Climate vulnerability is also shaped by economics. Greater economic
vulnerability usually implies greater climate vulnerability. As climate
risk inherently depends on the relative strength of a given geographical
unit, economically underdeveloped areas tend to have less developed
infrastructures. As a result, some populations are less adaptive and
more vulnerable than others; slums found in Southern megacities tend
to lack basic infrastructures that could protect against floods and
natural hazards, for example (Dalby, 2009, 2013). Additionally, pov-
erty, disease, lack of access to water, and food insecurity exacerbate
climate vulnerability (Ahmed et al., 2009). A variety of studies have
also conflated food insecurity with climate insecurity or have
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attempted to show how the relationship between food insecurity and
climate insecurity drives human conflict and migration.

There are also additional sociogeographic components to climate
vulnerability. Geographic features such as landscape type, average
yearly precipitation, and agricultural patterns play a significant role.
These geographic features can help play a role in the vulnerability to
drought in terms of the degree of dependence on rainfall for food and
income (Von Uexkull, 2014: 18). Of course, a panoply of other factors
can play a role in climate vulnerability; as Raleigh (2010) notes,
conflict in itself can actually also increase vulnerability.

Ultimately, concepts of climate vulnerability are multidimensional
and reflect the multifaceted interactions between climate and human
and ecological life. As Dalby argues: “Vulnerability has to be under-
stood as a complex social and ecological situation that is entwined with
the social and economic entitlements available to particular people in
specific circumstances” (2013: 128). No one working definition of
climate vulnerability is enough; the multidimensional approach is
required to understand the nuance of how climate vulnerability
impacts individuals, societies, and states, and, most importantly, how
to begin addressing associated risks on water and food.

Climate, Water and Food Security, and Self-Sufficiency

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations
actually links the concepts of water and food security by defining water
security as the ability to provide adequate and reliable water supplies
for populations living in the world’s more arid areas to meet agricul-
tural needs (Clarke, 1993). In 2016, the organization went one step
further and released a brief with the UN Trust Fund for Human
Security that stated “the relationship between human security and food
security is predicated on the idea of the full realization of the human
right to adequate food, as a fundamental human right” (FAO, 2016a).

Notions of food security and food self-sufficiency are key to evalu-
ating water security and better understanding the drought period
in Syria, even though they have varied widely. The 1996 World
Food Summit delineated the most widely accepted definition of food
security as “a state in which all people, at all times, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food” (Coates, 2013;
Minot and Pelijor, 2010). However, recent decades have seen the
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food-security concept evolve from a narrow focus on food availability
to a more multidimensional approach (Burchi and De Muro, 2015;
Coates, 2013; Dilley and Boudreau, 2001). For example, Burchi and
De Muro (2015) identify five main approaches to food security: (1)
food availability, (2) income-based, (3) basic needs, (4) entitlement,
and (5) sustainable livelihoods.

The Malthusian food-availability approach focuses on the global
imbalance between population and food, making food security
“merely a matter of aggregate (per capita) food availability” (Burchi
and De Muro, 2015: 11). Meanwhile, the income-based approach
incorporates macro- and micro-economic variables, such as GDP and
economic growth. The basic needs or food-first approach focuses on
the capacity to satisfy basic food consumption needs for a healthy life
(Burchi and De Muro, 2015: 12). Drawing on Amartya Sen (1981), the
entitlement approach challenges Malthusian approaches by shifting
the focus from scarcity to socioeconomic dimensions of access to food
(Burchi and De Muro, 2015: 12; Dilley and Boudreau, 2001: 233).
Finally, the sustainable-livelihoods approach incorporates vulnerabil-
ity, sustainability, and coping strategies into concepts of food security
(Burchi and De Muro, 2015: 14). In this same vein, Dilley and Bou-
dreau offer a critique of the tendency of these terms to focus on
outcomes (i.e. famine, hunger), advocating instead for a disaster-
management approach, which is defined in relation to hazards, threats,
or shocks (Dilley and Boudreau, 2001: 230).

Food self-sufficiency, as opposed to food security, is the “ability of a
country, region or household to meet food consumption needs (par-
ticularly for staple food crops) from its own production rather than by
buying or importing” (Minot and Pelijor, 2010: 1). The FAO defines
food self-sufficiency as the ability of a country to produce “a propor-
tion of its own food needs that approaches or exceeds 100% of its food
consumption” (FAO, 2015: 2). In this sense, food self-sufficiency
focuses more on domestic or community capacity to supply the
resources needed to produce food in sufficient quantities to sustain life
(FAO, 2015: 3). Food self-sufficiency may be a more a helpful frame-
work for analyzing food security than other approaches, because
approaches that place responsibility for meeting food needs on the
open market makes consumers vulnerable to volatile prices and supply
chains. However, others argue that food self-sufficiency is too “costly”
for most households and countries, who would do better to produce
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food as needed, while purchasing other items (Minot and Pelijor, 2010:
xiii). Key to understanding these terms, therefore, are the social and
economic variables to resource access.

Climate, Food Insecurity, and Conflict?

A variety of studies have conflated food insecurity with climate insecur-
ity or have attempted to show how the relationship between food
insecurity and climate insecurity is a driver of human conflict and
migration. In the larger context of the global economic forces of the
early twenty-first century, the impact of globalization and neoliberal
economic policies in the developing world have certainly led to wide-
spread inequality and the squandering of finite resources, and this
inequality has led to further risks that increase food-production inter-
dependencies and food insecurity across the world, particularly in the
Global South (Dalby, 2009, 2017b; Swain and Jägerskog, 2016).
However, these relationships and definitional debates need to be exam-
ined more carefully.

The global economic instability and ensuing food-price crises of
2007–2008 and 2010–2011 led to riots and protests worldwide,
threatening governments and social stability and capturing global
attention. This unrest affected a diverse group of twenty countries,
including Burkina Faso, Haiti, and Mexico (United Nations, 2011).
In fact, the World Bank estimated that these events pushed nearly
105 million people into extreme poverty (World Bank, 2012: 29).
Global unrest attributed to food prices encouraged researchers to
explore the relationship between food insecurity and civil unrest and
conflict, and some evidence emerged that unrest tends to begin after
global food prices hit certain thresholds or after prices are distorted as
a result of food subsidies. In Haiti, food protests helped hasten a
change of government in 2008, while increases in food prices occurred
concurrently with protests during the Arab Uprising of 2011 (Brink-
man and Hendrix, 2011). But does food instability effectively trigger
civil or political unrest?

Empirical research focused on Africa shows that climate could indir-
ectly impact conflict through an increase in food prices but that in these
instances the effects are purely local (Raleigh et al., 2015). Other
scholars have attempted to make the case for broadening this linkage,
arguing that there is a definite causal relationship between instability in
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food production and ensuing social and political upheaval. Sternberg
(2012), for example, brings together the cases of China and Egypt in
2010, attempting to show a potential link between drought, decreased
food production, and Chinese and Egyptian political instability. He
claims that lack of domestic production in Egypt and inelastic demand,
coupled with that year’s decreased global supply and competing
buyers – namely, China – led to shifting subsidies and the rise of bread
prices in Egypt that stimulated, or at least contributed to, political
instability (Sternberg, 2012: 520–522). He argues that the nature of
an interconnected and globalized world food economy allowed a
regional case of food insecurity in China to drive bread riots in Egypt,
and, ultimately, act as one of the reasons for the downfall of Hosni
Mubarak in 2011. The forces of global climate insecurity and drought
drive physical change, like reduced rice production, but also social and
political change, since, as prices rise, citizens revolt and regimes
change. According to Sternberg, the Middle East as a whole is highly
food insecure due to a lack of domestic production of basic food
staples, as evidenced by the fact that nine out of ten of the top wheat
importers worldwide are located in the region (Sternberg, 2012: 523).

Although this case is compelling, there are major weaknesses in the
argument, as the author himself notes, which make the overall claim
about the link between food insecurity and political unrest worthy of
further examination. Indeed, the evidence cited by Sternberg does not
find a relationship between bread prices and political upheaval in the
Egyptian case, and the analysis merely assumes that “[the bread
protests’] resonance with the wider public as an expression of dissatis-
faction merged with demonstrations calling for the government to be
replaced” (Sternberg, 2012: 520). His depiction of many of the Middle
Eastern countries that experienced unrest in 2011 as major wheat
importers is correct. However, two of the countries where upheavals
took place at large scale during the same period – namely Syria and
Bahrain – are absent from his list (Sternberg, 2012: 523). Alternate
narratives that have more critically examined the relationship between
climate, food insecurity, and human conflict therefore remain crucial.

Mitchell (2002) offers a counter-narrative to the assumptions about
food insecurity in Egypt by more specifically accounting for the socio-
economic and political changes that transformed the country’s envir-
onment and agricultural sector. Importantly, Mitchell explicitly
challenges the widespread assumption that Egypt does not have
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enough food for its growing population. He examines rates of Egyp-
tian population growth and agricultural production from the 1960s to
the 1990s to show that rates of production largely kept pace with
population growth, refuting the commonly held claim that Egypt is
growing in size beyond its production means. At the same time, Egypt
was importing larger and larger amounts of food, especially grains,
making the country dependent on grain imports after 1974. What
accounts for this contradiction? Mitchell argues that specific structural
and policy choices – including Egypt’s shift toward more meat con-
sumption in wealthier parts of the population – and economic liberal-
ization supported by considerable American loans and land reforms
explain the country’s food and inequality problem. In fact, as he
shows, by 1981, the “richest 25% consumed more than three times
as much chicken and beef as the poorest 26%” (Mitchell, 2002: 173).
In other words, Egypt suffers from food shortages not because it
cannot produce enough food to sustain itself but because state elites
intentionally prevent it from doing so through their consumption
preferences and agricultural practices.

Discourses about Egypt’s supposed food and water scarcity (i.e. that
Egypt is inherently drought-ridden and overpopulated) were widely
disseminated and accepted by researchers, the aid community, and
policy-makers, and conveniently informed the Egyptian government’s
choice to heavily tax the production of staples by farmers and subsidize
the production of meat, poultry, and dairy products. Growing inequal-
ity in food purchasing power came at the explicit expense of Egypt’s
poorest while allowing the narrative of food insecurity as a matter of
overpopulation and drought to continue to spread. In a similar fash-
ion, the inequality of government policies regarding land distribution
also contributed to triggering Egypt’s food insecurity. As Mitchell
writes, Egypt’s food problem was not a matter of “too many people
occupying too little land,” (2002: 175) but rather one in which land
management was privatized, shifting ownership away from agricul-
tural workers and the state and toward the private sector. Claims were
made about the need to turn to “managerial and technical” solutions
to solve Egypt’s land problem, in particular by making existing natural
resources “more productive” through this privatization (Mitchell,
2002: 179). In this sense, Egypt’s food insecurity was not an issue of
too little land but of the deliberate dispossession of the many by the
few – a problem confirmed by Barnes when she argues that Egypt’s
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expansion of agricultural land through land reclamation occurred
through a process of dispossession of rural people by the state and
international “experts” (Barnes, 2014: 125, 130–133). In the context
of this book, this resonates with many of the drivers of insecurity and
the challenges facing the more vulnerable farming communities in
Syria following land reforms and privatization measures under the
auspices of international institutions.

It may be the case that food insecurity is actually an extension of
previously existing societal inequality made possible by the strategic
privilege wielded by elites. As discussed during the delineation of food
security earlier in this chapter, Amartya Sen’s entitlement approach
attempts to challenge the prevailing Malthusian narrative of develop-
ment by shifting the focus from scarcity of resources to the socio-
economic dimensions of access to food. Food shortages, he writes,
tend to reveal underlying and preexisting food entitlements, which
Sen defines as “the ability of different sections of the populations to
establish command over food using the entitlement relations in that
society” (Sen, 1981: 459). In other words, food scarcity usually
adversely affects those who were already at risk of hunger, and the
problem is not one of scarcity but of structural inequality and distribu-
tion. This principle of food entitlements holds true in the case of Syria,
where food shortages in the mid-2000s were triggered by elites’ focus
on wheat production instead of barley as a strategic crop and ensuing
government policies in the agricultural sector that exacerbated this
choice. This case example provides the basis for further analysis of
the complex and interrelated variables food insecurity and civil unrest.

A key challenge to determining the link between food security and
conflict is finding ways to clarify and operationalize the causal rela-
tionship between the two. Intuitively, it can be argued that conflict and
violence disrupt food production and supply. Further, conflict may
cause sociopolitical instability through reduced market confidence
leading to higher food prices or through disrupted food supply also
raising prices. However, a lack of rigorous empirical evidence and
theoretical grounding makes it difficult to confidently make the argu-
ment for this relationship. To this end, some scholars have attempted
to analyze intervening variables between food insecurity and socio-
economic conflict. Using economic analysis, Barrett explores the link
between sociopolitical stability and food security, citing Syria as a case
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in which disruption in food supply was a “primary trigger” to instabil-
ity, although he does not discount the population’s outrage at a cor-
rupt regime as another significant factor (Barrett, 2013: 342).
Chapters 4 and 5 of this book analyze the disruptions in food and
water supplies in the decades preceding the uprising, which serves to
nuance this assertion. Brinkman and Hendrix (2011) support Barrett’s
arguments in their World Food Programme report on the same topic.
Although they find that food insecurity can itself be a cause of conflict,
they present a more nuanced version of this argument, conceding that
insecurity can be considered both a cause and consequence of conflict,
and that the causal direction is not clear (Brinkman and Hendrix,
2011: 4, 20). However, in the case of the relationship between food
insecurity and interstate war, they suggest that evidence is weak, while
there is a strong correlation between low caloric intake and local civil
conflict, protests and rioting, and some evidence for communal vio-
lence. This suggests that there is value in looking at specific contextual
factors within individual cases of conflict.

Finally, another critical dimension of the existing work on the link
between food insecurity and conflict, and one with special salience for
the case study of this book, is the relationship between food insecurity
and the state’s structural vulnerability (Jones et al., 2017: 340). State
vulnerability can be defined as a state’s capacity and susceptibility,
where susceptibility refers to the share of agriculture in GDP. This
concept of susceptibility is especially important in the case of Syria, and
a deeper examination of this variable and the evolution of the share of
agriculture in GDP and employment in the agriculture sector will be
examined further in Chapter 5. Jones et al. show in particular how low
state vulnerability proves a more important linkage to conflict than
climate insecurity or food prices, suggesting that socioeconomic unrest
is the product of both food insecurity and underlying state vulnerabil-
ity (2017: 342). In conclusion, a closer examination of food insecurity
and the economic and political structures of Syria, which made the
state and communities more vulnerable to climate variability during
periods of drought, will set the stage for our research. As a result, large-
scale migration occurred in the regions hit by water and food insecurity
during the 2006–2010 drought; against this backdrop, we will see how
migration becomes intertwined with food and climate security in cli-
mate-conflict debates.
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Climate Change, Conflict, and Security: Weakness and
Sampling Bias

Generally, research on climate change and its impact on socioeconomic
variables has been inconclusive. An overall weak theoretical framing
has plagued the literature, leading to poorly defined variables and
variation in definitions of key terminologies that make finding patterns
difficult (Gemenne et al., 2014). Studies also define the dependent vari-
able (e.g., interstate or intrastate conflict) and independent variable (e.g.,
rainfall patterns) variables differently. For example, climate events such
as droughts come with a multiplicity of social and economic intermedi-
ate variables that often go understudied, such as the tendency of
droughts to push labor markets and institutions in adverse directions
or change patterns of natural resource use (Von Uexkull, 2014).

The relationship between climate change and conflict may be more
broadly influenced by sampling bias in the datasets. Methodological
challenges have plagued both quantitative and qualitative studies
(Dalby, 2017b). In the past decade, many large-N quantitative studies
provided differing statistical methodologies to examine the correlation
between climate change and violent conflict, hoping to generalize
research findings drawn mainly from sub-Saharan Africa and other
centers of drought in an attempt to establish causality (e.g., Adger
et al., 2014; Gemenne et al., 2014; Seter, 2016). Many of these studies
fail to recognize that correlations are not transitive unless they are very
high (Gleditsch and Nordås, 2014: 85). In other words, if risk factors
associated with climate change can induce conflict, this does not imply
that climate change induces conflict – the adage that correlation does
not equal causation applies here. Other studies have paradoxically
shown cases in which climate variability has reduced or lessened the
impact of conflict (Bernauer et al., 2012; Hendrix and Glaser, 2007;
Slettebak and Gleditsch, 2012). More importantly, these studies may
also be selecting along the dependent variable with countries embroiled
in conflict being “mentioned almost three times as often as countries
with a lower death toll” (Adams et al., 2018: 200). The result of this
methodological choice may be that the relationship between climate
change and violent conflict appears stronger than it actually is and that
scholars miss opportunities to identify factors that allow communities
to weather significant environmental change peacefully (Adams et al.,
2018: 202).
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Sub-Saharan Africa tends to be overrepresented in studies on the
relationship between conflict and climate change while Asia, South
America, and Oceania do not feature as prominently despite being
similarly vulnerable to global warming (Adams et al., 2018:
200–201). Former British colonies and countries with English as the
official language are also overrepresented (Adams et al., 2018: 202;
Hendrix, 2017: 252) likely for reasons of convenience, such as better
record keeping in former British colonies or the researchers lack of
non-English language skills (Hendrix, 2018). Such criticism seems
particularly relevant to the Syrian case, especially where the conflict
narrative is deployed by policy-makers and the media to warn of the
potential consequences of climate change (Selby et al., 2017b: 255).
Concerns about the relative weakness of the Syrian conflict’s linkage
with climate change has led some scholars to warn that using Syria as
an example of the climate-conflict thesis risks undermining consensus
on the security and economic implications of climate change (Hendrix,
2017: 251–252) and may fuel skepticism of climate change (Selby
et al., 2017b: 255).

In addition, a variety of mitigating variables and human impacts
makes disaggregating causation in these studies quite difficult and
suggests that only the combination of climate change and “structural
factors” can consistently be correlated with conflict (Adger et al., 2014;
Ide, 2015). Although climate change does not lead directly to violence,
its manifestation through drought can challenge local coping mechan-
isms and add fuel to conflict. Hence, some argue that areas dependent
on rain-fed agriculture that do experience sustained droughts are more
prone to civil conflict, as economic desperation from drought triggers
support for rebel groups or violent movements (Von Uexkull, 2014: 1,
18, 24). As such, it is possible that conflict is only connected with
climate instability when other intervening variables, including a lack of
“adaptive capacity” on the part of local or state institutions, are in
effect (Feitelson and Tubi, 2017: 39).

Although limited in terms of generalizability, pure qualitative analy-
sis drawing on case studies or a mix of both methodologies through
qualitative comparative analysis has enriched the conversation by
introducing local contextualization while providing more in-depth
data that counters the climate-conflict narrative. For example, a study
of rainfall patterns in Kenya in relation to patterns of violence has
shown that below-average rainfall was associated with peace in the

The Many Faces of Environmental Security 67

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108567053.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108567053.002


years that followed the drought and that violence was more likely in
years following abundant rain (Theisen, 2012: 81). In another empir-
ical analysis of several African countries, the authors discuss the north-
ern Ethiopia famine of 1984–1985, finding that drought turned to
famine as a result of government policies and the responses to those
policies, thereby showing there was not a direct link between the
climate process (drought) and conflict (Theisen et al., 2011: 88). The
Sudanese case, on the other hand, shows that abundance, rather than
scarcity, has fueled conflict (Selby and Hoffmann, 2014). In general,
only approaches that look at climate change itself as an intermediate
variable related to other main drivers of conflict (institutional and
sociopolitical variables) have demonstrated a substantive and useful
link between climate change and conflict.

At the global level, the IPCC’S AR5 provides a more balanced
account of the relationship between climate change and conflict than
those of previous IPCC reports. The report largely shows contempor-
ary scientific skepticism of the climate-conflict narrative, but internal
inconsistencies and rampant ambiguity in the use of terminology make
the report’s conclusions open to interpretation (Gleditsch and Nordås,
2014: 89). It was the first report of its kind to dedicate a significant
portion of its research to the “human security dimensions” of climate
change in the context of growing debates about climate change and
conflict. The report embraces uncertainty with the use of “probability
terms” such as “may” or “has potential to” appearing throughout.
However, this stated uncertainty is often later translated into definitive
assertions in academia and the media, leading to misunderstandings
(Gleditsch and Nordås, 2014: 87, 88). This is exacerbated by contra-
dicting conclusions; in particular, several chapters contradict the chap-
ter on “Human Security” in which the report reaches the conclusion
that climate change leads to conflict based on little evidence (Gleditsch
and Nordås, 2014: 86).

The limited conclusiveness of past research findings underlines the
importance of social context and the relevance of local politics and
institutions in explaining climate vulnerability. In order to untangle the
causal relationship between climate insecurity and human conflict, it is
critical to analyze a third intermediary variable: food insecurity. The
role of migration has also often been debated with respect to climate
change and conflict.
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Climate Change, Migration, and Conflict: Syria and Beyond

Myths and disinformation about migration crises are widespread, and
the same is true for climate change. The bulk of human mobility is
internal or across the border of a neighboring country for the purpose
of seeking short-term safety from extreme climate events (Biermann
and Boas, 2010: 8; Null and Risi, 2016: 7). With regard to migration
crises, large groups of displaced persons moving from Syria to Europe
have fed many recent controversies, political debates, and misinterpret-
ations. Both political rhetoric and policy-making now successfully
securitize migration as a global and regional threat (Trombetta, 2014).

On September 7, 2015, Time magazine featured an article with the
title: “How Climate Change Was Behind the Surge of Migrants to
Europe” (Baker, 2015). In response to condemnations of Hungary’s
migration policies, the foreign minister simply stated that “migration
has become a ‘security threat’” (Al-Jazeera, 2016). According to such
discourses, migrants and displaced persons appear as threats to the
integrity and well-being of the nations to which they flee.

Today, climate change and disaster-based human displacement are
presumed to have a strong causal link (IPCC, 2014). The multicaus-
ality of migration also explains why the large body of empirical sup-
port for climate-induced migration – at least in terms of the causal link
between drought, shocks to livelihood, and migration – is not conclu-
sive, despite drawing from many methodologies, including case stud-
ies. An ethnographic survey of three agricultural villages in Tanzania,
for example, found higher incidences of outmigration in those affected
by frequent drought, with residents citing the inability to maintain a
livelihood as the cause of their migration (Afifi et al., 2014: 53–60).
Regression models have also shown that in low-income regions,
drought-susceptible production systems tend to induce more net migra-
tion than areas that are less susceptible to drought but have similar
economic conditions (De Sherbinin et al., 2012). However, Fröhlich
(2016), Simonelli (2016) and Tertrais (2011) have also effectively
argued that multiple social, economic, and political factors lead indi-
viduals to migrate, and it is difficult to isolate the environment from
other drivers of migration. Black et al. (2011) also supported these
claims by proposing a comprehensive conceptual framework that ana-
lyzes the multiple drivers (social, demographic, economic, political,
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and environmental) and factors (obstacles, facilitators, personal char-
acteristics) that all affect the decision to migrate.

Migration due to climate change is mostly an internal phenomenon,
and populations are therefore considered to be migrants or internally
displaced persons and not refugees (Boas, 2015: 8; Tertrais, 2011: 24).
The reality of internal displacement reduces predictions of mass migra-
tion to Europe or other areas in the Global North (Goff et al., 2012).
At the same time, many studies have also attempted to show the causal
relationship between forced migration and conflict (Greenhill, 2010;
Martin and Tirman, 2009; Newman and van Selm, 2003). The link,
however, between climate change, migration, and conflict remains
difficult to examine or prove empirically (Boas, 2015: 9). Frequently,
theories that attempt to draw a causal relationship between these
phenomena rely upon inconsistent data or are based on widely
accepted assumptions rather than facts. Understanding the way in
which discourses surrounding migration have gone unquestioned and
been allowed to shape policy is therefore critical. Indeed, the nature of
supposed causal linkages between climate change and conflict are
deeply limited and highly problematic, at best. For example, scholars
and policy-makers continue to speculate about the overall number of
climate migrants, which is the foundation of these causality studies.
“Maximalists” cast alarming numbers about future climate refugees,
while “minimalists,” who tend to be more prominent in academia,
dispute quantitative reasoning by highlighting the complexity of the
issue and the difficulty of collecting trustworthy data (Baldwin et al.,
2014: 122). This debate echoes the arguments surrounding narratives
in the 1990s, when scholars such as Homer-Dixon and Norman
Myers emphasized the role that water scarcity and population
pressures played in creating social upheavals that could overwhelm
institutional and social structures, leading to conflict and forced migra-
tion (Homer-Dixon, 1994; Myers, 1997). This narrative on the
looming invasion of millions of environmental refugees is perhaps best
captured by the opening paragraph of Norman Myers’ article on
“Environmental Refugees”:

There are fast-growing numbers of people who can no longer gain a secure
livelihood in their homelands because of drought, soil erosion, desertifica-
tion, deforestation and other environmental problems. In their desperation,
these “environmental refugees” . . . feel they have no alternative but to seek
sanctuary elsewhere, however hazardous the attempt. . . . There are at least
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25 million environmental refugees today, a total to be compared with
22 million refugees of traditional kind. . . . The total may well double by
the year 2010 if not before. (Myers, 1997: 167)

These two hypothesized causal relationships are exceptionally
important in the case of Syria because of its high levels of internally
and externally displaced people after 2011. There are significant
regional trends for migration overall in the Middle East; the region
currently hosts 45 percent of all global refugees, including those regis-
tered with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (International
Organization for Migration [IOM], 2017: 65). There were also 2.8
million people in the region by the end of 2016 seeking international
protection and awaiting status determination (IOM, 2017: 32). The
number of refugees from Syria has also increased dramatically because
of the ongoing conflict. By March 2019, there were an estimated 6.2
million displaced Syrians within the country and an additional 5.6
registered refugees outside its borders, making the country one of the
largest producers of refugees in the world (UNHCR, 2019).

Following the dramatic drought of 2006–2010 and before the war
started in 2011, approximately 80,000–100,000 families from
northeastern and eastern Syria – equivalent to approximately
370,000 to 460,000 individuals – were forced to leave their homes to
seek better livelihoods in other parts of the country.3 Forced to move to
slums in Deraa and Damascus, to flee insecurity and seek work, these
displaced populations (referred to in Syria as “the displaced” or al-
nazihin) faced utter neglect on the part of their government and were
not able to positively adapt to their new home. In past years, the
populations that were flooded (“the flooded” or al-maghmureen) after
the completion of the Tabqa Dam (1973) on the Euphrates River had
been permanently displaced and only partially resettled. The displace-
ment of the late 2000s was partially a result of the government’s failure
to provide an effective economic and political infrastructure for dis-
placed civilians, and in particular for the most vulnerable.

Although much has been made of the migration–climate nexus, a
lack of consistent evidence and theoretical grounding makes it difficult
to trace the causal mechanisms that might drive this relationship.
According to the IOM, there are no reliable estimates of climate-induced

3 See Chapter 5 for a discussion of post-2006 migration flows.
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migration, but it is clear that gradual climate trends have already
resulted in significant displacement as a result of climate events. In
2008, for example, 20 million persons were displaced by extreme weather
events, compared with 4.6 million displaced for conflict-related reasons
over the same period. In 2018, the IOM assessed the number of total new
displacements at 18.8 million, of which 1.3 million migrated because of
droughts. Furthermore, current estimates show the potential for 25million
to 1 billion environmental migrants by the year 2050 (IOM, 2019a).

From Semantics to Policy over Migration

There are also significant definitional issues with the term “climate
migrant.” As the IOM has shown, people migrating for climate-related
reasons do not fall within one particular category of asylum-seeker
within the current international legal framework, and, as such, this
term has no basis in international law and should be used with care
(IOM, 2019b). The IOM broadly defines environmental migrants as
“persons or groups of persons, who for compelling reasons of sudden
or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their
lives or living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or
choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who move
either within their country or abroad” (IOM, 2007). Such language is
useful in explaining the fact that climate displacement is an increasing
global issue, but it also instrumentalizes security rhetoric against the
human needs of such people. Rather than examining larger systems of
climate change and global inequality, this discourse places the onus on
displaced persons as the object of their own insecurity. Climate-
induced migration is a subcategory of environmental migration that
first emerged in a 1985 study led by the UNEP. El-Hinnawi, the author
of the report, refers to environmental migration as temporary or
permanent displacement due to natural disasters, drought, crop failure,
and human-made changes to habitat (Simonelli, 2016: 41). However,
there is no larger consensus on what constitutes an environmental or
climate refugee, and this term has yet to be addressed in international
legal terms on a more defined, functional level. The ensuing lack of
institutionalization, which would have otherwise guaranteed climate
refugees’ rights and protection, weakens and delegitimizes state obli-
gations toward the displaced (Biermann and Boas, 2010; Keane, 2004;
Weinthal et al., 2015: 295–296).
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The definitions and terminologies that make use of this rhetoric,
such as “environmental refugees” or “distressed migrants,” potentially
also foster negative “othering” and xenophobia in the public discourse
(Ransan-Cooper et al., 2015). They relate more to “western fears of
‘barbarians at the gates’ than . . . the foreseeable reality of the conse-
quences of climate change” (Tertrais, 2011: 25). Such perceptions
encourage repressive and punitive measures against displaced persons
at the domestic and international level, feeding narratives that place the
responsibility on “migrants” themselves rather than attempting to
address their needs under international law and the underlying struc-
tures of inequality or authoritarian political systems that are the actual
triggers of unrest. Furthermore, these terminologies have revealed
themselves to be racially and ethnically coded; it is rare that European
or North American immigrants to other countries are included in this
framework.4

As such, perceptions and framings of environmental migrants have
the power to affect and determine policy. It is possible to identify four
distinct framings or typologies of environmental refugees, which are
based on whether these migrants are perceived as victims, threats,
adaptive agents, or political subjects (Ransan-Cooper et al., 2015:
106). However, these framings present some critical theoretical limita-
tions that make them less helpful in discussing the links between
displacement and conflict. For example, none of these categories are
mutually exclusive, since an individually displaced person or commu-
nity can fall in one or all of these categories at once. These framings
also fail to account for the unique contextual conditions that prompted
these populations to migrate away from their countries or communities
of origin. Another limitation of this framework is that the “victim” and
“security threat” labels were developed in countries in the Global
North and tend to bear implicit geographical and racial bias or
assumptions. The “victim” frame, for example, is problematic in its
tendency to frame victims of conflict and war as weak or lacking in
agency, while simultaneously framing the Global North as the implicit
source of stability and political neutrality (Ransan-Cooper et al., 2015:
109–110).

4 For an example, see coverage surrounding citizens of the UK who have decided to
leave the country in the wake of Brexit (O’Neill, 2019).
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In these first two categories, agency almost entirely resides with
Northern policy-makers, and, unsurprisingly, this approach has been
adopted by the work of environmental security theorists. The choice of
these theorists to frame climate migrants as “threats” is predicated on a
neo-Malthusian logic of scarcity and conflict. This approach relies on
debunked and oversimplified notions of resources and population
mobility and has crucial theoretical limitations, as outlined in previous
sections on the neo-Malthusian approach. With this in mind, a more
holistic and meaningful approach may lie in seeing people displaced by
climate variability as political subjects first and foremost rather than
security threats. It is also critical to engage with a contextual back-
ground and the structural reasons for displacement: How did they
originate? What structural and political factors stress already vulner-
able populations? In this way, the “adaptive agent” framing views
environmental migration as constituting a key form of adaptation to
climate change. The climate-migration narrative alternatively posits
the claim that migrants constitute a benefit to their host communities
in the form of adaptive and developmental capacity. This argument is
frequently raised in the context of development as a means to both
neutralize the potential political tension refugees might pose to their
host communities, as well as to depoliticize these populations by
framing them as units of economic benefit. This adaptation builds
resilience through actions such as upskilling and sending remittances
but requires these migrants to be “model neoliberal subjects” that
assimilate and require little external help, without taking into consider-
ation the limited reach of these benefits outside of the migrant’s family
or immediate community (Ransan-Cooper et al., 2015: 111). The next
chapters show that the farmers displaced in Syria at the time of the
2006–2010 drought primarily constituted nonadaptive agents.

Ultimately, the most useful frame is that of “political subjects,”
which focuses on the root causes and historical context of inequality,
resource scarcity, self-determination, and social injustice that affects
many environmental migrants. However, this framing takes a bottom-
up approach, which creates a false comparison with policy solutions
rooted in the Global North by failing to consider different local trad-
itions or alternate understandings of good governance outside of the
Global North framework.

Climate-induced migration, therefore, remains largely a speculative
phenomenon, based on misperceptions rather than actual facts. It is
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some sort of “futurology,” in which climate-induced migration is “a
theoretical possibility, but not an actually existing clearly defined
group of people” (Baldwin et al., 2014: 122). The result of these myths
and misperceptions is that policies regarding displaced persons in their
country of asylum are based on misinformation. Moreover, human-
security views of climate change held by elites in the Global North
perpetuate “us versus them” discourses rather than breaking away
from polarizing divides, especially when threats to human security in
the Global South are framed as national-security concerns by elites in
the North. In addition, the lack of migrant and refugee voices in these
discussions creates a devastating lack of agency. Although some ethno-
graphic and creative approaches to documenting these policy discus-
sions have been able to include more migrant and refugee speakers, a
lack of dialogue between disciplines on this topic continues to exclude
Syrian refugees and other key voiceless groups, who are often spoken
of but less often allowed to speak (Di Giovanni, 2016; Pearlman,
2017).

Is Syria, as a case study of climate change and mass migration,
therefore an example of how displacement has triggered conflict and
political instability? Was their movement triggered solely by drought-
induced water and food insecurity, as is frequently posited? What was
the political and social context of the drought that led to their sudden
and massive migration? Moreover, why did a previous drought of the
same size, such as the drought of 1998–2001, not trigger the same
levels of displacement? The HECS framework offers an explanation as
to why drought was not the only factor causing displacement of rural
and farming communities. They were not the instigators of the uprising
in Deraa and Damascus and thus do not fit the category of security
threats, as was frequently suggested. Rather than bringing insecurity in
the form of a direct threat, these displaced persons constitute one
feedback loop of insecurity as a result of specific government policies,
as the HECS framework seeks to capture. This framework is therefore
uniquely positioned to examine the impact of migration as a factor
of other types of human insecurity, rather than a threat in and of
itself. The HECS approach outlines the role of ideology and policy
(Chapter 4) on the key factors of climate, social, economic, political
vulnerability and resilience (Chapter 5), and attempts to do so from the
perspective of the marginal and dispossessed in Syria during two key
drought periods, as will be shown in the following chapters.
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Summary

This chapter has investigated the theoretical underpinnings of the
HECS framework in terms of discourses of security, critical environ-
mental security, and human security. Critically, this chapter also
explored the climate–food insecurity–migration nexus put forward by
some scholars, which will be revisited in Chapter 5 in the Syrian
context. First, however, there must be an understanding of the histor-
ical and regional context of Syria’s quest for water and food security.
Chapter 3, therefore, delves into the history of water in Syria, including
its cultural and legal importance over the past several millennia, and
fast forward to the contemporary issue of transboundary interactions
with Turkey over the Euphrates and Tigris rivers.
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