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1. Introduction 

According to Article 1 of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change 1992, climate change is “ a change of climate which is 

attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition 

of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate 

variability observed over comparable time periods.” An increase in the global

temperature may have non-linear effects with disproportionate 

consequences (Scheffran et al, 2014). It could set in motion cascading 

events which may overburden nation-states’ ability to adapt (Scheffran et al,

2014), particularly to flooding, drought and natural disasters (Smirnov et al, 

2018; Gleditsch, 2012). 

The former UK Secretary of State for Climate Change and Energy, Ed Davey 

(2012), warned that climate change multiplies threats around the world by 

increasing resource pressures, particularly in weak states, and creates 

political instability (Davey, 2012). Equally, the president of Gabon, Ali Bongo 

Ondimba, cautioned that in Africa climate change will have devastating 

consequences and will cause political unrest in 13 countries and additionally 

armed conflicts in over 20 countries without preventative steps being taken 

(Foreign Commonwealth Office, 2012; Selby and Hoffman, 2014). Developing

states may be particularly hard hit (Raleigh, 2010), e. g. due to lower 

agricultural yields, migration and disturbance of social interactions (Homer-

Dixon, 1991). Davey and Ondimba are advocates of the “ climate-conflict 

nexus” (Scheffran et al, 2014, 370) thesis which has become a central tenet 

within the environmental security literature (Dabelko and Simmons, 1997; 

Barnett, 2000). This thesis posits that climate change may have a profound 
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impact on international security by affecting a country on the macro level 

and reinforcing social rifts between communities (Rodrik, 1999), causing 

security risks which range from food insecurity, freshwater scarcity to 

environmental migration (WBGU, 2008). 

For instance, Burke et al (2009) conducted a study which found that only a 

slight increase in temperature, namely of one degree Celsius, would have a 

significant impact on African farmland. Such temperature increase would 

heighten the risk that civil war erupts by 50% (Burke et al, 2009). Also, a 

historical investigation undertaken by Zhang et al (2007), which looked at 

the Northern Hemisphere between 1400-1900 AD, identified that colder 

temperatures were connected with a decrease in agricultural harvest, 

population decline and ultimately war. Research also found that a worsening 

climate led the Maya civilisation to fall apart (Kennett et al, 2012). A 

comprehensive meta-study which based its findings on 60 studies also 

suggests that more severe precipitation or a one-degree warmer 

temperature is linked to a 14% higher risk of inter-group conflict (Hsiang et 

al, 2013). Although the methodology of this study was criticised for suffering 

from bias in respect of the sample selection (Buhaug et al, 2014). 

However, the environment-conflict thesis has been questioned, e. g. by Selby

and Hoffman (2014a) and Barnett (2000). Barnett considers that it is a 

theoretical, as opposed to an empirical notion. The scientific community is 

divided on whether climate change is a direct source of armed conflict as 

studies confirm that this is sometimes the case but not always (Gleditsch, 

2012; Scheffran et al, 2012; Smirnov et al, 2018). Also, the discourse 

pertaining to “ climate-conflict linkages” is marred by policy-dominated 
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assumptions (Selby and Hoffman, 2014, 747). For instance, Barnett (2000) 

explains that the thesis has led to various theories which, for instance, 

postulate that conflicts arise due to environmental resources, such as water, 

being in short supply, or population growth. 

It is against this background that the second section of this discussion 

analyses how a conflict is defined. The third section investigates the factors 

and forces which drive violent conflicts. Various policy assumptions are 

scrutinised in sub-sections 3. 1-3. 5 which the literature has linked with 

climate change causing conflict, namely the connection with natural 

resources, population growth, trade and market disintegration, economic and

political marginalisation, and government capacity and political instability. 

The examination in sections 3. 1-3. 5 helps with scrutinising whether climate 

change is a primary causative factor or just an impact factor. The fourth 

section investigates whether climate change causes conflicts through the 

lens of post-colonial theory. The conclusion presents the synthesis of the 

findings in order to address whether climate change is a direct source of 

conflict. 

It is argued that climate change is not a direct and primary source of conflict 

and only a potential “ threat multiplier” (European Commission, 2008, 2; 

Report on National Security Implications of Climate-Related Risks and a 

Changing Climate, 2015) (Gleditsch, 2012). While it may worsen existing 

instability, trends and tensions which regions and states have to already deal

with (European Commission, 2008), there is insufficient evidence which 

demonstrates that it is “ an important driver of conflict” (Gleditsch, 2012, 7). 
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2. Defining a conflict 

A conflict can cover a host of situations and studies define what falls under 

this term differently (Scheffran et al, 2014). In general terms, a conflict is a 

situation where two actors have incompatible expectations which clash 

(Bonacker, 2009; Scheffran et al, 2014). Violence erupts when differences 

are insurmountable, parties engage in actions which conflict with the 

expectations of the other and cause losses to both sides and thereby lead to 

each party resorting to more serious actions, including violence (Bonacker, 

2009; Scheffran et al, 2014). Violence can be defined as intentionally using 

power or physical force, actual or threatened, against another community, 

group, person or oneself and which is likely to cause or causes deprivation, 

death, injury, maldevelopment or psychological harm (Krug et al, 2002). 

Structural violence is more subtle and indirect and forms part of the societal 

matrix and impacts the way in which life chances and resources are 

distributed (Galtung, 1969; Scheffran et al, 2014). It is a broader concept 

than violence in the context of an armed conflict and covers more 

circumstances (Scheffran et al, 2014). In contrast, an armed conflict is one 

where there is a dispute over the territory and/or government and two 

parties (one of which is the government of the state) employ force and a 

minimum of 25 people die in relation to the battle (Gleditsch et al, 2002). 

Most of the quantitative literature which examines whether there exists a 

potential “ climate-conflict nexus” looks at violent conflicts between the 

state and armed civilians or an armed group, within a country and in the 

Southern hemisphere (Scheffran et al, 2014, 370). These studies do not 
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focus on individual violence or conflict between states (Scheffran et al, 

2014). Various qualitative studies adopt a similar approach (Scheffran et al, 

2014). For instance, Kahl (2006) defines a conflict as organised violence 

which takes place on a large scale in a sustained manner in a state and can 

range from terrorism, revolution, insurgency, ethnic war, civil war to 

rebellion. 

Nevertheless, a more inclusive approach is to not just look at violence where 

one actor is a state but to also include communal violence on a small-scale 

(Scheffran et al, 2014). Two large studies (Theisen, 2012; Fjelde and von 

Uexkull, 2012), as well as some case studies, adopt such an approach and 

look at violence between social groups or armed organised groups (Adano et 

al, 2012; Schilling et al, 2012). Violence may also not consist of killing and 

this could also be included as part of what could be deemed a conflict 

related to climate change (O’Loughlin et al, 2012). However, currently, not 

much research has been conducted which investigates whether there is a 

nexus between climate change and small-scale violence (Scheffran et al, 

2014). Also, the environment-conflict scholarship fails to acknowledge that 

not every conflict is bad and is not necessarily characterised by violence 

(Barnett, 2000), but can also result in co-operation. In other words, the term 

‘ conflict’ is narrowly construed. This arguably results in many different cases

being artificially excluded from the important field of studying the causal link

between climate change and conflict. 

The next section analyses what acts as a catalyst for violent conflicts due to 

the narrower definition of conflict in the literature. 
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3. Factors and forces which drive violent conflicts 

A discussion of whether climate change is a direct source of conflict requires 

an understanding of the factors and forces which drive violence. Generally 

speaking, human action is impacted by “ motivation, capability and the 

natural and societal context” (Scheffran et al, 2014, 373). Those who engage

in violence must pursue a particular objective, be able to cause violence and 

there must exist an environment which is conducive of promoting violence 

(Scheffran et al, 2014). The environment is, e. g., shaped by economic 

development, power structures, political conditions, and the ethnic make-up,

and can be discordant or cooperative (Scheffran et al, 2014). Violence often 

provokes further violence and can spiral out of control (Scheffran et al, 

2014). Each group can utilise its abilities and resources productively or 

destructively (Scheffran et al, 2014). 

The climate change-conflict literature has identified core intersections which 

link climate change with conflict. These junctures may be to varying degrees 

factors and forces which may contribute to an environment conducive to 

conflict. The next sub-sections analyse these junctures in order to answer 

whether climate change is a primary cause of conflict. 

3. 1 Natural resources 

Environmental and resource issues, such as land scarcity, have been linked 

to war and conflict (Gleick, 1990; Scheffran and Battaglini, 2011). Gleick 

(1991) considers the environment as one of the various dimensions of 

resources and embeds it within the resource conflict discourse (Barnett, 

2000). Also, Mandel (1994) treats environmental and resource concerns as 
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the same in the context of security and conflict. Moreover, the distribution of

scarce resources has been identified as a cause of conflicts in countries, such

as Mali, Darfur and Somalia (Byers and Dragojlovic, 2004; Schwartz and 

Randall, 2003). 

However, there is no reason to assume that when resources become scarcer 

that a conflict follows (Theisen, 2008). Also, such an approach is 

misperceived, as strictly speaking the issue is not climate change but “ 

resources of economic value” (Barnett, 2000, 272). A price can be assigned 

to a scarce resource in many cases, highlighting that frequently the issue is 

economic, rather than environmental (Simon, 1981; Barnett, 2000). The “ 

resource/environmental” argument is also contradicted (Barnett, 2000, 272) 

since it is cheaper to engage in trade than war in order to gain access to 

resources (Lipschutz and Holdren, 1990). Also, impoverishment due to 

environmental change may make the launching of war less likely (Barnett, 

2000). Furthermore, resource scarcity may not explain why an ethnic 

majority and an ethnic minority compete for resources (Klopp, 2001; Raleigh,

2010). 

An example of the climate change-natural resource-conflict assumption is 

the future water war thesis, particularly in the Middle East (Starr, 1991; 

Cooley, 1984). However, this theory conflates many different issues, such as 

political and ethnic tensions, with that of changes within the environment 

(Barnett, 2000). Also, research suggests that water scarcity promotes 

cooperation (Deudney, 1991; Libiszewski, 1997). The academic literature on 

conflict, resources, and degradation is thus divided over the impact of 

climate change on conflict (Raleigh, 2010). 
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Population growth has been considered a further factor which decreases 

scarce resources which have been further depleted by climate change and 

which contributes to conflict, as discussed next. 

3. 2 Population growth 

A common contention is that increases in the population will overstretch the 

resources of the environment, bring about deprivation and in turn trigger 

instability and conflict, either implicitly due to environmental migration 

(Theisen et al, 2013) or directly because of rivalry over scarce resources 

(Myers, 1987; Barnett, 2000). However, while environmental degradation can

be caused by population growth, it is challenging to evidence how conflict is 

directly caused by this (Barnett, 2000). 

The Project on Environment, Population and Security investigated how 

population growth, migration, renewable resource scarcities, and conflict are 

interconnected (Homer-Dixon, 1996). It was found that in certain situations, 

scarce renewable resources, e. g. water and cropland, can lead to instability 

and violence, by having a social impact, e. g. by causing migration and 

poverty and these latter factors are normally considered the direct causes of 

conflicts (Homer-Dixon, 1996). In other words, environmental scarcity has an

intermediate social impact, for instance, by leading to lower economic 

productivity, population displacement, weakened states, which can cause 

insurgencies, ethnic conflicts and coups d’états (Homer-Dixon, 1996). 

However, the project findings are merely hypothetical and amount to “ 

environmental determinism” (Smil, 1997, 109; Barnett, 2000). Such 

reductions lean heavily on Malthusian population theory which is largely 
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considered flawed since it disregards important factors, such as 

technological advances (Mayhew, 2016). The “ population-environment-

conflict” debate arguably represents the interests of industrialised states and

disregards that lifestyle has an important impact on the environment 

(Barnett, 2000, 280). 

Another important theme within the literature is the role which trade and 

market disintegration play as discussed next. 

3. 3 Trade and market disintegration 

Olsson (2016) puts forward a model which links climate change with market 

disintegration in vulnerable agrarian environments. For instance, in Darfur, 

the available land resources declined since the 1970s due to less rainfall 

(Olsson, 2016; Chavunduka and Bromley, 2011). The over 30-year long 

drought was partly responsible for disintegrating markets, a failing economy 

and the ensuing increase in social hostility which eventually resulted in war 

(Olsson, 2016). Trade and market integration are important to create 

relationships among communities and lower the chance of conflict, as 

opposed to self-sufficiency (Dalgaard and Olsson, 2019; Rohner et al, 2013; 

Olsson, 2016). 

Olsson’s model only applies to situations where the natural resources are 

declining within an economy which is located “ in a vulnerable environment” 

(2016, 2). “[A] vulnerable environment” is an economy where production 

greatly depends on the climate, e. g. the temperature and rainfall, and 

where individuals can only meet their basic needs (2016, 2). When resources

decline due to climate change, trade becomes more difficult and over time 
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results in markets failing (Olsson, 2016). Access to a resource is no longer 

mutual but becomes conflictual (Olsson, 2016). 

Hence, economic cooperation becomes adversely impacted by climate 

change (Olsson, 2016). It amounts to a negative shock which may adversely 

affect economic growth (Rodrik, 1999). Two groups which compete for a 

natural resource may no longer cooperate and trade and give up their 

Ricardian comparative advantage and stop specialising in a particular 

production, such as meat and crops (Olsson, 2016). The most powerful 

group, whether militarily or economically, is likely to take the resource and 

thereby causes conflict (Olsson, 2016). There is a shift away from a market 

regime to autarky i. e. economic integration collapses (Olsson, 2016). 

Adverse environmental circumstances may thus impact the way in which 

societies engage in economic exchange (Olsson, 2016). Nonetheless, this 

model only applies to those countries which rely heavily on utilising natural 

resources for their production structure (Olsson, 2016). 

Another prominent juncture is the topic of economic and political 

marginalisation, discussed next. 

3. 4 Economic and political marginalisation 

It is not uncommon for the disadvantages from climate change to be 

unevenly allocated (Bailey and Bryant, 2003). This is problematic since the 

most important determinants which heighten the risk of armed conflict are 

the economic and political conditions of countries (Raleigh and Urdal, 2007). 

When ethnic communities are economically and politically excluded, they 

have fewer alternatives available to deal with the adverse consequences of 
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climate change (Raleigh, 2010). For instance, in Kenya, conflicts arose 

between poor and marginalised pastoral groups who needed to feed and 

water their herds in difficult climatic conditions (Scheffran et al, 2014). 

During the Kenyan droughts in the 1980s, those areas which were deemed 

to be politically important received more relief aid and were prioritised 

(Raleigh, 2010).  When communities are marginalised and suffer from 

inadequate disaster response by their government the probability of violence

in order to gain access is heightened (Raleigh, 2010). Communities are 

forced to migrate in order to access relief (Raleigh, 2010). Poverty rises and 

the population finds it more difficult to cope (Raleigh, 2010). Communities 

with a history of hostility, including with their neighbours, may experience 

more conflicts (Raleigh, 2010). 

Hence, while climate change can act as a catalyst for conflict, it may arise 

from disregarding the economic and political needs of smaller ethnic groups 

(Raleigh, 2010). Consequently, climate change itself does not cause conflict 

but instead increases inequalities and hostility (Pervis and Busby, 2004). 

Raleigh (2010) argues that in Sub-Saharan Africa, climate change can 

heighten the probability of conflicts in communities which are economically 

and politically marginalised. However, the conflict literature does not posit 

that those communities which are most marginalised initiate rebel 

movements (Raleigh, 2010). Nonetheless, they may engage in violence with 

other communities or be a victim (Raleigh, 2010). Intergroup conflict is often 

employed to access critical resources in countries with unstable or barely 

available governments (Raleigh, 2010). Partaking in the political economy 

thus impacts the response of communities when ecological change occurs 
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(Raleigh, 2010). Political exclusion, inequity and marginalisation may explain

why conflict erupts but not always (Raleigh, 2010). 

Closely related to economic and political marginalisation is the topic of 

government capacity and political instability, discussed next. 

3. 5 Government capacity and political instability 

Homer-Dixon (1994) and Baechler (1999) argue that climate changes 

undermine political stability in underdeveloped and poor countries. 

Communities with weak and dysfunctional political institutions and which 

suffer from resource scarcity and face poverty, economic and other issues 

are more affected (Pelling and Dill 2006; Theisen, 2008). Economic 

development is thus another related prerequisite which provides the base for

government capacity (Meze-Hausken, 2000) and enables a government to 

facilitate that its community can adapt and work together collectively, 

creatively and effectively (Adger, 2003). In contrast, political instability 

renders those at risk of climate change more vulnerable (Raleigh, 2010). 

Scholars which investigate environmental security consider physical 

vulnerability a core characteristic which links negative climate change with 

conflict (Raleigh, 2010). Communities which are rich (Cutter, 1996), have 

access to infrastructure, markets and which receive aid are able to better 

cope and are less vulnerable (Eriksen et al., 2005; Raleigh, 2010). 

Accordingly, the political situation in a country shapes the post-disaster 

response (Pelling and Dill, 2006; Raleigh, 2010). Environmental change may 

increase existing societal issues which in turn may overpower the capacity of

the government to adequately respond, may undermine the government and
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cause instability, e. g. in the form of riots and protests and civil wars 

(Scheffran et al, 2014). 

Hence, when vulnerable groups are marginalised, they may strategically opt 

for self-governance and resort to violence in order to obtain resources 

(Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2008; Raleigh, 2010). However, linking climate 

change and conflict with bad government is problematic since it results in a 

failure to thoroughly engage with analysing the topic of disempowerment 

(Raleigh, 2010; Barnett, 2000). 

These various junctures which are commonly assumed to link climate change

with conflict are not the only factors which contribute to conflict. This is 

highlighted by post-colonial theory, as discussed next. 

4. Post-colonial theory 

Post-colonial theory helps with examining power relationships between the 

global North and South (Spiegel, 2017) and “ analyzing new forms of 

colonialism that have sprung up in the wake of globalization” (Maxwell, 

2009, 16). When investigating whether climate change is a direct source of 

conflict through the lens of this theory it becomes apparent that the 

discourse has embedded Western neoliberal and realist perspectives which 

results in the exclusion of other critical perspectives (Barnett, 2000). A 

historical perspective has not been integrated in the literature, e. g. that it is 

the modern way of life, particularly in the West, which has promoted climate 

change and fostered ecological and social degradation (Smil, 1997; Barnett; 

2000). Furthermore, colonial imperialism and unjust trade are only some of 

the many different factors which have been neglected within the 
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environment-conflict debate (Barnett, 2000). The global South has been 

depicted as barbarous (Barnett, 2000). The world has been portrayed in such

a way that the interests of the North must be defended against the anarchy, 

which is endemic in the South while ignoring that the North has been 

complicit in causing climate change (Barnett, 2000). For instance, no crime 

of ecocide has been promulgated at the international level in order to hold 

multinational corporations to account (Higgins et al, 2013). 

Also, an analysis of the Darfur conflict highlights that it is an 

overgeneralisation (Butler, 2007) to consider that Darfur is an illustration of 

how an ecological disaster can cause a social breakdown, as identified by 

UNEP, 2007. This masks the underlying interests, for instance, during the 

cold war, by the Soviet Union and the US, and today, by China and the US to 

compete over the oil and gas resources of this region which the ruling Arabic

elite tried to take control of (Scheffran et al, 2014). Oil production led to 

environmental degradation and droughts made the life of farmers and 

pastoralists more challenging (Scheffran et al, 2014). Socio-economic 

marginalisation, resource scarcity, divided herders and farmers, a refugee 

problem which heightened health and environmental issues, such as 

deforestation (de Waal, 2007), and a failure by the ruling elite to compensate

the citizens of the oil-rich region are all factors which have caused the Darfur

conflict (Scheffran et al, 2014). Nonetheless, societal failures may be the 

result of the destruction of the natural environment by man (Diamond, 

2011). However, the issue is that generalisations divert attention away from 

political and economic reasons behind conflicts (Verhoeven, 2011; Scheffran 

et al, 2014). Furthermore, a framing of climate change as a security issue by 
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e. g. the CNA Military Advisory Board (2007), as well as policy and NGO 

actors (Selby and Hoffman, 2014; Gleditsch, 2012) is problematic. Powerful 

states may use climate change events as a cover to gain access to 

resources. 

The climate change-conflict discourse has been grounded in a particular 

historical narrative formed by a Western perspective which perpetuates a 

North-South divide and a historical narrative of colonialism that is pro-

Western (Gemmene et al 2014; Selby and Hoffman, 2012). 

5. Conclusion 

The above discussion highlights that climate change can have a negative 

impact on natural resources, such as cropland, may challenge a growing 

society with scarce resources, may undermine trade and lead to market 

disintegration, may heighten economic and political marginalisation and 

overstretch government capacity and weaken political stability. Also, apart 

from the factors discussed in section 3. 1-3. 5, there exist other pathways of 

violence which may link violence and climate change in multifaceted ways 

(Scheffran et al, 2014). For instance, those in power may use violence to 

adopt practices which adversely affect the environment and which groups 

violently resist (Scheffran et al, 2014). An illustration of this are 

environmental harms, particularly environmental degradation from natural 

resources exploitation, which may contribute to genocide by causing mass 

migration and widespread famines (Scheffran et al, 2014). For instance, 

Rwanda has been cited to highlight a connection between environmental 

causes and genocide (Moodley et al, 2010). 
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However, a distinction must be drawn between climate change being a 

threat multiplier and an impact factor, as opposed to a primary cause. A 

significant climate change can result in it becoming a more important driving

factor in conflict (Hsiang et al, 2013). However, in some cases, it may even 

be dangerous to consider it a threat multiplier as it is based “ on ideas and 

paradigms that have been shown to be outdated and even wrong” (Young et 

al, 2019, 14). For example, Kevane and Gray (2008) have pointed out that 

there was no association between precipitation and conflict in Darfur, despite

this often having been asserted, e. g. by Chavunduka and Bromley (2011). 

Equally, the Syrian conflict appears to have been unrelated to climate 

change (Selby et al, 2017). Nonetheless, irrespective of the specific 

pathways which can be affected by climate change, it is likely to have a 

certain effect on conflict, even it is only incidental (Selby et al, 2017). 

However, it appears inappropriate to conclude that climate change is a direct

and primary cause of conflict or even an important factor (Gleditsch, 2012). 

Conflicts are multi-dimensional and are caused by a variety of factors 

(Scheffran et al, 2014). The underlying direct causes for conflict are mostly 

created by already existing social and political factors (Meierding, 2013; 

Raleigh and Urdal, 2007; Salehyan and Cullen, 2014; Selby et al 2012, Seter 

et al 2016). However, “ militarized responses” to climate change may cause 

conflict (Gleditsch, 2012, 7). 
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