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Climate change is progressing fast and is undeniably a man-made disaster. Its
impacts — heatwaves, floods, sea-level rise, melting ice caps, erratic rainfall, de-
sertification, and similar — are likely to worsen in intensity and increase in fre-
quency for many years to come. While the question of why measures to halt cli-
mate change are not fully implemented is not easily answered, it is necessary to
reflect meanwhile on the strategies employed by governing actors to legitimise

such inaction.

*  One such strategy is the attempt to ignore the “human” aspects of natural dis-
asters, like bad governance and mismanagement, a process called “ecologisa-
tion.” Climate change lends itself easily to this.

* By presenting drought, floods, and other extreme weather events as “natural”
and thus “beyond our control,” governing actors can deflect responsibility for
their mismanagement and bad governance regarding natural resources. This
has happened in Syria, for example, following the prolonged drought occur-
ring in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

* Political Ecology provides key knowledge on how these problems can be con-
structed as “environmental” or “natural,” how such “environmental” situa-
tions can be positioned as unprecedented and disastrous, and how framings
like these may support ulterior political goals.

* Somewhat counterintuitively, it may be necessary to “de-naturalise” phenom-
ena that have been attributed to climate change to uncover the broader so-

ciopolitical impetuses behind them.

Policy Implications

With the fight over a possible trade-off between climate action and human rights
already ongoing, policymakers need to learn how to both identify and address
“ecologising moves.” One way of doing this is by strengthening civil society ac-
tors who are identifying and calling out such moves, often under existential
threat.

The Concept of “Ecologisation”

Countering “ecologisation” starts from the assumption that events presented or

“framed” as natural disasters are never exclusively “natural” but also result from
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human alterations of nature, especially in the Anthropocene — meaning the ge-
ological age in which human activity has become the dominant force influencing
the Earth’s environment and climate. Extreme weather events in the natural en-
vironment are at least in part a hazard we ourselves have induced by co-creating
the conditions under which they occur. The concept thus points to the old debate
about the relationship between society and nature: On the one hand, human be-
ings depend on natural-environment conditions and are an extremely vulnerable
part of the biophysical system called Earth; on the other, our interaction with and
utilisation of nature affects those same environmental conditions, often with un-
intended consequences. What is more, how a society relates to nature is neces-
sarily led by cultural ideas, which in essence translate nature into symbols. Soci-
ety—nature relations thus always have a material and symbolic dimension, and it
is this dual quality that makes inquiries into environmental problems like natural

disasters ambiguous and difficult.

The literature differentiates between local groups controlling collective resources
at the expense of others (“politicisation”) and the framing of pre-existing conflicts
as being about natural resources (“ecologisation”) (Robbins 2012). Uneven access
to and responsibility for natural goods ensue from the ways in which labour and
power are distributed in a society, making property systems complex “bundles of
rights that are politically partial and historically contingent” (Robbins 2012: 173).
In addition, assumptions and perceptions about intersectional traits like class,
race, gender, ethnicity, and similar impact development activities — often result-

ing in poorly formed policies and uneven results.

Building on Robbins and drawing on the Copenhagen School’s “securitisation
theory,” I propose that this process consists of “ecologising moves” that discur-
sively reframe a phenomenon originally caused by sociopolitical conditions as
being attributable to the natural environment instead, for instance via climate
change. One example is how a prolonged drought in Syria in the first decade of the
twenty-first century and ensuing internal migration have been framed as climate
change-induced, while failing to pay equal attention to the decades of misman-
agement of natural resources in the country (Selby et al. 2017). While it is undis-
putable that the severity and frequency of droughts is already increasing and will
only do so further as climate change progresses, framing an event in such a way
risks giving governing actors a free pass to relinquish their core responsibilities.
I consider such ecologising moves a way of upholding a “regime of truth,” and

“taken for granted dominant stories” (Robbins 2012: 70).

Thus, an ecologising move can be understood as a specific speech act, an utterance
by which an issue is constructed as a “natural” event for a specific audience — this
results in successful ecologisation when the latter concurs with this view. I further
hypothesise that ecologising moves can serve to legitimise practices commonly
existing outside of the “normal” policy repertoire, presenting their deployment
as being part of responding to these “natural” events. These include the “silent
violence” (Watts 2013) of malnutrition in the context of a “natural” disaster; the
ways in which governing actors may utilise and control natural resources during

such an occurrence, including the monopolisation of aid and the lack of its pro-
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vision; and, the governance of people hereby displaced as a possible strategy of

demographic engineering (Davis 2001).

Disentangling Ecologising Moves

What is “natural” about a disaster like a drought or flood, and about related effects
like displacement, famine, or agricultural collapse? What part of such events is an
“avoidable political tragedy” (Davis 2001: 8)? While drought and other extreme
weather events are often framed as “natural” processes, governing actors also play
a central role herein via their chosen courses of (in)action. This is particularly true
in capitalist societies, where labour and land are turned into commodities. Dif-
ferent systems of production impact the environment in varying ways, and it is in
this context that climatic factors need to be understood (Garcia 1981). Crucially,
absolute scarcity is rarely the issue in natural disasters. Instead, a state’s political
will to address the situation at hand — for instance by alleviating crop failure and
by mitigating drought effects — is key, as are the pre-existing vulnerabilities that

make the impacts hereof even more acute.

Vulnerability is understood as an increased exposure to and reduced capacity to
handle a given environmental crisis. The higher the degree of vulnerability, the
greater the likelihood of severe consequences ensuing. But who is vulnerable, and
why? Following Tyner and Rice, vulnerability (or rather, its production) can be

understood as an act of violence — meaning

any action or inaction that affects the material conditions of another, and in so
doing, reduces one’s potentiality to survive: or to put it another way, violence
is any action or inaction that increases vulnerability. (Tyner and Rice 2016:

50)

This applies to the international level, where colonial legacies have contributed
to countries in the Global South being more prone to climate change impacts,
as well as to the state and sub-state levels, where already disenfranchised and
marginalised groups are more vulnerable to disaster effects than others. In this
understanding, ecologising a disaster can be a strategy to distract from the violent

conditions dominant in a particular society.

Relatedly, Davis (2001: 12f) has outlined how natural disasters can be an oppor-
tunity for governing actors to strike out against unwanted groups or movements.
Nixon even speaks about “ethnocide by environmental means” (Nixon 2013: 110).
In such cases, an ecologising move — that is, framing a particular disaster and
the resulting hardships as “natural” rather than as the result of bad governance
— can be a tool to legitimise strategic indifference towards affected populations.
This also highlights the role of intentionality, which Tyner and Rice (2016: 48)
conceptualise as: a) having the ability to act but choosing not to; b) having the
opportunity to prevent harm but choosing not to; and, c¢) being aware of one’s ac-
tions causing harm and continuing with them regardless. In the case of a natural
disaster, governing actors can thus choose not to alleviate or prevent its effects
despite having the ability and the opportunity to do so, and despite being aware

of the consequences. It is even possible that such strategic indifference towards
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natural disasters could be a tool to enforce loyalty to an authoritarian regime or

to decimate perceived enemies.

Drought in Pre-Revolutionary Syria

Much has been written about the drought period in Syria in the first decade of the
twenty-first century and its possible connection to the uprising of 2011. Although
the causal link between the drought, ensuing internal migration, and conflict on-
set is fuzzy and weak (Selby et al. 2017), the narrative of the drought being tied
to the outbreak of the Syrian war has been repeated time and again by Western
commentators and policymakers, still having traction today. This is a first in-
stance of ecologisation: it can be argued that these commentators, practically all
of whom found themselves surprised by the fact that Syrians took to the streets
to oust Bashar al-Assad in 2011, have used a climate change-related drought to

deflect from their failure to see this uprising coming.

More importantly, however, the Syrian government itself started to buy into the
climate—war thesis in a number of its own ecologising moves (Selby 2020). Al-As-
sad declared the drought “beyond our powers” (Landis 2011) in a speech given to
the People’s Assembly on 30 March 2011. His minister of agriculture agreed that
the drought was “beyond our capacity as a country to deal with” (U.S. Embassy
Damascus 2008). Thus, the Syrian government blamed nature to deflect respon-
sibility for a crisis that “devastated the agricultural sector, dramatically worsened
poverty and caused the displacement of large numbers of local residents” (Crisis
Group 2011: 23). De Chatel speaks here of “years of unsustainable management”
(de Chatel 2014: 531). In 2009, a local journalist considered the drought to have

been used as a tool to deflect from this long-running neglect:

The “drought” is a convenient excuse. The problem had long been forecast.
[...] The drought only brought to light a man-made disaster. And yet, the
regime continues to bring diplomats to the north east and tells them it all has

to do with global warming! (Crisis Group 2011: 23)

Importantly, the repercussions of a crisis like this drought and who exactly are
affected by it can be understood as depending on a number of non-linear social
factors (Davis 2001). To understand such an event, then, it is necessary to uncov-
er the social relations between unequally endowed groups potentially impacted
by mismanagement, the overexploitation of natural resources, or weak develop-
mental efforts as much as by “nature.” There is thus a deeply political dimension
to droughts and similar events: natural disasters and their consequences can in
fact be understood as “redistributive class struggles” (Davis 2001: 20) and “social

processes” (Watts 2013: xliii).

What is more, the management of natural disasters like the Syrian drought is not
a one-off event occurring in a vacuum but should be seen as part of a continuum
of strategic indifference. The handling of these events and the regulation of ac-
cess to resources can be understood as a political statement, as a policy of in- and
exclusion, even potentially as a form of punishment. Many benefit in some way or
other from the mismanaging of a given natural disaster; Keen (1994) has shown

that there were numerous beneficiaries from the famines and mass starvations in
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the Horn of Africa, for instance. In the case of ecologising moves, it is thus key to

ask what exact function they may help fulfil for the actors engaging in them.

The Price of Climate Action

What does this mean for a world in which climate change is rapidly progressing
even while the international community has yet to take decisive action against it?
The urgency of the climate crisis makes it extremely difficult to argue with any
actor acknowledging its might and destructive power, even if only to deflect from
mismanagement and bad governance. This can result in situations where climate
action is weighed against human rights, as seen, for instance, in the case of Chi-
na where the government has been repressing environmental activism and ex-
ploiting minority groups to produce green technology while actors like the Unit-
ed States government merely look on so as not to endanger climate action — or,
maybe more importantly, the supply of said technologies for the transition to a
greener economy at home (Knickmeyer 2021). Similarly, COP27 was held in Egypt
amid reports of the intimidation, harassment, and surveillance of climate activists
and civil society members during the summit (OHCHR 2022). The wrangling over
how high a price humanity is willing to pay for climate action has already started,
but its various facets need to be better understood. Decisive action against climate
change is possible without compromising on human rights, but in order to get
there policymakers all over the world need to be able to identify both ecologising
moves and civil society actors calling out and countering such ecologisation and
strategic indifference. With civic spaces continuing to shrink globally, these actors

need to be supported in every way possible.
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