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In addition to the work required to improve our
understanding of complex environment-population-
conflict linkages, the sub-field is, inevitably perhaps,
plagued by lingering problems over the nature of cau-
sality and the most productive and appropriate
methodologies.16 These problems vex other fields of in-
quiry and the environmental and demographic stress
interactions should not be held to a higher standard than
is the case in investigations of other causal variables. In
other words, some of the criticism is based on unrealis-
tic expectations or demands, which have not been met
anywhere in the social sciences.

This is not to say that the causal and methodologi-
cal debates should be terminated. These methodological
debates will help sort out the very different conclusions
drawn from various research programs.  As workshop
participant and methodology expert David Dessler em-
phasized, it is critical to return to the basic distinctions
among association, correlation and causation when
evaluating research and drawing scholarly conclusions
and policy lessons.  Focusing on methodological limita-
tions would likely lead to more cautious causal claims
and to narrow differences between opposing research
conclusions. Progress must be ongoing and interactive;
theory guiding research, leading to a reworking of theory,
identifying further research needs, and the repetition of

this evolutionary process. In this case, what is really
needed today is more high quality research that might
help drain the sea of some of its competing, abstract,
and highly similar models and concepts.

The efforts to untangle the linkages among envi-
ronment, population, and violent conflict have
accomplished a great deal in a short period of time.
Environmental and demographic stress are firmly on
research and practitioner agendas, as these stresses are
understood to be part of the complex causal mix that
shapes the character and behavior of our social systems.
Although their impacts often are felt early and/or indi-
rectly in the causal chain,17 environmental and
population variables have been added—rightly—to the
basket of more traditional causes of violent conflict. This
attention is given despite the inability to provide pre-
cisely weighted linkages (arguably an unreachable
standard in the realm of complex social phenomena).
Reaching this threshold of inclusion and consideration
is a tangible contribution made in the last ten years of
research, one that holds promise and relevance to both
scholarly and policy communities. Having raised as
many questions as it has answered, the field of inquiry
must now conduct the more varied and in-depth field-
work that will allow us to build on the foundation of
knowledge that exists today.

NOTES

1 For an extensive list of works in the field, see the biblio-
graphic guide to the literature published in the Woodrow
Wilson Center’s annual Environmental Change and Security
Project Report, available on-line at http://ecsp.si.edu.

2 This workshop was co-sponsored by the University of
California, at Irvine’s Focused Research Group on Interna-
tional Environmental Cooperation and the Woodrow Wilson
Center’s Environmental Change and Security Project. The
workshop was made possible by support from the co-spon-
sors and the International Studies Association workshop
program.

3 See the participant list at the end of this article.
4 In 1998, Phase II of the U.S. State Failure Task Force

results focused on “capacity” and “vulnerability” in an envi-
ronmental sub-model.  Thomas Homer-Dixon of the
University of Toronto utilizes the term “ingenuity.” In response
to a request from Vice President Al Gore in 1994, the Central
Intelligence Agency established the “The State Failure Task
Force,” a group of independent researchers to examine com-
prehensively the factors and forces that have affected the
stability of the post-Cold War world.  The Task Force’s goals
were to identify the factors or combinations of factors that

distinguish states that failed from those, which averted crises
over the last forty years.  The study represents the first em-
pirical effort to identify factors associated with state failure by
examining a broad range of demographic, societal, economic,
environmental, and political indicators influencing state sta-
bility.  To read excerpts of the report, please see Daniel C.
Esty, Jack A. Goldstone, Ted Robert Gurr, Barbara Harff, Marc
Levy, Geoffrey D. Dabelko, Pamela T. Surko, and Alan N.
Unger, “State Failure Task Force Report: Phase II Findings.”
Environmental Change and Security Project Report 5 (Summer
2000): 49-72; Thomas Homer-Dixon, Environment, Scarcity,
and Violence. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999;
Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, “The Ingenuity Gap: Can Poor
Countries Adapt to Resource Scarcity?” Population and De-
velopment Review 21 (September 1995): 587-612; Daniel M.
Schwartz, Tom Deligiannis, and Thomas Homer-Dixon, “The
Environment and Violent Conflict: A Response to Gleditsch’s
Critique and Some Suggestions for Future Research.” Envi-
ronmental Change and Security Project Report 6 (Summer
2000): 77-94.

5 The Toronto Group commonly refers to the work of Tho-
mas F. Homer-Dixon and colleagues affiliated with the
University of Toronto.  Homer-Dixon has led three major
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research projects in the 1990s, producing a large number of
qualitative case studies on environment, scarcity and violence.
See citations listed in endnote 5. Toronto Group research can
be accessed at http://www.library.utoronto.ca/www/eps/
state.htm.

6 The Oslo Group commonly refers to a set of researchers
affiliated with the International Peace Research Institute, Oslo
(PRIO).  PRIO researchers have made both qualitative and
quantitative contributions to the environment, population and
conflict literature, including a set of prominent critiques.  See
Nils Petter Gleditsch. “Armed Conflict and the Environment:
A Critique of the Literature.” Journal of Peace Research 35:3
(May 1998): 381-400; Wenche Hauge, and Tanja Ellingsen.
“Beyond Environmental Scarcity: Causal Pathways to Con-
flict.” Journal of Peace Research 35:3 (May 1998): 299-317;
Nils Petter Gleditsch, ed. Conflict and the Environment.
Dordrecht: Kluwer Publications, 1997; Dan Smith and Willy
Østreng, eds. Research on Environment, Poverty and Conflict:
A Proposal. (PRIO Report 3/97) Oslo: Fridjtof Nansen Insti-
tute and International Peace Research Institute, Oslo, 1997;
Indra de Soysa and Nils Petter Gleditsch. “To Cultivate Peace:
Agriculture in a World of Conflict.” Environmental Change
and Security Project Report 5 (Summer 1999): 15-25; Indra
de Soysa and Nils Petter Gleditsch. “The Natural Resource
Curse: Are Civil Wars Driven by Need or Greed?” Paper pre-
sented at the International Studies Association annual
convention. Los Angeles, CA, 14-18 March 2000; Paul F.
Diehl and Nils Petter Gleditsch, eds.  Environmental Conflict.
Boulder, CO: Westview Press, forthcoming 2000.

7  Indra de Soysa and Nils Petter Gleditsch. “The Natural
Resource Curse: Are Civil Wars Driven by Need or Greed?”
Paper presented at the International Studies Association an-
nual convention. Los Angeles, CA, 14-18 March 2000.

8  See Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, “On the Threshold: Envi-
ronmental Changes as Causes of Acute Conflict.” International
Security 16:2 (Fall 1991): 76-116; Thomas F. Homer-Dixon.
“Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence
from Cases.” International Security 19:1 (Summer 1994): 5–
40; Thomas F. Homer-Dixon. The Environment, Scarcity, and
Violence. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999. See
also Colin H. Kahl. “Population Growth, Environmental
Degradation, and State-Sponsored Violence: The Case of
Kenya, 1991-93.”  International Security 23:2 (Fall 1998):
80-119.

9  For example, developing country participation in research
is an explicit principle for research conducted through the
Global Environmental Change and Human Security Project
<http://www.gechs.org>.

10  See Ken Conca, “Environmental Cooperation and In-
ternational Peace.” Environmental Conflict. Paul F. Diehl and
Nils Petter Gleditsch, eds.  Boulder, CO: Westview Press, forth-
coming 2000; Ken Conca and Geoffrey D. Dabelko, eds.
Environmental Peace-Making (manuscript in preparation).

11 Esty et al., 1998. See endnote 4 for a description of the
State Failure Task Force.

12 Germany and the United States co-chaired a three-year
pilot study of environment and security with a special focus
on environment, population, and conflict ending in 1999.
See Kurt M. Lietzmann and Gary D. Vest. Environment and
Security in an International Context. NATO/Committee on
the Challenges of Modern Society, 1998. See also Issue 5 of
the Environmental Change and Security Project Report for ex-
cerpts of the pilot study report.

13 ENCOP was a major Swiss research project co-directed
by Günther Baechler of the Swiss Peace Foundation and Kurt
Spillmann of the Center for Security Studies and Conflict
Research at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology.  ENCOP
researchers conducted over forty qualitative case studies on
environment, population and conflict.  ECOMAN, succeeded
ENCOP in the late 1990s to focus on the environment, popu-
lation and conflict linkages in the Horn of Africa.  See Günther
Baechler, Volker Böge, Stefan Klötzli, Stephan Libiszewski and
Kurt R. Spillmann. Kriegsursache Umweltzerstorung.
Okologische Konflikte in der Dritten Welt und Wege ihrer
friedlichen Bearbeitung. [Ecological Conflicts in the Third
World and Ways for their Resolution.] Vol. I, Zurich: Ruegger
Verlag, 1996; Günther Baechler and Kurt R. Spillmann, eds.
Environmental Degradation as a Cause of War, Vol.s 2-3. Zurich:
Ruegger Verlag, 1996; Günther Baechler. “Why Environment
Causes Violence: A Synthesis.” Environmental Change and
Security Project Report 4 (Summer 1998): 24-44; Günther
Baechler. Violence through Environmental Discrimination:
Cause, Rwanda Arena, and Conflict Model. Dordrecht: Kluwer
Academic Publishers, 1999.

14 Norman Myers, Ultimate Security: The Environmental
Basis of Political Stability. New York: W.W. Norton and Co.,
1993.

15 Conca, forthcoming 2000; Conca and Dabelko, forth-
coming.

16 David Dessler, “Review of Environment, Scarcity, and
Violence.” Environmental Change and Security Project Report 5
(Summer 1999): 100-101.

17 While current research suggests this early and/or indirect
environmental and demographic causal contribution, it is
worth briefly noting that environmental change does not al-
ways occur in a linear fashion.  The natural environment’s
propensity to have thresholds, that when crossed, can lead to
sudden environment shifts (such as in temperature or pre-
cipitation patterns), raises the distinct possibility that
environmental stress may play more direct and precipitating
roles in violence.
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To Cultivate a New Model:
Where de Soysa and Gleditsch Fall Short

by Ted Gaulin

There is a tendency in the environmental security literature to criticize the work of Thomas Homer-Dixon.1

Primary among the critiques, are that his models are too complex,2 that key terms are vague,3 and that,
when stripped down to their essence, his models do not tell us anything new.4  Yet research efforts that

seek to improve upon Homer-Dixon’s work have not produced models with more explanatory power or models
that contain new insights. Indeed, in many instances, such efforts take us backwards rather than forwards in our
understanding of the dynamics of human vulnerability and conflict. One example of this is an article by Indra de
Soysa and Nils Petter Gleditsch entitled “To Cultivate Peace: Agriculture in a World of Conflict.”5

In “To Cultivate Peace,” de Soysa and Gleditsch argue that a lack of physical, human, and social capital—what
they call poverty—reduces agricultural production, which often leads to violent conflict. Their point is well taken,
and their discussion of the interactions that give rise to violence (e.g. rent seeking, urban bias, etc.) is interesting.
However, a careful analysis of the basic causal processes that de Soysa and Gleditsch describe, reveals that they are
covering the same terrain previously covered by Homer-Dixon. To be sure, the terms used by the different authors vary
but the meanings and processes are the same. For example, in Figure 1 (following page), where I have sketched out
de Soysa and Gleditsch’s basic argument, one sees that in both models, the outcome is largely determined by the
presence or absence of physical, human, or social capital. De Soysa and Gleditsch call the lack of these attributes
“poverty;” Homer-Dixon calls the lack of these attributes an “ingenuity gap.”  In both models, it is a lack of adaptive
capacity, whether one calls it poverty or an ingenuity gap, that leads to deleterious social effects. In de Soysa and
Gleditsch’s model, the focus is on low agricultural production; in Homer-Dixon’s model, low agricultural produc-
tion is one of five negative social effects. In both models, the negative social outcome is the proximate cause of
violent conflict and, in both cases, violence has a positive feedback into the system. For de Soysa and Gleditsch,
conflict exacerbates the conditions of poverty; in Homer-Dixon’s model, it exacerbates scarcity and reduces ingenu-
ity.

In short, the model proposed by de Soysa and Gleditsch bears an uncanny resemblance to the Homer-Dixon
model of which they are critical. Of the two, Homer-Dixon’s is more elaborate because it attempts to explain more.
For example, Homer-Dixon’s model covers cases in which negative social effects besides agricultural decline lead to
violent conflict. In this respect, Gleditsch and de Soysa have succeeded in avoiding what they view as one of the
problems with Homer-Dixon’s work, namely the high level of complexity. However, in doing so, they have pro-
duced a model that is largely derivative6 and has less explanatory power than its progenitor.

The value of the linkage de Soysa and Gleditsch make between low agricultural production and conflict is
limited in so far as low agricultural production is presented as the outcome of a complex and vague set of processes
packaged into the concept of poverty. In contrast, Homer-Dixon’s model shows that environmental scarcity, ren-
dered destructive due to the lack of social ingenuity, is an important force behind low agricultural production.

Ted Gaulin is a Ph.D. candidate at the University of California, Irvine.
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Given the enormous amount of environmental damage
that can be traced to agricultural practices, Homer-
Dixon’s argument makes a good deal of sense and in
spite of its complexity, is analytically more focused.

The authors’ characterization of agriculturally in-
duced conflict as “apolitical”7 is unpersuasive. As Harold
Lasswell argued over fifty years ago, politics is, at base,
about the authoritative allocation of resources. When citi-
zens of a particular country do not have enough to eat
because state failure or development failure causes agri-

cultural decline, then the ensuing conflict is essentially
political. One might also ask why the authors seem to
conceptualize subsistence conflicts as a post-cold war
phenomenon. Historians have long believed that a sub-
sistence crisis was an important cause of the French
Revolution.8  Similarly, scholars have argued that chronic
food shortages in the 1980s among Latin American peas-
ants made revolutionary movements in those countries
particularly compelling, and these revolutionary move-
ments fomented much conflict.

de Soysa and Gleditsch

Homer-Dixon

Negative Social Effects
Low Agricultural  Production,
Low Economic Productivity,
Migration, Social Segmentation,
Disrupted Institutions

ntal
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Human Capital (capacity for new technologies)
Social Capital (state capacity; sound institutions)

Figure 1. Comparison of the de Soysa / Gleditsch Model and the Homer-Dixon Model
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The larger disappointment, however, is that de Soysa
and Gleditsch have produced a model that essentially
covers the same ground previously covered by Homer-
Dixon. Moreover, their model is less compelling than
Homer-Dixon’s and it adds little to our understanding
of the dynamics of human vulnerability and conflict.

When one puts the de Soysa-Gleditsch model in
the context of other attempts to improve upon or refute
Homer-Dixon’s theoretical work (I think of the models
proposed in the NATO and CIA studies summarized in
this journal), one must conclude that this has not been
a very productive approach to improving our under-
standing of the complex ways in which environmental
scarcities interact with social systems. It would, perhaps,
be far more fruitful to undertake more extensive field-
work in areas facing severe environmental scarcities (as
Colin Kahl and others are doing), and then adjust our
environment-conflict theories in the light of this detailed
empirical evidence.
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