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Ursilor Cave, NW Romania. Speleothems, calcium carbonate dissolved in cave roof drip with measurable 
isotopes of carbon and oxygen, provide temperature and precipitation records for at least the past 200,000 
years with up to annual and sub-annual resolution. Note drip monitor, center. [photo: H. Weiss, Aug 17 2019]. 

Yale Summer Session 2023. Online via Zoom.

Course Description 

Why do civilizations collapse? Societal collapse is documented --- frequently --- in the 
prehistoric and early historic records of the Old and New Worlds, including Mesopotamia, 
China, Europe, Mesoamerica, North America, and the Andes. And debates rage presently among 
anthropologists, archaeologists, historians, and paleoclimatologists about 

1. the nature of these societal collapse events and processes: slow/gradual v. fast/abrupt;
adaptive v. maladaptive.

2. societal collapse causality:
a. types of causality: direct/indirect/cascading/counterfactual; historical;
b. internal, cultural, anthropogenic v. external, physical, natural causality
c. "determinism" v. "chaotic reductionism";

3. resilience, and "resilience theory"
4. environmental degradation prior to and at societal collapse;
5. causal role of abrupt onset megadroughts, discovered recently in Holocene (i.e., post­

glacial, modem) paleoclimate records, and coincident/synchronous with several regional societal 
collapses. What were these abrupt megadroughts? How are their abruptness, magnitude and 
duration known to us? How did prehistoric and historic societies adapt to these climate changes? 



Several exemplary archaeological and historical records of the Old and New Worlds will be examined 
for societies' vulnerabilities, resiliencies, and adaptations in the face of contending claims of: 
(1) abrupt climate change (real? how abrupt? magnitude? duration? equifinality?),
(2) anthropogenic environmental degradation/resource depletion (real? ideological / imagined? labile data?
quantifiable magnitude? effects?).

The societal collapse events and processes to be analyzed are: 
(1) Early Bronze Age (Mediterranean, Egypt, Mesopotamia synchronous collapse, 2200 BC)
(2) Late Bronze Age (Mediterranean and Levant synchronous collapse, 1200 BC)
(3) Assyrian Empire collapse (synchronous Near East and Egypt, 612 BC)
(4) Mesoamerica (Maya collapse, 8th century CE)
(5) North American (Anasazi/Ancestral Pueblo collapse, 1200 CE)
(6) Late Victorian Holocausts (India, late 19th century CE)
(7) The Anthropocene (global, present)

To judge from the headline-grabbing and competing claims of social scientists and paleoclimatologists, we 
are not likely to resolve all arguments. We will however, illuminate weaknesses, strengths, "data frontiers," 
and "dark corners." Advancing the frontiers of knowledge about the past also elevates discussion and analysis 
of the present. We might ask, "How are we adapting to an abrupt anthropogenic climate change?" as 
productively as we ask "Is the present the past?" Hence the last course meeting is devoted to the 
Anthropocene, the human dominated world of the present, its origins and its questionable sustainability. 

Syllabus. The syllabus lists all readings for each course meeting and is illustrated with quotations, 
photographs and diagrams. The quotations, photographs and diagrams will be explained and discussed in our 
course meetings. 

Prerequisites. There are no prerequisites for this course. Prior knowledge of archaeology, ancient history, 
anthropology, paleoclimatology is neither necessary nor assumed. This course presumes students' zero 
background knowledge of the issues, data, archaeology, history and science. We begin at the beginning!

Grade. 50% final essay due Meeting 10, 50% final exam at Meeting 10; attendance mandatory. 
Final exam is 10 one-paragraph short answer questions at last class meeting .. 

Final essay is 2 page single-space essay answering answering 3 questions due last class meeting.

1.What, then, is societal collapse? A brief synthesis of past collapse observations and generalizations.
2. What causes collapse, and how can we distinguish --and rank-- societal collapse causes?
3.How do earlier Holocene climate changes differ from present-day climate change?

Required texts:
Davis, Mike. 2003. Late Victorian Holocausts. Verso.
Diamond, Jared. 2005. Collapse. How Societies Choose or Fail. Viking.
McAnany, Patricia and Norman Yoffee. 2012. Questioning Collapse. Cambridge.
Tainter, Joseph. 1988. The Collapse of Complex Societies. Cambridge. 
Weiss, Harvey. 2017. Megadrought and Collapse. Oxford. 
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Fig. 3. Comparison of mean scPDSI fields in the OWDA during periods associated with the MCA, LIA, and modem period (MOD). (A) The mean fields 
were calculated CJVer the time intervals indicated, and the areas in those fields with significant mean anomalies of wetness or dryness (p < 0.01, two-tailed, 
corrected for lag - I autocorrelation) are indicated in the middle set of maps. The area of maximum dryness during the MCA period is indicated by the yellow 
rectangle in the lower MCA map. (B) Average olOWDA reconstructions from within this rectangle. It confirms the drier conditions during the MCA period and 
also shows the occurrence of an extraordinary megadrought in the mid-15th century. CL, confidence level. 

Cook et al 2015 Science 

Meeting 2 Collapse analyzed, erroneously. 
Assignment: Tainter 1988 The Collapse of Complex Societies. chapters 1, 2, 3, 4.

Questions: What, specifically, is erroneous in Tainter's collapse cases? We 

will discuss this! 

How many of Tainter's collapses are actually one collapse event/process? 

Is there a "law of diminishing returns"? What forces counter the "law"? 

Meeting 3 A mushy multi-causality view, "they did it to themselves" 
Assignment: Diamond 2005 Collapse. chapters 2, 4, 5, 8.  

Questions: What are the data and perspectives, now old, that frame these issues? 

Anthropogenic v. natural forcing?

Why does everyone dislike Jared Diamond? 

An idealist view of collapse becomes a "politically correct" view ("it never 

happened!") 
Assignment: McAnany and Yoffee, eds. 2010 Questioning Collapse. chapters 1, 5, 6, 7.

Questions: How are the authors able to dismiss the paleoclimate megadrought data?

Is it true, that if you are alive, your ancestors' societies did not collapse? 











Meeting 6 The Indus Valley and the Egypt Old Kingdom collapse, why synchronous?

Assignment: 

Harappan Indus collapse:

Giesche et al 2023 Recurring summer and winter droughts from 4.2 - 3.97 thousand years ago in north India.

Communications Earth and Environment 4:10.

 
Old Kingdom Egypt collapse: 

Garcia Moreno 2015 Egypt First Intermediate Period,  in Meller ed 2015, 2200 BC.

Weiss 2022 Pyramid Building and Collapse Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 119.37.

Questions: 

Where are the Indus Valley cities? How many were there? What was Indus agriculture? Why do Giesche et al 

2017 believe collapse was not the 4.2 ka BP societal response in the Indus-or do they? 

What is the source of the Nile, the basis of Egyptian agriculture? 

When did Old Kingdom pyramid building cease? 

Note how Garcia Moreno avoids all non-historical, i.e., paleoclimate, data. 

["History is what is written"!] 

Egypt at 2200 BCE. What are the colored 

sites? What physical process is represented?

Three paleoclimate proxy records: 

Indian Summer Monsoon, midlatitude westerlies (Iran),
and Nile flow at Mediterranean. Note horizontal axis.

























Meeting 10 The Anthropocene and the final exam (last hour of meeting 10). 

Final exam is 10 one-paragraph short answer questions, and 50% of term grade) 

"Only to the white man was nature a 'wilderness."' 

---Luther Standing Bear, Chief of the Oglala Sioux, 1933. 

"Human beings are now carrying out a large scale geophysical experiment of a kind that could not have happened in the 

past nor be reproduced in the future." 

---Revelle and Suess 1957 

Assignment 

Weart 2007 Roger Revelle's Discovery https://history.aip.org/climate/Revelle.htm 

Crutzen 2002 Geology of Mankind Nature 

Zalasiewicz et al 2015 When did the Anthropocene begin? A mid-twentieth century boundary level 

is stratigraphically optimal Quaternary Intl 

Questions: 

Can you define "Anthropocene"? 

What did Revelle and Suess 1957 discover? 

What did Crutzen 2002 add to that discovery? 

Why is there an argument about Anthropocene onset dating?? 

What drove The Great Acceleration? 

 








