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0000 OO0 Visionsofthe Future Some Historic Examples The premise tllat societies could germinate the
seeds of their own destruction haslong fascinated scholars.In 1798 Thomas Malthus published his classic”"An
Essayon tlle Principle of Population.”in which he foresaw a time when the urge to repro-duce would cause
population growth to exceed the land's potential to supply suffi-cient food and result in starvation and death.In his
view,the adjustment mechanismwould involve rising death rates caused by environmental constraints.ratller than a
recognition of impending scarcity followed by either innovation or self-restraint. Actual historic examples suggest
that the Malthus vision may have merit.Con-sider two specific cases(] the Mavan civilization and Easter Island. The
Mayan civilization.a vibrant and highly cultured society that occupied partsof Central America,did not survive.One
of the major settlements,Copa n,has beenstudied in sufficient detail to reveal reasons for its collapse(Webster et
al.,2000).The Webster et al.study reports that the population growth began to bump intoenvironmental constraints
in the fifth century,specifically the agricultural carryingcapacity of the land.The growing population depended
heavily on a single,locallygrown crop(maize)for food.By early in the sixth century,however,the carryingcapacity of
the most productive local lands was exceeded,and farmers began todepend upon more fragile parts of the
ecosystem.The economic result was dimin-ishing returns to agricultural labor,and the production of food failed to
keep pacewith the increasing population. By the mid-eghth century,when the population was reaching its historic
apex,widespread deforestation and erosion had set in,thereby intensifving the decliningproductivity problems
associated with moving onto marginal lands.By the eighthand ninth centuries,the evidence reveals high levels of
infant and adolescent mor-talky,as well as widespread malnutrition. The royal dynasty,an important source
ofleadership in this society,collapsed ratller abruptly around A.D.820-822.
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