Tallahassee State College Undergraduate Research Journal 1(1)

Why Civilizations Collapse—Is Our
Civilization in Danger?

Halden Euridge

Tallahassee State College

Abstract

The way that humanity comes together is one of the most interesting characteristics of
our species. Since humans are social creatures, there is a predisposition to creating
groups. Eventually many smaller communities come together into larger and more
complex groups. This happens again and again until eventually there is a group that can
be defined as a civilization. Civilizations are major parts of history that contribute to
every aspect of the world. Renowned civilizations are generally well studied, as for
example Rome, or Greece. They thrived for centuries and are still a major part of our
world. However, more discussion is needed about lesser-known civilizations because
they give us an idea of how a civilization collapses, what it means for a civilization to
survive or collapse, and importantly, what defines a civilization. Analyzing past
civilizations lets people today shape the future to everyone’s benefit.

There are many examples of the collapse of civilizations. Around the 12th century B.C.E.
there was a calamity known as “the Bronze Age Collapse” when most of the civilizations
around the Mediterranean Sea, as the name of the event implies, collapsed. In some
cases, these civilizations have been literally lost to history.! It may seem impossible to
study history that has been lost, but even the smallest clues form an intricate idea of
civilization. Modern societies should take note of past civilizations for numerous
reasons. A thriving civilization can provide important ideas that can still work today,
and likewise, a civilization that collapsed can show what not to do today. An even
broader reason to be careful and precise with discourse about civilization is that the
concept can easily lend itself to harmful ideologies that promote hate. Historically,
manipulative groups such as the Nazis used the concept of civilization to establish a
justification for the crimes they committed. The very idea of independent civilizations
itself can create tribalist thinking. Unfortunately, while tribalism and civilization cannot
be separated, it should be acknowledged that the discussion of civilization serves only to
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show patterns in history, and that, as a social construct, there is no necessarily better or
worse civilization. While being mindful about the discussion, there are three main
aspects that need consideration. First, and naturally, what is a civilization? Second, what
causes a civilization to collapse, and is it possible to avoid such a catastrophe? Lastly,
what about the usual view of civilization is inherently harmful and what can replace it?

What is Civilization?

A civilization is best defined by three main components: society, culture, and belief in
that civilization’s existence. The first two, society and culture, are more easily observable
and intuitive. These two components can be refined into smaller ideas. Culture, for
example, can encompass religion, academia, and arts. It is the personality of a
civilization that gives the people in a civilization a large amount of their identity. Society
consists of systems like government, economy, and the legal and structural part of
civilization. It may seem odd to say that government, for example, is a part of society
when culture is also a large part of government in some instances, but just because the
ideas are connected does not mean that they are inseparable. The distinction between
society and culture is that they can survive without the other. The Gaelic language, for
example, survives today in Ireland and Scotland even though the respective societies of
each country have changed drastically. The third component of a civilization is the idea
and general agreement that the civilization exists. A civilization is inherently a social
construct. It needs people to believe in it for it to truly exist. Because of the inherent
distinctness of the components of a civilization, one can survive without the others. So,
for a civilization to collapse, it must collapse in most if not all of the components that
constitute it.

These three components can be identified in every civilization. One clear example is the
Roman Empire. It is undoubtable that there was a Roman society. Rome had
government, laws, economy, and politics, which in some cases still survive in the
present. U.S. democracy was heavily based on what could be described as Roman
government. In addition to society, the Roman Empire had a distinct culture. While
Roman culture was not static, it did have similarities through the existence of the
Empire which has presence today. Again, in the U.S. many capitol buildings are styled
on neo-classical designs which take inspiration from Rome. Finally, the last question is
whether people believed in the idea of the Roman Empire. It is probably safe to say that
they did while the Empire existed, and even after the Empire “collapsed,” many people
still believed in Rome to an extent. Rome provides a good example of what a civilization
is, and it can also exemplify how civilizations collapse.
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What Causes Civilization to Collapse

To answer why civilizations collapse, it is necessary to first ascertain what a collapsed
civilization looks like. The definition of collapse in the context of civilization is complex
because there is a distinction between collapse and change. In the article called “Do
Civilizations Collapse,” Guy D. Middleton asserts, “Many archaeologists follow Colin
Renfrew’s Approaches to Social Archaeology (1984) and Joseph Tainter’s The Collapse
of Complex Societies (1988), which both see collapse as an abrupt political change and
reduction in social complexity that has knock-on effects throughout society.” If a
collapse is an abrupt change, it is questionable whether Rome ever collapsed. It took
about three centuries for the Empire to split into different parts, and in a more abstract
way, significant elements of the modern world are styled similarly to Rome. With regard
to religion, Roman gods are still studied, and the seat of the Catholic Church is in the
city of Rome. Many modern traditions and customs are derived from Roman history,
and Roman architecture and infrastructure is still used. Moreover, some current styles
of government currently in use can find their roots in Greco-Roman origins, and
classical philosophies are still practiced by people. Even the Empire and its parts did not
fall as much as they morphed. Roman civilization had many outlets to survive in. Rome
first split into the Byzantine Empire and Medieval civilization. The people living in
former Roman territory still believed they were Roman for many centuries after the
Empire left.2 These slow natural changes do not constitute a collapse as Roman culture,
society, and to some extent, government are still largely influential and practiced today.
So, while it is still possible for a civilization to collapse, it might take longer than
generally thought. Roman civilization can be argued to have survived up to the year 1453
when Constantinople was captured by Turks.

It has been established that Roman society and culture are still relevant to modern
civilization, but the most important part of a civilization, the belief in it, is gone. Today,
Rome is only the capital of Italy. While people probably do not think that the Roman
Empire exists, it is true that two thirds of Rome still exist, so why is it wrong to say that
Roman civilization still exists? This question can be answered by looking at civilization
as mutable. Civilization is much more like a language in the way it progresses.
Language, like civilization, can change and leave vestigial parts for future languages.
English is a Germanic language and went through many changes before modern
English. Old English would sound more similar to modern English than Proto-Germanic
and even more similar than Proto-Indo-European even though they are all related. The
point is that civilizations often collapse in the least volatile sense of the word. Rome,
instead of being merely an influence on modern civilization, is actually the direct proto
civilization which gave rise to descendent civilizations, though this does beg the
question of what civilization did Rome descend from. Rome derived many aspects of its
civilization from Greece, Egypt, and other earlier civilizations. Rome is still the best
comparison for modern civilization because it is to current civilization what Proto-
Germanic or Latin is to English language. This has two implications. First, civilizations
do not collapse in the colloquial sense of the word. Second, a collapse is a very specific



Euridge

phenomenon that rarely happens because for a civilization to collapse, it must go
missing as in the Bronze Age. Naturally, this means that it is hard to establish how a
civilization collapsed, but there are still ways to know what causes collapse.

For a civilization to collapse, there must be a sudden disintegration of what makes up
civilization. When the components of civilization are disrupted by warfare, ineffective
politics, environmental catastrophes, and declining cultural and societal cohesion, it is
likely that the entire civilization will collapse.

Studying a collapsed civilization might seem impossible at first. The word “collapse”
implies a sense that the entire civilization has been destroyed. If there is enough
remaining evidence of a civilization to examine thoroughly, then it may be arguable
whether the civilization collapsed at all, but there are examples of what might be called
pseudo-collapse. This would be a civilization which might not have collapsed in that
there is still evidence of the civilization, but it still looks like a collapse because it is not
the main predecessor to modern civilization.

One such example of a pseudo-collapsed civilization which shows how a civilization
collapses while still having evidence of it is the Aztec Empire. The Aztec Empire was
formed out of the struggle between many city-states in the Basin of Mexico. Three city-
states, Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco, and Tlacopan, warred with another group called the
Azcapotzalco in 1426. Eventually Azcapotzalco lost the war, and the allied states would
become the Aztec Empire.3 The Aztecs still had distinct cultures from each member that
made it up; however, Tenochtitlan would eventually become the largest and most
influential city and the unofficial capital of the Aztecs.

The way the Aztec Empire shows how a civilization collapses through warfare is best
conveyed in the war with the Spanish conquistadors. The arrival of Europeans was also
one of the events which let the Aztecs become a pseudo-collapse. Since the Europeans
documented their colonialization, there is much to study, and these records give insight
into how a civilization would truly collapse. Central America, the Aztec’s home, was
largely unknown to the Spanish in the early sixteenth century. There were rumors of
gold and valuable materials even with little substance to support the claims. In 1519,
however, the governor of Cuba, Diego Veldsquez, commissioned Hernan Cortés to be the
leader of an expedition into Mexico. Cortés readily agreed and made most of the
necessary arrangements and paid two-thirds of the cost with the idea that he would get a
high return and large amounts of land.4 Later, in February of 1519, Cortés departed from
Cuba in direct violation of the Governor’s order to call the expedition off. The first
engagement that Cortés had with the indigenous people was along the coast of Yucatan
where he fought a group of indigenous warriors, killing around 300 with 70 Spanish
casualties.5 This sparked even greater hostility between the Spanish and Aztecs. Another
reason why warfare was inevitable was because the local people Cortés met told him
about how horrible the Aztec Empire was and that they would be faithful to the Spanish
king. In a letter from Cortez to the Spanish king he says, “they [the indigenous peoples]
wished to become vassals of Your Majesty and my allies, and asked me to protect them
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from that great lord [Motecuhzoma] who held them by tyranny and by force, and took
their children to sacrifice to his idols.”® Cortés continued his exploration of Central
America for a few more months before he marched to Tenochtitlan in the late summer
of 1519 with 300-350 men, 15 horses, and some indigenous warriors.” Things escalated
quickly when the Spaniards arrived. They were treated well and given gifts even when
Cortés defiled Aztec idols. The Spanish were not interested in peace, and Motecuhzoma
was losing influence in his Empire to indigenous leaders who wanted to fight the
Spanish. Eventually the Aztec ruler, Motecuhzoma, was detained by the Spanish to
support their position.8

At this point the political ineffectiveness of the Aztec Empire intertwines with warfare as
a cause for the collapse. The reason Cortés got to where he did was because of Aztec
hesitancy and weariness of the Spanish. The next instance of warfare was when Cortés
left the city, and the man he left in charge massacred many Aztecs during a religious
celebration. These atrocities carried on when Cortés returned and there was fierce
fighting as the Spanish evacuated the city. Later in 1521, the Spanish conquered
Tenochtitlan and captured the Aztec ruler, which brought the Aztecs to collapse through
war.

War is not the only cause of the Aztec civilization’s collapse. The other factor that led to
the collapse of the Aztecs was societal decohesion. The Aztec Empire was merely a
collection of city-states with the Mexica people in the city of Tenochtitlan being most
powerful. There was already very little love for the Aztecs because of their strict policies
of forced tribute and subservience of conquered city-states. The Aztecs resembled Rome
in some ways. The Aztecs, like Rome, were a very militaristic culture that survived
through warfare. What set the Aztecs apart though is that they kept conquered people
separate from and subservient to themselves. They made it clear that they had total
control. As Jacques Soustelle, a French anthropologist, put it, “The conqueror had
unlimited rights over the conquered.” The Aztecs believed that they had the right to
impose their will on conquered people. Rome, on the other hand, treated conquered
people relatively fairly. Some Roman emperors, like Hadrian, came from Spain, and in
212 C.E. every male resident in the Empire was made a full citizen.© Hadrian being
Spanish was unusual because Roman emperors were usually from Italy. The Aztec elite
were not diverse, which partially shows how dominant the Aztecs were. This barrier that
the Aztecs put up helped to divide the people and create animosity. The Aztecs were an
imperialistic Empire that was despised by the people they conquered, which meant that
there was a weak, disjointed culture and society in the Empire. Aztec culture was never
going to be cohesive, and that only hurt the Empire.

Another large and well documented cause for the Aztec collapse was disease. Unlike
warfare and Aztec imperialistic philosophy, disease was an extrinsic disaster. Of the
many diseases, the one that stands out most is smallpox. Smallpox is a viral pathogen
that can be traced back 3000 years.! It induces high fever, chills, vomiting, abdominal
pain, and about 3 out of 10 people died from it.2 The reason it was so devastating
among indigenous populations is because they had not built a natural immunity to it
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like Europeans, who were already partially resilient to the disease since it was so
prevalent in Europe. Germ theory would not be discovered for another three centuries,
so Europeans unintentionally brought the disease which wiped out a large number of
indigenous people throughout the Americas. Some figures put the death toll at 50,000
to 300,000 people who died from the disease.’3 Among the dead were prominent figures
like chiefs, religious figures, and warriors. The people that were left to carry on Aztec
civilization died, which hastened the collapse of the Aztecs, as well.

The Aztec Empire indicates how a civilization would collapse completely. Since there
were Spaniards and Aztecs who were recording their history, it gives insight to modern
people about the Aztec Empire. Disease, societal decohesion, and warfare were so
interconnected that there is never just one reason for a civilization collapsing and the
reasons are never simple.

Global Civilization

Historians often look for parallels between the past and the modern world. We can look
at what failed for earlier civilizations and avoid the same mistakes. The modern world is
a civilization which has never been seen before; it is very connected and thus cannot be
reduced to Western Civilization versus the Middle East versus Asia. Our connections as
humans go past political or geographic borders. Today, everyone is part of a global
civilization. If one part collapses, the whole world would, as well, so it is imperative that
as a world, people need to work together to keep the global civilization thriving.

While it is easy to say that civilizations exist and explain how they should be defined, it
becomes less intuitive to argue that there is a global civilization. On the surface, it may
not seem like there is a global civilization. Therefore, returning to the three components
of civilization, which are society, culture, and belief in the civilization, it seems obvious
that culture in the United States is completely different from the culture in China.
Likewise, societies are different around the world with each country having unique laws,
so the concept of global civilization may be doubted. Most people would probably
identify themselves by their nationality. Below the surface of these differences, however,
there is clear evidence that global civilization exists and has been in the making for
hundreds of years. Over the last 500 years there has been a steady advance towards a
global civilization. Society, culture, and even belief have all become more and more
complex and connected than at any point in human history.

In the sixteenth century, European powers started colonizing other people and regions
around the world. England obviously does not grow cotton or sugar, so they needed to
get it from other sources like the Americas and India. Around this time marks the first
step towards global civilization. Societies became so intertwined that a disturbance in
one colony could have sweeping effects throughout the rest of the world’s economy and
society. Colonialization was the beginning of a global civilization because it formed an
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early international society which is necessary for global civilization. At first, it was not a
true global society, but the foundation was laid for one.

Moving forward to the nineteenth century, there was a massive advancement in
technology. Industrialization and other advancements made communication and
shipping more efficient, as well as making the economy larger and more diverse. Global
civilization became more of a reality too because of quicker communication, which
spread ideas faster and led to a larger sharing of culture especially in Europe, the
Americas, and their colonies. There is also a shift in goals for corporations and people
capitalizing on the new technologies. Earlier in history, many joint stock companies
could still arguably be said to have worked for their countries of origin, considering it
was nations that chartered the companies.'4 The British East India Company was British
and fought for Britain to secure trade for Britain. Yet, there was a shift in the company’s
objective over the nineteenth century.!s Eventually Britain and the company clashed
over control of the colonies as the company nabobs chose personal profit over the
company.16 Such economic incentive shifts were happening across the world as the
people making money stopped working for their country and instead started working for
themselves. The Gilded Age in the United States was marked by individuals creating
powerful corporations, which monopolized new and old markets while using corrupt
government officials to keep their influence and power. Global culture ironically
converged as people became more individualistic. Even though that is an independent
way of working, it was still a shared culture because most people were doing it, and it
was a universal understanding of how the world operated. Still, it would be hard to
justify the existence of a true global culture or society just yet.

The real change occurred in the twentieth century. During this time, global society and
culture expanded exponentially in addition to a global identity strengthening. Global
culture expanded through quicker communication and easier travel, but also through
historical events like wars. The First and Second World Wars sent soldiers from their
home countries to widely different areas, which influenced their home countries. U.S.
African American soldiers in France, for example, were treated equally to their white
counterparts by the French and that initial experience of equality would develop into the
civil rights movements that grew throughout the century. After the Second World War,
the U.S. and Western countries became more homogenous as they clashed culturally
and socially with the USSR and its allies.

Global society also advanced into new regions with the addition of Asian powers into the
world state. Japan in the nineteenth century started westernizing and expanding its
influence in Asia. China also began making ties with the United States. The connection
among the world’s countries can be seen easily by looking at the Great Depression. The
depression affected countries globally with some countries like the U.S. being affected
harder than others. It seems obvious to say that there was a global economy by this
point, but it goes further than that; there was a general convergence of societies in
separate countries, which is best shown through a global economy.
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With this general convergence of culture and society on a global scale, there is still one
more component needed for a global civilization. The belief that there is a civilization.
Right now, there are probably very few people who consciously believe in a global
civilization. Unconsciously, however, people act as if there is a global civilization. Most
people would agree that there is a global economy and that the UN, NATO, and
International Court of Justice among other organizations impose a level of society on
the globe. Likewise, the internet has brought cultures closer together in ways that are
unlike at any point in history. Western children now grow up with Asian cartoons and
Asian children grow up with Western ones, and yet that is still too simplistic to explain
global civilization. The issue is that people might not think about the world as connected
even though they act like it is. This does not mean there is no belief, just that the belief is
unrealized. What is creating this dissonance are tribalist ideas that are very prevalent in
the world today.

Many ahistorical or hateful groups misunderstand what civilizations are and that lends
itself to dangerous ideologies. The idea of civilization can easily be appropriated to
create fictional groups. For centuries and even today, slavery and racism are tied with
civilization. Europeans, Africans, Asians, and really any ethnic or racial group has
claimed that their “civilization” was superior and more civilized than other groups.

There are also people who want to preserve what they perceive as their civilization even
though global civilization is becoming more of a reality, but if there were unique,
individual civilizations, people need to realize that civilization is a natural progression.
Cultures and societies evolve and change. Defending one’s culture is not wrong or bad,
but it is possible to preserve that culture while accepting new ideas. Slavery was a large
part of American culture until it was not. There are still people in the American South
who carry on their culture while leaving slavery to be learnt about in textbooks. Time
and time again the idea of civilization gets appropriated to hurt other people. Accepting
that culture changes and it is converging globally is not inaccurate.

Religion, economy, philosophy, history, language, emotions, and so many more things
make humans more similar than different. Even if there is no global civilization, people
can still create a harmonious world so that humanity does not end up like the Aztecs.
Humanity has real threats, too, that need to be addressed. The U.N. reported that
“Conflict and Violence are currently on the rise.”?7 In the U.S., public trust in
government is at all-time lows in the last 65 years.8 Natural calamities like climate
change are “the single biggest health threat facing humanity,” according to the U.N.19
Social decohesion is part of the reason why these problems are so prevalent right now,
yet with all of these problems one should not take a pessimistic view. People like
Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist, believe that humans evolved through
cooperation. His Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) says morality is based on many
qualities like care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and purity,2° and throughout history
humans have done amazing work with these qualities. Humans are not “good” or “bad.”
Humans have survived thousands of years through ice ages, war, famine, drought,
disease, and other life-threatening cataclysms. In the modern world there are many
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different categories people will separate themselves into, but in the end, everyone is a
part of the global civilization. The quicker people realize they have more in common
with each other than they do differently, the closer humans get to a more peaceful world.
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