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',. Geography Lessons 
To the Ed.icor: 

I 
'On r~\·to ~oot<s b:: ,; .a~-e-c :;;~!
mond (Jan .. 30). "Co;]np~e" 
and Ule enri:e;- ~ ·(;·.1nSl Uc:t:'"::s-. 
and Steei," ~s &l {: ~H['ty bE of 

!ng praise on DL;1mO~1d":3 
"rJ1,;..1gn djce l~: r:~()oks: ,,::.x ~ :-~ord: .. 
.!'~a!-::' :[1 ~~- i.Jd:tio~~ and origi~~l-~ 

ity . . _ . ~ ,r'eftd b~t~1 r(:~1:t\!ng 

\vhat Eteratu!'e ;:n!gh .~ ~e ~ike if 
eycry ~lu~hcr ~-\ ne\-:~' so :~'~ ucb1' 

\VrOie so c!e~t:-ly ~nd forrned 
argumems \l.'ith sc:ch C;l:e.·' 

\\!cv.r. But ~n SPH£- ~r !~:s br!I 
hance, Dian1(:.nd· ~ conch.:slons 
are (darn it) ·'proJ::Ja.dy 
\vrong.'~ ~rhis is gOt;1g tc be in
teresting! \Vhat povJerrul ob .. 
jections is our revj,2".''-c;- going 
to pose against the miglny edi
fke he esteems so highly? 
:.lone, it turns out. :nswad. he 
plays a varia tjon on [he \l]d 

Steve Gould t .. "o-ste~): fi rsl yml 
caric.ature t.~J.e V!('W you dis!.ike 
(but can't thjn~: of (l!"lY fE"gU

ments aga!ns~); t~en you you~# 

self draw .a.ner:l'ion wevidence 
t.hat contr~dicts your C,\,iCfl

!ure - btH c1.ai:1; th~t :t is ev:-

ing hImself! A cute trick, but 
intellectually dishm:E:si:.. 

Here's the caric:u;,;n: of 
· ·Gln1$H: HDia:ilond cc:nte:;ds 
:~ \-vas cbance: i""ot ci..li~n'"~e O~~ 
brainpo\ver. ti1at bmugh: in
dustrial po-;.ve:" firsl to Eu:-ope: 
')/estern civi1izn~~on t.as :1Dtb .. 
ing to hoast about..~· Z'\onsC'~sE·. 
Di.anior~d arg~_,:c~ t!1Ht it t.l;as 

chance ~ gecgr7c~1'1~(:ai lL:cI~: --

~_hat gave:' \~/~~rer:1 c:v:.~La:!!::·l 
its :1ead st~U-i., Sf; t.hf~! i1' cO~j~d 
soene!" deve10p 'Ll"!~· CL1lturc\ 

Doth rt1ute"!"1;]: a~·:d inteU~:-ci:!l~L 

that did indf:ed arr:plify t:le :ni ... 
Lia! tucky act\'a,::~age~ T::t.~ cui
~ura! cEffererK:.es gr,e\\' ()1J. ~ c/ 
(he g~ogra~h!ca l dtffe:"er!c~s. 

And now here's the evidence 
that comradic:s Euste:'crook's 
c.'lricature: he c~tes Dia.rr.oncrs 
eKplanation of \\'~1y China fell 
be-hind,. ,arid nOi:.eS [hat accot~d· 
.ing to Diamond it was a cdLUr
a! phenomcnor:- China's <m'Co
cratlc systern of rule - that. 
was mainly responsible. Does 
~h!s Sho\v ~1 self.·con{ rad;clory 
DialTICnd" or a n11srep:-cse;ln~~g 
Easterb!*ook·'> it·So onvi<)U5 that 
Diamond has an aiong a rgued 
a more subtle posirim'. know
ing full wei! that specific geo
graphical conuitlonsmay be 
necessary but not sufficient for 
various cultural condition'S, 
and appreciati;1g the impor
tance of cultural diffcre!1Ces. 
Other"rise you WOllld have to 
think Diamond incredibly my· 
opic, not noticing that his care· 
fully argued cultural explana
tion of China's stagnation was 
contt'adicting what Easter-

hroo:{ ca;ls. his "smgle-explana
ti-an theory," encapsnJated as 
fono\"~.~s.: ~"Sl.~pply thE~ rig~1: en-vi .... 
:"":Jr~rnenral con:dttiCn5~ and in
'::v;Lt..d~)ly Lhe're \$;i!i be a faciory 
;~lanu:f~Cli..lring jet {;11g:! I~€5.·" 

Easter!)rook caE3 Diarnonc'S 
tb~o~'y . i a drastic o\,€;"simpUfi
c~~lor:~' ~ ';):"'ll (11 ~'C(~Eapse" (~or 

c:-:urnp1~~, en Page 22 .. ~ :J:~~rni:!i ':-: 
expt:cilly d~sao;/o\t,'s t~'11s intei
;j~·2't.af.lo::::! :3 .E:ast :::rbrcck·s 
drask~(' G ... te :-"S:. mtJ1:ri<C(;'t '~icr:. . Cl!1C 

1(: must be tk:Hberate. 
"",'"hen Eas.r~!-brOG.k tun:!.$ {C 

the nev.r G(10!<. r1e agzdn Iavlshc:.; 
praise. nnd i~ fa~t. cCHlcedes <1t
n~os': all i(s c:sims. ("[,"ian;ond 
l-ight1y .... va:ns of al,arrning 
lrends in biorliYet-sit)".. son icss~ 
trt.tsh~vater lirr-;lts . .. over-fish", 
ing. ' . and climate cr1ange ... , 
Tl1ese and other n 'ends may 
lead to a g !obaJ cr<lsh.") So 
wnatare the "fla\vs" and what 
is Dian·!,ond ;:\prcbab~y '..vrong'" 
about') \lih~',~a::; Diamond sz.ys 
"a large fraction " of the 
~i.-or"1d·.s spe!.~ies u!ay faE c:{
t inct in Ihc- next 50 yezZ"s. the 
Intet·-nat!cnal ·C·nion for the
CO~5e:-'j.a;:ion of Na1'..(re esu
Jn~l!eS this frncti .on ar about 9 
percent. "TI)at's plenty bad 
(:!1ot:.gh,.·" Easterbrook COn

cede-s .. ~~b:lt docs nor s~!ppcrt 
the ~de~t t.hat a ~ iarge fractIon' 
al SPeC.ics n re poised ~c van
ish"- O. K .• it"s good to xnc\y 
t ha t ~1 percent is.n·t !arge. 

T!len ~~here·s r.he [~ct th.a~ 

Diamor,d mainly looks at is· 
:U!itl ;:;opulations, dLike most 
spcc if:S r mes t pe{rpl-e do :lOf. 
ii·'1-e- ~'n isl.ands~ yet ·Cotlap·se'" 
*.·ries to ,s~nera~it:e from er:v ~·* 

:siands to enVirO!lmentai 
rh.re~~ts tn society as a \\'"h01c, ~, 
DtanlC!1(rS altE:\mp~ is arnbi .. 
tio'iJ.S 3.1_<: r ~sk,Y r but are h.~.s 

COr1c!;.i's:ons ~f:-~)ng? C:ast.~2"r .. 
brcck gives n<J argurnznts. jut 
does cHer- us an alt€'.f:Jative: 
we don't have 'to think of our 
pia.ne~ as a sort of isiand; v/e 
can move! .. If th~ phase of 
fu:.->sil-driven technology !€.'ads 
to disCOVE.'ri~s that aliow 
Homo sapiens to move into the 
gah1,:-~y .. then ·reSOi..1r(;CS~ "pop~lla~ 

tion pressure and other issues 
that worry Diamond ';\li.Jl be 
fo:go!,et~:' Sweee·e'! (BUl 
probably wrong.) Not to wor
ry, though: maybe t!~e Hale
Bcpp comet wiH come back :0 
the planCi we'v·e spoiied ~lf!d 
take us .off to S{1.me better 
place. How shortsighted of 
Dl~ln1Qnd not to have foreseen 
ttese solutions to the problems 
he so brilliamJy ra.ises! 

A boOk as important as "Col
lapse" by a sdentist a~ eminent 
as Diamond deserves a reviev:
er who has some professional 
knowledge about the topic. 

D.-\;"EL C. .DEN~ETT 
,\-redford, Mass. 

Dan.lel I)e.orH?·~! (:Cr4re!lr':s ! 
ccU-i{'utuT€.' (he booKs in c.'.!'-.':::
UO!;: ! urge any fair-n1hicil~d 
rk\rs(";n to read Ihe books and 
~.he essay an.d be the judge. He 
a.5S~:'":. S 1 ?rc·scni no cGunt{~}"· 
a:-gurnenr.s: i u:-ge reader:; ~G 
:-e~~'l n:C' ~:- s:, ·c:~y anc its c!)ur:te~
?,rg~~r::10:"'.~-5 ;Ot :~e.r!1SC'{\· l~:S: . 

~O\v. ~eJ}":~!?S De:lnen (.!iG :10: 
UJ..;.(" n:~::l ccuJ~:erargur;;ents~ :k~: 
~ha:;s anot:ler rnat ~e~ - ;:e 
shoela slmply say h~ .ji~ag:-~~~$. 
tache.:- ~har: go Gjrec:ly :0 ~n1 · 

pUg:i1:1.g rny ci1.arac te-~~~ 0ecnel~ 

~~a~(:$ t.::a;;: only somccne \V~tt~ 
;'profess~Qnai k~m\~·ledge" of 
d:~ ~·ooks· prirrlarytopic\ gecg~ 

':-a phy, ;;;~o~lld revje'iV therr.. Y;;-: 
Dennen himself, a professor 0( 

phIlosophy, hus w,ittenwideiy 
on. subjec·r s about \","hith h€~ is 
~10t a specia!ist. If oaly special
ists could write abou. thei;' spe
cialties, l1teramre wcuid be d!~' 

indc-ed: and ;,,0 one sh()lJld com
pose: a letter to the editor, ur:
less having "professlonar' 
knm,;leoge Dr the new5p~lper' 
business. Finany~ I fail to 5ce 
\.V;1.at Stephen Jay G()tiEd, U11-

memionw either in r!:Ie books 
or in n·)y essay, has:o dt') \vith 
tillS. Gt~1er :h< n that D~nnett 
h;15 a long hiswry of dcnour:c
ing GOUld. Stephen Jay ,:Jould 
died In .21102; perbiZ!ps ;t is tirne 
Df;nn~rt ·aH.Qtved hirn tG res : , 


