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PROLOGUE



Nothing lasts forever. The laws of physics demand we descend toward disorder, and we comply. Every change sets in motion the next until the transformation permeates our lives and communities. These changes can be profound and dramatic—sometimes apocalyptic. Many of us think about these apocalyptic changes, a lot. If it is not upon us, we convince ourselves that the next apocalypse is just around the corner. I suspect every generation feels the end is near. Sometimes they are correct.


The effects of profound changes endure, but we also remember the world before it transformed. We create a mythical past, a romanticized time when everything was in its proper order. I am an archaeologist, and I study how societies form and transform. In the rainforest in Honduras, I saw how profoundly these changes affect people, even centuries later.


“Do you know the story of the Lost City?” Don Cipriano asked me. “It’s right up there.” He gestured with his hand.


Cipriano and I were sitting and looking into the campfire, waiting for water to boil for coffee. We were in the Mosquito Coast of Honduras, deep in the rainforest, where I had conducted archaeological research for years. We had been walking for over a week, documenting the archaeological sites that he would show me. I had heard the stories of the Lost City, of course. Everybody recounted the Lost City story, and many people claimed to have found it.


“Should we go see it?” I asked, skeptical but interested in the opportunity to look at another ancient site.


“No,” Cipriano answered. “We can’t. It’s where all the gods fled when the Spanish came. Our gods, and from all the original people.” Cipriano is Pech, an indigenous group descended from the people who built the archaeological sites a millennium ago. I worked with the Pech because they knew the rainforest better than anybody else did. I had been living in his village for a year or so. Cipriano continued, “The gods are lonely, and you must talk to each one if you visit the city or they get angry and never let you leave. That means we would have to know all seven languages. We don’t.” Nobody knew all seven indigenous languages.


“Have you been there?” I asked. Cipriano looked at me, barely concealing his frustration and impatience.


“No. Did you not understand the part about the languages? If I had ever been, I would still be there. But I know where it is.” He paused, and his shoulders sank as the irritation, even his energy it seemed, disappeared. His voice trailed off.


“Maybe we can go someday,” he said. “I don’t know…”


The sudden resignation surprised me. He wanted to go, it was clear, but he knew he could not. Going there would be like traveling back to an idealized time. He could never go back.


We never spoke of it again, and I never visited that place, but I understand why it was so important to him. This lost-city legend, the legend of the White City, is centuries old. Spanish versions have been conflated with the Pech stories. Today, the stories describe a large, once-wealthy city lost in the jungle. In the original Pech stories, it is not a city. They use the term Kao Kamasa, or White House. Unfamiliar with the Pech language, the name was mistranslated by outsiders. No hint of scale or wealth appears in the original story, because it is not important. The important part is that this place is home to the gods and located in the traditional homeland of the Pech.


There are many impressive archaeological sites in the area, but this one represents his people’s ancestral home. This is where they were before their traditional world collapsed and they were scattered by the interloping Europeans. This represents society before it fell apart. From Cipriano’s reluctance to visit the place, and his desire to talk about it, I realized that what was important was not the place but what was lost: the autonomy and the dignity that could never be found in the rainforest. It was not about the place: it was about a mythical, half-remembered, half-imagined, pre-collapse past.


For Cipriano, this distant event is not just about the past. His image of a mythical past formed the framework around which he constructs his present. For him, the present is a distorted and grotesque version of what might have been—what would have been—had it not been hijacked by interlopers. If this image of a distant, pre-collapse past has that power, what about our visions of a post-collapse future?


How we think about the future is important; it shapes that future. As Cipriano’s vision of the past affects his view of the present, how we think about the future leads us to act in certain ways now, and in turn, those actions affect the future. When I look around now, I see us imagining an apocalyptic future. We write about it, make films about it, and prepare for it. We think about things falling apart. We create elaborate apocalyptic fantasies, which are both painful and pleasurable to indulge. Those fantasies inform our preparation for disaster and set the parameters of possible futures.


Why do we do this? Maybe we are worried about the future, understandably. We face enormous challenges, with more on the horizon. It seems to be more than that, however. We seem to enjoy the fantasizing. Our fantasies reflect our history, desires, and fears. These fantasies shape the stories we create. Those stories influence our future.


Like most archaeologists, I study societies that are constantly transforming, including some catastrophic transformations we label “collapses.” Archaeologists study how and why these changes occur, and how people react to rapid or profound change. This topic is familiar to most archaeologists and, for some, central to their research. I look at what actually happens when things fall apart, and I see where our imagination gets it wrong. Our fantasies are not consistent with how any of this has ever played out, in any situation. Apocalyptic narratives in books and movies look nothing like real catastrophes. We have an entertaining and convenient but inaccurate view of how these things happen. We are preparing for the wrong disaster.

















INTRODUCTION



I am an archaeologist, but I also teach wilderness survival courses. This interest grew out of my archaeological research in remote areas of Central America. I learned many of the skills I teach during the years I lived and worked with people from the Pech indigenous group in Honduras. Skills like making fires were daily tasks in the village. In fact, many of the survival skills I teach were everyday activities, especially when we were camping in the rainforest during our many trips documenting archaeological sites. In my survival courses, we discuss disasters, emergencies, and the unexpected. People want to know how to prepare, and how to survive. Although I inhabit the world of academics, the world of preppers and survivalists is only a step away.


In the last few years, there has been an increased interest in my wilderness survival courses. Originally, I’d envisioned these courses as preparation for unexpected, short stays in the outdoors, such as getting lost while hiking. What I find, however, is that people want to learn these skills in order to be prepared for a large-scale disaster. They want to get ready for pandemics, economic collapse, or the rise of authoritarianism. The disasters they imagine reflect increasing fears of an unstable world. Until recently, climate change drove these fears. Now, the fears include pandemics or political unrest. My students asked me about my own escape plan. What am I going to do? What should they do? How do we survive the next apocalypse?


This book stems from those experiences. I look at past events, to see what radical change actually looks like. I examine our current fantasies about the apocalypse, reflected in our art and our preparation for disaster, revealing our hopes and fears. I explore how we are shaping the future through our framing of possible scenarios, and how our reaction ensures the replication of our current situation, of the status quo. I look to the future, and likely apocalyptic scenarios, discussing the skills and actions that help us through these events. We always get the future wrong. Sometimes it comes out of left field. Nevertheless, by imaging possible futures and by understanding how we shape and limit our own vision of the future, we can see it further out, buying us time to react.


I did not write this book as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic, but I wrote it during that pandemic, and the contents reflect that. I began months before anyone had heard of the virus, when climate change seemed to be the major threat to the world as we know it. Seeing narratives of dystopian futures everywhere, from film to books to video games, and being familiar with how and why societies changed in the past, I recognized the significant differences between reality and our fantasies. We create and consume apocalyptic and dystopian narratives. Every other young adult novel is a dystopian fantasy. Zombies are everywhere. We love to think about the next apocalypse. I wondered if our imaginary apocalypses resemble anything that has ever actually happened before, and if our fantasies affect how we think about the future, how we prepare for disasters, or even how we act in the present.


I published an op-ed in my local newspaper on that theme, suggesting that our fantasies reflected our celebration of individualism and self-reliance.1 They reveal our desire to return to a mythical past that never existed, but this imagined future does not resemble any type of actual apocalyptic aftermath. That essay resonated with many people, and I expanded it into this book. Then the pandemic hit, and apocalyptic conversations shifted.


I want to examine our ideas, compare them with data we have, and move on from there. We do not want to go forward planning for an imaginary problem while ignoring more evidence-based models of challenges to come.


In Part I, I examine the accuracy or plausibility of our ideas about an apocalypse. In order to assess this, I look into the past. As an archaeologist, I deal with some societies that have disappeared, some that have radically changed, and some that seem to have great continuity over time. Do we see anything like our apocalyptic fantasies in the past? Do societies really collapse, as we like to imagine? If so, why? What does it look like? What can we learn from that? I look at archaeological and historical evidence of a few events that represent the types of catastrophes we imagine, and compare those to our apocalyptic visions.


In Part II, I look at our contemporary focus on the apocalypse. Why are there hundreds of books, movies, and websites that tell apocalyptic stories or talk about how to deal with these events? When did this obsession begin? What ideas about the apocalypse do these works reflect? What are the reasons that the apocalypse remains a popular topic, and how does this change over time? What can we learn about ourselves by looking at all this? How do people prepare, and why? What do they imagine will happen? What do they think about the future?


In Part III, I ask what this means for the future. Could our society collapse? If it did, what would likely cause that? What would it look like? What could we do to survive? I explore the most likely ways in which some sort of apocalyptic tragedy could befall us, and then I consider some unlikely scenarios. Finally, I ask what we can do to make it through those events.


Ultimately, this is not a doomsday book. I am not interested in fearmongering, lamenting our contemporary reality, engaging the fantasy of some mythical past, or advocating the importance of skills from a simpler time. I want to explore what actually happens in a catastrophe, how we make it through, and why we think about all of this in the ways we do.
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PART I



The Past


Archaeology of the Apocalypse


In 1994, I arranged with the Field Museum in Chicago to bring back a collection of modern ceramics from the indigenous village in eastern Honduras in which I lived while conducting archaeological fieldwork. The village, Nuevo Subirana, is a Pech village of about 500 people, although it seems much smaller, spread out along the valley floor. I was identifying and documenting archaeological sites throughout a series of river valleys. There were many villages in which I might have lived during the project, but I decided to ask the Pech if I could rent a place in Nuevo Subirana and if anybody would be interested in working with me on this project. The community granted permission, and a half dozen people worked in the field with me. Many people in the community used ceramic pots to cook in—they were preferred for certain things, like beans, much in the way we are fans of old-fashioned cast-iron skillets here in Kentucky.


In my archaeological work, we find pottery more than any other type of artifact. Almost all of these are broken sherds, but I can identify the size and shape of the vessel, understand the particulars of the shape and design, and see how the decoration of the pottery changed or endured over time. Archaeologists typically care more about the information we can get from an artifact than the state of the object, so broken pots are valuable to us. I found a suite of design elements recurring on the pottery across a wide region of eastern Honduras. Almost all were carved or pressed into the surface and consisted of recognizable formations of dots or lines.


It was common to see broken pieces of modern pots outside of houses. Some pots lasted decades, but most did not; people routinely broke them accidently. I asked my neighbors about these ceramic pots. What did they cook in them? Were they preferred for certain things? How long do they last? How did they typically break? How do you dispose of the broken pots (a strange question for anybody but an archaeologist, perhaps)? I learned that a woman named Gloria made all the ceramic pots in the community. She lived at the other end of the village, about a kilometer away from my house, and I rarely saw her. I visited her and talked about pottery. I asked if I could buy around fifty pots for the Field Museum, and she agreed to make them over the next month. I arranged to come back and talk with her about her process for the report that would accompany the collection to the museum.


A couple of weeks later, I returned to her house. She showed me the pots she had made. I noticed the decoration around the rim that she had added to several of them. They were nearly identical to the designs on the thousand-year-old sherds we found during our archaeological work. This was an exciting and potentially significant development. Did she know something about these designs? Did she know what they meant? This potential evidence of some continuity from the distant past to the contemporary Pech could be significant. A direct line from the pottery-making of her ancestors to Gloria’s own practice would be remarkable. It would also be invaluable to our understanding of the past. Sometimes archaeologists can interpret the iconography from the past, but in this region, I do not know what the markings mean or represent. I asked her about the patterns.


“Well, you know the broken pieces you find in all the fields around here? I figure those were made by our ancestors, so I put them on my pots too,” she said. She laughed and shook her head when I asked if she knew what any of the patterns meant. I was disappointed, but I also realized that she had explained what the patterns meant—at least what they mean now, to her. They signaled a desire to maintain a connection with a distant past, one that had been radically shattered by European colonization and the subsequent racism, poverty, and marginalization that came to shape life as an indigenous person. She revealed to me my limited vision of “meaning” and suggested that she engaged with the past in a different way, one that only sometimes intersects with the way an archaeologist might see it. Archaeology often reveals as much about the archaeologists as it does about the past.


In that part of Honduras, the folks who lived a thousand years ago and the Pech are connected. At the very least, there is some connection because they occupy the same geographical space. They practice similar types of agriculture, and they speak their own unique language. In other ways, though, the continuity is less clear. There are few stories about what happened in the distant past, like Cipriano’s story of the White City, and no written records before the sixteenth century. In some cases, archaeology is the only way we can access the past.


In thinking about the next apocalypse, I focus on the future. Looking at the past helps us see that future. When we look back into the past, we have a much wider lens, and a far greater sample of events to observe than that which exists in the present. When we are looking to the past for guidance for the future, there are some caveats. Obviously, some important things have changed. The global population is much greater, as is population density in most places. Our daily activities are radically different from folks in preindustrial times. Nevertheless, similarities exist. Now, as in the past, we have very complex, interwoven systems, and we may not be able to anticipate the ripple effect of change in any given part. Everything exists in a unique context, and that particular history is never reproduced. Looking to the past requires careful consideration of the ways in which the situations are fundamentally different, as well as the similarities they share. With that caveat, looking to the past sharpens our vision of the future.


Our understanding of the past is imperfect. Archaeology, like all science, is a process. In the face of new data, conclusions might change. Every new study adds to the previous, and sometimes generates data that refutes previously held ideas. In the next chapters, I mention some conclusions proposed by archaeologists that we no longer think to be true. This is how science works, and it should not suggest something wrong with the scientists or with the process. We make hypotheses, look at data, and come to conclusions based on the data we have, which we think is sufficient to posit whatever we are concluding. Eventually, we collect new data, or we look at the data from a new perspective, and we change our ideas about which hypotheses are supported. We do not all agree always, of course. Scholars argue all the time, about nearly everything, but that drives the process; it is not a sign of dysfunction. New generations of archaeologists will improve upon my work in the Mosquitia of Honduras, for instance. They will build on my research with more and better data, cleverer interpretations, or fresh perspectives, and will come to a better picture of what happened in the past. We are always moving to new understandings, and it is not an indictment of previous researchers or of the discipline. Scientists build a stairway. We add steps to allow the next in line to climb higher, and see further. The particular step we build is not the accomplishment; the stairway is.


Many factors make it difficult to access and interpret the past. Sometimes it is field conditions, or fragmentary data. Sometimes the issue lies with the archaeologist, or with the discipline of archaeology itself. A major challenge for archaeologists is our colonial legacy. Archaeology, and our parent field, anthropology, developed during and in concert with the colonizing of the world by European powers. In many hidden ways, that situation colors how we behave and how we think about the world. Archaeology has a long history of colonizers studying the past of colonized people. This continues to this day. I am from the United States, and I study the past in formerly colonized parts of the world. This is not unusual. What is much less common, however, is for archaeologists from a formerly colonized part of the world to be conducting archaeological research in the metropole, the home of the colonizers. It happens, but rarely. These patterns are only one marker of the colonial legacy in archaeology.


The colonial legacy that undergirds archaeology continues to shape its practice. It affects who participates in archaeology, what questions we ask, what traces of the past we value and interpret, and what we think constitutes data or proof. It influences what we produce as archaeologists, and how we present our findings. Who participates in archaeology might be the first thing we need to change, so that a more diverse group can decide how to address the other problematic and limiting vestiges of this colonial history. 


The privileging of one group over others means that a limited slice of humanity writes the past for the rest of us. My vision of the past resides in the present, obviously, and reflects my lived experience. Like all archaeologists, contemporary power dynamics and the systems in which we live shape my understanding of the past. This includes the unjust and inequitable parts of that system. I must consider how those realities could influence interpretations of the past. In my case, for instance, I was born into the late-twentieth-century United States of America. My experience is that of a white male, living in a patriarchy built on a white supremacy and the exploitation of Black and Brown bodies. As much as I might abhor elements of my group’s history, I cannot escape it, and my understanding of the past will never be completely divorced from a particular perspective.


I try to eliminate bias, to minimize the parallax from my position, but I will always fail. I could cite many examples of things that shape my perspective and bias my outlook on the world. For instance, I default to a binary gender system if I do not watch myself, even though I know that people across space and time have had a much more complex way of thinking about gender. As another example, I notice that the motivations I attribute to people reflects my upbringing in a capitalist system that celebrates individual achievement. I have internalized ideas about how people behave, and what drives their behavior. I have to make a conscious effort to imagine a group who would not celebrate individual achievement in the same way. I know that societies exist in which the larger group is the focus, where celebrations focusing on the individual accomplishments would be construed as embarrassing, selfish, or vain. This variation in worldviews exists right now, within the limited parameters of our contemporary world. Imagine if we extend that back 300,000 years to the beginning of modern humanity. An interpretation of the past benefits from a variety of perspectives, in part to eliminate or minimize biases and blind spots. The history of archaeology has limited the number of perspectives participating in the interpretation of the past. More and varied vantage points strengthen our understanding, and the content of this book benefits from the range of voices included here. Archaeology in the future will benefit from an even greater range.















CHAPTER 1



WHEN THINGS FALL APART


There are many examples of events commonly labeled “collapses” in the ancient world, from Easter Island to Babylon. Eventually, everything transforms or disappears. I focus here on three examples of profound change in the past in order to explore what these events looked like, what caused them, and what it meant for the people going through these transformations. I look at well-known “collapses” in areas I have worked in; the Classic Maya civilization in Central America and Mexico, the Western Roman Empire around the Mediterranean, and the many Native American societies in eastern North America after the arrival of European colonizers.


I’ve worked in many different parts of the world as an archaeologist and have had the opportunity to explore the realities of past apocalypses. I look at what happens when societies collapse, and ask if that concept, collapse, is accurate. Archaeologists often find the term “collapse” problematic. These issues, which had been voiced in various ways over the decades, found a focal point with the publication of Jared Diamond’s Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive.1 While acknowledging the value in Diamond’s work, especially his ability to take research and present it to the public in an accessible way, many archaeologists felt that his analysis of particular case studies was not compelling, and that the insistence on finding collapse in each of these cases was problematic. Several colleagues have worked on projects examining the concept of collapse, and some have compared past events with the present and future, as I do here.2 I assume that somebody else has already had every clever thought I have, and I have not been wrong yet. In this case, many archaeologists have written about the idea of collapse, that being an important and problematic topic for us.3 I reached out to several of those archaeologists, and I am grateful for their input.


Many of the events we label collapses may not, in fact, be collapses. Certain elements of a society change, a political system changes, or people spread across the landscape in new ways, but in very few cases did something collapse so thoroughly that it is unrecognizable. While certain elements of the Classic Maya way of life largely disappeared, millions of Maya live in Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, and Mexico today, and their language, religion, and certain everyday practices exhibit a connection with the distant past. Our labels, like the term “collapse,” can lead us to picture the past in an inaccurate way. We have to be very careful in our interpretation of archaeological data. 


To an archaeologist, change can look very dramatic and sudden. It can appear that something was here one day and gone the next, when in reality we might be looking at changes that took place over a century. The type of fine-grained temporal resolution that we need in order to understand how a particular society changed is often not available to archaeologists. We have techniques like Carbon-14 tests to determine the age of something, but there is always a margin of error based on factors like sample size. In practice, we mainly use the style of the artifacts and architecture that we find to tell us the date. Styles change over time, and we recognize the age of an item much as we can tell the age of a car from its shape and design, or the age of a photograph by the haircuts and clothing worn by the people in it. In my own research, I often cannot narrow things down beyond several decades. This is common, especially in places that have seen little archaeological research. Even in places where an enormous amount of research has been conducted, the resolution is still relatively coarse. That can affect how we interpret what we see.


Because of this phenomenon, archaeology tends too easily to identify changes in style or design as evidence of disruption or discontinuity in a culture itself. The weight we give to the presence or absence of something affects our interpretations. If we use certain markers to identify a specific group, like the monuments they create in a certain style, or how they record dates, we see it as significant when those things change because we use those things to define that group. When those defining, diagnostic behaviors disappear, it follows, in our mind’s eye, that the group must also have disappeared. In some ways, I am looking at continuity versus discontinuity in a society. An apocalyptic event would sever continuity. As archaeologists, we see changes in material culture as evidence of discontinuity when, in fact, this type of significant severing of past from present might not have occurred.


In my experience, I can think of technological changes—even significant ones—that no one today would see as creating a fundamental break with the past, even if an archaeologist from the future might make such an interpretation. Many changes have little effect on the larger society. Technological changes, such as the switch from manual transmissions to automatic, had very little impact on the larger culture outside of our driving experience, although they were sometimes touted as revolutionary. Even rapid and widely felt changes, like the switch from vinyl to CDs and then streaming music, do not represent the kind of discontinuity I might imagine if I were viewing them in an archaeological context. While these changes certainly affected the music industry, and may have changed our relationship to music, they do not represent a fundamental societal change.


In the past, the disappearance of a certain type of monument, or a change from construction of one sort to another, may not be as significant as it seems to an archaeologist interpreting that change. This tendency to create an apocalyptic narrative out of the past is a particular bias of archaeology, where we perceive discontinuity too readily. The ways in which societies endure and continue can be obscured by this tendency to lean toward discontinuity. This is understandable; we notice new things. We notice things that are out of place, or recently changed: the discontinuity. We do not foreground the unchanged things: the continuity. This may not be limited to archaeology, however. The visions of discontinuity that come so easily color our interpretations of the past as well as our visions of the future.


We must also consider the names we use for these changes. Not all change is bad, of course, and change is inevitable. Using the term “collapse” to describe a particular set of changes suggests failure; something was standing, then some part of it failed and it collapsed, like a tower. It follows that a collapsed society is a failed society. However, a society that has changed might not have failed, necessarily; it might have changed for the better. Some political systems actively work to disadvantage or disenfranchise part of the population. For those people, a collapse would not be negative. Many archaeologists have identified collapses that empowered some, or even most, of the population. From the collapse at the end of the Bronze Age in the Mediterranean to the civilizations of the Bolivian altiplano, archaeologists see the collapse of an existing system as potentially revolutionary, as a way for another system to arise.4 Therefore, we must be careful in equating the type of “collapses” that we identify in the ancient world with a truly apocalyptic event, which would be overwhelmingly negative. We see that our vocabulary matters, and the concepts we use to think about these things can change the way we understand the past.


Archaeologists need to think about why we call some past transformations collapses, implicating the past group in a kind of failure, while similarly significant transformations for other groups are not labeled in that way. During a recent conversation about the terms we use, archaeologist Patricia McAnany commented, “We don’t go to Stonehenge and say, ‘Wow, these people must have really screwed up their environment. Why did they leave? Why did they stop using Stonehenge?’ No, we don’t say that. We just think, Well, there was something going on here that’s probably kind of astronomically based, and then at a certain point it was just not important anymore, except maybe as a pilgrimage locale.” Not every group gets the same treatment. Other groups collapse; when it’s us, we simply change.


“Apocalypse” is not a word archaeologists use to describe past catastrophes, typically. We often use the word “collapse,” but we do not agree on the definition or usefulness of that concept. Some scholars reject the term, arguing that “collapse” signals something more drastic, complete, and sudden than the realities of the situations merit. Not all archaeologists reject the concept of collapse, however. Some think that other terms like “transformation” may be misleading and not reflective of the trauma and horror of the lived experience of people going through it. Sometimes the events of the past are so profound and rapid that the term “collapse” is appropriate; when I use the term, I mean it to signal the speed and significance of a transformation.


In order to explore this issue further, given the disparate opinions evident in the literature, I contacted several archaeologists who worked directly with these issues, to ask specifically about their ideas of a collapse, and how this might inform us about the future. I use this quasi-journalistic approach here because it allows these scholars to expand on published works, or to talk about these concepts from new angles. One of the first archaeologists I thought of was Patricia McAnany, whom I just mentioned. She teaches at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, works in the Maya area, and writes extensively about the concept of collapse in archaeology.


We talked about some of the difficulties that archaeologists have in coordinating their data with behavior in the past. It can be difficult to fit our carefully crafted theories about the past with the incomplete and coarse-grained data we recover. We make up for this lack of resolution by the breadth of our vision. We can look at very long-term trends. Archaeologists recognize the power in our ability to look diachronically, over time. However, challenges remain. We do not always know the cause of long-term trends, and our interpretations are influenced by the challenges of our contemporary society.5


McAnany understands that our ideas about the past tend to reflect the present, and that we transfer our current concerns to our interpretations of the past. In the 1960s, for instance, she says, “The Vietnam War was raging, and so Mayanists were starting to talk about war as a cause of collapse. And then when religious fundamentalism became an issue [in the 1980s], then religion started to be talked about as a possible cause of what happened to those southern cities in the ninth century, why so many of them were abandoned, why the population decided to go elsewhere.”


Archaeologists identify various causes for collapses or transformations. Sometimes, the actions of a particular group seems to have brought about the catastrophe. In many other cases, however, we see something outside the group as causal. If we are not careful, we envision societal collapse in the past as something that happens to a group, as if that external force determines the outcome of the crisis and the people themselves are passive or ineffectual in their response. Many archaeologists recognize, however, that the societal response to an external force or crisis can shape the trajectory of a society more than the external force itself. One example of focusing on the external force, rather than the response to it, is the use of environmental factors to explain past collapses. Archaeologist Guy Middleton, from the Czech Institute of Egyptology at Charles University in Prague, writes about this extensively, and I turned to him when I began exploring these issues. He argues that the dominant paradigm for explaining collapse is environmental.6 Not only does this reflect our current concern with environmental policy and sustainability, this focus on external forces also “obscures recognition of the dynamic role of social processes.” In other words, we forget that even widespread phenomena like environmental degradation or climate change generate complex human responses, and that these responses can shape the outcome of the crisis, perhaps more than the proximate cause, the original crisis, itself. As we shall see, the particulars of how a collapse plays out are not fully determined by the nature of the proximate cause. Rather, that cause is mediated by complex systems and how they respond as that cause reverberates through stages of transformation and reconstitution.


The length of time that a society endures, and the time involved in its decline, are often lost in our discussions. McAnany recounted a story that illustrates this: “A few years ago I visited a town in Germany because that’s where Charlemagne was located. I thought afterwards that no one would think about going up to contemporary residents and asking them, ‘Do you miss Charlemagne? Weren’t those the good old days? Too bad Charlemagne was responsible for environmental destruction or too much warfare and the whole system collapsed.’ You don’t think of it in that way. You think of it that it was a very long time ago and governmental systems were construed quite differently then.” Such questions are asked of some groups, like the Maya, related to the colonial legacy I discussed earlier.


Below, I introduce three case studies I use to explore dramatic, perhaps even apocalyptic, change in the past. These examples from Central America and Mexico, the Mediterranean, and eastern North America provide a contrast in time and space, but also in the interpretations of the events that led to the decline or collapse of each group.


THE CLASSIC MAYA COLLAPSE


It was all gone. The house, even the land. It was ocean now. I stood there, in a small village on the coast of Honduras, looking at the place where my wife’s childhood home once stood. I recognized nothing, oriented only by the half of the school building that survived the flood. How was I going to tell her that the flooded river had jumped its bank and changed course, charging straight through the barrier island where the village stood, cutting a new channel right through the property? She grew up in the house that was no longer there, that her grandfather was going to pass on to her. She talked about moving back, maybe retiring there in the village where she lived as a child. But it was gone. Not just the house but all of it. It was part of the Atlantic Ocean now.


Sad as that was, it was nothing compared to the unfolding tragedy in the village. Two powerful tropical storms had unleashed record rainfall only a month apart. All the crops were gone. One man was gone, too, drowned in the raging river that had torn through the village. Two one-hundred-year storms in two months, after a once-in-a-lifetime hurricane a couple of years earlier. The weather was changing, the climate was changing, and this is what it looked like. People displaced, leaving because of the destruction of houses and crops. The village would lose a third of its population. This was the latest iteration of natural effects that had been happening for millennia. Drought, deforestation, sea-level rise at the end of the last ice age—all of these changed where and how people lived.


This all happened in part of Honduras near the scene of the best-known collapse in the Americas—that of the Classic Maya in the ninth century CE. About the time Islam spread to West Africa, when Beowulf was being composed and Charlemagne was battling the Saxons, people in parts of Mexico and Central America were abandoning their cities. Sometimes, we find traces of how it happened, as in the case of communities in the rainforest in Guatemala, where people stripped off the façades of their temples and constructed rubble walls as a defense against attackers.7 Those communities had been abandoned by most, but a small group fortified the area and made a stand. Drought, environmental degradation, violence, and the collapse of political and economic systems drove people away from the once-great cities. Through all that, communities persevered. Today, more than 7 million Maya live in the region, suggesting that a focus on apocalypse can obscure substantial societal continuity, and with that a degree of interdependence that belies our lone-wolf visions of survival.


The term “Maya” encompasses over thirty groups of people. They speak different languages and live in different places, although they all have some connection. That connection, however, can be relatively distant, and this is not a homogenous group. In the face of overwhelming adversity, a unifying category arose under which they have coalesced. “Maya” is a modern term, not used by ancient groups. This modern collective term is similar to the way that the concept “Native American” became a meaningful category in the nineteenth century, whereas before, a unifying category did not exist.


The Maya area is large and varied, and includes parts of Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador. Much of this area is rainforest, which I believe influences how we think about the collapse. Part of the mystique surrounding the Maya and their history relates to the fact that some of the larger Mayan cities are located in areas that are now rainforest. One of the synonyms used for rainforest is “jungle.” That word evokes many images, many of them negative. “Jungle” is a term that comes from Hindi, derived from jangal and referring to an area that is no longer cultivated or maintained, having become overgrown and wild. The term “jungle” was coined and popularized during the colonial era, and carries connotations as some sort of dark, menacing, and foreboding place. In a colonial context, this also carried the subtext that these overgrown areas, feral and not “properly” maintained, evading the “civilizing” effects of the colonizers, must be primitive, bad, and dangerous.


In references to my own work in the rainforest, I routinely hear the forest referred to as “impenetrable jungle,” and cast in a negative way. By portraying an area in those terms, it demeans the area and its residents, who must be flawed in some way to live in such a hostile, dark place. It also sets up the jungle as a challenge to overcome; it allows heroic action within its confines by interloping explorers who are proxies of a colonial past. You can portray yourself as heroic for having survived in that environment. In a lot of the sensational reporting about archaeological sites found in the rainforest, including some recent ones in Honduras, there was this clear effort to cast the “discoverers” of these sites (already known to locals, of course) as heroes. The “lost city” trope is strongly associated with the rainforest and with the Maya homeland.


Explorers of the nineteenth century, as well as some archaeologists, writers, and filmmakers even now, represent the geography of the region as something to be vanquished. Never mind that the jungle is not a particularly hostile environment and is home to millions of families. Thousands of little kids, literally, are playing out in the rainforest right now. That inconvenient truth is not part of the representation of the region as exotic and dangerous. Since the Maya sites are so unique and impressive, and since they occupy a place often misrepresented as perilous and heroic, these archaeological sites receive a lot of attention. The area in which I worked in Honduras, the Mosquitia, always got more attention than nearby areas with equally impressive archaeological sites because it was “jungle,” sparsely populated, and thus a perfect setting for living out colonial-era fantasies, such as finding a lost city.


Despite its reputation, it is actually easy to survive in the rainforest. If I had to pick an ecozone in which to be lost, I would pick the rainforest without any hesitation. Part of that probably has to do with my familiarity with it. Another part of that preference, however, has to do with the presence of plentiful water and easily identifiable, edible plants in an area with little danger of cold or exposure. There are challenges, to be sure, including the many poisonous snakes and tropical diseases like malaria and dengue fever. Even with those, the rainforest ends up being one of the easiest places to survive. Its dark and foreboding image is not a reality; rather, it is what we see through the filter of a colonial past.


When thinking about the Maya area in the past, we should keep in mind that the archaeological sites that are now isolated deep in the rainforest would once have been large towns or cities surrounded by agricultural fields. It would all have seemed very different. Where I worked in the Mosquito Coast of eastern Honduras, some sites are now a four or five days’ walk through the rainforest and are very hard to find in the midst of the vegetation. We know that in their heyday, these areas would have been cleared of forest cover for the village and surrounding agricultural fields. Rather than isolated, these sites would have been connected to others by cobble paths. We still find sections of these paths in the rainforest in eastern Honduras that would have linked sites that now seem incredibly isolated.8


The “collapse” that I discuss here happened between 750 and 900 CE, at the end of what we call the Classic Period that dates from 250 to 900 CE. At the end of that period, Maya cities in the southern lowlands declined in population, the production of dated monuments stopped, and larger sites were abandoned. The cause or causes of all of this are the subject of much contention. Some places were affected to a greater degree than others, and some were affected earlier. The Maya never disappeared, of course. They moved. Certain sites to the north gained strength during the “collapse,” and we see people and power move north from the lowland rainforests in and around Guatemala to the Yucatán Peninsula of Mexico.9 People also moved from urban to rural areas, in patterns that we do not yet understand.


The term “Classic Period” comes from the Europeans who arrived in the region some six hundred years after it ended. They noticed and commented upon the remnants of the Classic Period settlements, including their large buildings and impressive artwork. Certain features of the impressive archaeological sites, including monuments with glyphic texts, resonated with existing beliefs that cultures would reach a zenith in terms of creativity, power, and everything else, and then decline in a decadent stage, representing a corruption of the previous period. Europeans had applied this same scheme to the classical cultures of the Mediterranean; they reapplied it to Mesoamerica.


The Maya have existed for at least 3,800 years, a time we identify as the start of Preclassic Maya civilization. Again, we see the problematic nomenclature that defines everything in relation to one period, the Classic Period, with names that suggest that the Classic Period is preferable to the incompletely formed Preclassic, or the decadent Postclassic. Archaeologists have long written about what happened to cause such places to be abandoned in the ninth century CE, and this is certainly one of the “collapses” that has made its way into the popular imagination. From at least the early twentieth century, archaeologists talked about the Classic Maya collapse, although many of the details of the timing were wrong.10 These sites and monuments were the focus of much work by archaeologists and their predecessors since the nineteenth century.


The events we refer to as the Classic Maya collapse became known to a much wider, popular audience because of the supposed apocalyptic prophesy for 2012. The idea that some sort of apocalypse would happen in 2012—spawning all sorts of popular narratives, including movies—was based on the erroneous idea that the Maya prophesied that the end of the world would occur at the end of the thirteenth baktun, a unit of time measuring 144,000 days or approximately 394 years. According to one comparison of the Maya calendar with our current Gregorian calendar, this date fell on December 21, 2012. That date passed, and the world did not end. No discernible apocalypse occurred. Anyone familiar with the Maya would contest the assertion that they prophesied the end of the world at all, or that we could reliably correlate their calendar with the Gregorian calendar. The Maya prophesy did not fail to come true; it never existed. While the anticipated events of 2012 did not come to pass, dramatic and profound changes had occurred in the past. The Maya underwent significant changes at various times during their long history. The Classic Maya collapse was not the first or only such event in the region. There were similar events much earlier in their history as well.


Jared Diamond’s book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed popularized the Maya situation.11 He attributed the decline to the elites, the divine kings of the Maya, who created and ignored social problems with their endless demands for warfare and sumptuary goods, including things like an enormous amount of lime plaster for pyramids (featured prominently in the 2006 movie Apocalypto), which required an enormous amount of firewood to produce, contributing to environmental degradation.


Environmental degradation, including deforestation, has been posited as a cause for collapse in the Maya area and elsewhere.12 This explanation has many critics, and other causes have also been suggested for the transformation at the end of the Classic Period, including warfare, disease, and drought.13 The Maya example provides an insight into how complex past collapses have been. Scholarly opinions about what happened in the ninth century CE run the gamut, from the nature of the transformation to its causes.14 In the following chapters, I explore potential causes of the Maya collapse, and examine what this event would have looked like for residents of the Maya area at the end of the ninth century CE.


THE WESTERN ROMAN EMPIRE


The second historical example of things falling apart that I explore here is the decline and fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fourth and fifth century CE. The empire spanned the western Mediterranean, including much of Europe west of the Adriatic, and North Africa west of Egypt. I started working in the Mediterranean about ten years ago in Spain, helping to develop an underwater 3-D system. Over the next few years, I continued in Albania, Montenegro, and Croatia, teaching underwater archaeology field schools, helping with scientific diving courses, and participating in the coastal survey for the Illyrian Coastal Exploration Project, focused on the eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea from Croatia to Greece. This was new and exciting to me, and the kinds of shipwrecks we found were vastly different from the ones I knew in Central America and the Caribbean, where I’d worked on shipwrecks dating from the sixteenth to nineteenth century. In the Mediterranean, most of what I documented were shipwrecks between 1,000 and 2,500 years old, full of ceramic jars or amphorae.


In 2016, I was invited to help with a project around the island of Fourni, in Greece, where we found an enormous number of shipwrecks.i The media now call this archipelago the “shipwreck capital of the Mediterranean,” which seems accurate.15 Our small team would locate one or two new shipwrecks every day, almost always with the help of local fishermen who knew everything in the water and who would show us the wrecks with which they were familiar. On one occasion, we found a wreck that still had much of the wooden hull left. A nearby amphora, that we can identify as to its age and origin by its shape and design, suggested that this might be a very old wreck. Ultimately, further investigation revealed that this was probably a seventeenth-century wreck. Some of the crew, consisting primarily of Greek archaeologists, were visibly deflated: this was recent, to their way of thinking. To me, on the other hand, it seemed like a very old and well-preserved shipwreck.




After finding so many shipwrecks, enthusiasm for finding a new wreck had died down a bit. When the wreck was relatively old, or from time periods about which we knew little, the enthusiasm was back. Byzantine wrecks were better than younger medieval wrecks, but not by much. The slightly older Late Roman wrecks from the fourth or fifth century CE are of particular interest if we are seeking to understand how societies decline. During this period, Rome was declining. At the end of it, we have the fall of the Western Roman Empire. The late Roman period largely constituted the “decline” in the oft-cited “decline and fall of the Roman Empire.”


If the Maya collapse is the best-known example of such a thing in the Americas, the decline and fall of the Western Roman Empire must be the most discussed decline globally. As the Maya collapse is sometimes couched in environmental terms, the collapse of the Roman Empire is seen as one resulting from social and political issues. The general story of the development and collapse of the Roman Empire is well documented, most famously with the publication in 1776 of Edward Gibbon’s six-volume History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and in innumerable publications since.16 The Roman Republic fell in 27 BCE, replaced by the Roman Empire, which endured until the fifth century CE, with severe challenges occurring throughout its history, worsening in the late fourth century. The decline and fall of the Western Roman Empire, in the most general sense, results from a number of issues building up over two centuries or so, culminating in the deposing of the last emperor, Romulus Augustulus, in the year 476 CE, or, for some historians who consider him illegitimate, Julius Nepos in the year 475 CE. This was a long decline and fall.17


EASTERN NORTH AMERICA


The third example I explore comes from my home state of Kentucky and represents my very first archaeological experiences. I first excavated there during my freshman year in college, and I worked in Kentucky for several years before turning my attention to Central America in graduate school. I never quit doing archaeology in Kentucky, though, and I now have an underwater archaeology research project in the waterways that traverse the commonwealth. The archaeology here is interesting, this is my home, and there is a community of excellent archaeologists here.


One of my favorite memories excavating in Kentucky happened just after I graduated from college. I was waiting on a paying job to start later in the summer, but I needed work right away. I called one of my friends and mentors, archaeologist Cecil Ison of the U.S. Forest Service. I asked if he had any projects starting soon, and if so, if he needed another crewmember for archaeological work. I had just returned from a short trip to Europe, my first trip out of the country, and I had no money and no place of my own to live. Cecil had a project starting the next day, in fact, but had only a bare-bones budget, and no money for an extra crewmember. He described the project, an excavation at a rockshelter in eastern Kentucky that had some very old deposits. I knew the area, and it sounded interesting. I asked if I could work anyway, in exchange for room and board in the state park lodge where they were staying for the duration of the project. He agreed. Later that afternoon, I stood on the sidewalk in downtown Lexington, on the courthouse square, with my backpack of tools and a duffel bag of clothes, waiting for a truck to take me two hours east.


I squeezed into the very back of the rockshelter. I lay on my stomach and tried to reach down to the bottom of the small excavation unit. I had been working with the Forest Service archaeologists for about a month by that time. We were excavating a site high on a mountainside in eastern Kentucky, in a small rockshelter formed by an overhanging cliff. Folks looking for artifacts had looted most rockshelters, and often the only intact parts are in the inaccessible corners. I was working way back in one of those corners. I could not stand up, and so I scooped dirt out with my trowel into a bucket, then wiggled out to the front of the shelter and passed the dirt through quarter-inch screen to recover small artifacts. I was down so deep I could barely reach the floor of my excavation, but the artifacts kept coming. Near the bottom, I found a large chunk of charcoal, which I put in aluminum foil and labeled. This would be sent off for carbon-14 dating. A little lower down, the artifacts disappeared and I moved on to excavate somewhere else. A year later, I heard that the oldest date for an archaeological site in Kentucky had come from that rockshelter—over 13,000 years old. I have often wondered if it was from that piece of charcoal.


Fast-forward 13,000 years, and there are few Native American people living in that region, having been forcibly removed by the federal government in the early nineteenth century. Many people in Kentucky claim Native American ancestry now that it is fashionable, but other than these purported relationships, there are very few of the original inhabitants of the Commonwealth, and the places in which people lived for millennia are gone except for traces. We have cultivated ways to explain away this situation. In Kentucky, we have the myth of the “dark and bloody ground,” which misinforms us that this area was not the permanent home of Native Americans when Europeans arrived. Rather, the myth suggests, it was a contested area, bloodied by warfare and not occupied permanently by any group. Other stories would have us believe that Kentucky was a hunting ground prior to the arrival of James Harrod, Daniel Boone, and the rest of the colonizers who established settlements in this area. None of that is entirely true, and we have known this for a long time. This story endures, however, and it came in handy when occupying the land and subsequently explaining to ourselves how it is that none of the original inhabitants of the area remain. This kind of convenient narrative is common throughout the Americas.


I grew up hearing those stories. So pervasive were they that when I became interested in archaeology, I thought of it as something you had to do somewhere else. Peru or Egypt, perhaps, but not in Kentucky. I did not know the 15,000 years or more of human history in my home state. I did not know what fantastic archaeological sites we have in Kentucky, nor what accomplished archaeologists we have. I found all of that in college when I had a chance to work with some of them, excavating at sites around Kentucky. I met many of those archaeologists on my first archaeological excavation when I was seventeen years old. I volunteered to help on a weekend excavation at the Snag Creek site, a late-prehistoric village site overlooking the Ohio River. You get there on Mary Ingles Highway, named for the “first white woman” in Kentucky. We do not know the original name of the village, or the name of anybody who lived there.


Like many people in Kentucky, I had grown up finding the odd arrowhead or spear point in a plowed field or rockshelter. That weekend at Snag Creek, I learned how to identify and excavate the ephemeral remains of houses and to piece together some image of the past from what we found. We found postholes, defining the edges of houses. We found trash pits, originally for storage but later filled with ash and garbage when they were no longer needed.


The site we investigated that weekend was around 500 to 600 years old—not particularly old in the scheme of things. I have been in a pub in England older than that. I stood at the gates of a farm in Iceland that had the same name as it did in a Viking saga written nearly a thousand years ago. In Kentucky, we do not even know what language the indigenous people spoke six hundred years ago, or what they called themselves.


Archaeologists divide the past into different periods, based on differences we see in the artifacts, or material culture, of a particular area. We also identify various archaeological “cultures,” again based on the materials left behind, often referred to by the name of the site where archaeologists identified the culture. Sometimes we can associate those archaeological cultures with historic or modern groups, but often we cannot. Archaeologists’ categories of time or cultural affiliation may or may not have been important categories for the people who lived in the past. Most of the time periods are long enough and the change gradual enough that nobody living through it would think of time in the way we divide it. From examining contemporary people, we can see the limitations and problems with basing cultural affiliation on material culture. Neighbors, like Hondurans and Salvadorans, are distinct, from variations in vocabulary and accent to important historical differences that make life unique in those two modern nation-states. The vast majority of their material culture, however, is identical. In other instances, differences in material culture obscure similarities elsewhere.


Archaeologists call the period just before the arrival of the Europeans the Late Prehistoric Period, followed by the Contact Period, when the groups met. We use the name Fort Ancient to refer to one of the archaeological cultures we have identified, named after a well-known site in Ohio. The Snag Creek site was a Fort Ancient village. Over the next decade, I worked on and off at several Fort Ancient sites, as part of the efforts of archaeologists to understand life just before everything changed.


Humans like us, modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens), evolved in Africa around 300,000 years ago. After a few fits and starts, some of those people moved out of Africa and across the globe at least 75,000 years ago. One of the last places we moved to was the Americas. Humans entered the Americas from Asia somewhere around 20,000 years ago, and maybe earlier. Blocked from traveling overland by extensive ice sheets in what is now Canada, the populations at first would have moved south by boat, living on the ice, living off the sea. About 13,000 years ago, an ice-free corridor opened up east of the Canadian Rockies that allowed overland passage from Beringia (an area stretching from Russia, across the Bering Strait, through Alaska, to Canada) to the rest of the Americas. By at least 15,000 years ago, people were living all across both North and South America. Every year we find more evidence of earlier occupations, and I would not be surprised if we eventually discover that this date was more like 20,000 or 25,000 years ago. We know there were people here in Kentucky by at least 13,000 years ago, as suggested by carbon-14 dating of the charcoal from the rockshelter. 


At that time, people were foragers, or hunters and gatherers. They did not farm, but it only makes sense that they knew all about plants, as they gathered them and probably manipulated them to some degree. When I traveled through the rainforest in Honduras, we planted fruit trees or watermelons that might be ready the next time we came through. It stands to reason that people did similar things throughout history, and archaeologists have found evidence of people manipulating plants long before agriculture became the dominant strategy.18 As time went by, the population grew until they could not feed everybody through foraging. With that new need, they became farmers. This did not happen overnight, and I suspect it was not the result of a “discovery.” It was something they had to do, amplifying something they were already doing. Foraging typically takes much less time than agriculture to secure the food you need when populations are low enough. When population density increases, people switch to agriculture. In parts of the Middle East, including Syria and Iraq, people became agriculturalists around 12,000 years ago. In areas such as Peru, the Amazon, and central Mexico, people switched to agriculture by 6,000 years ago. In other areas like eastern North America, where resources were plentiful and population was still relatively low, agriculture began about 3,000 years ago.


By the time we have the first written records of life in the area, Kentucky was home to several different groups, including at least Cherokee, Shawnee, Yuchi, and Chickasaw, and probably others.19 What we do not know is what things looked like just before the Europeans arrived, because of the transformative, often catastrophic events that accompanied their arrival. For a long time, the stories told in the Americas about Native Americans prior to the arrival of the Europeans were the stories that worked for the Europeans. These narratives minimized the catastrophic impact of the encounter or made it easier to justify the subsequent actions by colonizers. For instance, until the mid-twentieth century, scholars routinely underestimated the number of people living in the Americas prior to the arrival of the Europeans. Cultural geographer William Denevan’s estimate of around 54 million changed all that.20 His has long been the gold-standard estimate. Recent studies suggest slightly more, at around 60 million.21 Earlier estimates radically underestimated the number, with 10 million or so being the typical estimate in the late nineteenth century. Assuming a low population makes it possible to ignore the huge demographic collapses that occurred, and to suggest that the area was largely vacant and that occupying the land was justified.


The hunting-ground myth in Kentucky is another, local, way to underestimate the number of people here prior to the arrival of colonizers. One of the first archaeologists with whom I worked, Dr. Gwynn Henderson of the Kentucky Archaeological Survey, has written about and worked to debunk this story.22 “The most enduring fallacy about Kentucky’s indigenous inhabitants—the myth of the Dark and Bloody Ground—concerns how these peoples used the land,” Henderson recounted in a recent conversation. “This legend would have us believe that Indians never lived permanently anywhere in Kentucky, but only hunted and fought over it. The myth has been and continues to be perpetuated in children’s books, in scholarly books and journals, in histories, and in magazines. It persists despite the fact that Kentucky is simply a geographic construct,” with no meaning until 1792, and “despite the fact that no such notion exists for the surrounding geographic constructs of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, and Tennessee.” In Kentucky, because of warfare between groups, there was a moment when settlement tended to be consolidated behind the front lines and fewer villages were located in a certain part of the state. At no time, however, was the area completely depopulated.


In the Americas, we find the closest thing to the kind of event depicted in some of the fictional apocalyptic narratives that are ubiquitous today, in the sense that a large percentage of the hemispheric population died. How this happened, and how rapidly, varied across the continents. Native American groups persisted, however. Although these narratives of destruction at the hands of European disease and oppression can create the impression that these groups did not somehow persevere, they did. The Native American cultures that underwent profound transformations with the arrival of Europeans are as important, interesting, and vital as what existed before. The disruption that occurred when Europeans arrived in the Americas did not destroy the cultures that existed here, or somehow result in cultural extinction. Describing what happened as “destruction” or “extinction” can allow a justification for the types of marginalization that has proved so damaging in the past. Many archaeologists now understand this, and reject these “terminal narratives” that purport to explain the demise of Native American groups. In some ways, this is a one-two punch. First, we create narratives that downplay the destructive nature of the interaction.23 Then we suggest that authentic Native American cultures have been damaged beyond recognition. The lesson communicated is that Native Americans no longer exist, for all intents and purposes. That is not true.


The catastrophe that resulted from the outbreak of disease following the arrival of European colonizers in the Americas was unprecedented. The warfare and enslavement that followed exacerbated this tragedy. Historian Gerald Horne describes two apocalypses; the first related to disease, and the second resulting from the horrors of settler colonialism.24 We see this kind of colonialism in North America, where colonists come to settle an area, not merely to exploit it for resources. This resulted in the continued genocide of Native Americans, partly by disease but also through enslavement, displacement, and murder. In addition to that, settler colonialism involved the enslavement of millions of Africans. In the following chapters, I examine the events in eastern North America in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I begin by exploring the causes of these past catastrophes, seeking an understanding of why things fall apart. This allows us, later, to compare our contemporary ideas of how and why things fall apart, and to look into the future to the point when this process could begin again.
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Footnote


i The Fourni Archaeological Project was directed by Dr. George Koutsouflakis of the Greek Ephorate of Underwater Antiquities and Dr. Peter Campbell of Cranfield University in England, and I am grateful to have been invited to participate.
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