
evidence is that this IT revolution favors general analytic
skills and communication skills. Suddenly, the story is not
the growth in the quantity or value of the activities we
label services. The story is not about a shift from agricul-
ture to industry to services. The crucial story is the service
transformation enabled and at times driven by the appli-
cation of rule-based information technology tools in an
array of domains, from finance through airline reserva-
tions through media through elder care. Imagine, then, a
new trilemma: the need to balance the dynamism of
IT-related services (including the volatility and disruptive
impact of market finance), the cultivation of workforce
skills, and social peace. How this balance can be struck is
far from clear.

The changing process of value creation in the global
digital economy with the pervasive decomposition and
relocation of production is as fundamental for politics of
the advanced countries as the services transformation (see
John Zysman, “Creating Value in a Digital Era: How do
Wealthy Nations Stay Wealthy?,” in John Zysman and
Abraham Newman, eds. How Revolutionary was the Digi-
tal Revolution?, 2006). To simplify a complex story, let us
focus on one dimension: modularization. Modularization
involves the decomposition of production and services,
the molecularization of the production, and the emer-
gence of cross-national supply chains that generate final
product and service delivery. As production of services
and goods is deconstructed, political interests are funda-
mentally fragmented. It is not just that workers and man-
agement have different interests, or that workers are
relatively immobile and capital mobile. Nor is it simply
that the interests of subgroups of workers, or subgroups of
capital, have different, often contradictory interests. Rather,
if we think in terms of Iversen’s argument, the modular-
ization in production of goods, as well the decomposition
and growing tradability of service offerings with the often
abrupt relocation of jobs, makes it difficult to identify how
the interests of different groups are affected by the changes
of the global economy, where the boundaries around eco-
nomic interests are, and what the groups are in the first place.
Since the effects are diverse and molecular, the question of
how political groups are constituted and reconstituted, how
interests are formed, defined, and redefined, becomes cru-
cial. As the economic foundations of political groupings
become more unclear, the politics of creating groups and
interests in the political economy becomes more central.
Political and even economic groupings must be seen more
clearly for what they are, political constructs. The politics
of political economy become more central.

In sum, these are two very interesting, well-executed,
and provocative books. They force us both to reflect on
the past decades and to consider what will be required to
pursue equity and growth in the future under the condi-
tions of the new information economy and the new forms
of production and politicization it makes possible.

States, Scarcity, and Civil Strife in the Developing
World. By Colin H. Kahl. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006.
354p. $35.00.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707070727

— Klaus Schlichte, Humboldt-University at Berlin

Environmental issues have only recently attracted more
attention in social science’s reasoning about the causation
of war. Even though many scholars would probably agree
with the assertion that environmental degradation and
demographic pressure play a role in the causal nexus of many
civil wars, the question of how this relation could be con-
ceptualized has remained open for a long time. It is the aim
of Colin Kahl’s book to tackle this issue not by a mere theo-
retical and conceptual discussion but by using two intensely
studied cases as material to construct such a conceptualiza-
tion and to render it empirically applicable and plausible.

Kahl’s main theoretical argument is that the combina-
tion of rapid population growth, the degradation of renew-
able resources, and the maldistribution of renewable
resources can lead to what he synthesizes as “demographic-
environmental stress” (DES), which is, in his model, a
root cause of civil strife. However, distinguishing his argu-
ment from a crude ecological argument about war causa-
tion, he includes the state as a switch in his model. Although
he calls this approach a “state centric theory” (p. 209), it is
only in weak states that the pressure ensuing from DES
can lead to civil strife. Kahl distinguishes two mechanisms
at work in weak states that may lead to that result: state
failure, for which he takes the Philippines and Somalia as
examples, or state expropriation, as could be observed in
Rwanda and Kenya. According to Kahl, two intervening
variables decide whether DES-induced conflicts turn vio-
lent within weak states. The first one is “groupness,” an
expression that designates the fragmentation of a society
into subnational groups, and the second is what Kahl calls
the “inclusivity” of national institutions.

This clearly structured model is laid out in Chapter 2
of his book following Kahl’s discussion of competing
approaches in Chapter 1. Chapters 3 and 4 contain detailed
case studies, in which Kahl meticulously constructs his
argument with reference to the conflict of the National
People’s Army in the Philippines since the 1970s and the
civil strife that arose around land issues in Kenya’s Rift
Valley in the 1990s. These two examples have been cho-
sen, Kahl argues, not as test cases, but as instances of the
plausibility of his argument, given the scarcity of reliable
data for the two conflicts. Both case studies are based
upon wide reading and indeed contain convincing statis-
tics on demographic growth, population densities, rates of
deforestation, and estimates on land shortage. In Chapter
5, Kahl discusses the role of the two intervening variables—
groupness and inclusivity—for the two cases, using these
to explain very convincingly the variation of violence across
time and subnational regions for the two cases.
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To check his model against further evidence, Chapter
6 contains a cursory look at a set of other cases. For
readers familiar with these cases—Rwanda, Somalia, Chi-
apas, and Costa Rica—this discussion does not add
much to what is already known. Furthermore, a number
of competing explanations that do not stress demo-
graphic or environmental factors are not discussed at all.
The real highlight of Kahl’s conclusions is located in the
second half, when Kahl discusses the reach of his model
and its value in relation to other theories. First, he claims
neo-Malthusian hypotheses about war causation to be
insufficient as they do not account for the role of the
state. Only in weak states, he reasserts his point, can
demographic and environmental pressure be translated
into civil strife (p. 237). Second, Kahl also has some-
thing interesting to say about recently advanced neoclas-
sical arguments that highlight an abundant supply of
natural resources as an incentive for waging civil war.
Better known as the “greed thesis,” Kahl wants to restrict
it to cases of nonrenewable resources and points out fur-
ther limitations of this widely discussed concept (pp. 237–
42). Approaches from political ecology are dismissed by
Kahl, who deems them to be insufficiently modeled for
testing.

Given his argument and the well-known estimates about
both the future growth of the world’s population and fur-
ther environmental damage, it is hardly surprising that
Kahl concludes the book on a bleak note. He predicts that
young democracies, in what he still calls “the developing
world,” might slip back into authoritarianism, and that
there is likely to be more civil strife in those societies
where high degrees of groupness make peaceful processing
of internal conflicts less likely.

To my knowledge, Kahl’s study is currently the most
theoretically advanced attempt to include environmental
degradation and demographic developments into a social
science model of the causation of intrastate violence. The
evidence from the cases is well presented, the argument
sound and stimulating. So far, however, the model is just
made plausible and not yet rigorously tested. Kahl sees
this clearly and rightly points out that more rigorous test-
ing is not yet possible given the lack of sufficiently detailed
and reliable data on demographic and environmental
change in states that do not belong to the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development.

In such a situation, forms of testing would be help-
ful that, strangely, are not often applied in international
relations, such as diachronic comparisons. Intuitively, at
least a brief look into the history of the Netherlands or
modern Europe in general would have led to challenging
ideas. Historically, at least two factors alleviated the pres-
sure of rapid demographic and environmental change and
have proven Malthus’s theory wrong: One is the enor-
mous growth of productivity in not only agriculture but
also other sectors, and the other was international migra-

tion. Strangely, neither one of these ideas appears in Kahl’s
reasoning about causal construction.

From a classical viewpoint of political science, there is
another reason to doubt whether the popular ideas of envi-
ronmental change and demographic growth are really that
important as causes. Even for the two cases Kahl is dealing
with, there are at least equally plausible studies that explain
conflicts by using classical notions of political sociology
(cf. Thomas M. McKenna, Muslim Rulers and Rebels, 1998;
John T. Sidel, Capital, Coercion, and Crime, 1999, on the
Philippines; and Jean-François Médard, “Le ‘Big Man’ en
Afrique: Esquisse d’analyse du politicien entrepreneur,”
L’Année Sociologique 42 [1992]: 167–92, for the case of
Kenya). The argument has not yet been won by those who
promote the role of demography and environmental deg-
radation in the explanation of political violence. However,
whoever wants to strive for that position now has an impres-
sive and elegant study on which to build further efforts.

The Peace of Illusions: American Grand Strategy
from 1940 to the Present. By Christopher Layne. Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2006. 290p. $29.95.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707070739

— Colin Dueck, George Mason University

For over a decade, through a series of influential articles,
Christopher Layne has been the leading advocate within
the academy of an entirely new and much more detached
foreign policy strategy for the United States, one based
upon what he calls “offshore balancing.” In The Peace of
Illusions, Layne puts his argument in book form, address-
ing conceptual as well as historical and policy issues.

Layne begins with the question of theory, and asks
how we can explain past and current developments in
American grand strategy. In particular, he surveys various
possible explanations drawn from neorealism. Realists
believe that a state’s strategic choices stem primarily from
changes, opportunities, and constraints within the inter-
national system, materially defined. Indeed, some realists
give the impression that such choices flow overwhelm-
ingly from international conditions. Layne, on the other
hand, wants to argue that while international conditions
such as the distribution of power might predict certain
optimal strategies, states are still free to choose differently
and even badly, for example, for domestic or ideological
reasons. In the case of the United States, because of its
relative invulnerability to conventional military threats,
Layne suggests that the optimal and expected realist strat-
egy would, in fact, be a generally noninterventionist
approach in relation to European and Asian security mat-
ters, but that at least since the 1940s, the United States
has instead followed an extremely ambitious and dysfunc-
tional strategy of global or “extra-regional hegemony”
(pp. 3, 23–24). He calls this a form of “Open Door”
expansionism, drawing on a long tradition of revisionist
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