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The Anti-Collapse Movement


Throughout history there have been societies that, according to the arguments presented by Jared Diamond in his book, Collapse, effectively chose to fail. The Maya and Easter Island peoples, whose economies, government, and to an extent, cultures, ceased to exist, declined because of the decisions they made and the priorities they chose.  But are we, as a country or world society, likely to make those same poor choices, just as blind to our demise as they were? L.P. Hartley once said that “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” In my opinion, Diamond would disagree with this assertion, stating that collapses are already occurring in Third World countries, and that it is only a question now of when and if similar collapses will cause the downfall of First World nations. Genocide and collapse of authority in those Third World nations can surely affect the rest of the world through globalization.  This, in connection with overdevelopment in prospering First World countries, could be a recipe for disaster.  However, we can look to the future with hope. Despite the fact that our population growth, technology development, and increased international interaction can be contributing factors for collapse, they can also enable us to have control, to spread awareness, and to work toward a more sustainable world.  If world citizens take responsibility now, an anti-collapse movement could save this earth for the generations to come.


The Maya experienced a collapse in the southern lowlands of their king
dom during the 9th century A.D.  During the Mayan Classical period, kings and nobles in their respective city-states built exorbitantly lavish palaces and had massive monuments erected in their honor.  Their extravagant lifestyles put extreme amounts of strain on the peasants who worked to cultivate enough food and provide laborers for the various projects of the upper class.  Furthermore, the Maya population overall increased greatly during the Classical period, also placing a great strain on the environment.  Ironically, the deforestation that occurred to make room for more agricultural lands in turn caused major erosion, making hillside farming, a common Mayan practice, impossible (Diamond, pg. 168-9).  These environmental factors, in conjunction with hostility from neighboring peoples, made the Maya extremely vulnerable.  Furthermore, the Mayan collapse was closely connected with major droughts in the agricultural city-states- and once one supporting part of the great pillar that was the Mayan civilization was weakened, the collapse of the entire structure was inevitable.

But when comparing the modern world to past civilizations, perhaps no society bears more startling similarities to ours than that of the Easter Islanders.  Out of Diamond’s five “factors” that lead to collapses, this one falls in the category of environmental damage.  Originally, Easter Island was originally a heavily forested area, but its location and geological makeup made it extremely susceptible to total deforestation once the natives began to over-utilize the resources provided by the forests.  Located over 2,000 miles off the coast of Chile, the Easter Island natives did not have any means of trade, so they relied entirely on their sturdy sea canoes and accomplished sailors to provide food-, which in turn led to more deforestation as more canoes were built.  As a dry, high-latitude volcanic island, deforestation had a quicker and more severe effect on Easter Island than it would have had on a warm equatorial island (Diamond, 98). 

Yet one must also take into account their failure to foresee the effects of the damage they were causing, and lack of any attempts by the leaders of the time to prevent further damage. Unfortunately, it is here that we find the most astounding similarities to today.  A major cause for the obliviousness to the effects of deforestation was one that seems trivial to us today.  The chiefs of various tribes were too busy with a centuries-long power show that involved quarrying for and building massive stone sculptures shaped like heads and often decorated with 12-ton “headdresses” (Diamond, pg. 96). Is this pomp at all similar to the military buildup, nuclear arms race, race to space, or overall outlandish displays of wealth that go on within the US and between the US and other countries today? Jared Diamond would rightly argue that no; they are one and the same.

And so we return to the crucial question: do we, as a modern society, possess qualities that set us apart from these ancient ones?  We do.  However, some of the qualities that set us apart are counterproductive to any sort of anti-collapse movement.  For example, as the population of the world nears seven billion people, the earth’s resources are increasingly stretched to their limits.  More and more land is being taken over for agricultural and living space.  Furthermore, more people trying to get from one place to another naturally increases the number of cars, buses, trains and planes, all of which create emissions that can be harmful to the atmosphere we so desperately need to protect so that we are protected.  And as technological developments are made at breakneck speeds, nations build weapons that could, with provocation, destroy cities and have terrifying environmental effects.  

Despite these depressing facts, there is most definitely still cause for hope. Though the population continues to increase, there will always be natural factors that curb it; disease, conflict, and natural deaths, though tragic, keep the population from rising more rapidly. Advances in technology can have positive effects as well- new machinery for farming has made for higher crop yields, making up for lost farmland.  And as advances in machinery and weaponry have been made, so have advances in communication technology, making for a much more interconnected world community.  We have an environmental awareness in this day an age that greatly surpasses that of the Maya or Easter Islanders, and as proved by increased “go green” efforts by schools, businesses, and even nations, that technologically connected world community can spread ideas so rapidly that action is taken.  Many would say that the level of global unity required to create such a movement is unachievable.  Perhaps politically it is not, for countless factors stand between the governments of the nations of the world.  However, if businesses and nonprofit organizations that span the globe can bring international groups together to create change, then maybe they, and not the politicians, could be the leaders of the anti-collapse.  Therefore, it is reasonable for Jared Diamond to be a “cautious optimist”, for the anti-collapse movement has begun and will continue as long as our efforts ena
ble it to.
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�Careful – this makes it sound as though there was a single kingdom.  But in fact their society was organized around a collection of “city-states.” Diamond suggests that if f they had developed a centralized government, they might have been better able to solve some of the problems they faced.   


�Kaitlin,





I think most of what you are saying here is good. , But you did not really address the additional question from my email about the rewrite assignment.  I think it is important to take the “values” issue into account because it gives an indication of the difficulties that an “anti-collapse movement” will face and  why possible solutions might really be painful.  For instance, in order to solve the problem of overpopulation, it might be necessary to adopt something like the restrictions on family size that China has adopted. But we tend to place a very high value on freedom of individual choice in decisions about reproduction and other health issues .  Similarly, in order to preserve natural resources, we might need to consider restricting individuals' ability to act freely to maximize their own profits. But our whole economic system in the US is essentially based on free markets.  
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