

Praise for Goliath’s Curse

‘An epic analysis of 5,000 years of civilization … The lessons he has drawn are often striking: people are fundamentally egalitarian but are led to collapses by enriched, status-obsessed elites, while past collapses often improved the lives of ordinary citizens … scholarly, but the straight-talking Australian can also be direct’  Damian Carrington, Guardian

‘Unlike Jared Diamond’s formative 1997 bestseller Guns, Germs and Steel, which focuses on a handful of examples (and is increasingly contested by scholars), Goliath’s Curse analyses a massive data set through digital analysis … In the modern tradition of Big Books of human history like Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens and David Graeber and David Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything, Goliath’s Curse provides a novel theory of civilizational development … feels something like reading Thomas Piketty filtered through Mad Max … a strangely hopeful book’  Ed Simon, The New York Times

‘An excellent survey of human history through the collapses of Goliath-like kings, states and empires … Kemp sees a solution in the flashing warning lights; the collective means to rise up and slay the Goliaths of climate change, big tech and authoritarianism through true, progressive democracy’  Ben East, Observer

‘A brilliant, utterly convincing account of the evolution of human society and why we are probably reaching humanity’s end days’  Henry Marsh, author of Do No Harm

‘Absolutely essential reading for understanding why past civilizations collapsed, and how to protect our own from the same fate’  Lewis Dartnell, author of The Knowledge

‘Learned, provocative and deeply unsettling … exceptionally powerful, undeniably impressive’  Andrew Lynch, Irish Times

‘Luke Kemp, who analyses 5,000 years of the rise and fall of civilizations in his book Goliath’s Curse, sees the trend towards collapse emerging for global capitalism. According to Kemp, there are two paths for our future: either we will witness global societal collapse, or we will radically change the way we organise our societies’  Ingrid Robeyns, Guardian

‘A deeply sobering and strangely inspiring history of how societies collapse – and how we can still save ours. Read it now, or your descendants will find it in the ruins’  Johann Hari, author of Stolen Focus

‘Exceptional … This is not a book for the anxious. It tells of the collapse of empires and the potential for the implosion of human society. In his marshalling of existential risks the author Luke Kemp deploys apocalyptic prose’  Mark Urban, Sunday Times

‘Erudite, detailed and urgent. A masterpiece of data-driven collapsology’  Paul Cooper, author of Fall of Civilizations

‘In this wide-ranging book Luke Kemp presents a fascinating multi-millennial panorama of how societies have emerged, flourished, but eventually collapsed. He then addresses the lessons this historical record offers for safeguarding humanity’s future, in an era when unprecedented global connectedness and technological advance could engulf our entire civilization in a terminal catastrophe’  Martin Rees, Astronomer Royal, founder of CSER, and author of Our Final Century

‘Luke Kemp is a writer and thinker of great talent and probity, and Goliath’s Curse is an important, clarifying and most of all timely contribution to our age of anxiety’  Gideon Lewis-Kraus, staff writer at the New Yorker

‘With a breathtaking sweep of history, Luke Kemp decodes the operating system of power and its recurring fatal error: the belief that dominance equals resilience. Goliath’s Curse reveals how, from the first empires to our digital age, the concentration of power has always been a precursor to collapse. By showing that our most enduring social structures are built not on command, but on collaboration, Kemp offers a profound argument for the power of plurality. An essential read for anyone building the more open, fair and anti-fragile world we urgently need’  Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s Cyber Ambassador and founding Minister of Digital Affairs

‘A page-turning masterpiece and a necessary antidote to our age of crisis. If you like Jared Diamond you’ll love Goliath’s Curse. Compelling and profound’  Roman Krznaric, author of The Good Ancestor

‘An invigorating look at big picture history across continents and millennia, and a survival manual to boot’  Kirkus Reviews

‘A brilliant and unnerving debut from economist and geographer Kemp … a sweeping and dire vision of a world on the brink’  Publishers Weekly

‘A great book. The history and plausible futures of collapse are set forth with incredible clarity and rigour. The worst outcome is – we hope – probably preventable if we are perceptive enough as a species, and plan enough to persevere against the stupidity and arrogance of the plutocrats in our midst’  Danny Dorling, author of The Next Crisis

‘This is the book on societal collapse that I had always hoped someone would write. It was worth the wait!’  Walter Scheidel, author of The Great Leveler

‘A fascinating intellectual journey … This is a book that should be read – and a message that should be heeded – by anyone interested in achieving lasting human prosperity while preserving our planet’  Professor Jim Bacchus, former Congressman, founding judge of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and author of Democracy for a Sustainable World

‘Luke Kemp shows that inequality breeds instability and true resilience lies in the democratisation of power. Important reading for anyone committed to a future beyond empire’ Jason Hickel, author of Less is More 

‘Goliath’s Curse is both a sweeping history and a forensic diagnosis of the systems that rule us and how they fall apart. This isn’t just about the past; it’s about the trajectory we’re on now. This book offers the clarity we desperately need in an overloaded, accelerating world’ Nate Hagens, host of The Great Simplification

‘Renowned existential risk specialist Luke Kemp looks both back into history and forward into the future, spelling out the dangers that we currently face and suggesting ways in which we might avoid the pitfalls leading to collapse, before our luck runs out. This is a brilliant and insightful book, guaranteed to keep you thinking during the day and wide awake with worry during the night’  Eric Cline, author of 1177 B.C.: The Year Civilization Collapsed

‘Anyone who doubts the importance of this conversation hasn't been paying attention – the spectacle of the world’s richest man seizing chaotic control of the world’s most powerful nation underscores Luke Kemp’s points about the corrosive effects of grotesque inequity. It’s clearly past time that we figured out how to build down the scale of our societies, in interesting but urgent ways’  Bill McKibben, author Here Comes the Sun

‘A profound and mind-expanding book that challenges the existing narratives of societal collapse. Through a long-term lens, Kemp asks us to reconsider histories we thought we knew, a present we take for granted, and future perils we have yet to meet. This is a chillingly enlightening read, which will reorient your understanding of the world and how it came to be’  Richard Fisher, author of The Long View
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UNRAVELLING HISTORY THROUGH COLLAPSE

Human history is the story of a power struggle. Power comes in four different forms: control of decision-making, including by setting up a centralized government; control of the resources that others depend on, such as the wheat and rice that most people eat every day; control through threats and violence; and control of information to understand and manipulate others, whether by a bureaucracy, a priesthood, or a big tech company. Then there is the great amplifier: power depends on who you are controlling – the size, skills, and health of the population.1

Each of these power structures can fall apart. When a government – whether in ancient Rome or modern-day Somalia – falls apart, we call it a state collapse or ‘state failure’. When the economy breaks down, as with the Great Depression in the 1930s, we call it an economic collapse. When a large number of people die, we call it a ‘bust’ or population collapse. When all these power systems crumble together in a relatively rapid and enduring manner we call it a societal collapse.2 Societal collapse has shaped our history and will determine our future.

Around 500 kilometres south-west of modern-day Chicago, a city of flat-topped earthen pyramids rises above the Mississippi River. At one stage there were almost 200 of these mounds covering around thirteen square kilometres. The largest pyramid – Monk’s Mound – stands at almost thirty metres, making it taller than the White House. These flat-topped pyramids were made by hand. Villagers would dig up the rich soil, transport it with baskets, and layer it carefully to form miniature mountains. They surrounded a grand plaza 490 metres long and 265 metres wide. The layout was eerily similar to those found over 2,000 kilometres south-west, in the pyramid cities of Mesoamerica.3

This is Cahokia, the first true city of the US (Figure 1).4 Around 1,000 years ago (1050–1100 CE), the settlement grew into a city of 10,000–15,000 people.5 Just a century or so earlier in 900 CE corn had been introduced to the area. The boom in agriculture, construction, and population was accompanied by more disturbing practices. Within the abandoned pyramids lie the remains of hundreds of men and women. One of the mounds (Mound 72) contains 272 burials, many of which were ritual sacrifices. They were killed and then tossed into graves as part of an elite funeral.

One burial site alone has the skeletons of fifty-three women, all of which are of reproducing age: fifty-two are fifteen to twenty-five years old and one was around thirty-five. The women may have been virgins, or a harem of slaves. Another pit contains four men with their heads and hands cut off. Other victims kept their hands but suffered slower deaths, with their fingerbones left digging into the sand as they tried to claw their way out. At the top of the burial are two men who were buried lavishly, with one sporting a 5cm-thick blanket of 20,000 shell beads. Cahokia had become unequal and centralized, with a priestly ruling class who used human sacrifice to legitimize their reign. It was on course to become the first state of North America centuries before Europeans would arrive.6

A few decades later, the first signs of instability emerged. A farming complex supplying the city with grain was abandoned, a palisade was erected around the central settlement, and people began to exit the city. Within fifty years its population had halved. Just over a century after that, the entire site, and the area extending hundreds of kilometres to the south-east of Cahokia – once full of similar pyramid-centred towns – had been abandoned. It became known as ‘the Vacant Quarter’, a vast tract of swampy land that was avoided by the indigenous people. Remarkably, the Native Americans of the area have no stories or oral traditions about Cahokia. It was as if they had intentionally forgotten it. This pioneering civilization-building project was over and would never be resurrected.7
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Figure 1: An artistic depiction of Cahokia around 1050 CE
Over 8,000 kilometres away, across the Atlantic, lies the city of Rome. It was once the beating heart of Europe’s largest, most enduring empire. While relatively few know of or visit the ruins of Cahokia, millions flock to see the remains of Rome: the stone and marble skeletons of the Forum and the Colosseum. Rome collapsed, the western half of the empire fragmented, and the population of the city shrank from around 1 million people to 30,000. Unlike Cahokia, Rome was never entirely abandoned. It remains a thriving metropolis of 2.8 million people. And unlike Cahokia, the legacy of Rome would be kept alive by dozens of later kingdoms and empires, including the British. Cahokia’s collapse was terminal, while the city of Rome, its culture and institutions, and the eastern half of its empire headquartered in Constantinople (now modern-day Istanbul) lived on.

Both Rome and Cahokia collapsed. How they fell and the legacy they left varies dramatically. Rome was revered, while Cahokia was left as a bad memory to rot in the swamps of the Mississippi.

To understand the similarities and differences of Rome and Cahokia we need to unravel some of the biggest questions of history. Why did people build these states and civilizations? Why did some of these first attempts to build great power structures fall apart? Why was Rome replaced by dozens of imitators while Cahokia’s collapse was seemingly permanent? What did these systems of power mean for the health and wealth of the people living in them? What do these past collapses mean for us in the modern world? Once you pull on the thread of collapse, the entire tapestry of history begins to unravel.

GOLIATH’S CURSE

A state is a set of centralized institutions that imposes rules on and extracts resources from a population in a territory, whether that be ancient Egypt or the US today.8 All states throughout history have eventually ended. The average lifespan of a state is 326 years. The largest states – mega-empires covering over a million square kilometres – are more fragile, lasting on average just 155 years. But these averages obscure a staggering range, from the fleeting four-year reign of the Later Han Dynasty in China to the Byzantine Empire of the Mediterranean, which lasted over 1,000 years. While all states have ended, most did not end in societal collapse. Societal collapse is a rarer phenomenon. A phenomenon that afflicts not only states but also broader power structures. Structures that many would call ‘civilization’.9

When most people speak of civilization they are referring to a few basic ingredients: hierarchy (government, bureaucracy), the capture and use of great amounts of energy (agriculture and monuments), and dense populations living in close quarters (cities and urbanism). Collapse involves a rapid and enduring loss of each of these ingredients of civilization.

Yet civilization seems to be a wholly inappropriate term for what we see in Cahokia and Rome. It is derived from the Latin civilitas, which implies restraint, moderation, and good political conduct. Slavery, war, patriarchy, sacrificing teenage girls as the priests of Cahokia did, punishing slaves with crucifixion as in Rome, or dropping atomic bombs on cities as the US did less than a century ago, are not what most of us would consider civilized conduct. Orchestrating mass sacrifices or building bombs that vaporize cities does not require altruism, civility, or democracy. It requires top-down obedience enforced through the threat of violence.

While the term ‘civilization’ is still commonly used, scholars have always struggled to agree on a sensible definition. Some suggestions include an advanced culture (an idea as vague as it is prejudiced against indigenous peoples), or a random checklist of factors such as writing (which neither Cahokia nor the Incan Empire had) and long-distance trade (which essentially all hunter-gatherers conducted). The problem is that most of us are uncomfortable in recognizing the most common element of civilization: rule through domination.

A more apt label for these systems of violence is ‘Goliath’. A Goliath is a collection of hierarchies in which some individuals dominate others to control energy and labour. Goliath refers to a figure from the Old Testament (1 Samuel 17), a towering Bronze Age warrior who tormented the Israelites. Despite his size he was eventually brought down by David, the future King of Israel, who slung one smooth stone directly between his eyes. Similarly, Goliath societies began in the Bronze Age, are imposing in size, rely on violence, and can often be surprisingly fragile.

It was Goliath, not civilizations, that we saw arise in places such as Egypt, China, and Cahokia thousands of years ago. ‘Goliath’ is a far more useful term since it pinpoints what exactly changed in the lands around the Nile, the Yellow River Valley, and the Mississippi. It was a move towards human societies organizing, like many of our chimp cousins do, as a dominance hierarchy. That is, a social-ranking system in which one group or individual is placed above others owing to their ability to impose penalties, including violence. It was the emergence of Goliath.

A Goliath is not just a state. While the Roman Empire was the political heart of the Roman Goliath, there were other hierarchies that preceded it: rich and poor, master and slave, man and woman. A Goliath is a collection of dominance hierarchies organized primarily through authority and violence.

We can use the term ‘Goliath’ in a similar way to civilization. We use civilization to refer both to a general way of organizing society and to specific societies. We speak of ‘the rise of civilization’, or of the ‘global civilization’ of today, yet we also refer to specific civilizations, such as China and Egypt. I’ll be using Goliath in a similar manner. Goliath can mean a general template of organizing society into dominance hierarchies that control people and energy. It can also mean a specific set of dominance hierarchies that often coincide with an empire, such as Rome or China.

Goliaths contain the seeds of their own demise: they are cursed. This is why they have collapsed repeatedly throughout history.

Sometimes it is not just a single Goliath that is toppled, but an entire group of them. Approximately three millennia ago, the Mediterranean and Near East were ruled by a network of Bronze Age empires and states. This Late Bronze Age world-system (around 1700–1200 BCE) included the Egyptians, the Mycenaeans in ancient Greece, the Minoans in Crete, and the Assyrians and Babylonians of Mesopotamia. In about 1200 BCE this entire system began to unravel.

Around a millennium later, Europe and Asia were dominated by two empires: the Roman Empire in western Europe and the Han Dynasty in China. Each at their peak ruled over some 5–6 million square kilometres of land and 60–70 million people.10

Collapses can be abrupt and unforeseen. The Han faced a small popular uprising that snowballed into the capture of the capital and the end of their dynasty within five years. It took under a century for Rome to go from rule by a single emperor to being a fractured chessboard of competing kingdoms. The fall of the Bronze Age system also took under a hundred years to unfold. Even the most entrenched power structures can be torn apart quickly and unpredictably.

As far as we can tell, no one living at the time anticipated the demise of these empires. Apart from individual disasters, famines, and sacked cities, they likely did not know they were living through a collapse. While a historian may see collapse as a graph of falling population or territory, the first-hand experience is far different. People living through collapse tasted the fear on their tongue while fleeing a city, they felt the heady rush of anger while raiding a granary, and they heard the screams of conflict coming closer. But we can see clearly only when looking back. Collapse may be invisible until after it has occurred. We may be today living through a collapse that is for now slow and imperceptible.

Gazing up at the faded marble columns of Rome or the abandoned granite bones of Machu Picchu often brings a sense of tragic inevitability. A reminder that death comes not just for every individual, but also for every great power structure. Percy Shelley caught that feeling in his sonnet ‘Ozymandias’:


And on the pedestal, these words appear:

‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,

Look on my Works ye Mighty, and despair!’

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.



Both Ozymandias and real-world examples, such as ancient Rome, evoke a certain ominous uncertainty. Will we face the same fate? Collapse is the spectre that haunts the victors of history.

Collapses throughout history can offer an insight into how and why different power structures unravel, and whether there are any patterns across the millennia. History is a vast database we can learn from, but it must be done soberly. Bear in mind that Shelley’s Ozymandias was modelled on the Egyptian pharaoh Ramesses II (Ozymandias was the Greek version of his name) and it was not a lament for pharaohs or for lost civilizations. Shelley was a staunch believer in republican rule, and the poem was a reminder about the ephemeral nature of tyrants such as Ramesses II.

Historical collapses are neither uniform nor apocalyptic. Many historians and archaeologists now prefer to speak of ‘transformation’ rather than collapse. While some were quick, others were protracted, taking entire centuries to play out. Cahokia lost half its population in half a century, while the fall of the Western Roman Empire took multiple generations. The effects also varied depending on who and where you were. A woman born in Roman Britain in 360 CE could have grown up in a prosperous market town using currency, speaking Latin, seeing columns of Roman soldiers, and glimpsing the bathhouses of the elite. If she lived to sixty, she would have inhabited a Britain with no large towns, no currency, no Roman soldiers or administrators, abandoned bathhouses and monuments, and surrounded by pagan immigrants who didn’t speak a word of Latin. By contrast, an aristocrat in southern France during the same period would have experienced little change, apart from who they paid their taxes to. To a historian, the fall of Rome may look like an obvious event in global history. To a peasant in Spain, it may have barely been perceptible. Collapse is partly in the eye of the beholder.11

The people and culture of collapsed states often persist after the fall. The language, customs, and culture of Rome lived on through new Germanic rulers, and the empire itself persisted for another millennium through the Eastern Roman Empire. The US Senate was inspired by Rome, and the Roman language of Latin is still used in institutions today. The Incan language of Quechua is still spoken by around 10 million people today in Peru and surrounding areas. Much of the Mississippian culture that Cahokia pioneered lived on in future Native American communities for centuries, even if the experiment with cities and rulers was forgotten.12 Collapse reveals the fragility of empires, but also the resilience of culture and communities.

Collapse doesn’t just change across space, but also over time. And the future of collapse looks far grimmer than the past.

OUR FRAGILE FUTURE

We live in a uniquely dangerous time. Our world is scarred by a pandemic, beset by unprecedented global heating, riven by inequality, dizzied by rapid technological change, and living under the shadow of around 10,000 stockpiled nuclear warheads. Since the invention of the atom bomb the world has come frighteningly close to nuclear war at least a dozen times. The climate change we face is an order of magnitude (ten-fold) faster than the heating that triggered the world’s greatest mass extinction event, the Great Permian Dying, which wiped away 80–90 per cent of life on earth 252 million years ago. Viruses can now spread at the speed of a jet plane, and computer viruses at the speed of an internet connection.13

The better-known and more deeply studied threats of nuclear war and climate change are joined by new, more hypothetical technological terrors. In 2023, hundreds of AI scientists and other luminaries (strangely including the CEOs of the main companies building these new AI systems, such as Sam Altman of OpenAI and Demis Hassabis of Google DeepMind) released a statement warning against the risk of human extinction from AI. They fear that an uncontrolled, ultra-intelligent machine whose interests are not aligned with those of humanity (or at least most of us) will either destroy or enslave us. Other scholars, including biological scientists, have warned of advances in bioengineering that could create doomsday diseases – far more contagious and deadly than anything that has ever existed. And those are just the present threats. Who knows what new hazards rapid technological change could conjure in the coming decades. The confluence of these different threats has led some to call our current predicament the ‘metacrisis’, ‘the precipice’, or a ‘global polycrisis’.14

Such apocalyptic angst is not new. Every age has its doomsayers and extinction panics. In the 1920s Winston Churchill warned that humankind was in the unprecedented situation of being able to ‘unfailingly accomplish its own extermination’ in the morbidly titled essay ‘Shall We All Commit Suicide?’ The Czech play R.U.R. (which coined the term ‘robot’, derived from the Slavonic robota, meaning servitude or forced labour) told the story of an uprising of intelligent machines that wiped out their human masters. This occurred in the 1920s, a time still reeling from a global pandemic, the First World War, and rapid industrialization. This doesn’t mean that either current concerns, or those from a century ago, are invalid. It means that we need a reliable way to put the current threats we face into perspective.15

The history of collapse is the most relevant historical phenomenon we can learn from. The present is an extension of the past. The past can tell us how catastrophes have unfolded, how people have proved resilient to them, and why we find ourselves in our own acutely dangerous predicament. Looking at collapse also forces us to confront how societies can destroy each other, as well as produce threats that undo themselves. Collapse isn’t just about how great power structures die, but also about how they kill.16

History can also help us understand the origins of the risk we are facing today. Studies of current global risk tend to become a checklist of different threats: nuclear weapons, climate change, pandemics, and AI. Focusing on each in isolation and looking for technical solutions – such as building benevolent, controllable AI systems – is useful yet short-termist. In 1950 there was only one well-known global risk: nuclear weapons. Diplomatic efforts in the 1980s to reduce nuclear stockpiles by around 80 per cent were welcome, yet they haven’t stopped the world from spiralling into new arms races with algorithms or killer drones, or stockpiles mushrooming again. If we don’t find a way to address the underlying drivers of arms races, then we are doomed in the long term. We need to reverse the root causes of global risk, not just build new technology to cope with the symptoms.

Competing companies and countries didn’t just appear overnight; they have a history that can be traced back to human psychology. Fundamental psychological factors and the environmental changes that allowed them to shape the world are the root causes.17 Excavating these root causes can help us determine what we can do next to safely navigate the coming decades and centuries. This excavation of root causes will take us all the way back to 300,000 years ago, when we first developed as a species.

Yet while a future clouded by threats such as nuclear weapons, climate change, and uncontrolled technological change may seem dire, collapse has not always been a bad thing. Throughout history it has been a blessing for many.

A BLESSING IN DISGUISE

Somalia is often used as an example of a modern-day collapse. In 1991, the small sub-Saharan African country fell into civil war. It had been ruled by the brutal dictator Mohamed Siad Barre since a bloodless coup in 1969 put him in power. Armed rebel groups began to surface in the 1980s, before overthrowing the Barre regime. Centralized government was lost, a power vacuum opened, and Somalia became what many would call a ‘failed state’, or even a collapsed one.

But the loss of the Somali state was a blessing for its citizens. A decade later almost every indicator of welfare and development had improved compared to life under the Barre regime. The number of mothers dying during childbirth had decreased by 30 per cent, infant mortality had been reduced by 24 per cent, and extreme poverty had dropped by almost 20 per cent.

Many difficult-to-measure aspects of life also flourished. Under the Barre regime, media was censored, foreign travel restricted, and many forms of free speech (including ‘gossip’) and free association could be punished by death. After the state collapsed, people spoke more openly and moved freely across borders, while numerous media outlets thrived.

Yet these advances cannot be explained purely by the collapse of the brutal Barre government. Somalis’ lives improved in most development indicators even relative to their more stable neighbours in Kenya, Djibouti, and Ethiopia. The only areas of life that got worse were school enrolment and adult literacy, mainly because Western donors withdrew their aid from education programmes. Local militias and governments proved to be more responsive and less extractive than the UN-recognized (and US-backed) reign of Barre. Somalia was better off stateless.18

Somalia’s experience is not unique.19 Many historical cases of collapse may have been a net benefit for many citizens. This should not be too surprising: most states of the past were predatory constructs not dissimilar to Barre’s government.

Despite their splendid ruins, we need to keep in mind the ugly reality of past empires. Rome was an autocratic machine for turning grain into swords. Between 410 and 101 BCE the Roman Republic was at war for well over 90 per cent of the time.20 The Roman Empire was the largest slave system ever to have existed, enslaving around 100–200 million people during its reign.21 The Incan Empire was an ethnic pyramid scheme with the ruling Sapa Inca regularly and forcibly displacing hundreds of thousands of people (perhaps up to a third of the empire’s population).22 The different Egyptian kingdoms were national economies organized around a royal burial cult. Much of the workforce was mobilized to build grand cemetery monuments, such as pyramids, to ensure a few leaders’ safe passage into the afterlife. Today, many look at the Great Wall of China as an impressive achievement, a wonder of the world. It’s easy to forget that it was built by prisoners and slave labour, and was intended not just to keep mounted raiders out but to keep citizens in.23

Most empires strove to be endless. The poet Virgil wrote of how the god Jupiter gifted to Romulus, the founder of Rome, an ‘empire without end’. The Nazi regime dreamed of a thousand-year Reich. We should be grateful that such quests for imperial immortality have been repeatedly unsuccessful.

The collapse of a Goliath is not always a largely beneficial affair, as it was with Somalia. It can involve mass displacement, the breakdown of long-distance trade and communication, an end to government services, increased violence, the abandonment of writing and loss of some technologies, and large-scale loss of life. The more typical view of collapse as a historical tragedy is not entirely unwarranted. Collapse is a process that has costs and benefits, winners and losers.

This more complicated picture is often missing in popular depictions of collapse. The experience of Somalia and the blessings of collapse may seem unexpected because the entire idea of collapse is shrouded in myth. It is rooted in deep beliefs about human nature and our apparent need for hierarchy. The most popular image of collapse is that, in the absence of a powerful authority, chaos and disorder reign; people turn to violence in a panicked scramble for resources. Hence, the misguided doomsday ‘prepper’ strategy of gathering guns, ammunition, and tinned foods into remote bunkers. Such myths inform how we think about history. It’s common to envision the past as a series of rises into golden ages during the peak of an empire and falls into post-collapse dark ages. These stories are the hallmarks of disaster movies, fictional post-apocalyptic stories, and bestselling non-fiction books. And these stories persist because the history we have is, of course, not an objective account of the past. It was written on parchment and engraved in stone by the conquerors and slave-owners of the past.

A 1 PER CENT VIEW OF HISTORY

‘The whole of Upper Egypt died of hunger and each individual had reached such a state of hunger that he ate his own children.’ This inscription comes from the autobiography of Ankhtifi, a southern provincial governor of Egypt during the end of the Old Egyptian Kingdom c. 2181–2055 BCE. The story etched into his tomb depicts an almost cosmic breakdown of law and order.

Ankhtifi was not alone in describing the loss of the Old Egyptian Kingdom as a tragedy. The Admonitions of Ipuwer, a collection of poems written on papyrus scrolls decades later, also paints an ugly picture. It is a typical example of what historians call ‘lamentation literature’, which gazes mournfully back at a fallen empire and lists a series of evils that befell it, ranging from civil war to famine. The Admonitions of Ipuwer described what is known in Egyptian history as the ‘first intermediate period’, or what most of us know as a dark age.24

Yet the fall of the Old Egyptian Kingdom, as told through Ankhtifi’s autobiography, was deceptive. It seems that there was a drought, but there is little evidence of mass death, starvation, or cannibalism as reported in his inscription. The pharaoh lost power, and there does appear to have been increased conflict, but it was not a complete catastrophe. Instead, non-elite tombs became richer and more common. Grave goods, monuments, and amuletic symbols that had previously been used only by an elite became more widely available. Egyptologists refer to it as a ‘democratization of religion’. Government decentralized to provincial levels. Nobles became more impoverished, while commoners appear to have become richer and more socially mobile.25

The Admonitions of Ipuwer confirms this. Most of the text is a tirade against the empowerment of the peasants and an inversion of the social order:


The corn of Egypt is common property …

Indeed, the poor man has attained to the state of the Nine Gods,

he who could not make a sarcophagus for himself is now the possessor of a tomb … Behold, noble ladies are now on rafts,

and magnates are in the labour establishment,

while he who could not sleep even on walls is now the possessor of a bed.

Servants spoke freely. The nobles lamented. And the poor rejoiced.26



The horror of servants gaining free speech and the collective ownership of collectively produced food is not usually what comes to mind when one thinks of collapse. Though clearly it was for the writers of the Admonitions of Ipuwer. The poems expend far more energy fretting about this reversal of fortunes than on war and starvation.

Many people benefited from the fall of the pharaoh and the Old Egyptian Kingdom. As a nomarch (provincial governor) of Upper Egypt, Ankhtifi himself may have been a beneficiary. When the authority of the pharaoh disappeared, nomarchs took on more power. Ankhtifi was buried in a lavishly decorated tomb, which portrays him as a great saviour during this period of instability. His autobiography was mainly an exercise in self-aggrandizement.

Ankhtifi and lamentation literature more generally are emblematic of a key problem: the 1 per cent view of history. Most of the archaeological evidence we have – palaces, pyramids, and written records – is all from the smallest, wealthiest class.

We judge historical collapse based on what archaeologists have dug up. The easiest remains to find are monumental structures such as palaces, temples, and fortresses, as well as grand burials with a few prized individuals buried with their weapons and jewellery. In short, the more stuff you produced and left behind, the larger your entry in the archaeological record. Unfortunately, the vast majority of people in the past left faint, biodegradable fingerprints. For over 99 per cent of humanity’s time on earth people have not lived in cities but as foragers or as peasant farmers.27 Even at the height of the Roman Empire around 90 per cent of the population were rural farmers. And yet, we know most about what happened to a few palaces and city centres, not the thousands of farms and villages.28

This leads to problems when studying ancient collapses. Did the fall of the Classic Lowland Maya and the Western Roman Empire lead to large-scale losses of life or mass displacement? People who leave cities and move back to the land leave behind fewer traces. They become archaeologically invisible. This migration from urban to rural areas can make it difficult to tell whether much of the populace perished or simply moved away. It can also make it difficult to know how their lifestyles changed, giving us a skewed picture of how collapse unfolded.29

The elite bias is most evident in writing. Writing and other forms of documentation were an exclusive art for government bureaucrats and aristocratic representatives up until the invention of the printing press. The earliest forms of fully fledged writing, dating back to around 3000 BCE in Mesopotamia, were not letters or poems but tax records, administrative documents, and government propaganda. The first writer was probably an accountant.

Writing, for most of human history, has not been a widespread practice. Most people in the world couldn’t read or write until the nineteenth or twentieth century. This was because the average individual faced numerous impediments to literacy. Writing materials were expensive and hard to procure, writing is often difficult to learn (it takes years of training for children even today), there were frequently restrictions (particularly for women) on who could learn, and there was usually little to no benefit if you were a farmer or peasant. Before the advent of the printing press, writing was dominated by a small, select number of scribes employed by rulers and the richest families.30

Records are also mainly penned by the victors of history. We have a deep insight into the lives of the Roman elite, but little knowledge of the non-state peoples who covered most of the world.31

Most of our sources tend to show collapse through the eyes of its greatest victims: enriched elites. ‘Elite’ does not mean individuals who are particularly skilled or high-performing, but rather the top 1–10 per cent of decision-makers and wealth-holders in a society. We need to go beyond the elite view and provide a more realistic analysis of history and collapse. What did it mean for the health and wealth of the slaves, peasants, and farmers?32 We need something closer to a people’s history of collapse.

IS HISTORY RELEVANT FOR THE FUTURE?

A common question is whether the history of crisis and collapse in agricultural empires can provide lessons for the modern, globalized, and industrialized world. While many factors distinguish the modern world from ancient history, they don’t make collapse less relevant. In each of the key dimensions of collapse – energy capture, population density, and hierarchy – the modern world is simply an intensification of the past. The study of collapse is more relevant than ever.

Globalized society is dependent on unfathomable amounts of energy. In just the last 200 years energy consumption has risen ten-fold.33 The surge in energy use can also be seen in how much energy is ‘captured’ per person. That is, how much energy – calculated in terms of calories – is taken from the environment and used by humans, whether that be for food, heating, electricity, or construction. The average ice-age hunter-gatherer in Europe would have captured about 4,000 calories per day. The average European now uses around 230,000 calories.34

While fossil fuels are a new source of energy, we are still dependent on the same few types of grains to feed almost the entire world. About two-thirds of the world’s food energy intake comes from three staple grasses: wheat, rice, and maize. Wheat alone provides about one-fifth of global dietary calories. We are still agrarian in our tastes, even if we now rely on fossil-fuel-devouring production.35

Collapse tended to hit urban areas far harder than rural ones. Today we also live in an unprecedentedly urban age. For most of human history, the majority of humanity has lived in rural settings. It was not until 2007–8 that over half of the global population resided in urban areas. By 2050, around two-thirds of the global population (6 billion) are expected to live in urban areas.36

Societal collapse is mainly about the fall of great power structures. The world is dominated not just by cities, but by hierarchy. It is covered by a single political type: political states. If you are reading this, you are almost certainly a
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