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At the start of the twenty-first century, Nobel Laureate and Dutch atmospheric 
chemist, the late Paul J Crutzen, proposed the existence of a new human-domi-
nated era of planetary warming, the Anthropocene, which he dated as beginning 
with the Industrial Revolution. In the future, Crutzen believed humanity’s capacity 
for historical agency would be supplemented by a geological agency capable 
of accelerating or reducing the impact of climate change on the world. For the 
Dutch scientist, the ability of humanity to regulate anthropogenic emissions of 
carbon dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere would be the main determinate of the 
long-term sustainability or collapse of modern civilisation.1 Crutzen’s formula-
tion of humans as geological agents has since been used by climate-change 
pessimists to suggest the coming of a fundamental alteration in the character 
of war. For climate pessimists, future military struggles will not reflect Carl von 
Clausewitz’s concept of war as an extension of politics; but rather, war driven by 
climate change, as conflict becomes an extension of deepening environmental 
stress and dwindling natural resources.2

What is variously known as the ‘climate wars thesis’ or the ‘climate–conflict 
nexus’ has developed rapidly since Crutzen’s formulation of the Anthropocene 
and has received much publicity. The notion of climate-driven conflict has been 
highlighted by prominent public figures such as former United Nations (UN) 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon; former US President Barack Obama; the 

1 Paul J Crutzen ‘Geology of Mankind’, Nature, 415, 23 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1038/415023a and Paul J 
Crutzen and Eugene F Stoermer, ‘The “Anthropocene”’, Global Change Newsletter, 41, May 2000, pp 17–18.

2 See David D Zhang and Qing Pei; Christiane Fröhlich and Tobias Ide, ‘Does climate change drive violence, 
conflict and human migration?’ in Mike Hulme (ed), Contemporary Climate Change Debates: A Student 
Primer, Routledge, New York, 2019; Carl von Clausewitz, On War, (Michael Howard and Peter Paret eds and 
trans.), Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ, 1976, pp 605–10. 
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British economist Lord Stern; and Prince Charles, the heir to the British throne. 
In June 2007, Ban Ki-moon said the war in Sudan’s Darfur region on the Horn 
of Africa was the result of an ‘ecological crisis’ arising from climate change. In 
December 2009, in his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, then President 
Obama stated, ‘There is little scientific dispute that if we do nothing [on climate 
change] we will face more drought, famine, more mass displacement – all of 
which will fuel more [armed] conflict for decades.’3 Similarly, Lord Stern, author 
of the 2006 Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change, warned of 
humanity in the Anthropocene stumbling into ‘a position where extended conflict 
for the world is unavoidable’.4 In November 2015, Prince Charles attributed 
both the cause and course of the Syrian civil war to ‘the cumulative effect of 
global warming’.5 Such views on climate change and war have since made their 
way into mainstream Western culture through a combination of mass media 
narratives and the popularity of climate fiction or ‘cli-fi.6

This article examines the implications for defence and security practitioners of 
the debate on climate change and the future of war as they face the 2020s and 
beyond. While there is some overlap with issues of geopolitics, the focus here 
is firmly on the way climate change has been securitised by various scholars 
and analysts over the past two decades. It is argued that the securitisation of 
climate change is an unwelcome development for Western governments as 
much of the research is one-dimensional in focus and seldom situated in the 
type of whole-of-government approaches that will be essential to deal with 
climate issues in coming decades. Three areas are covered. First, to provide a 
context for analysis, the scientific, ideological and cultural complexities of climate 
change are summarised and three broad schools of thought on the subject are 
briefly outlined. Second, the manner in which thinking about climate change has 

3 Ban Ki-moon, ‘A Climate Culprit in Darfur’, United Nations Secretary-General, 16 June 2007, https://www.
un.org/sg/en/content/sg/articles/2007-06-16/climate-culprit-darfur; President Obama, ‘Remarks by the 
President at the Acceptance of the Nobel Peace Prize’, Office of the Press Secretary, The White House, 10 
December 2009, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-acceptance-
nobel-peace-prize

4 Julian Brookes, ‘Nicholas Stern: We Need a Global Deal on Climate Change’ HuffPost, 30 May 2009 05:12 
ET, updated 25 May 2011, accessed 27 April 2021, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/nicholas-stern-we-
need-a_b_192544

5 Nicholas Stern, in The Huffington Post, 21 February 2009 at http://www.huffington post.com/2009/02/21/
lord-nicholas-stern-paint_n168865 and The Economics of Climate Change: The Stern Review, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2007, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511817434; ‘Prince Charles: 
Climate change may have helped cause Syrian civil war’, The Guardian, 23 November 2015, https://www.
theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/23/prince-charles-climate-change-may-have-helped-cause-syrian-civil-
war

6 See for example Omar El-Akkad’s apocalyptic novel, American War, Picador, London, 2017. For an overview 
of climate change fiction, see Axel Goodbody and Adeline Johns-Putra (eds), Cli-Fi: A Companion, Peter 
Lang Publishing, Oxford, 2019, https://doi.org/10.3726/b12457 or JK Ullrich, ‘Can Books Save the Planet?’, 
The Atlantic (Culture), 14 August 2015, https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/08/climate-
fiction-margaret-atwood-literature/400112/.

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/articles/2007-06-16/climate-culprit-darfur
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/articles/2007-06-16/climate-culprit-darfur
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-acceptance-nobel-peace-prize
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-acceptance-nobel-peace-prize
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/nicholas-stern-we-need-a_b_192544
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/nicholas-stern-we-need-a_b_192544
http://www.huffington post.com/2009/02/21/lord-nicholas-stern-paint_n168865
http://www.huffington post.com/2009/02/21/lord-nicholas-stern-paint_n168865
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511817434
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/23/prince-charles-climate-change-may-have-helped-cause-syrian-civil-war
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/23/prince-charles-climate-change-may-have-helped-cause-syrian-civil-war
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/23/prince-charles-climate-change-may-have-helped-cause-syrian-civil-war
https://doi.org/10.3726/b12457
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/08/climate-fiction-margaret-atwood-literature/400112/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/08/climate-fiction-margaret-atwood-literature/400112/
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been securitised over the past two decades is examined. Finally, the literature 
on whether the climate wars thesis and the climate–conflict nexus represent the 
likely future of armed conflict is considered, employing insights from strategic 
studies and environmental studies.

Schools of thought on climate change
The science of climate change presents a major challenge to national and 
international public policymaking. The scientific community is virtually unanimous 
on the reality of human-induced global warming. In 2014, of 69,406 authors of 
peer-reviewed articles on the subject, only five rejected anthropogenic global 
warming. Similarly, only two per cent of the membership of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science – the world’s largest multidisciplinary 
scientific professional society – contest the reality of a warming world.7 The 
global scientific community has coalesced around the 2005 eleven-nation Joint 
Science Academies Statement of the Group of Eight (G8) countries – alongside 
Brazil, China and India – to the effect that Earth’s warming in recent decades 
has been caused primarily by human activities that have increased the amount 
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.8

Yet, scientific consensus on the phenomenon of global warming is not enough 
to prevent disagreement on the policy implications required to respond to the 
phenomenon. As American economist William Nordhaus notes, a collective 
judgement by science does not imply unanimity on policy action nor rule out 
the potential for new scientific evidence.9 Nordhaus’s view is echoed by two 
prominent British writers, the climatologist Mike Hulme and the sociologist 
Anthony Giddens. Hulme warns that climate science can only advance by a 
relentless questioning of orthodoxy. Similarly, Giddens writes, ‘scepticism is 
the life-blood of science and just as important in policymaking. It is right that 
whatever claims are made about climate change and its consequences are 

7 American Association for the Advancement of Science, AAS Board Statement on Climate Science, 9 
December 2006, https://www.aaas.org/resources/aaas-reaffirms-statement-climate-change#:~:text=The%20
AAAS%20Board%20of%20Directors,from%20across%20the%20globe%E2%80%9D%20that. PDF version 
available at https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/aaas_climate_statement1.pdf.

8 Institut de France Académie des science, Joint science academies’ statement: Global response to climate 
change, https://www.academie-sciences.fr/archivage_site/activite/rapport/avis0605a_gb.pdf; James 
Lawrence Powell, ‘Climate Scientists Virtually Unanimous: Anthropogenic Global Warming is True’, Bulletin 
of Science, Technology and Society, published online 28 March 2016, 35( 5–6):121–24, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0270467616634958; Charles Fletcher, Climate Change: What the Science Tells Us, John Wiley 
& Sons Inc., NJ, 2013, pp 44–71. 

9 William Nordhaus, The Climate Casino: Risk, Uncertainty and Economics for a Warming World, Yale University 
Press, New Haven, 2013, pp 294–302, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vkrpp

https://www.aaas.org/resources/aaas-reaffirms-statement-climate-change#:~:text=The%20AAAS%20Board%20of%20Directors,from%20across%20the%20globe%E2%80%9D%20that
https://www.aaas.org/resources/aaas-reaffirms-statement-climate-change#:~:text=The%20AAAS%20Board%20of%20Directors,from%20across%20the%20globe%E2%80%9D%20that
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/aaas_climate_statement1.pdf
https://www.academie-sciences.fr/archivage_site/activite/rapport/avis0605a_gb.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467616634958
https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467616634958
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vkrpp
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examined with a critical, even hostile eye and in a continuing fashion’.10 The 
works of Nordhaus, Hulme and Giddens are reminders of the existence of major 
gaps in our knowledge about the progression of global warming. Climate science 
continues to evolve and embraces complex atmospheric and oceanographic 
systems involving feedback loops, accumulations and nonlinearities, all of 
which are difficult to understand as interactive physical processes. The innate 
unpredictability of the dynamics of global warming – combined with any number 
of unforeseen human activities in the future – means that uncertainty will pervade 
all attempts at climate change prediction.11

The scientific complexities of global warming are further complicated by what the 
late Oxford scholar, Steve Rayner, once called ‘the plasticity of climate change’ 
– that is the subject’s ability to be many things to many people.12 There are long-
held cultural beliefs and competing ideological worldviews within society about 
the subject of climate change, and they cannot be reduced to the simplicities of 
‘believers’ versus ‘deniers’. For example, anthropogenic explanations of climate 
change strike at the long-held humanist distinction in Western philosophy 
between natural history and human history and elicits responses ranging from 
denial, disconnect and indifference through confusion to engagement, activism 
and zealotry.13 Indeed, the West’s climate change debate is often less about the 
truth of science than it is about ‘value-laden disagreements’ – an impassioned 
competition between different sets of political, social and philosophical values – 
that arise from the challenge of dealing with global warming. A good example is 
balancing the need for coal-fuelled electrification – to improve the living standards 
of millions of lower income citizens in countries such as India – with concerns in 
advanced Western countries over the long-term impact of accelerated emissions 
for future global stability.14 The ideological vortex that surrounds Crutzen’s new 
anthropogenic age has created three identifiable schools of thought on how to 
respond to climate change. They are described by the British sociologist, John 
Urry, as the gradualist, the sceptical and the catastrophic schools of thought. 
They explain much of the bitter controversy that currently surrounds the subject 

10 Mike Hulme (ed), Contemporary Climate Debates: A Student Primer and Mike Hulme, Why We Disagree 
About Climate Change: Understanding controversy, inaction and opportunity, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2009. Kindle edition, chapter 3; Anthony Giddens, The Politics of Climate Change, Polity Press, 
Cambridge, 2011, Kindle edition, p 20.

11 For a discussion see John Urry, What is the Future? Polity Press, London, 2016, chapter 9.

12 Steve Raymer, ‘Foreword’ in Mike Hulme, Why We Disagree About Climate Change and Mike Hulme, 
‘Introduction: Why and how to debate climate change’, in Hulme (ed), Contemporary Climate Change 
Debates, pp 2–3. 

13 Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘The Climate of History: Four Theses’, Critical Inquiry, Winter 2009, 35(2):197–222, 
https://doi.org/10.1086/596640.

14 See Andrew J Hoffman, How Culture Shapes the Climate Change Debate, Stanford University Press, 
Stanford CA, 2015, Kindle edition, especially chapters 1–2. 

https://www.cambridge.org/au/academic/subjects/economics/natural-resource-and-environmental-economics/why-we-disagree-about-climate-change-understanding-controversy-inaction-and-opportunity?format=HB&isbn=9780521898690
https://www.cambridge.org/au/academic/subjects/economics/natural-resource-and-environmental-economics/why-we-disagree-about-climate-change-understanding-controversy-inaction-and-opportunity?format=HB&isbn=9780521898690
https://doi.org/10.1086/596640
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of global warming.15 An understanding of these three contending schools is 
particularly important because, as we shall see, parts of their narratives are 
often reflected in discussions of the linkages between climate alteration, global 
security and the future of war.

Members of the gradualist school view global warming as a challenge best 
met by applying new post-combustion technologies of carbon capture and 
sequestration developed over time. For gradualists there is no silver bullet 
solution to a warming world and their catchphrase is ‘mitigate where you can, 
adapt where you cannot’.16 Adherents note that the oft-derided system of 
hydraulic fracturing (fracking) for natural gas has done more to reduce emissions 
in the United States than all the renewable energy investment combined. 
Anthony J McMichael summarises the philosophy of many gradualists when 
he writes that, the task ahead is ‘to ensure operating space on the planet for 
future generations, the global population must reduce its excessive pressures 
on the global environment. Yet sufficient resource and energy “space” must be 
available to low-income countries to achieve satisfactory material and social 
development’.17

The sceptical school on climate change focuses strongly on the complex interplay 
between science and public policy and strongly resists what adherents view as 
climate alarmism. Much of this school’s thinking is reflected in the works of the 
Danish political scientist, Bjǿrn Lomborg. Lomborg accepts the science of global 
warming but suggests that the huge political effort and financial costs involved 
in cutting greenhouse gas emissions is misguided public policy, driven as much 
by alarmism as analysis. He argues that the vast sums of money projected to 
alleviate global warming are better invested in a concerted strategy to address 
global poverty.18 Lomborg promotes such measures as a uniform ‘smart’ carbon 
tax across the globe, the increased use of natural gas and nuclear power over 
coal, and a vast increase in subsidised funding for green energy innovation and 
geoengineering research.19 Other sceptics point to former British Chancellor 
of the Exchequer Lord Lawson’s 2009 book, An Appeal to Reason, as a 
corrective to what they see as a zeitgeist that favours climate fear-mongering 
and sensationalism. An interesting book in this regard is Michael Shellenberger’s 

15 Urry, What is the Future?, pp 159–70.

16 Urry, What is the Future?; Hulme, Why We Disagree about Climate Change, 115–26; 138–41.

17 Anthony J McMichael, Climate Change and the Health of Nations: Famines, Fevers and the Fate of 
Populations, Oxford University Press, New York, 2017, p 18. 

18 Bjǿrn Lomborg, The Skeptical Enviromentalist: Measuring the Real State of the World, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2001; Bjǿrn Lomborg, False Alarm: How Climate Change Panic Costs Us Trillions, Hurts 
the Poor, and Fails to Fix the Planet, Basic Books, New York, 2020.

19 Lomborg, False Alarm, chapters 11–15. 
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Apocalypse Never, a study which makes a strong case for adopting a philosophy 
of ‘environmental humanism’ over ‘apocalyptic environmentalism’ on the basis 
that most people across the globe seek both prosperity and nature, not nature 
without prosperity.20 Finally, sceptics draw on historical studies of the world’s 
climate, such as Wolfgang Behringer’s A Cultural History of Climate, to highlight 
the argument that the climate change challenge can, and will be, mastered by 
human ingenuity because it is not a new phenomenon.21

Urry’s final school is that of catastrophism. Catastrophists argue that the very 
existence of human civilisation is threatened by carbon emissions and only 
large-scale global action can reverse a cataclysm akin to the effects of a nuclear 
war. They range from neo-Malthusians theorists of overpopulation and growing 
resource scarcity through Green radicals who embrace the Gaia hypothesis 
of a self-regulating biosphere to respected establishment figures such as the 
astrophysicist Martin Rees, former President of the Royal Society.22 In 2003 
in his book, Our Final Century, Rees gloomily writes: ‘The odds are no better 
than fifty-fifty that our present civilization on Earth will survive to the end of the 
present century’. Catastrophists adhere to pessimistic texts on ecocide such as 
Elizabeth Kolbert’s The Sixth Extinction, Roy Scranton’s Learning to Die in the 
Anthropocene and David Wallace-Wells’s, The Uninhabitable Earth.23

A strand of the catastrophist school is particularly evident amongst some high-
profile commentators in the Western mass media, many of whom pursue an 
alarmist repertoire of ‘believers versus deniers’, imminent human peril and 
inevitable species extinction. As Mark Maslin puts it, ‘climate change is perfect 
for the media: a dramatic story about the end of the world as we know it’.24 As a 
media focus, global warming offers an endless stream of sensationalist television 
coverage that serves to deliver ‘the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of 

20 Michael Shellenberger, Apocalypse Never: Why Environmental Alarmism Hurts Us All, HarperCollins 
Publishers, New York, 2020, p 285.

21 See Nigel Lawson, An Appeal to Reason: A Cool Look at Global Warming, Duckworth Overlook, London, 
2009; Wolfgang Behringer, A Cultural History of Climate, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2010 and John L. 
Brooke, Climate Change and the Course of Human History: A Rough Journey, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2014. 

22 Urry, What is the Future? pp 159–70. For an analysis of neo-Malthusian thinking see Betsy Hartmann, 
‘Converging on Disaster: Climate Security and the Malthusian Anticipatory Regime for Africa’, Geopolitics, 
2014, 19(4): 757–783, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2013.847433; Lucas Bretschger, ‘Malthus in the 
light of climate change’, Center of Economic Research at ETH Working Paper 19/30, May 2019, 1–36. 

23 Martin Rees, Our Final Century: Will the Human Race Survive the Twenty-First Century? Gardners Books, 
London, 2003, p 12 and Martin Rees, On the Future: Prospects for Humanity, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton NJ, 2018, chapter 1; Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, Bloomsbury, 
London, 2014; Roy Scranton, Learning to Die in the Anthropocene: Reflections on the End of a Civilization, 
City Light Books, San Francisco CA, 2015, http://royscranton.net/books/learning-to-die-in-the-anthropocene/; 
David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: A Story of the Future, Penguin, New York, 2017.

24 Mark Maslin, Climate Change: A Very Short Introduction, 3rd ed, Oxford University Press, New York, 2014, p 20.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2013.847433
http://royscranton.net/books/learning-to-die-in-the-anthropocene/
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thought’.25 Yet thought, rather than opinion, is precisely what we need on global 
warming – not least when it comes to linking the subject of climate change to 
the important area of global security and the future of war – and it is to this 
relationship that this article now turns its attention.

Climate change and its implications for global security
As climate change has gained prominence in public policy discussions, attention 
has turned to examining the place of global warming in international and national 
security. While most Western defence and strategic analysts accept the reality 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s climate change scientific 
consensus, there is disagreement on its significance for global security affairs. In 
philosophical outlook, strategic analysts tend to reflect variations of each of the 
gradualist, sceptical and catastrophist schools of thought on global warming. 
Views on climate change and international security range from Australian analyst 
Alan Dupont’s view that climate change challenges are a ‘stress multiplier’ for 
states and need to be included in defence planning to Canadian scholar Simon 
Dalby’s conviction that the intersection of Earth system science and human 
security will dramatically remodel the parameters of strategic planning in the 
Anthropocene era.26

An example of gradualist thinking is expressed in the US CNA (Center for Naval 
Analyses) Corporation’s 2007 and 2014 reports on American national security 
and climate change. The 2007 report, entitled National Security and the Threat 
of Climate Change and authored by a military advisory board composed of 
11 retired generals and admirals, described climate change as ‘a threat multiplier 
for instability’ but did not view the phenomenon as a discrete cause of armed 
conflict.27 The CNA Corporation’s second military advisory board report in 
2014, entitled National Security and the Accelerating Risk of Climate Change, 
bewails the state of the climate change debate in the United States expressing 
dismay that ‘discussions of climate change have become so polarising and 
have receded from the arena of public discourse and debate’.28 While the report 
speculated that the effects of global warming might accelerate in the future from 

25 McMichael, Climate Change and the Health of Nations, p 260. 

26 Alan Dupont, ‘Climate Catastrophe? Climate the Strategic Implications of Climate Change’, Survival, 
50(3):29–54 http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00396330802173107; Simon Dalby, ‘Climate Change: New 
Dimensions of Environmental Security’, RUSI Journal, June/July 2013, 158(3):34–43, http://dx.doi.org/10.10
80/03071847.2013.807583. 

27 The CNA Corporation (Center for Naval Analyses), National Security and the Threat of Climate Change, 
Alexandria VA, 2007, p 44, https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/national%20security%20and%20the%20
threat%20of%20climate%20change.pdf.

28 The CNA Corporation (Center for Naval Analyses), National Security and the Accelerating Risk of Climate 
Change, Alexandria, VA, May 2014, p iii, https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/MAB_5-8-14.pdf. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00396330802173107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03071847.2013.807583
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03071847.2013.807583
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/national%20security%20and%20the%20threat%20of%20climate%20change.pdf
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/national%20security%20and%20the%20threat%20of%20climate%20change.pdf
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/MAB_5-8-14.pdf
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being ‘threat multipliers’ to ‘catalysts for instability and conflict’ – particularly in 
vulnerable parts of Africa and the Middle East – it was careful not to assign a 
direct causal relationship between environmental stressors and war.29

In many ways, the CNA reports have served as intellectual templates for other 
and more recent gradualist approaches to climate change as a security concern 
from the US Department of Defence. Gradualism was inherent in the views of 
Secretaries of Defence such as Dr Ashton Carter and General James Mattis who 
came to view climate change as an ‘instability accelerant’ in underdeveloped 
countries that required a ‘whole-of-government’ response to national security.30 
However, in 2019, a US Army War College report entitled Implications of Climate 
Change for the U.S. Army called for less gradualism and more activism in 
recognising potential changes to the future operating environment arising from 
global warming. The document claimed that the official defence community 
‘does not currently possess an environmentally conscious mindset’.31 The 
report went on to highlight future climatic infrastructural challenges to military 
installations encompassing hydration, electricity, fuel resources and infectious 
disease control. It also noted an absence of ‘climate-change related intelligence’ 
and a ‘lack of climate change – oriented campaign planning and preparation’ 
– singling out a large-scale population dislocation in Bangladesh as a likely 
future humanitarian and disaster relief (HADR) scenario. Ultimately, however, 
the document avoided discussing any causal relationship between a changing 
climate and the character of future war. Indeed, the 2019 War College assessment 
described the US Army as possessing ‘a culture of environmental oblivion’ and 
justified this by explaining:

The Army is not an environmentally friendly organisation. Frankly, 
it is not designed to be [such]. For good reasons, the Army 
focuses on the most effective means to dominate an enemy on the 
battlefield.32

The 2019 US Army War College report was not a great advance on a far more 
comprehensive report from the same institution published over a decade earlier 

29 CNA Corporation, National Security and the Accelerating Risk of Climate Change, 2014, p 2. 

30 For remarks by Carter, Mattis and other American defence officials see Caitlin Werrell and Franscesco Femia, 
‘On the Record: Climate as a Security Risk According to U. S. Administration Officials’, Climate and Security, 
The Center for Climate and Security, The Council on Strategic Risks, Washington DC, 11 April 2017, https://
climateandsecurity.org/2017/04/on-the-record-climate-change-as-a-national-security-risk-according-to-u-s-
administration-officials-3/.

31 United States Army War College, Implications of Climate Change for the U.S. Army, United States Army War 
College, Carlisle Barracks, PA, 2019, p 2. 

32 United States Army War College, Implications of Climate Change for the U.S. Army, pp 1–4; 25.
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in 2008, entitled Global Climate Change: National Security Perspectives.33 
Contributors to this earlier publication expressed scepticism about viewing 
the linkage between the natural environment and national security as anything 
more than an extension of traditional HADR missions undertaken by the military. 
Moreover, most of the 2008 writers insisted that military involvement was an 
instrument of interagency cooperation in a ‘whole-of-government’ approach to 
policy.34 One scholar, Kent Hughes Butts, argued that in order to achieve clarity 
of thought, defence analysts needed to treat global climate change not as a 
military problem but as a ‘subset of environmental security’.35

Despite the caution inherent in the gradualist and sceptical approaches to the 
linkage between climate change and traditional security concerns, other analysts 
have been inclined to adopt a more urgent approach. Research conducted by 
pioneering environmental scholars, such as Thomas F Homer-Dixon, investigating 
links between climate stress and violent conflict appear to have been influential in 
this regard. Writing in the New York Times in April 2007, Homer-Dixon predicted 
that climate stress would breed ‘insurgencies, genocide, guerrilla attacks, gang 
warfare and global terrorism’. Moreover, he warned that climate crisis may well 
‘represent a challenge to international security just as dangerous – and more 
intractable – than the arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War or the proliferation of nuclear weapons among rogue states 
today’.36

In 2008, the Brookings Institution published Climatic Cataclysm: The Foreign 
Policy and National Security Implications of Climate Change, edited by a 
leading national security specialist, Kurt M Campbell.37 The study explored the 
intersection of climate change and national security and sought to ‘provide a 
primer on how climate change can undermine the security of the planet’. The 

33 Carolyn Pumphrey (ed), Global Climate Change: National Security Implications, Strategic Studies Institute, US 
Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA, May 2008, Accession No. ADA480984, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/
pdfs/ADA480984.pdf.

34 See sections by Timothy McKeown, ‘Climate Change, Population Movements, and Conflict’, Joshua Busby, 
‘Under What Conditions Could Climate Change Pose a Threat to US National Security?’, and Richard 
Weitz, ‘Synopsis and Concluding Remarks’, in Pumphrey (ed), Global Climate Change: National Security 
Implications, pp 99–118, pp 142–150, pp 408–418. 

35 Kent Hughes Butts, ‘Climate Change: Complicating the Struggle against Extremist Ideology’, in Pumphrey, 
Global Climate Change: National Security Implications, p 128–29.

36 Thomas Homer-Dixon, ‘Terror in the Weather Forecast’, The New York Times, 24 April 2007, https://
www.nytimes.com/2007/04/24/opinion/24homer-dixon.html. See also Thomas F, Homer Dixon, 
‘Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict, International Security, Summer 1994, 19(1):5–40, https://
doi.org/10.2307/2539147; and ‘On the Threshold: Environmental Changes as Causes of Acute Conflict’, 
International Security, Fall 1991, 16(2):76–116, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539061. 

37 Kurt M. Campbell (ed), Climatic Cataclysm: The Foreign Policy and National Security Implications of 
Climate Change, Brookings Institution Press, Washington DC, 2009. Kindle edition, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/10.7864/j.ctt1262fp. 
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Brookings study outlined three scenarios based on expected (over the next 30 
years), severe (unpredictable effects over a generation or more) and catastrophic 
(out to the end of the century) climate cases.38 The catastrophic scenario posited 
a devastating ‘tipping point’ in the climate system that produces a world in 
which the land-based polar ice sheets have disappeared, global sea levels have 
rapidly risen, and the existing natural order has been destroyed beyond hope 
of repair.39 In an echo of Homer-Dixon, the study warned ‘the United States 
must confront the harsh reality that unchecked climate change will come to 
represent perhaps the single greatest risk to our national security, even greater 
than terrorists, rogue states, the rise of China or the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction’.40

Over a decade later, in 2020, the private think tank, the Center for Climate and 
Security presented another pessimistic report compiled by its National Security, 
Military and Intelligence Panel on Climate Change (NSMIP) entitled A Security 
Threat Assessment of Global Climate Change.41 While conceding that anticipating 
possible climate futures was difficult, the panel believed that unchecked higher 
levels of warming would create ‘new hotspots of political instability, violence and 
conflict’ and ‘pose catastrophic and likely irreversible, security risks across the 
entire world’.42 The document notes that: ‘Without concerted efforts at both 
climate change mitigation and adaptation, we [the world] risk high impact and 
catastrophic threats to our collective and national security.’43 Ultimately, however, 
the NSMIP panel were unable to produce compelling evidence of climate as a 
cause of war.44

In a conceptual sense, the NSMIP report was not a major advance on the findings 
of earlier CNA, US Army War College and Brookings Institution reports defining 
climate change as a ‘threat multiplier’ in armed conflict. Nonetheless, despite 

38 Kurt M. Campbell and Christine Parthemore, ‘National Security and Climate Change in Perspective’, in 
Campbell (ed), Climatic Cataclysm, Kindle edition, loc 42; 280–294, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.
ctt1262fp. 

39 Campbell and Parthemore, National Security and Climate Change in Perspective’, loc 263-266; and Sharon 
Burke, ‘Security Implications of Climate Scenario 3: Catastrophic Climate Change over the Next One 
Hundred Years’, in Campbell (ed), Climatic Cataclysm, pp155–168, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.
ctt1262fp. 

40 Campbell and Parthemore, ‘National Security and Climate Change in Perspective’, in Campbell (ed), Climatic 
Cataclysm, loc 298–301. 

41 Kate Guy et al., A Security Threat Assessment of Global Climate Change: How Likely Warming Scenarios 
Indicate a Catastrophic Security Future, The National Security, Military and Intelligence Panel on Climate 
Change (NSMIP), The Center for Climate and Security, Council on Strategic Risks (Caitlin Werrell and 
Femia Francesco eds), Washington DC, February 2020, https://climateandsecurity.org/a-security-threat-
assessment-of-global-climate-change/. 

42 Guy et al., A Security Threat Assessment of Global Climate Change, p 14, p 72. 

43 Guy et al., A Security Threat Assessment of Global Climate Change, p 6. 

44 Guy et al., A Security Threat Assessment of Global Climate Change, p 23. 
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their limitations, the above documents have been successful in achieving one 
distinct outcome: the securitisation of the climate change debate.45 Securitisation 
has in turn been the catalyst for the rise of a literature that views ‘climate wars’ 
and a ‘climate–conflict’ nexus as representing the long-term future of war.

The dangers of securitisation: climate wars and the 
climate–conflict nexus
There are two strands of thinking on the connections between climate, war and 
security. For the sake of clarity, it is important to distinguish between them. The 
first strand emphasises the coming reality of ‘climate wars’ and highlights a 
distinct climate–conflict nexus. This strand tends to be dominated by strategic 
analysts and security specialists as well as writers who seek to directly link 
climate change with war and armed conflict but whose methodologies are 
often speculative and dependent on futuristic scenarios rather than weight of 
available research data. The second strand is often composed of analysts from 
the interdisciplinary world of environmental studies – embracing geographers, 
economists and political scientists – who are strongly evidence-based in method 
and who disagree on whether there is direct causation inherent in the climate 
change and armed conflict nexus. Understanding these two strands of thinking 
is important if we are to evaluate the process by which the climate change 
debate has become securitised over the past two decades.

The security analysts: climate wars and climate–conflict proponents

Much of the writing on climate wars and a climate–conflict nexus assumes a 
model of future conflict between the natural and the social worlds as representing 
the wars of the future. An important milestone in the evolution of this literature 
was a scenario report commissioned by the legendary Director of the Pentagon’s 
Office of Net Assessment (ONA), Andrew Marshall, at the beginning of the new 
millennium. The report published in 2003 and entitled, An Abrupt Climate Change 
Scenario and its Implications for United States National Security was written by 
two leading American futurists, Peter Schwartz and Doug Randall.46 The ONA 
document sought to ‘imagine the unthinkable’ and ‘to push the boundaries 
of current research on climate change’ out to the year 2020. The document 

45 Anatol Lieven, ‘Climate Change and the State: A Case for Environmental Realism’, Survival, April-May 2020, 
62(2):7–26, https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1739945 and Anatol Lieven, Climate Change and the 
Nation State: The Realist Case, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2020, Kindle edition, pp 6–25. 

46 Peter Schwartz and Doug Randall, An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario and Its Implications for United 
States National Security, Office of Net Assessment, US Department of Defense, Washington DC, 2003, 
available in PDF format via https://australiainstitute.org.au/report/an-abrupt-climate-change-scenario-and-
its-implications-for-united-states-national-security/. See also Mark Townsend and Paul Harris, ‘Now the 
Pentagon tells Bush: climate change will destroy us’, The Observer (London), 22 February 2004 12.33 AEDT 
at https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2004/feb/22/usnews.theobserver 
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postulated a near future of melting polar glaciers, the coming of a European 
climate resembling that of Siberia, and a drought and famine-ridden Asia and 
Africa. Underpinning the authors’ vision of a dystopian world lay a Hobbesian-
Malthusian style vision of endemic armed conflict with humanity increasingly 
plagued by ‘constant battles for diminishing resources’.47

Although the ONA study was more of a futuristic ‘think piece’ for contemplation 
than a realistic and accurate forecast with policy value, the imprimatur of the 
Pentagon’s leading military strategist influenced the trajectory of subsequent 
literature on climate war. In spirit, much of the published work came to echo 
the statements of politicians such as President Ali Bongo Ondimba of Gabon 
who, in 2012, asserted that climate change in Africa would be the ‘cause [of] 
armed conflicts in 23 countries, and political unrest in another 13’.48 Examples 
of the climate war and conflict literature include the work of Michael Klare, 
Harald Welzer, Gwynne Dyer, Christian Parenti, Jeffrey Mazo and James R Lee. 
Collectively, these studies argue that both climate-change war and climate-
change conflict will proliferate and dominate in the years ahead as droughts, 
floods and melting polar ice flows affect humanity creating dwindling resources, 
desertification, shrinking water supplies, state failure, rising sea levels threaten 
South Pacific and Asian lowlands and cause mass human migrations.49

In Resource Wars, Michael Klare predicts a new geography of conflict in which 
wars over shrinking water supplies and energy become ‘the most distinctive 
feature of the global security environment’.50 These conflicts include projected 
water wars in the Nile valley and the Tigris-Euphrates basins through to energy 
wars in the Caspian Sea and oil wars in the South China Sea. Harald Welzer 
and Jeffrey Mazo come to similar conclusions in their respective books. Welzer’s 
Climate Wars foresees a future of ‘never-ending wars’ arising from ecological 

47 Schwartz and Randall, An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario, pp 16–17, 22–23; Nils Gilman, Peter Schwartz 
and Doug Randall, ‘Climate Change and “Security”’, in John S Dryzek, Richard B Norgaard and David 
Scholsberg (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Climate Change and Society, Oxford University Press, New York, 
2011, passim https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199566600.003.0017.

48 Jan Selby and Clemens Hoffmann, ‘Rethinking Climate Change, Conflict, and Security’, Geopolitics, 2014,  
19(4):747–48, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14650045.2014.964866.

49 See Michael T Klare, All Hell Breaking Loose: The Pentagon Perspective on Climate Change, Metropolitan 
Books, Henry Holt and Company, 2019 and Michael T Klare, Resource Wars: The New Landscape of 
Global Conflict, Metropolitan Books, New York, 2001; Harald Welzer, Climate Wars: What People will be 
Killed for in the 21st Century (Patrick Camiller trans), Polity Press, London, 2017; Christian Parenti, Tropic 
of Chaos: Climate Change and the New Geography of Violence, Bold Type Books, New York, Kindle 
edition, 2011; Gwynne Dyer, Climate Wars: The Fight for Survival as the World Overheats, OneWorld 
Publishers, Oxford, 2011; Jeffrey Mazo, Climate Conflict: How global warming threatens security and 
what to do about it, International Institute for Strategic Studies, London, 2010, Kindle edition, https://doi.
org/10.4324/9780203824108; and James R Lee, Climate Change and Armed Conflict: Hot and Cold Wars, 
Routledge, London, 2009, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203872208. 

50 Klare, Resource Wars, Introduction and passim. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199566600.003.0017
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14650045.2014.964866
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203824108
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203824108
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203872208


Crutzen versus Clausewitz: the debate on climate change and the future of war

61

disaster, claiming the conflict in Darfur between African farmers and Arab nomadic 
herders represented the ‘first climate war’. In Climate Conflict, Mazo notes that, 
in terms of causation, a greenhouse-induced drought in the Horn of Africa was 
the most critical factor underlying the Darfur conflict. He concludes that, despite 
contributing political issues of communal violence and weak governance, ‘the 
fighting in Darfur can accurately be labelled the first modern climate-change 
conflict’.51

Christian Parenti’s Tropic of Chaos investigates what the author styles as ‘climate 
war forensics’ in the Global South’s fragile states. His book seeks to reveal a 
pattern of anthropogenic climatic factors at play in a ‘tropic of chaos’ involving 
wars and rebellions ranging from the Horn of Africa through Kyrgyzstan and 
Afghanistan to various Latin American countries.52 Parenti believes that climate-
change wars and climate-induced conflicts will supersede traditional Western 
concerns about conventional inter-state war. Instead, there is a ‘geography 
of climatologically driven civil war’ emerging, which, because of its threat to 
planetary order, will require ‘open-ended counterinsurgency on a global scale’ 
and come to dominate military affairs in the twenty-first century.53

A similar planetary crisis emerges in probably the most baroque book in the 
climate–conflict literature, Climate Change and Armed Conflict by James R Lee. 
The author speculates that the globe faces a protracted ‘Climate Change War’. 
The latter involves what Lee calls an ‘Equatorial tension belt’ across Africa and 
Central Asia of hot wars emanating from warming and a ‘Polar tension belt’ in 
the Western hemisphere of cold wars, stemming from melting Arctic ice.54 He 
predicts:

The Cold War lasted nearly half a century. The Climate Change 
War will be a global period of instability that will last centuries. The 
period of the greatest instability will be the twenty-first century.55

Drawing inspiration from HG Wells’s 1895 science-fiction novel, The Time 
Machine, Lee speculates that the coming hot and cold global climate wars may 
result in developed societies resembling the Eloi, as the prey of the Morlocks of 
underdeveloped societies. Lee writes, ‘it is possible, but not perfect to substitute 

51 Welzer, Climate Wars, pp 61, 62–65 and chapter 7; Mazo, Climate Conflict, chapter 3 and pp 79–85, 74. 

52 Parenti, Tropic of Chaos, p 4, pp 10–11 and chapters 2–3, 7, 10 and 16. 

53 Parenti, Tropic of Chaos, pp 9–10. 

54 Lee, Climate Change and Armed Conflict, pp 5–16. 

55 Lee, Climate Change and Armed Conflict, p 2.
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developed countries (Eloi) and underdeveloped countries (Morlocks) into the 
lexicon of Wells’.56

Some climate wars theorists, such as Klare and Dyer, have called upon Western 
militaries to transition from planning for traditional warfighting functions to 
preparing to manage ‘environmental-related conflicts’ with an emphasis on civil 
defence, migration issues and refugee protection.57 The British environmentalist, 
John Elkington, has called for Western military establishments to consider the 
challenges posed by ecocide and the changing biosphere as ‘[the] new core 
business of the armed services’.58 More recently, the American scholar, Anatol 
Lieven, has demanded that ‘Western military establishments and military chiefs 
must declare much more strongly and consistently that climate change poses a 
potentially existential threat to the nations they are sworn to defend’.59

There are two major problems with the work of climate wars and climate-related-
conflict writers. The first problem is their climatic determinism caused largely 
by a lack of historical perspective of the interaction between the geography of 
the natural world and humanity’s conduct of war. The second problem is their 
almost complete lack of knowledge of military affairs and of defence and security 
analysis.

In terms of the first problem, throughout the history of arms, there has always 
been an important relationship between climate and the waging of wars. It was 
Russia’s continental climate with its severe winter which played the key role in 
thwarting the invasions of Napoleon and Hitler. As Napoleon’s aide, General 
Philippe-Paul de Segur, observed of the French survivors of 1812: ‘It was the 
ghost of the Grande Armée. They felt they had been defeated only by Nature’.60 
Similarly, in the First World War, the damp maritime climate of lowland Flanders 
helped shape a protracted trench deadlock. In more recent wars, Vietnam’s 
tropical monsoon climate, Iraq’s arid deserts and Afghanistan’s subarctic 
mountain climate all affected the efficacy of American-led military operations.61 Yet 
conceding that climate has always played a role in warfare is very different from 

56 Lee, Climate Change and Armed Conflict, pp 17, 24–25.

57 Michael T Klare, ‘Global Warming Battlefields: How Climate Change Threatens Security’, Current History, 
November 2007, 106(703):355–361, p 361, https://doi.org/10.1525/curh.2007.106.703.355; Dyer, Climate 
Wars, p 10. 

58 John Elkington, ‘Military for Sustainability’, in Jorgen Randers (ed), 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next 
Forty Years. A Report to the Club of Rome Commemorating the Fortieth Anniversary of The Limits to 
Growth, Chelsea Green, White River, VT, 2012, Kindle edition, loc 3859-3867, https://www.clubofrome.org/
publication/2052/ see also http://www.2052.info/glimpse7-4/. 

59 Lieven, ‘Climate Change and the State: A Case for Environmental Realism’, p 11. 

60 See for example Harold A Winters with Gerald E Galloway Jr, William J Reynolds and David W Rhyne, Battling 
the Elements: Weather and Terrain in the Conduct of War, The Johns Hopkins Press, Baltimore, 1998, p 86.

61 See David R Petriello, Tide of War: The Impact of Weather on Warfare, Skyhorse Publishing, New York, 2018.
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the proposition that the phenomenon of global warming will, in future decades, 
become a predominant cause of war – so forcing defence establishments to 
reconfigure themselves for the peculiarities of the Anthropocene.

A historical perspective reveals much of value about the relationship between 
climate variation and war from our pre-industrial past. For example, a reading 
of Geoffrey Parker’s magisterial study, Global Crisis: War, Climate Change and 
Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century demonstrates that when it comes to 
climate and war correlation is not the same as causation.62 Parker’s scholarship 
demonstrates how the pre-Westphalian and pre-industrial world of the 
seventeenth century endured the most pronounced global climate anomaly of 
the past 8,000 years, namely the global cooling of the Little Ice Age – an event 
that coincided with revolutions, wars and famines – that killed a third of humanity. 
In linking the Little Ice Age with the global political upheavals of the seventeenth 
century, Parker firmly rejects ‘climatic determinism’ and the proposition that 
‘global cooling must have somehow caused recession and revolution around 
the world simply because climate change is the only plausible denominator’.63

The Thirty Years War, the English Civil War and the Glorious Revolution, the 
Ottoman threat to Eastern Europe; the rise of France under the Sun King, 
Louis XIV – as well as the long wars that plagued China, India and Japan – 
were not caused by the climatic conditions of the Little Ice Age. They were 
historical events in which, ‘natural and human factors combined to create a 
comprehensive demographic, social, economic, and political catastrophe that 
lasted for two generations’.64 Yet, the world survived the crisis of global cooling. 
The struggles and turmoil of the seventeenth century were accompanied by an 
era of European intellectual progress and discovery in what has been called ‘the 
age of genius’ – the epoch in which Galileo, Newton, Descartes, Bacon, Kepler 
and Copernicus transformed human understanding of the natural world. Society 
in Europe adapted to the Little Ice Age. It emerged economically reconstructed 
and more politically powerful than before through post-Westphalian state building 
and a scientific revolution that led to the Enlightenment and on to modernity.65 
If there is a lesson from the seventeenth century’s experience of global cooling 
for the twenty-first century’s era of global warming it is that, despite a potential 
for endemic strife and turmoil, with a combination of political adaptation, human 
ingenuity and technological innovation humanity remains capable of overcoming 

62 Geoffrey Parker, Global Crisis: War, Climate Change and Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century, Abridged 
and Revised Edition, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2017. https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt32bksk

63 Parker, Global Crisis, p xvii; chapters 1–2. 

64 Parker, Global Crisis, p xx. 

65 AC Grayling, The Age of Genius: The Seventeenth Century and the Birth of the Modern Mind, Bloomsbury, 
London, 2016, especially chapters 16–18. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt32bksk


Michael Evans

Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies  |  Vol. 3 No. 164

a global crisis. Too much of today’s environmental scholarship underestimates 
humanity’s potential to undertake sociopolitical adaptation to, and mitigation of, 
global warming.66

The second problem in the work of many climate wars advocates is, ironically, 
their weak grasp of military affairs and defence analysis. This deficiency has left 
their work open to criticism by several professional security analysts. As James 
Woolsey, the former head of the Central Intelligence Agency observed in 2008, 
linking climate change to warfare is especially daunting. This is because not only 
do environmental and security issues involve radically different worldviews, but 
there is also the challenge of mastering knowledge of multiple disciplines ranging 
from atmospheric science and agricultural hydrology to energy economics 
and strategic studies. Woolsey cautioned that climate change represented a 
‘malignant’, as distinct from a ‘malevolent’, problem. Using a formulation derived 
from Albert Einstein, Woolsey characterised a malignant problem as a raffiniert, 
or threat derived from nature, as opposed to a malevolent problem, a boshaft, 
emanating from a human adversary intent on inflicting intentional harm’.67

The case of Arctic climate change and its potential for armed conflict is a useful 
example of Woolsey’s ‘malignancy’ proposition. A superficial reading of the 
effects of polar warming might suggest a future of great power maritime war over 
the Arctic’s large and valuable oil and gas resources. Yet most Arctic security 
analysts view war in the region as highly improbable and emphasise the reality of 
geopolitical cooperation over speculations on military conflict.68 As the German 
security specialist, Helga Haftendorn, notes, the Arctic presents itself today as 
‘an area of peaceful cooperation devoid of acute military threats’. She goes on 
to write:

There are two explanations for the dichotomy between an 
expectation of violent conflict due to competition for scarce 
resources and the existence of a basically peaceful situation in the 

66 Ed Atkins, ‘Environmental Conflict: A Misnomer?’, in Gustavo Sosa-Nunez and Ed Atkins (eds), Environment, 
Climate Change and International Relations, E-International Relations Publishing, Bristol, 2016, pp 100–108, 
https://www.e-ir.info/2016/05/12/environmental-conflict-a-misnomer/; Harry F Lee. ‘Measuring the effect of 
climate change on wars in history’, Asian Geographer, 2018, 35(2):123–142, https://doi.org/10.1080/102257
06.2018.1504807. 

67 James Woolsey, ‘A Partnership Deal: Malevolent and Malignant Threats’, in Campbell (ed), Climatic 
Cataclysm: The Foreign Policy and National Security Implications of Climate Change, loc 22111-2216, n35. 

68 See Heather Exner-Pirot, ‘Between Militarization and Disarmament: Challenges for Arctic Security in the 
Twenty-First Century’, in Lassi Heininen and Heather Exner-Pirot (eds), Climate Change and Arctic Security: 
Searching for a Paradigm Shift, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2020, Kindle edition, pp 91–106, loc 2075-
2390. Other studies that highlight cooperation over conflict include Joachim Weber (ed), Handbook on 
Geopolitics and Security in the Arctic: The High North Between Cooperation and Confrontation, Springer, 
Switzerland AG, 2020; Christian Le Mière and Jeffrey Mazo, Arctic Opening: Insecurity and Opportunity, 
Routledge for the IISS, London, 2013; and James Kraska (ed), Arctic Security in an Age of Climate Change, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2011.
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Arctic region. One is that the Arctic states are realizing that they 
have more to gain from cooperation than confrontation. The other 
answer refers to the tremendous pressure of the impact of climate 
change that forces them to close ranks to fight the emanating 
risks.69

A directly military-oriented critique of the climate wars proponents was made 
in 2016 by retired American general and leading soldier-scholar Robert Scales. 
He took the climate wars writers to task for their inability, or unwillingness, to 
distinguish between intra-state wars and inter-state wars. He noted that the last 
war over water resources was between two Sumerian cities in the middle of the 
third millennium BC over the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.70 Scales went on to 
observe:

Environmental activism aside, the three-thousand-year historical 
record of human conflict argues conclusively against any causal 
relationship between war and temperature. Let me be more 
specific. Never in the written history of warfare, from Megiddo in 
1,500 BC to the Syrian civil war today, is there any evidence that 
wars are caused by warmer air.71

Scales was not alone in his scepticism. Earlier in 2011, the French defence 
specialist, Bruno Tertrais criticised the climate wars advocates for their lack of 
understanding of the history of warfare. Tertrais pointed out that historically, 
warmer eras have meant fewer wars since colder climates yield reduced harvests, 
more famines and increased predation by humans – as in the Thirty Years War 
of the seventeenth century.72 He employed statistical evidence to suggest that, 
if there was any significant link between warfare and warming, then, the number 
of conflicts should have risen since the 1990s. In 1989, there were 35 wars 
occurring around the globe; yet in 2009, the number dropped to 17. In particular, 
and despite incidences of prolonged drought and desertification, there has 
been a decrease in the number of civil wars. Tertrais concluded his critique by 
observing:

In the modern era, the evolution of the climate is not an essential 
factor to explain collective violence. Nothing indicates that ‘water 

69 Helga Haftendorf, ‘Arctic security: new challenges in a diverse region’, in Joachim Krause and Sebastian 
Bruns, Routledge Handbook of Naval Strategy and Security, Routledge, New York, 2016, pp 133-34. 

70 Robert Scales, Scales on War: The Future of America’s Military at Risk, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis MD, 
2016, p 35–40.

71 Scales, Scales on War, p 41. 

72 Bruno Tetrais, ‘The Climate Wars Myth’, The Washington Quarterly, Summer 2011, 34(3):17–29, https://doi.
org/10.1080/0163660X.2011.587951.
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wars’ or floods of ‘climate refugees’ are on the horizon. And to 
claim that climate change may have an impact on security is to 
state the obvious – but it does not make it meaningful for defense 
planning.73

The dual problems of a lack of historical perspective and a weak grasp of military 
affairs by the security strand in thinking on climate wars is further compounded 
by disagreements inside the academic environmental studies community on the 
climate–conflict nexus. It is to an analysis of this important community that this 
article now turns.

The environmental studies community: evidentiary division over war 
and warming

The academic environmental studies community tend to be much more aware of 
climate-change scholarship than many of the analysts and writers in the security 
strand of thinking on the subject. In general, environmental scholars are wary 
of both the climate wars thesis and the climate–conflict nexus because they 
recognise the reality that interdisciplinary complexities have raised disagreements 
over the evidentiary basis of warfare and warming within their ranks. Indeed, 
many scholars are inclined to dismiss the climate wars thesis while often viewing 
the climate–conflict nexus as a form of neo-Malthusian thinking on resource 
scarcity and drought whose trends are taken out of context.74 As Swiss scholar, 
Benedict Korf writes, the climate–conflict narrative is deeply flawed because it 
is based on a Malthusian interpretation of the scientific literature relating mainly 
to Africa, leading to what he calls the adoption of ‘imaginative geographies of 
climate wars’.75

Similarly, in 2011, a major study by a group of leading Norwegian researchers 
from the Centre for Civil War at the Peace Research Institute in Oslo, found 
little evidence of ‘water wars’ and drought-induced military conflicts in Africa. 
The study concluded that the ‘climate wars thesis’, based on a systematic 
covariance of drought and armed conflict, was not evident and that there was 
‘no direct short-term relationship between drought and civil war onset, even 

73 Tetrais, ‘The Climate Wars Myth’, p 17, pp 18–28.

74 Selby and Hoffmann, ‘Rethinking Climate Change, Conflict and Security’, 754, 748–51; Jan Selby et al., 
‘Climate Change and the Syrian Civil War Revisited’, Political Geography, 2017, 60:232–44, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2017.05.007; Idean Salehyan, ‘From Climate Change to Conflict: No Consensus Yet’, 
Journal of Peace Research, 2008, 45(3):315–326, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022343308088812. 

75 Benedikt Korf, ‘The Imaginative Geographies of Climate Wars’, Procedia: Social and Behavioural Sciences, 
2011, 14:315–326, 36, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.017.
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https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022343308088812
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.017


Crutzen versus Clausewitz: the debate on climate change and the future of war

67

within contexts presumed most conducive to violence’.76 In July 2019, the journal 
Nature published a synoptic assessment of the relationship between climate and 
armed conflict based on ‘the structured judgments of [14] experts from diverse 
disciplines’ including environmental science, geography, sociology, economics, 
political science and international relations.77 Using a research design that 
drew on probabilistic analysis, crosscutting reviews and meta-analyses of data 
to reconcile diverse data, the researchers found that climate variability and/or 
change ranked low as a cause of armed conflict. The experts reported:

We conclude that there is agreement that climate variability and 
change shape the risk of organized armed conflict within countries. 
In conflicts to date, however, the role of climate is judged to be 
small compared to other drivers of conflict, and the mechanisms 
by which climate affects conflict are uncertain.78

The Nature assessment reinforced another 2019 review of the evidence for the 
nexus between climate change, armed conflict and human security undertaken 
by American scholar, Joshua Busby.79 Busby criticised the narrow focus on 
intra-state wars by researchers and highlighted the existence of significant 
interdisciplinary differences in the environmental studies field. He found little 
convincing evidence that revealed a justification to classify either Darfur or Syria 
as climate wars. Moreover, he concluded that most climate models were too 
focused on far-off time horizons – such as the year 2100 – in a manner that 
could only be unrealistic for today’s policy audiences concerned with developing 
climate and security strategies.80

Other scholars have highlighted how research into the climate–conflict nexus is 
prone to a form of sampling and selection bias that confuses short-term climatic 
variability (extreme weather, floods and bushfires) with long-term climatic change 
(widespread patterns of change over decades). Scholars such as the Norwegian 
political scientist Halvard Buhaug, the Swiss economist, Vally Koubi and the 
British environmentalist Corinne Schoch have all noted that the evidence from 
conflicts in Darfur and Syria, represents specific and localised wars that cannot 

76 Ole Magnus Theisen, Helge Holtermann and Halvard Buhaug, ‘”Climate Wars?”: Assessing the Claim 
that Drought Breeds Conflict’, International Security, Winter 2011/12, 36(3):79–106, 104, www.jstor.org/
stable/41428110. 

77 Katharine J. Mach, et al., ‘Climate as a Risk Factor for Armed Conflict’, Nature, 11 July 2019, 571:193–97, 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1300-6. The study involved leading figures in climate change studies 
such as Halvard Buhaug, Marshall Burke and Philip Roessler.

78 Mach, Climate as a Risk Factor for Armed Conflict, p 196. 

79 Joshua Busby, The Field of Climate and Security: A Scan of the Literature, Social Science Research Council, 
New York, April 2019, pp 1–18, https://www.ssrc.org/publications/view/the-field-of-climate-and-security-a-
scan-of-the-literature/

80 Busby, The Field of Climate and Security, p 4, p 9. 
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possibly yield what Buhaug calls a ‘comparative, generalized analytical design’ 
representative of a widespread pattern of climate change and war. Indeed, 
he advises that for the sake of scholarly credibility, the very term climate wars 
should be avoided by researchers ‘at all costs’.81 For his part, Koubi notes a 
fundamental confusion between correlation and causation of climate change 
and violent conflict; while Schoch concludes, ‘the climate-war/conflict nexus [is] 
characterised by conjecture, extrapolations and a limited set of facts’.82

Such conjecture, extrapolation and the use of limited evidence by some 
proponents of the climate wars-conflict proposition – whether from the security 
or environmental studies strands of thought – also serves to obscure grave legal 
and moral dangers about the subject of climate and armed conflict. The idea 
of wars being caused by climatic issues, as opposed to political factors, may 
serve to act as an alibi for military dictators who use adverse environmental 
conditions to conceal the pursuit of repression and genocide. An illustration 
of this situation is the case of Colonel Mengistu Hailie Mariam – the Marxist 
dictator of Ethiopia who in the mid-1980s – who exploited drought and famine 
conditions in the rebel provinces of Tigray and Eritrea to enforce the ‘Red Terror’, 
a pogrom masquerading as a relief program of ‘villagisation’. Up to half a million 
people were killed. In 2007, Human Rights Watch described Mengistu’s actions 
as ‘one of the most systematic uses of mass murder by a state ever witnessed 
in Africa’.83

Alongside legal and moral questions, other authors have raised issues concerning 
how journalistic pressures and populism have contributed to an atmosphere 
in which activism is as important as analysis.84 Indeed, given the paucity of 
evidence of climate and war, some researchers have questioned whether it is 
even ‘conceptually fruitful to be talking about climate change and conflict at 

81 Halvard Buhaug, ‘Climate–conflict research: some reflections on the way forward’, WIREs Climate 
Change, 18 February 2015, 6:269–275, p 270, https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.336; and Halvard Buhaug, 
‘Climate Change and Conflict: Taking Stock’, Peace Economics, Peace Science and Public Policy, 2016, 
22(4):331–338, p 332, https://doi.org/10.1515/peps-2016-0034; Vally Koubi, ‘Climate Change and Conflict’, 
Annual Review of Political Science, 2019, 22:343–360, p 356, p 343, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
polisci-050317-070830; and Corinne Schoch, Rethinking Climate Change as a Security Threat, International 
Institute for Environment and Development (iied publications), London, October 2011, p 1, https://pubs.iied.
org/17101iied. For the issue of sampling bias see Courtland Adams, Tobias Ide, Jon Barnett, Adrien Detges, 
‘Sampling bias in climate-conflict research’, Nature Climate Change, March 2018, 8:200–203, https://doi.
org/10.1038/s41558-018-0068-2; and Tim Forsyth and Meraike Schomerus, Climate Change and Conflict: A 
Systematic Evidence Review, JSRP Paper 8, The Justice and Security Research Programme, London School 
of Economics, London, September 2013, pp 8–33, http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/56352/.

82 Koubi, ‘Climate Change and Conflict’, p 343; Schoch, Rethinking Climate Change as a Security Threat, p 1.

83 Cited in AAP, ‘Ethiopian Dictator in Exile Gets Life Term’, The New York Times, 12 January 2007,  
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/12/world/africa/12briefs-ethiopiadictator.html. 

84 Mach, ‘Climate as a Risk Factor for Armed Conflict’; Betsy Hartmann, ‘Rethinking climate refugees and 
climate conflict: rhetoric, reality and the politics of policy discourse’, Journal of International Development,  
23 February 2010, 22(2):233–246, p 242, https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.1676. 
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all’.85 The weak evidence led the environmental studies community to state in 
the 2014 IPCC Fifth Assessment Report that ‘collectively the research does 
not conclude that there is a strong positive relationship between warming and 
armed conflict’.86 In 2017, the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs reinforced this view stating ‘independently, climate change does not lead 
to violence ... It is the intersection between vulnerability to climate change and 
broader institutional and socioeconomic fragility that drives the potential for 
conflict and violence’.87

The above evidentiary difficulties and the lack of a unitary logic at work on 
climate securitisation raise the question of the character of any future research 
agenda into climate change and armed conflict. Given regional conflict variations 
and significant differences in the typologies of warfare (inter-state, intra-state, 
conventional and unconventional and the emergence of space and cyber 
domains to those of land, sea and air), generalisations about a climate wars 
thesis or assertions of a climate–conflict nexus are of little value to the strategic 
policy world. Indeed, they may be seen to smack of education by zealotry in 
which an ‘absence of evidence is not evidence of absence’. To be credible, future 
research into the relationship between climate and security linkages requires what 
historian Dipesh Chakrabarty describes as a sustained ‘conversation between 
disciplines’. This conversation must be based on a recognition that humanity 
in the twenty-first century lacks a single, universalising sense of modernity but 
instead inhabits ‘an integrated world of multiple and multiplying modernities’.88 In 
a world of diverse forms of modernity, analytical discrepancies between the fields 
of qualitative and quantitative climate-change research – alongside questions 
concerning differing patterns of geopolitical, demographic and migratory change 
– must be recognised as ongoing and holistic research challenges by scholars 
interested in studying climate securitisation.89

85 Ragnhild Nordäs and Nils Petter Gleditsch, Climate Conflict: Common Sense or Nonsense? [Conference 
Paper], PRIO Publication, Centre for the Study of Civil War, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2005. p 24 
available as PDF via https://css.ethz.ch/en/services/digital-library/publications/publication.html/38142. 

86 IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II and III to the Fifth 
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Geneva, Switzerland, p 16,  
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/syr/. 

87 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, (OCHA) Understanding the Climate–
Conflict Nexus from a Humanitarian Perspective: A New Quantitative Approach, OCHA Policy and Studies 
Series, Occasional Policy Paper, New York, May 2016 | 017, p 9, https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/
Understanding%20the%20climate-conflict%20nexus.pdf. 

88 Chakrabarty, ‘The Climate of History: Four Theses’, p 219.

89 On research challenges see, for example, Kathleen Hermans and Tobias Ide, ‘Advancing research on climate 
change, conflict and migration’, DIE ERDE: Journal of the Geographical Society of Berlin, 2019, 150(1):40–44, 
https://www.die-erde.org/index.php/die-erde/article/view/411. 
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Accordingly, the climate wars thesis and climate–conflict nexus must become 
embedded in sophisticated whole-of-government research approaches in which 
security concerns are carefully analysed using methods that explore multiple 
pathways and contexts, employ rigorous data disaggregation and examine 
comparative environmental variables both within, and between, regions.90 The 
need in coming years is for researchers to develop innovative conceptual tools 
of comparative risk assessment and matrix methodologies. As one study notes, 
improved conceptual tools are required to study different global, regional and 
national geographical areas ‘in new ways to give insight into the world’s most 
salient risks regarding climate change and its consequences for security’.91 
Analysts must grasp the reality that climate-change security is less about 
sovereign state defence and the armed forces thanit is about the promotion of 
a form of interagency sustainable security that, outside of large-scale disaster 
relief, is primarily a civil responsibility. In a conception of sustainable security, 
the fusion of civil emergency services, economic diplomacy, development aid 
and an understanding of human security are more important measures towards 
climate mitigation than the singular role of military establishments.92

Given the many flaws in contemporary research into climate wars and 
conflict, far more holistic methods must be applied to assess climate change 
mechanisms and to identify any future accelerants that may link global warming 
to security concerns. ‘As risks grow under future climate change’, the authors 
of the 2019 Nature synoptic assessment caution, ‘many more potential 
climate–conflict linkages [may] become relevant and extend beyond historical 
experiences’.93 Greater national and international use of interagency climate 
advisory and infrastructure watch bodies; investment in stronger civil emergency 
service organisations; more intense and holistic climate security dialogues; 
and environmental intelligence-sharing measures will be required to inform 
policymaking in the years ahead.94

90 Marshall Burke, Solomon M Hsiang and Edward Miguel, ‘Climate and Conflict’, The Annual Review of 
Economics, 13 May 2015, 17:577–617, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-080614-115430. 

91 Femke Remmits, Elisabeth Dick, and Michel Rademaker, Climate Security Assessment: A Methodology and 
Assessment of the Nexus between Climate Hazards and Security of Nations and Regions, The Hague, The 
Hague Centre for Strategic Studies, December 2020, p 9 and chapter 1. 

92 Rymn J. Parsons, Taking Up the Security Challenge of Climate Change, Strategic Studies Institute, US Army 
War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA, August 2009, pp 5-7. 

93 Mach, et al., ‘Climate as a Risk Factor for Armed Conflict’, p 196. 

94 See the suggestions by The Climate Security Advisory Group, A Climate Security Plan for America: A 
Presidential Plan for Combating the Security Risks of Climate Change, The Center for Climate Security, 
Washington DC, September 2019, https://climateandsecurity.org/climatesecurityplanforamerica/; and Erin 
Sikorsky, ‘Analyzing the Climate Security Threat: Key Actions for the US Intelligence Community, War on the 
Rocks, 22 January 2021, https://warontherocks.com/2021/01/analyzing-the-climate-security-threat-key-
actions-for-the-u-s-intelligence-community/ 
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Conclusion
The notion that climate conflicts will dominate the future of war owes little to either 
mainstream strategic studies analysis or to the interdisciplinary environmental 
studies community. Moreover, climate-change security analysis has, to date, 
not followed a unitary logic but varies greatly due to a multiplicity of different 
disciplinary lenses. Yet, even if the proposition of ‘climate wars’ had credibility, 
we might paraphrase Georges Clemenceau and say that climate change is far 
too important to be left to the generals. The securitisation of climate change over 
the past two decades is an unwelcome development as it has often contributed 
to narrow and overly speculative forms of research. The securitisation of 
climate change serves only to obscure the reality that global warming is a vastly 
complex area of public policy requiring both international and national whole-
of-government approaches in which socioeconomic, technological and energy 
factors are likely to be of far more importance than the uses of the armed forces. 
A predominance of international effort needs to be directed at what Crutzen 
once described as the ‘daunting and difficult task [of] the global research 
and engineering community to guide mankind towards global, sustainable, 
environmental management’.95

More than 20 years of research on the linkages between climate change 
and warfare demonstrate no direct causal link between the two phenomena. 
The significance of climate change in strategic analysis continues to lie in its 
capacity to act as a ‘threat multiplier’ and accelerant through interaction with 
traditional political sources of war and conflict. Beyond prudent monitoring of the 
parameters of climate policy and maintaining a mission focus to deliver timely 
humanitarian aid and disaster relief to reinforce civilian emergency services, it is 
difficult to view climate security as a compelling independent priority for Western 
professional militaries. While Western defence departments must be clearly 
aware of any emerging environmental security issues as they relate to military 
readiness, basing infrastructure and operational effectiveness, such awareness 
should not be related to the so far unproven idea that climate conflict represents 
the future of war.

95 Quoted in Chakrabarty, ‘The Climate of History: Four Theses’, p 211.
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Gaia, the earth goddess is likely to remain an improbable partner for the fierce 
warrior-god Ares; and there is nothing occurring in human affairs to challenge the 
veracity of Thucydides’ statement that wars stem from the ‘fear, honour and 
interest’ inherent in the human condition. 96 Nor should Clausewitzian thinking on 
war as an extension of politics by other means be distorted, or weakened, by 
any quixotic forms of military environmentalism. Warfighting, not climate change 
mitigation, must remain the central mission of professional Western armed 
forces. In short, it is impractical to suggest that defence planners and military 
professionals reduce their knowledge of human-based geopolitical awareness, 
strategic analysis, operational warfare and the study of weapons technology in 
favour of concentrating on the science of the biosphere and a contemplation of 
ecocide. For the foreseeable future, then, there is little reason to suppose that 
the variables of Crutzen’s Anthropocene will replace the gestalt of Clausewitz’s 
On War in the classrooms of the world’s war colleges and defence academies.

96 Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War (Robert B 
Strassler ed, Victor Davis Hanson ed (introduction), Richard Crawley trans), Free Press, New York, 1998, p 43.
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