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			Book Presentation: Collapse by Jared Diamond

			Book Abstract

			In Collapse, Jared Diamond argues that present global resource consumption trends are not sustainable. Throughout history, civilizations have collapsed or declined, in no small measure, because their populations have undermined the ecological niches upon which their existence depends. Diamond believes that a complex set of factors, such as environmental resilience (or fragility), social flexibility, larger global trends and even pure luck, combine in unpredictable ways to influence whether societies fail or succeed.

			Studying how past civilizations have met, or failed to meet, environmental challenges may prove crucial in averting future global calamities. In the past, when a civilization failed, its impact was usually localized. But in today’s interconnected world, a failure in one part of the globe will have wide repercussions that have the potential to affect all mankind. This should cause us great concern, but by acknowledging the serious challenges we face, we may yet be able to avoid some of the worst catastrophes that might await us otherwise.

			About the Author

			Jared Diamond teaches geography at the University of California and is the Pulitzer Prize winning author of Guns, Germs, and Steel. One of the most distinguished experts in the field of evolutionary biology, Diamond’s work draws interest and acclaim from both academics and the general public. He has written more than 200 articles for magazines such as Discover, Nature and Geo, and his work has proven highly influential in informing public discourse on a range of environmental and social issues.

		

	
		
			Summary of Collapse (Jared Diamond)

			Collapses Past and Present

			The collapses of societies tend to display recurrent themes or patterns. Population growth, for example, tends to encourage intensified methods of agricultural production. However, unsustainable agricultural practices invariably lead to ecological damage, consequently leading to food shortages, starvation, wars and civil unrest. Eventually, a society’s population is decreased through these factors, as well as the society’s complexity, which gave rise to the unsustainable population excesses in the first place. Thus, many writers draw analogies between the life span of human beings and the life span of civilizations – they speak of the birth, growth, decline and death of societies – but in actuality, most societies collapse rather suddenly compared to the extended senescence that attends human aging.

			Ecocide, or ecological suicide, is an issue that appears to be eclipsing nuclear holocaust as the biggest threat to global civilization. Small-scale ecological catastrophes have already taken place in Somalia, Rwanda and other Third World countries. The environmental threats we face today are the same as those that have undermined previous human societies. Therefore, studying how past societies handled ecological challenges are vital if we are to avert the numerous threats that are virtually certain to become critical over the next several decades.

			Five-Point Framework

			It isn’t possible to blame a society’s collapse solely on environmental damage – there are always other factors. However, there is a five-point framework for attempting to describe any putative collapse. They are:

			
					Environmental Damage

					Climate Change

					Hostile Neighbors

					Friendly Trading Partners

					A Society’s Response to Environmental Challenges

			

			The first four may or may not prove decisive in a society’s collapse, but the fifth factor always proves significant.

			Environmental damage will depend not just on a native population, but also on the inherent fragility or resilience of a given environment. Historically, at least, climate change has been another factor that was beyond a population’s ability to control

			The presence or absence of hostile neighbors is another factor that can tip the balance of a society succeeding or failing. Often, a society will be able to hold off its enemies when it is strong, but succumb when it is weakened for environmental reasons. “Hence, collapses for ecological reasons often masquerade as military defeats.”

			Friendly trading partners can also play a huge role in whether a given society meets its challenges. For instance, most societies depend heavily on trading partners to secure vital resources, but a weakened trading partner can greatly weaken one’s own society.

			The fifth factor, how a society chooses to respond to environmental challenges, depends on a civilization’s economic and political institutions, along with its cultural values. Societies can fail to recognize such challenges, ignore them, adopt futile or counterproductive responses, or, on occasion, succeed in meeting environmental challenges through conservation and technological and other innovative solutions.

			Studying Collapses Scientifically

			Can one study the collapse of civilizations scientifically? “After all, most people assume science is a body of knowledge acquired by performing controlled and replicable experiments.” In some fields however - population biology, astronomy and geology, for instance - controlled experiments are unfeasible and other rigorous methods are required.

			“A frequent solution is to apply what is termed the ‘comparative method’ or the ‘natural experiment’ – i.e., to compare natural situations differing with respect to the variable of interest.” In other words, it is possible to rate societies on a number of variables - deforestation, rainfall, soil fertility, etc., - and then tease out by statistical analysis what particular variables contributed to success or failure, leading to insights and knowledge useful for meeting our own environmental challenges.

			Under Montana’s Big Sky

			Montana is one of America’s largest states, but it is also among the least populous. It appears to be one of the most unspoiled landscapes in the United States. Yet, Montana’s environmental problems include almost all of the factors that undermined pre-industrial societies of the past. These include toxic waste, biodiversity loss, climate change and introduced pests. The problems Montana faces are not insurmountable, but they do illustrate the complexity of environmental issues and the inevitable tradeoffs between civilization and ecological damage.

			Montana’s mining industry, for instance, is a case in point. Civilization simply cannot subsist without exploiting natural resources like coal, zinc and copper, to say nothing of cutting down forests for timber and diverting water sources for crop irrigation and the like. Though some forms of mining are more environmentally friendly than others, there is simply no way to avoid detrimental environmental impacts from mining, such as toxic run off. That’s because in the case of many precious metals essential for modern conveniences, tons of raw material must be unearthed to yield even a few ounces of a vital metal.

			Complicating matters is that fact that, historically, privately-owned companies are in the business of making a profit for their shareholders, so they have a fiduciary duty to maximize profits and minimize costs associated with cleanups. Complicating matters even further, many of Montana’s present toxic waste problems are due to mining operations that ceased to exist decades ago. The public, naturally, is usually reluctant to shoulder higher taxes to pay for handling toxic waste problems, particularly if they are out of sight or not immediately imminent. This kind of thinking reflects the “tragedy of the commons” – if a danger looks remote, everyone assumes it must be someone else’s responsibility.

			Compounding this problem is the fact that most of Montana’s citizens are conservatives, fiercely independent types who are deeply suspicious of governmental oversight or intervention to address ecological matters. As a result, zoning laws governing private property and development are virtually non-existent, hampering progress in addressing many of Montana’s ecological challenges, which include: soil erosion, salinization (too much salt in the soil) and a general decline in agricultural efficiency. Thus, Montana’s ecological problems are becoming economic problems. One obvious affect of this is that an increasing amount of farmland is being converted for other uses, especially the development of summer homes for out-of-state residents. This has led to a substantial drop in Montana’s per-capita income (out-of-state residents pay less of their share in state taxes), and an increasing share of Montana’s income comes from out-of-state transfers – Social Security, Medicare, Agricultural subsidies, etc. “If Montana were an isolated island, as Easter Island in the Pacific Ocean was in Polynesian times before European arrival, its present First World economy would already have collapsed.” But because Montana is not isolated - nor is the United States - it is not in imminent danger of collapse. Still, Montana’s ecologically induced economic challenges may indicate some of the broad trends we should be concerned about heading into the future.

			Past Societies: Twilight at Easter

			Easter Island is home to some of the most unusual and mysterious artifacts the world has ever known. Who were the inhabitants of the lush island paradise who carved the gigantic stone figures that dot the landscape of their remote volcanic island? How did the ancestors of the isolated and primitive Polynesians, discovered by Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen, manage to erect such enormous figures? Perhaps we will never be able to entirely answer these questions, but one thing is clear, all the best biological and forensic evidence suggests Easter Island underwent a catastrophic deforestation some time around the 1400 A.D, roughly 600 years after the first inhabitants arrived (900 A.D)

			In fact, the deforestation picture for Easter Island is the most extreme example anywhere in the Pacific, or even the world. The implications of deforestation for Easter Island’s inhabitants were severe: lack of wood meant the natives could no longer build the canoes needed to fish or travel to the islands of trading partners, there was no wood fuel to burn during the winter and there was no supply of the raw materials to construct basic shelters. Deforestation also had other impacts, especially soil erosion leading to drastic decreases in agricultural output. The immediate consequences were grim indeed: starvation, a sharp decline in population and even a descent into cannibalism.

			By the time Captain Cook had arrived at the island in 1774, he could describe the remaining inhabitants as “small, lean, timid, and miserable.” What had taken place was a complete breakdown on the political, moral and religious ideologies. The toppled and desecrated statues that so capture our imagination almost certainly represent evidence of a revolt by the masses against their governing political and religious elites (not at all dissimilar to the toppling of Stalin’s statue in Russia or Ceausescu’s in Romania when Communism failed). Although some observers contend that European visitors prior to Roggeveen’s could have played a role in Easter Island’s ecological calamity, the available evidence does not support that conclusion. Instead, it appears that the inhabitants of Easter Island were living in one of the most fragile ecological environments, one inherently at risk for deforestation. In other words, Easter Island natives were not unusually ecologically inconsiderate as much as they were unlucky.

			Actually, the inhabitants of Easter Island were doubly unfortunate – when their environment collapsed they had nowhere else to go. The example of Easter Island should be chillingly obvious; thanks to globalization, we on planet earth are as interconnected and isolated as the clans of Easter Island. Their fate may serve as a metaphor for a potential worst-case scenario awaiting us.

			The Ancient Ones: The Anasazi

			The site of the ecological collapse closest to home, for Americans anyway, is that of the Anasazi societies in New Mexico. Although the Anasazi did not represent a huge civilization in terms of population, as the Maya did in South America, they did erect some of the largest and tallest buildings in North America until the 1880s.

			The Anasazi do not represent the collapse of a single society, but rather a series of them. Like most collapses, no single factor can account for the demise of the Anasazi, but a fragile environment, marginal for agriculture, certainly looms as one of the most important. Nevertheless, the intersection of climate change, population problems, environmental damage and warfare with competing tribes illustrates just how quickly societies can collapse after attaining peak population numbers and power.

			The Southwestern corner of North America has always presented a challenge to its inhabitants – namely, how to obtain adequate water in an environment with a generally low and unpredictable rainfall. All of the solutions to this problem found by the Anasazi posed a similar risk: that several years of adequate rainfall and effective water management would result in increased population growth that could not be sustained, particularly when a series of years with inadequate rainfall occurred.

			Problems of water management proved particularly acute for the inhabitants of Chaco Canyon, the site of Pueblo settlements that were several stories high. Originally, the Chaco Canyon region seemed like an oasis in the desert, but archeological evidence indicates that Anasazi irrigation methods ultimately exacerbated their water management problems and their growing population quickly led to complete deforestation.

			Despite these two major environmental problems, the Anasazi population managed to increase in spurts so long as climate conditions were favorable – i.e., many wet years in a row. However, an increasingly dense population could no longer support itself, particularly in years of decreased rainfall. Eventually, Chaco became a black hole where goods were imported from outside settlements, but which produced no exports by itself.

			By this time, Chaco had become a mini-empire with a well-fed elite and a barely-subsisting peasantry. Inevitably, as resource scarcity increased, so did strife. Archeological evidence indicates that warfare and civil unrest became intense, including signs of cannibalism. The final blow appears to have been a prolonged drought that led to the abandonment of Chaco Canyon by the Anasazi. If we can draw a lesson from the Anasazi it is this: we can get away with waste when times are good, but when conditions fluctuate, we may be in for trouble.

			The Maya Collapses

			The ruins of Mayan temples in Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula and parts of Central America have captured the imagination of millions of tourists. Though Mayan civilization collapsed more than 1,000 years ago, in their time, they were the New World’s most advanced culture and the only Native American society with extensive written records.

			The existence of decipherable texts means that anthropologists can reconstruct Mayan history to a far greater extent than that of the Anasazi or inhabitants of Easter Island. Contrary to popular belief, Mayan civilization did not spring up in a conventional tropical rainforest, but rather in a habitat called a “seasonal tropical rain forest,” meaning there were alternating wet and dry periods within a typical year. Partly as a result of this, and partly as a result of porous sponge-like limestone terrain, the Mayans experience water management problems. This left many Mayan settlements vulnerable to prolonged droughts.

			The Mayan’s reliance on slash and burn agricultural techniques, corn-based agriculture (a crop that is low in protein) and a humid climate, which made food storage difficult, contributed to food supply problems. And food supply problems contributed to the fact that Mayan society “remained divided among small kingdoms that were perpetually at war with each other.” This led to “power cycling” as individual cities grew in power, declined, got conquered and then rose again.

			How did Mayan civilization eventually collapse? Anthropologists vigorously disagree among themselves, but some factors stand out. Population growth almost certainly outstripped available food resources, which precipitated deforestation, which may have been exacerbated by drought. Increased fighting among the Mayans for scarce resources would have amplified these factors (populations mobilized for warfare are usually less efficient agriculturally). It seems, also, that the kings and nobles failed to recognize and solve the obvious problems that were undermining

			Opposite Paths to Success

			
			
			
			Why Japan Succeeded

			
			
			Malthus in Africa

			
			
			One Island, Two Peoples: The Dominican Republic and Haiti

			
			
			
			
			China, The Lurching Giant

			
			
			
			
			“Mining” Australia

			
			
			
			
			Lessons

			
			
			
			
			
			Conclusion

			
			
					Destroying natural habitats at an accelerating rate.

					Losing biodiversity.

					Suffering increasing soil erosion rates.

					Depleting the world’s inexpensively available energy sources (oil, natural gas, and coal).

					Generating record levels of toxic chemicals.

					Damaging the protective ozone layer by the use of greenhouse gases.

					And making more demands on the world’s resources through population growth.
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