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ABSTRACT

Strategic Scarcity:
The Origins and Impact of Environmental Conflict Ideas
Elizabeth Hartmann

This thesis examines the origins and impact of environmental conflict ideas. It
focuses on the work of Canadian political scientist Thomas Homer-Dixon, whose model
of environmental conflict achieved considerable prominence in U.S. foreign policy
circles in the 1990s. The thesis argues that this success was due in part to widely shared
neo-Malthusian assumptions about the Third World, and to the support of private
foundations and policymakers with a strategic interest in promoting these views. It
analyzes how population control became an important feature of American foreign
policy and environmentalism in the post-World War Two period. It then describes the
role of the "degradation narrative" -- the belief that population pressures and poverty
precipitate environmental degradation, migration, and violent conflict -- in the
development of the environment and security field. Based on archival research and
interviews with key policymakers, foundation officers, and scholars, the thesis identifies
a process of "circumscribed heterodoxy" in which an illusion of openness to diverse
views masks a politics of uniformity at both the project and policy level. It examines the
intentional and unintentional effects of environmental conflict ideas on U.S. policy
institutions, and considers the nature of the knowledge communities that formed around
these ideas. In so doing, the thesis offers insights into the complex relationships between

knowledge, power, and policy.
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PREFACE

In the mid-1990s, the idea of environmental conflict enjoyed considerable
popularity in foreign policy circles, especially in the United States. Its principle architect
was Canadian political scientist, Thomas Homer-Dixon. He argued that scarcities of
renewable resources such as cropland, fresh water and forests, induced in large part by
population pressure, contribute to migration and violent intrastate conflict in many parts
of the developing world. This conflict, in turn, can potentially disrupt international
security as states fragment or become more authoritarian:

Fragmenting countries will be the source of large out-migrations,

and they will be unable to effectively negotiate or implement

international agreements on security, trade and environmental protection.

Authoritarian regimes may be inclined to launch attacks against other

countries to divert popular attention from internal stresses. The social

impacts of environmental scarcity therefore deserve concerted attention

from security scholars (Homer-Dixon 1994:40).

Homer-Dixon was first propelled into public view in 1993 when he co-authored

an article on "Environmental Change and Violent Conflict" in Scientific American

(Homer-Dixon, Boutwell and Rathjens 1993). A year later Robert Kaplan's (in)famous
article "The Coming Anarchy" popularized and sensationalized Homer-Dixon's ideas.
Proclaiming the environment as the most important national security issue of the twenty-
first century, Kaplan presented West Africa as a nightmare vision of things to come: a
hopeless scene of overpopulation, squalor, environmental degradation and violence,
where young men are post-modem barbarians and children with swollen bellies swarm
like ants (Kaplan 1994).

"The Coming Anarchy" seized the imagination of the liberal foreign policy

establishment, including Vice President Al Gore and President Bill Clinton. "I was so
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gripped by many things that were in that article," Clinton remarked in a speech on
population, "...and by the more academic treatment of the same subject by Professor
Homer-Dixon...You have to say, if you look at the numbers, you must reduce the rate of
population growth" (State Department 1994).

A number of factors converged to make environmental conflict an idea whose
time had come. The end of the Cold War was forcing a redefinition of security, and
environmental problems, ranging from nuclear contamination to soil degradation, were
added to the panoply of potential threats. Monitoring the environment also provided
defense and intelligence agencies with a new rationale for the maintenance of expensive
satellite and underwater surveillance systems (Deibert 1996).

While environmental conflict fit comfortably into the evolving field of
environment and security, it interacted with other policy concerns as well. With the end
of Cold War clientism, a series of 'state failures' in the Third World, notably in Africa,
posed new challenges to the U.S. foreign policy establishment. In particular, the
disastrous U.S. intervention in Somalia highlighted the need for a more anticipatory
strategy of preventive defense, addressing the roots of political conflict before it
exploded into all-out civil war. Homer-Dixon's model of environmental conflict
provided the kind of causal reasoning policymakers were looking for. By emphasizing
the role of migration in fomenting conflict, the model also meshed well with growing
anti-immigrant sentiment in Washington, D.C.

However, no understanding of either the origins or impact of environmental
conflict ideas would be complete without a consideration of the role of neo-Malthusian
assumptions, actors and interests. Not only did Homer-Dixon's model of environmental

conflict draw heavily on neo-Malthusian beliefs about the relationship between
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population and the environment, but his work was supported by private population-
oriented foundations and promoted by senior government officials in preparations for the

1994 United Nations International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)
in Cairo.

There is a party game where pieces of string are laced across a room to create a
confusing web. Each person must follow their string to the end, untangling it from
others along the way. This thesis follows the population thread, but the tangle is the
heart of the story. Only by locating oneself in, around and through all the intersections
of the different threads can one unravel the reasons why environmental conflict ideas
came to enjoy so much legitimacy and influence in U.S. policy circles.

This process of unravelling has involved crossing disciplinary boundaries and
utilizing a variety of methodological approaches, as described in the following
introductory chapter. It has also necessitated a combination of different research
methods. Along with more standard library and internet-based research conducted in the
U.K. (London School of Economics, 1997-98) and the U.S. (Hampshire College, 1998-
2002), I have collected documents from relevant institutions and attended meetings and
conferences addressing environment and security concerns. While these methods helped
me map the environment and security field, and to locate environmental conflict within
it, they were not sufficient to understand the complex personal and organizational
interactions which allow an idea to gain ascendancy. For this, archival research and
interviews were essential.

In September 2000 Thomas Homer-Dixon generously allowed me to spend
several days going through his extensive computer and print archives at the University of

Toronto, which proved invaluable to understanding the evolution and impact of his three
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major projects. Geoffrey Dabelko, Director of the Woodrow Wilson Center's
Environmental Change and Security Project (ECSP), also helpfully opened project files
to me in June 1999. In general, the ECSP has been a very important research resource.

Its annual publication since 1995, the Environmental Change and Security Project

Report, provides a guide to the latest environmental security issues and literature, as well
as the governmental and non-governmental institutions involved in the field.

In order to understand how an idea comes to hold sway in policy circles
necessarily entails listening to the perceptions of those engaged in the process. For this
reason, a major part of my research involved interviews with key actors in the
environment and security and related fields conducted from 1998-2002. I cast my net
wide, interviewing approximately 70 people in government and multilateral agencies,
research and policy institutes, foundations, universities, and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in both the U.S. and Europe (for a list of interviewees, see
Appendix A). The European interviews, which were conducted in 1998, provided an
interesting outside perspective on the U.S. policy scene; for one thing, there tended to be
less interest in and more skepticism about environmental conflict among the people I
interviewed in the U.K., the Netherlands and the European Commission in Brussels.

I chose whom to interview on the basis of their known involvement and/or
interest in environment and security concerns more generally and environmental conflict
more specifically, or in the case of people outside the field, their capacity to shed light on
knowledge production and policy processes. Although the list of interviewees is by no
means exhaustive, I believe it represents a wide range of key actors and observers.
Certainly, the interviews significantly deepened by understanding of the evolution of

environmental conflict ideas and the nature of their impact on a variety of institutions.
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In my interviews I used a loosely structured approach in which I had a list of
central questions but left room for spontaneity on both my own and the interviewee's
part. The central questions I asked regarded the interviewee's perception of the linkages
between environment and security; the extent of their knowledge of Homer-Dixon's
work; and their views on why his work became important, how it impacted policy
institutions, and whether or not it would continue to exercise influence as the field itself
evolved and the political climate changed. I also tailored questions to the individual's
institutional affiliation and experience. For example, I would ask an interviewee from
the U.S. State Department how Homer-Dixon's ideas had impacted that institution
specifically. Most interviews took from a half hour to an hour and were conducted in
person, though eight interviews were done by phone. Although it is obviously an
advantage to meet people in person, the phone interviews were lengthy and informative.
I was also able to conduct two interviews with Homer-Dixon, one of which took place
immediately after I had looked through his archives.

I took notes instead of using a tape recorder in the interest of a freer and more
frank discussion. In several cases, people gave me interviews, or portions of interviews,
off-the-record. In general, I have identified specific interviewees in the text when their
identity is critical to the validity of the information or perspective, but otherwise I have
used a description of their position (e.g. State Department official, senior foundation
officer) when their exact identity is not required. This is in the interest of safeguarding
privacy as much as possible, since it is impossible to know in advance just how sensitive
certain information or views are. For date and location of any interviews cited in the text,
the reader should consult Appendix A.

Subjectivity, of course, is an intrinsic part of the interview process, from the
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selection of interviewees to question choice to the biases of the particular interviewer in
the interpretation and presentation of results. When I started the interview process, I
worried that my background in population might bias my findings -- that I would be
searching for the population thread even when it was not there or only played a minor
role, or alternatively, that the people I interviewed would have already pigeon-holed me.
Although I have been involved most of my career in reproductive rights advocacy,
supporting women's access to high quality, voluntary family planning and reproductive
health services, I am also a known critic of neo-Malthusian ideology and population
control policies which undermine women's health and rights (e.g., Hartmann 1995).

In actuality, these did not prove major problems. As an interviewer, I found it
easier to disassociate from my political subjectivities and to approach each situation with
an open mind. To most people I was an anonymous PhD researcher and those who did
know my population work often engaged in a more in-depth discussion because of it.
The interviews challenged me to look beyond a narrow 'population determinism' in the
evolution of the environment and security field in general and in the environmental
conflict project in particular. This challenge remains throughout the thesis as I balance
my focus on the influence of neo-Malthusianism with a broader analysis of the tangle of
actors, interests and discourses which came together in the making of environmental
conflict ideas. In my interviews I learned that many people do not explicitly see
population as a defining factor, though it is implicit in many of their assumptions. In the
U.S. policy context the very 'implicitness' of population is precisely what makes it so
powerful; it is part and parcel of the American liberal world view.

This world view is also pluralist, however, and open to considering alternative

perspectives. Thus, in the course of my research, I became enlisted in the Global
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Environmental Change and Human Security Project (GECHS) based in Canada. This
project uses the notion of human security to bring issues of inequality, gender and
political ecology into the environment and security field. It is also committed to
encouraging more women and Southern researchers to enter the debate. The largely
homogenous composition of the field to date (white and male) is starting to be a source
of embarrassment.

As a result of my engagement with GECHS and growing acquaintance with
others in the environment and security field, I found myself moving from
researcher/interviewer to participant observer. This culminated in my attendance at a
small International Studies Association Workshop on Environment and Conflict
Research, co-sponsored by the Woodrow Wilson Center and the University of
California, Irvine GECHS chapter in March 2000. With a number of key protagonists at
the table, including Homer-Dixon, I found myself vacillating between wanting to take
notes on the discussion for my thesis and actively participating in it. This blurring of the
line is no doubt experienced by many graduate students doing research in a field of
which they gradually become part. However, the situation was somewhat different for
me since I had approached the field mainly as a critical outsider. For example, I had
previously published an article critical of Homer-Dixon's model (Hartmann 1998). If the
field was open enough to tolerate this criticism, or even welcome it, then what was my
role now? The process of engagement has provided valuable insights not only as to how
the field constructs itself, but as to how one might go about trying to change it.

In the end, the research process has taught me that there is no one clear way to
investigate and comprehend how an idea, and its purveyor, become powerful. I have had

to negotiate and balance multiple methodologies and subjectivities, including my own, to
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untangle the tangle, and at the end of the day there are no doubt still loose threads. I offer
the following account, not as the last word or only true story, but as the fullest and

deepest understanding I was able to achieve with the tools at hand.
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Endnote to Preface

! These include the 40th Annual International Studies Association (ISA) Convention,
February 16-20, 1999, Washington, D.C.; the ISA Workshop on Environment,
Population and Conflict Research, University of California, Irvine, March 18-19, 2000;
and the Conference on Environment and Security: Charting the Way Forward, Center for
the Study of Democracy, University of Westminster, London, March 15, 2001.
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CHAPTER ONE

Methodological Hooks and Eyes:

Reflections on Knowledge, Power and Policy

Across many social science fields there is considerable interest in the complex
relationship between knowledge, power and policy-making. In part, this trend derives
from the critical insights of post-structuralism and constructivism which have thrust
open the black Pandora's box of agency in the production of knowledge. It is also a
response to evolving institutional forms, such as transnational regimes, NGOs and
advocacy networks, in an era of rapid globalization.

In this chapter I journey through a number of social science disciplines to find
the methodological approaches which are most helpful in understanding the evolution of
environmental conflict ideas and their impact on U.S. governmental and
nongovernmental institutions. A set of four basic questions has guided my search for
relevant approaches:

1) Can one understand environmental conflict as a discourse, both in the broader,
dynamic Foucaultian sense of a power center, a bounded area of social knowledge which
both constrains and enables thinking and action, and in the narrower linguistic sense of a
narrative with a particular story line designed to appeal to policymakers as well as a
broader public? How does environmental conflict interact with other past and present
discourses on population, environment and security, as well as with North/South

representations of race, gender, and immigration?
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2) Who are the key actors, and why do they achieve such prominence? Do they
form an identifiable configuration, e.g. an epistemic community, discourse coalition or
issue network? What does this tell us about the role of agency, including the financial
power of private foundations, in the production of knowledge?

3) What is it about the historical moment that allowed such ideas to flourish, both
nationally and internationally? Is environmental conflict an example of increasing
"securitization" of the social and environmental spheres (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde
1998)?

4) What are the intentional and unintentional effects of environmental conflict
ideas? Is there a certain 'strategic intelligibility' (Ferguson 1994) to their unintentional
effects? Can one understand that strategic intelligibility only with the benefit of
hindsight, or is speculation a worthy project, especially to determine potential sites of
contestation?

Because there is no one over-arching methodological hook on which to hang all
these questions, I have employed a variety of approaches, crossing back and forth not
only between disciplines, but between postmodern, constructivist and political economy
approaches. Fortunately, today the boundaries between them are less rigid; there is a
generai agreement that discourse matters in the study of knowledge, power and policy,
though exactly what discourse is and how it matters is the subject of much debate. The
danger of a pluralist approach is that one can get spread too thin, while the advantage is
that one is able to come at one's material from a variety of different directions, with
multiple insights. I have found the advantages to outweigh the disadvantages, especially

since as most observers would agree, the relationship between knowledge, power and
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policy is by no means clear-cut and is clouded by complexity, uncertainty and
contingency. Rather than ignore these factors, it is better to embrace them.

The chapter is divided into six parts which discuss the most relevant approaches I
have gleaned from the literature. Part One considers Foucaultian notions of
power/knowledge, such as the production of truth, bio-power and strategic intelligibility.
Part Two explores the constructivist literature on ideas and policy and related concepts
of agency. Part Three looks more specifically at the role of material interests, namely
private foundations, in the production of knowledge in the United States. Part Four
addresses the politics of representation, particularly the identification of 'threats'; Part
Five examines how perceived threats actually get on the security agenda through the
process of "securitization." The final part clarifies how these varied approaches inform

the main body of the work and presents an outline of the following chapters.

L IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF FOUCAULT

Foucault's 'archeological' and 'genealogical' studies of power/knowledge formations
have deeply influenced much subsequent research on how certain ideas or discourses
not only come into being, but function in the world. In this thesis, I draw on three
main aspects of Foucaultian theory: the political economy of truth, bio-power, and
strategic intelligibility.

The Political Economy of Truth

"We are subjected to the production of truth through power," Foucault wrote,

"and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth" (Foucault
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1980:93). Truth for him is a relative concept, the system of rules by which true and false
are separated, which takes different forms in different historical periods. How truths are
produced is a central concern of my work, and Foucault's notion of a "political economy
of truth" has relevance to understanding how environmental conflict became an accepted
ideology.

Foucault identifies five major traits which characterize such a political economy
in the present era: (1) 'truth' centers on "the form of scientific discourse and the
institutions which produce it;" (2) there is a constant demand for truth "as much for
economic production as for political power;" (3) it is widely circulated and consumed
through apparatuses of education and information; (4) it is produced and transmitted
under the dominant control of a few major political and economic institutions such as the
university, army, and the media; (5) it is the subject of "a whole political debate and
social confrontation," i.e. ideological struggles (131-2).

In terms of political strategy, the essential challenge to the intellectual is not
criticizing the ideological contents of current truths, ensuring one's own scientific
practice is guided by correct ideology or altering people's consciousness, but rather
changing "the political, economic, institutional regime of the production of truth" (133).
I would argue that all of these factors are required, and in fact move together as part of a
larger political process. Nevertheless, the importance of understanding the "regime of the
production of truth" in order to transform it is a point well-taken.

Discourse is central to the production of truth and the operation of power:

..In any society there are manifold relations of power which
permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these relations

of power cannot themselves be established without the production,
accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse (93).
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Discourse must be studied on different levels: archaeologically in terms of its various
elements, assumptions and internal logic, and genealogically in terms of the institutional,
cultural and social and economic practices which give rise to it (Escobar 1984-85).

The particular instruments used in the formation of a knowledge or discourse are
also important to consider; these "methods of observation, techniques of registration,
procedures for investigation and research, apparatuses of control" (Foucault 1980:102)
are part of the exercise of power. Technique, content and deployment of a discourse are
in a sense analytically inseparable since they constantly interact. By extension, in terms
of political strategy, it may be that by challenging a particular technique -- a way of
collecting or ordering data, for example -- that one finds a thread that helps unravel the
discourse or undermines the authority of those who produce it.

Foucault's dynamic understanding of discourse is rooted in his similarly dynamic
concept of power as a productive, not just repressive, network which runs through the
whole social body (119). Power is employed through a net-like organization and
individuals are its vehicles, not just its point of application. He argues for studying
power where it is invested in "real and effective practices”" and at its extremities, the
points where it becomes "capillary", embedding itself in regional and local forms and
institutions. Instead of starting from power's center and discovering the extent to which
it affects the base, he calls for an ascending analysis of power, working upward from its
"infinitesimal" local mechanisms (99). While this approach recommends itself to certain
kinds of research, e.g. certain anthropological and historical case studies, my approach is
more descending or lateral in the sense of studying across institutions. Indeed, one could

argue that studying "the political, economic, institutional production of the regime of
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truth" often involves an unapologetic focus on the centers of power.

However, in terms of identifying the impact of certain regimes of truth, it is
necessary to look at who is at the receiving end of policy. Here Foucault's understanding
of population and bio-power offers some important insights, especially since population

figures so prominently in environmental conflict ideology.

Bio-power and Strategic Intelligibility

The development of the concept of population is central to Foucault's work,
involving the changing relationship between what he calls the "species body" and the
individual body. In the late seventeenth century the human body increasingly came to be
seen as a machine, whose capabilities had to be disciplined, optimized and integrated
into an efficient system of control. This "anatomo-politics of the human body"
paralleled the development of a "bio-politics of the population,” which focused on "the
body imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as the basis of the biological
processes: propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and
longevity" (Foucault 1990:139). This marked the beginning of an era of "bio-power," of
techniques of control over the individual and social body essential to the development of
capitalism. Sex itself became a crucial target, situated as it was "at the juncture of the
'body' and the 'population™(147).!

Although Foucault himself did not write explicitly on the environment, scholars
following in his tradition have usefully incorporated his ideas of bio-power into the
analysis of contemporary environmentalism. Rutherford maintains that current concerns

with ecological problems and crises are an example of the bio-politics of population.
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This bio-politics has given rise to a mode of governmental rationality based on the
institutionalization of new forms of scientific expertise, largely drawing on global
systems ecology and its concern for the population-resources problem, as well as "new
techniques for managing the environment and the population that can be termed
'ecological governmentality™ (Rutherford 1999:38). State-centric concepts of power
must give way to an analysis of how regulatory science, and its expert bodies, not only
legitimize certain state interventions, but perform "a role of epistemic policing, both by
framing the definition of ecological risks and by certifying what is to count as
scientifically acceptable knowledge of the natural world" (56).

Luke (1999) explores the dark side of this green governmentality with more
specific reference to the role of the state, especially American superpower, in the
policing of the global environment. Historically, the development of ecology follows the
emergence of demography as an administrative science; demography's statistical
attitudes "diffuse into the numerical surveillance of nature, or Earth and its non-human
inhabitants" (149). Indeed, modern ecology provides governments with the rationale to
define all living organisms as endangered populations subject to managerial control. This
control accelerates and is intertwined with the rapid expansion of global capitalism in the
1970s. According to Luke,

To preserve the political economy of high-technology production,

many offices of the American state must function as 'environmental

protection agencies', inasmuch as they continue to fuse a politics of

national security with an economics of continual growth, to sustain
existing industrial ecologies of mass consumption with the wise use of

nature through private property rights. Conservationist ethics, resource

managerialism and green rhetorics, then, congeal as an unusually

cohesive power/knowledge formation, whose actions are an integral
element of this order's regime of normalization (151).
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While Luke and Rutherford focus on the environmental side of this
power/knowledge formation, speaking more about aggregate body politics than
individual bodies, feminist scholars have pointed out how the targeting of actual
women's bodies in local (though nationally and internationally financed) population
control programs is one of the most direct contemporary manifestations of bio-power
(Richey 1999). Despite discursive shifts at the 1994 UN Population Conference in Cairo
from population control to reproductive health and women's empowerment, population
reduction, sometimes through coercive means, remains the central imperative of family
planning programs in many countries (Hartmann 2002). Normalized through the science
of demography and population planning, the control of women's fertility and sexuality
has become the legitimate province of state authority.

The current linkage of population, environment and security could raise the
stakes higher -- women's fertility, by causing environmental degradation and violent
conflict, becomes a national security threat, justifying the need for greater discipline and
surveillance. Because of the ostensible link between population, deforestation, and loss
of biodiversity, for example, the United Nations Fund for Population Activities
(UNFPA) recently called for the integration of reproductive health and family planning
programs with park and forest management schemes (UNFPA 2001:8). A number of
such schemes have used violent means to exclude local people from forest resources
(Peluso 1993, Neumann 2002), raising the possibility of a direct link between coercive
contraception and coercive conservation.

Anticipating such outcomes is an important element of what James Ferguson

(1990) calls strategic intelligibility. In his book The Anti-Politics Machine Ferguson's

32



main aim is not to present a critique of the dominant development discourse on Lesotho
(although he does so along the way), but rather "to show that the institutionalized
production of certain kinds of ideas about Lesotho has certain important effects, and that
the production of such ideas plays an important role in the production of certain sorts of
structural change" (xv).

Despite his use of the machine metaphor, Ferguson stresses that there is no
mechanistic, deterministic relationship between the discourse of development in Lesotho
and its practices and outcomes. Indeed, intentional development planning has many
unintended consequences, which, with the benefit of hindsight, have a certain strategic
intelligibility (20). Thus, rural development in Lesotho largely failed according to its
own terms, but expanded bureaucratic state power in new ways and had the ideological
effect of depoliticizing poverty and the state.

In using such an approach, there is a danger that the concept of strategic
intelligibility will close a too perfect circle, leaving too little room for contingency and
agency and allowing the logic of the present to explain the past. Nevertheless, it is a
useful predictive tool, encouraging the researcher to focus not just on the intentional but
unintentional consequences of a particular discourse and to identify future spheres and
paths of influence and policy impacts. This is somewhat more difficult in the case of
environmental conflict ideas since they are not as institutionalized as development
planning. It is in the intersections with other more institutionalized endeavors, such as
conservation and population control noted above, or military and intelligence activities,
that one should look for the strategic intelligibility of environmental conflict ideas.

While these Foucaultian approaches offer important insights, they are not
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sufficient to understand the concrete mechanisms by which different actors, with
differential access to power and resources, are able to create knowledge and influence
public opinion and policy. Foucaultian theory is not agent-less, but it (ironically) tends
towards a sort of systems analysis, reinforced by its own circulatory metaphors, where
individual actors and subjects can get lost in the grand discursive scheme of things.
Constructivism provides a more concrete view of agency, especially the critical role of

expert communities.

II. CONSTRUCTIVISM AND THE POLITICS OF EXPERTISE

That knowledge is socially constructed is hardly a new idea, though in recent
years the social sciences have turned a more critical inward eye to the complex processes
of knowledge production, including the formation of expert communities. Much of this
research has taken place under the broad umbrella of social constructivism. This part
first looks at constructivism applied to both the natural and social sciences and then at
the various types of expert communities identified in the literature: epistemic
communities; advocacy coalitions; policy networks, communities and entrepreneurs; and
discourse coalitions. It concludes with a discussion of the limitations of constructivism,
particularly regarding the role of material interests and deep normative commitments and

assumptions.
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From Natural Science to Trans-science

Constructivism has roots in the sociology of science, which in the 1970s turned
its attention in a more systematic way to an exploration of how scientific theory, method
and facts are constructed inside and outside the laboratory (Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay
1983). According to Jasanoff and Wynne,

A constructivist account of science and technology secks to
understand the role of human agency and cognition, cultural discourses

and practices, and social goals and norms in the making of scientific

knowledge and technological products. Researchers acknowledge

nature's part in controlling the production of scientific knowledge, but

that part is considered less determinative and more complex than in other

models of science (Jasanoff and Wynne 1998:17-18).2
While constructivism embraces a certain "epistemic relativism" that locates knowledge
in a specific time, place and culture, it eschews "judgmental relativism," the belief that
since all forms of knowledge are valid, they cannot be discriminated amongst (Knorr-
Cetina and Mulkay 1983:5).

In fact, by prying open and carefully analyzing scientific practice, one can argue
that constructivist scholars are enriching and sharpening it rather than throwing the
proverbial baby out with the bath water. They are opening some of the unchallenged
"black box" claims and techniques of modem science and discovering a history of
"uncertainty, people at work, decisions, competition, controversies" (Latour 1987:4).

Constructivist approaches have also been applied to the overlapping zone
between science and policy known as "trans-science," where often in the face of
uncertainty, scientists are called on to give answers to hard policy questions or legitimize

certain policy options (Jasanoff and Wynne:1998). Not surprisingly, environmental

issues involving risk calculation and regulation often occupy this trans-scientific zone,
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and they are a prime subject of inquiry.

Constructivist analysis can be applied at many different levels, from laboratory
observation and experiment, to peer review and the creation of scientific standards, to
issue framing, agenda setting, and discourse analysis, to the formation of national and
transnational expert communities, to actual policy choice and implementation (Jasanoff
and Wynne 1998). The point is not only to "expose the contingent and relativistic
character of knowledge," but to "illuminate how science nonetheless succeeds in
acquiring and maintaining cognitive authority in a distrustful world" (Jasanoff 1990:12).

Useful in this latter regard is the concept of "boundary work," the process by
which scientific communities establish legitimacy by drawing boundaries between who
is acceptable and who is not, between scientific and lay knowledges, and between
science and policy. "Boundary objects" meanwhile are issues, such as global warming,
which occupy the intersection between scientific and other cultural domains. According
to Jasanoff, the creation of new discursive boundary objects is an important way of
stabilizing the role of scientific knowledge in policy formation (Jasanoff 1990, Jasonoff
and Wynne 1998). Boundary objects are capable of drawing together a number of
different research communities, with diverse institutional goals and commitments as well
as epistemologies (Timura 2001).

Timura (2001) argues that the concept of environmental conflict is itself a
boundary object. Its power derives in part from its ambiguity and vagueness, so that
players "from all sides of the political spectrum” are able to enter the definitional
debate, with some identifying ozone depletion and global warming as national

security threats, others stressing nonrenewable resources like oil and minerals, and

36



still others like Homer-Dixon emphasizing renewable resource scarcity in the
generation of intrastate conflict:

While there are areas of convergence, the very vagueness of

"environmental conflict”" has enabled such a large array of players to join

debates. As more players come into contact with environmental conflict

as the boundary object, the credibility of environmental security

discourse increases (105).

Social constructivism tends to more of a tool kit than an over-arching
theory, and as such, it can be used by scholars of different ideological
persuasions and disciplines and applied to the production of social science as
well as natural science knowledges. Knorr-Cetina (1999) argues, in fact, that the
methods and procedures of the natural scientist and social scientist are
sufficiently related as to make comparisons possible. In the environmental field
the distinctions tend to be even more blurred, for as Lash, Szerszynski and
Wynne observe, a strong link exists between the kind of technocratic approaches
towards environmental problems emerging from both the natural and social
sciences.  Since the 1987 Brundtland report (World Commission on
Environment and Development 1987), potentially politically enlarging ideas
such as sustainable development have narrowed into a global managerial
paradigm: "Significantly, these managerial resources included the new resource
of social science, conceived in identical epistemic clothing to the natural sciences
-- instrumental prediction and control" (Lash, Szerszynski, and Wynne 1996:4).*

One of the main achievements of constructivist research has been the

identification and exploration of expert or knowledge communities in different

fields and at different levels of the policy process. The focus on these groups
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stems from a number of broad developments. In disciplinary terms, these
include the turn away from narrow rational actor and functionalist models of
policy-making in the social sciences as well as the challenge to unitary state-
centric analysis in International Relations. The shift also reflects changing
political and economic realities, notably government's need for outside expertise
in an increasingly complex technological environment; the formation of
international regimes at the official level and transnational advocacy networks at
the civil society level; and changes in the organization of domestic politics.” The

following section considers these knowledge groupings in more detail.

Ties That Bind: Knowledge Communities

Epistemic communities, policy communities, advocacy coalitions, issue
networks, transnational advocacy networks, and discourse coalitions are among
the key knowledge groups identified in the constructivist literature. Although
there is overlap between them, the diversity of forms reflects the fact that specific
issue or policy areas differ widely in terms of the actors, interests and institutions
involved (Haas 2001). Taking one step further, I would argue that one may find
a diversity of fluctuating and overlapping formations within a specific field such
as environment and security, depending on the stages of knowledge production,
dissemination, and engagement with policymaking processes. Nevertheless, it is
useful to examine each concept discretely, starting with the epistemic community
approach.

Epistemic Communities: The term epistemic community was first
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coined by Knorr-Cetina, who has also written about epistemic cultures, "those
amalgams of arrangements and mechanisms -- bonded through affinity, necessity
and historical co-incidence -- which, in a given field, make up how we know
what we know" (Knorr-Cetina 1999:1). Peter Haas (1990,1992,1997)
popularized the concept in the International Relations (IR) field with his work on
the role of transnational experts in environmental regime formation in the
Mediterranean basin. Haas describes epistemic communities as the "cognitive
baggage handlers of constructivist analyses of politics and ideas." They are
transnational, knowledge-based networks of experts in a particular issue area, a
"principal channel through which consensual knowledge about causal
connections is applied to policy formation and policy coordination" (Haas
2001:11579). With the ability to exert influence on both national and
international authorities, epistemic communities are at times able to overcome
narrow state interests.

The concept of epistemic community has been criticized on several
counts. Sikkink argues that external observers may impose a coherence upon
such a community which is more imagined than real (Sikkink 1991). Litfin
believes the concept does not adequately explain the source of the community's
power, nor provide an adequate theory of knowledge. Exhibiting some of the
flaws of functionalism and its variants, the approach "is fundamentally a theory
of agency: knowledge-based experts exert power by virtue of their access to
information. Power and discourse are thus properties -- rather than constitutive -

- of subjects" (Litfin 1994:49).° Nevertheless, she does acknowledge that the
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approach can provide insights into the concrete mechanisms by which
knowledge-based experts exert power.

However, it is not only how epistemic communities wield power that is
interesting, but how they come into being in the first place. What is often
missing from the literature is an adequate depiction of intentionality -- can
epistemic communities be intentionally created, and if so, by whom? Another
related question is whether they are a relatively recent phenomenon or not.

Epistemic communities are usually associated with a fairly narrow and
time-bound international agreement or regime. The following formations are
generally more engaged with long-term policy processes.

Policy communities, coalitions and networks: The concept of policy
community (or policy network) evolved primarily from the recognition that
semi-private institutions were often superseding more conventional democratic
instruments in public policy-making processes. Policy communities have
generally been defined in terms of their relative stability and shared views
(Richardson 2001); they are more institutionalized than epistemic communities
and more concemed with concrete mechanisms of governance rather than the
production of knowledge per se. They are "powerful client groupings" around
issues such as finance, industrial matters and transport (O'Riordan and Jordan
1996:74). Advocacy coalitions are a similar concept. According to Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith (1993), they consist of

actors from a variety of public and private institutions at all levels of

government who share a basic set of beliefs (policy goals plus causal and

other perceptions) and who seek to manipulate the rules, budgets, and
personnel of governmental institutions in order to achieve these goals
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over time (5).

Because of their more limited definition, the concepts of policy communities and
advocacy coalitions have less relevance to the more diffuse formations found in the
environment and security field.

Of more relevance is the notion of issue networks. Heclo describes them as
looser "webs of influence," shared knowledge groupings which concern themselves with
some aspect of public policy. Although participating individuals and organizations may
possess a shared knowledge base, they do not necessarily agree. "Increasingly," Heclo
notes, "it is through networks of people who regard each other as knowledgeable, or at
least as needing to be answered, that public policy issues tend to be refined, evidence
debated, and alternative options worked out -- though rarely in any controlled, well-
organized way" (Heclo 1978:102, cited in Richardson 2001:110-111). While consensus
is not necessary, issue networks can both include and exclude, helping to determine who
has more legitimacy and access to power. O'Riordan and Jordan (1996) write that
policy communities tend to form in situations where governments need the help of
NGOs in implementing policy, whereas issue networks are found in more politicized
issue areas where resource dependencies are not as clear. Policy communities can exist
within issue networks, and since membership in a network is more flexible, there is more
space for political contest and change.

However, in his study of the international population network and the creation of
the 1994 Cairo consensus on population policy (see next chapter), Halfon argues that
consensus plays a larger role in issue network formation and impact than is often

acknowledged. His definition of consensus is broader and more complex than a simple
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notion of strategic agreement. "Consensus implies broad commitment to a network," he
explains:
Since the network itself is complex, multiple and contradictory,

the consensus is necessarily so. Neither singular or absolute, consensus is

rather processual; it is continually under attack and renewal. A network

facilitates the process of consensus production because it is both flexible

enough to admit diversity yet disciplining: flexible because each node of

a network is open to translation and reconfiguration; disciplining because

a network gains strength from mutual reinforcement among elements

(Halfon 1999:2).

Halfon shows how the concept of women's 'unmet need' for contraception served
as a boundary object, allowing diverse agendas, from population control to reproductive
rights, to be integrated in the Cairo project, with the end result of disabling more radical
framings of women's empowerment. Thus, while entering a network may have
advantages in terms of being able to effect change from within, it can also discipline or
coopt critics, a point worth keeping in mind in terms of the environment and security
field.

Advocacy networks, comprised mainly of activists, are the most overtly
politicized network form. In their study of transnational advocacy networks working in
the fields of human rights, violence against women, and the environment, Keck and
Sikkink write that what is novel about them is how nontraditional international actors are
able to organize strategically to create new issue areas and exert leverage over more
powerful organizations and governments (Keck and Sikkink 1998:2). Although the
environment and security field does not fit this description (its actors are more traditional
and not activist in the advocacy sense), Keck and Sikkink's observation that networks

"embody elements of agent and structure simultaneously" is pertinent. As "patterns of

interactions between organizations and individuals," networks are structures, but
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