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Environment, Human Security & Conflict
Week 1: Introduction, course overview  & conflict causes


Richard W. Frank

School of  Politics & International Relations



2Source: https://globalroundtableissues.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/environment-war-2.jpg 

Today

I. Introduction 

II. Course overview

III. Conflict
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Tikal, Guatemala

Source: http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/tikal/tikal-aerial-3.jpg

http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/tikal/tikal-aerial-3.jpg
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Source: https://globalroundtableissues.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/environment-war-2.jpg 

Iraq, 1991
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Source: http://allafrica.com/download/pic/main/main/csiid/00231279:74dd5dcb9a877cf503e42fe5f9d4198f:arc614x376:w1200.jpg 

Gold mining in the DR Congo, 2015
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Desertification in the Sahel

Source: http://www.aljazeera.com/mritems/images/2012/6/24/2012624215938822282_8.jpg 
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Aral Sea, Uzbekistan

Source: https://d508l827lzpfo.cloudfront.net/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/10/04/how-russia-destroyed-the-aral-sea/jcr:content/image.img.2000.jpg/1412463732697.cached.jpg

https://d508l827lzpfo.cloudfront.net/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/10/04/how-russia-destroyed-the-aral-sea/jcr:content/image.img.2000.jpg/1412463732697.cached.jpg
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Dhaka, Bangladesh

http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/49899045.jpg

http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/49899045.jpg
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Banda, Aceh after 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami

Source: https://c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000W6Aq_dMsoyg/fit=1000x750/Tsunami-15c.jpg

https://c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000W6Aq_dMsoyg/fit=1000x750/Tsunami-15c.jpg
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Refugees fleeing Syria, 2015

Source: http://www.trbimg.com/img-564a32e8/turbine/mc-pa-accept-syria-refugees-wolf-20151116

http://www.trbimg.com/img-564a32e8/turbine/mc-pa-accept-syria-refugees-wolf-20151116


11Source: Georgia Tech (http://www.rh.gatech.edu/news/112691/arctic-sea-ice-decline-may-be-driving-snowy-winters-seen-recent-years)

Arctic sea ice loss

http://www.rh.gatech.edu/news/112691/arctic-sea-ice-decline-may-be-driving-snowy-winters-seen-recent-years
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Beaufort Sea, Arctic Ocean, 14 July 2016

Source: https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/largemeltpond14july16.jpg

https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/largemeltpond14july16.jpg
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Source: NASA (https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/nasa-study-mass-gains-of-antarctic-ice-sheet-greater-than-losses)

Antarctic ice gain and loss

https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/nasa-study-mass-gains-of-antarctic-ice-sheet-greater-than-losses
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 13
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The Bahamas. Guyana would exhibit the largest percentage of urban extent impacted 

(Figure 1e). It reaches 10% with a 1m SLR, and increases to 22% and 38% with a 2m 

and 3m SLR. 

Figure 1b 
Latin America & Caribbean region: Exposed population (5m SLR) 
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 19.
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Figure 2b 
Middle East and North Africa region: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



16Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 24.

 24

 

Both The Gambia and Mauritania would experience a significant population impact 

(Figures 3b and 3c), reaching approximately 8% in Mauritania with a 1m SLR.  For most 

countries in the region, population impacted remains below 5% even with a 5m SLR.  

Mauritania’s GDP would also experience the largest impact, reaching slightly below 10% 

with a 1m SLR (Figure 3d). Note that approximately 5% of Benin’s GDP would also be 

impacted by a 1m SLR. Urban extent is most impacted in Mauritania (Figure 3e), while 

agricultural extent is most impacted in The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, and Mauritania 

(Figure 3f). Approximately 15% of Benin’s wetlands would be impacted by a 1m SLR 

(Figure 3g). When SLR reaches 5m, The Gambia’s and Senegal’s wetlands are those 

most affected. 

 
Figure 3b 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Exposed population (5m SLR) 
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank
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Figure 5b 
South Asia: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 31.
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Figure 4c 
East Asia: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 
 
 

Figure 4d 
East Asia: Population impacted 
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19Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 30.
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Figure 4b 
Inundation zone: Vietnam 
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Cassandra of  Troy







The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change
Thomas J. Doherty Lewis & Clark Graduate School of Education and

Counseling
Susan Clayton College of Wooster

An appreciation of the psychological impacts of global
climate change entails recognizing the complexity and mul-
tiple meanings associated with climate change; situating
impacts within other social, technological, and ecological
transitions; and recognizing mediators and moderators of
impacts. This article describes three classes of psycholog-
ical impacts: direct (e.g., acute or traumatic effects of
extreme weather events and a changed environment); in-
direct (e.g., threats to emotional well-being based on ob-
servation of impacts and concern or uncertainty about
future risks); and psychosocial (e.g., chronic social and
community effects of heat, drought, migrations, and cli-
mate-related conflicts, and postdisaster adjustment). Re-
sponses include providing psychological interventions in
the wake of acute impacts and reducing the vulnerabilities
contributing to their severity; promoting emotional resil-
iency and empowerment in the context of indirect impacts;
and acting at systems and policy levels to address broad
psychosocial impacts. The challenge of climate change
calls for increased ecological literacy, a widened ethical
responsibility, investigations into a range of psychological
and social adaptations, and an allocation of resources and
training to improve psychologists’ competency in address-
ing climate change–related impacts.

Keywords: climate change, psychological impacts, disaster
psychology, psychological adaptation

The full story of climate change is the unfolding story of an idea
and how this idea is changing the way we think, feel, and act.
(Hulme, 2009, p. xxviii)

G lobal climate change is likely to have significant
negative effects on mental health and well-being,
effects that will be felt most by vulnerable pop-

ulations and those with preexisting serious mental illness
(Costello et al., 2009; Fritze, Blashki, Burke, & Wiseman,
2008; Page & Howard, 2010). Localized and/or immediate
consequences, such as injury or stress resulting from
more extreme weather events or degraded landscapes, may
be perceived as direct, personal impacts of climate change
(Kolbert, 2006). However, for many, the psychological
effects of climate change are likely to be gradual, cumula-
tive, and/or experienced only through media and social
communication (see Weber & Stern, 2011, this issue, and
Reser & Swim, 2011, this issue). An appreciation of psy-
chological impacts entails recognizing multiple meanings
and cultural narratives associated with climate change
(Hulme, 2009) and its complexity as a “wicked problem”
whose effects are interrelated with other global phenom-

ena, such as increased population, urbanization, and dis-
parities in wealth (Kazdin, 2009, p. 342; Stokols, Misra,
Runnerstrom, & Hipp, 2009). The concept of climate
change assumes a progression of extreme weather and
environmental changes at an unprecedented rate and scale.
It is important to recognize that the severity of impacts is
due not solely to extreme weather or other natural events
following from global climate change but rather to the
interaction between human systems and these events (see
National Research Council, 2008). For example, psycho-
logical impacts are likely to be mediated and moderated by
media representations and information technologies (Reser,
2010), resilience or vulnerability to disasters and environ-
mental changes (Brklacich, Chazan, & Dawe, 2007), and
social and cognitive factors (Leiserowitz, 2007; Weber,
2006).

This article differentiates three classes of climate
change–related psychological impacts, offers examples,
and discusses interrelated psychological processes and con-
textual factors (see Figure 1 for an overview). Acute and
direct impacts include mental health injuries associated
with more frequent and powerful weather events, natural
disasters, and adjustment to degraded or disrupted physical
environments (Albrecht et al., 2007; Costello et al., 2009;
Few, 2007; Page & Howard, 2010). Indirect and vicarious
impacts include intense emotions associated with observa-
tion of climate change effects worldwide and anxiety and
uncertainty about the unprecedented scale of current and
future risks to humans and other species (Kidner, 2007;
Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Leiserowitz, 2009; Norgaard,
2009). The psychosocial impacts of climate change include
large-scale social and community effects of issues such as
heat-related violence (Anderson & DeLisi, in press), con-
flicts over resources (Reuveny, 2008), migrations and dis-
locations (Agyeman, Devine-Wright, & Prange, 2009),
postdisaster adjustment (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum,
Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008), and chronic environmental
stress (Albrecht et al., 2007). The effects of climate change
fall disproportionately on those of less economic privilege
or social status and thus have social justice implications

Thomas J. Doherty, Department of Counseling Psychology, Lewis &
Clark Graduate School of Education and Counseling; Susan Clayton,
Department of Psychology, College of Wooster.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to
Thomas J. Doherty, Department of Counseling Psychology, Lewis &
Clark Graduate School of Education and Counseling, P.O. Box 3174,
Portland, OR 97208-3174. E-mail: thomas@selfsustain.com

265May–June 2011 ● American Psychologist
© 2011 American Psychological Association 0003-066X/11/$12.00
Vol. 66, No. 4, 265–276 DOI: 10.1037/a0023141
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Greta Thunberg, 2019



Lecture question #1

What change do you think she is referring to? 


Answer on Wattle in Week 1, lecture question 1
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David Foster Wallace

(1962-2008)

Source: Steve Rhodes (https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/88148360) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/88148360


Lecture question #2

Which of these class’ topics has the most meaning 
or reality (as Wallace describes) to you?


Answer on Wattle in Week 1, lecture question 2
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Maps—both literal and metaphorical

Source: NASA (https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html)

https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html
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Source: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//graphics/ref_maps/political/jpg/world.jpg

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//graphics/ref_maps/political/jpg/world.jpg
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Source: NASA (https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html)

https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html
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Human Development Index, 2004

http://www.nationsonline.org/maps/Worldmap-hdi2004.jpg

http://www.nationsonline.org/maps/Worldmap-hdi2004.jpg
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Fragile States Index change, 2009-2019
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The physical environment

The human environment

Violent conflict
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This class’ main questions:

1. How do environmental factors shape human security?


2. What are the direct and indirect means by which 
environmental phenomena affect violent political 
conflicts?

41
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Environmental

factors Human security Conflict



Environment

• Geographic features 


• Extractable and useful natural resources


• Climate events


• Changes in the three factors above 

43



Human security

“The condition where people and communities have 
the capacity to manage stresses to their needs, rights, 
and values.” 


(Barnett & Adger 2007: 640)

44



Conflict

1. “We must define war in terms of  violence. Not only is 
war impossible without violence (except of  course in 
the metaphorical sense), but we consider the taking of  
human life the primary and dominant characteristic of  
war.”  (Small & Singer 1982: 205-206)


2. A threshold of  battle-related fatalities of  troops in 
combat


3. The status of  war participants 

45



How 

46

How political scientists draw their mental maps

Cartoon: Gary Larson, Far Side



The four goals of  

political science research

47

Description


Explanation


Prediction


Policy



“Nothing can be more fallacious than to found our political 
calculations on arithmetical principles.”


— Federalist #55 (1788, James Madison) 


(http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa55.htm)
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Lecture question #3

If you were a modern-day forecasting Cassandra, 

what political outcome would you look at first?



II. Course overview

54



Course outline

Section 1: 
Defining terms, 
actors, and 
interests


Wk 1: Intro, 
course overview, 
and conflict


Wk 2: Economic 
development and 
instability


Wk 3: Political 
institutions and 
instability


Wk 4: 
Environmental 
change and 
scarcity


Section 2: 
Causes


Wk 5: 
Population


Wk 6: Migration


Wk 7: Food


Wk 8: Water


Wk 9: Natural 
resources


Wk 10: Natural 
disasters


Section 3: 
Responses


Wk 11: 
Domestic 
responses


Wk 12: 
International 
cooperation

55
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How to read quantitative articles
• Look for theoretical contribution and substantive 

empirical effects


• These authors often follow the kind of  structure that I 
recommend you take in your qualitative final essay:


- Introduction


- Literature review


- Argument, theory, hypotheses


- Research design


- Discussion of  results


- Robustness checks


- Conclusions, policy implications, areas for future 
research

57
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Precipitation 

2016-March

Data source: TerraClimate
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FDI projects, 2003-2017

Data source: FT Markets
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III. Conflict, what is it and why 
does it happen?

Francisco Goya. 1814. The Third of  May 1808. Prado Museum 



Fundamental questions about conflict

• Why do states and non-state actors use 
violence?


• Why do individuals chose violence?



Source: Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2019.
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Blattman and Miguel (2010: 6)



68Source:  Uppsala Conflict Data Program

>25 battle deaths per year

>1,000 battle deaths

per year



Source:  Pettersson, Therése & Peter Wallensteen (2015) Armed Conflicts, 1946-2014. Journal of  Peace Research 52(4).  
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Human insecurity and violent conflict

Beyond considering the impact of violent conflict on people, for the most part the issues of
human security and violent conflict are treated as separate entities in research. Instead, most
research into the cause of violent conflicts, including that from almost all participants in the
so-called ‘greed versus grievance’ debate (see Berdal & Malone, 2000), focus on the structural
conditions that increase the risk of violent conflict rather than the decisions of actors to engage
in violent acts. Yet violence happens for a number of reasons including, because leaders are
more able to mobilise some groups of people under certain conditions such as the presence
of a weak state (Eckstein & Gurr, 1975); because of the ‘lootability’ of natural resources
(Collier, 2000); and because to varying degrees individuals choose to engage in both violence
(excluding those who are forcibly conscripted into armed groups) and peace (Cramer, 2002;
Gilgan, 2001; Moran & Pitcher, 2004).

The role of individuals in initiating, sustaining, resisting or solving violent conflicts is a ma-
jor lacunae in both the development and violent conflict literature, and the environmental
change and violent conflict literatures (in the latter more so than the former). There are few
studies (Gough, 2002; Mochizuki, 2004; Ohlsson, 2000) that explain in any detail the ways
in which human insecurity increases the risk of violent conflict. This section explores in detail
the connections between human insecurity and the risk of violent conflict.

Table 1 summarises some our key hypothesised mechanisms by which climate change may
undermine human security and may, in conjunction with an array of non-climate specific

Table 1
The relationship between determinants of human insecurity, violent conflict and climate change

Factors affecting violent
conflict

Processes which climate change could affect/exacerbate

Vulnerable livelihoods Climate change is likely to cause widespread impacts on water availability, coastal regions,
agriculture, extreme events and diseases. The impacts on livelihoods will be more
significant in sectors of the population with high resource-dependency, and in more
environmentally and socially marginalised areas. Some of these climate driven outcomes
are long term and chronic (such as declining productivity of agricultural land), while
others are episodic (such as floods). These impacts on livelihoods will be widespread both
in developing and developed countries.

Poverty (relative/chronic/
transitory)

Poverty (and particularly relative deprivation) is affected by the spatial differentiation of
climate impacts and the sensitivity of places to them. Climate change may directly increase
absolute, relative, and transient poverty by undermining access to natural capital. It may
indirectly increase poverty through its effects on resource sectors and the ability of
governments to provide social safety nets. Stresses from climate change will differentially
affect those made vulnerable by political-economic processes such as liberalisation of
markets for agricultural commodities.

Weak states The impacts of climate change are likely to increase the costs of providing public
infrastructure such as water resources, and services such as education, and may decrease
government revenues. So climate change may decrease the ability of states to create
opportunities and provide important freedoms for citizens as well as decrease the capacity of
government agencies to adapt and respond to climate change itself.

Migration Migration may be one response of people whose livelihoods are undermined by climate
change. However, climate is unlikely to be the sole, or even the most important ‘push’
factor in migration decisions. Yet large-scale movements of people may increase the risk
of conflict in host communities.

643J. Barnett, W.N. Adger / Political Geography 26 (2007) 639e655

Barnett and Adger (2007: 643)



How do we reconcile…

• The relative importance of  different causes of  
conflict?


• Different typologies of  conflict?


• Different interpretations of  key variables? (Blattman 
and Miguel 2010: 23)
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Figure 7.1. The Core Model of the Causal Links between Environmental Scarcity and Violence

Homer Dixon, Thomas F. 1999. Environment, Scarcity, and 
Violence. Princeton: Princeton University Press: 134.
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Course logistics
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I need two student representatives for 
this class.


I’ll take the first two students to email 
me after 1pm on Wednesday.
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Dirc van Delf  (1365-1404). 1400-1404. 

The Four Elements (Earth, Water, Air, Fire).

Ink and pigments on parchment.

Walters Art Museum.

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/81616/the-four-elements-earth-water-air-fire/. 

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/81616/the-four-elements-earth-water-air-fire/
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Avatar,  The Last Airbender, 2005-2008
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See you in workshop!


