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With the goal of exposing vulnerabilities that exist in our current society, Professor Stockton looks at 
our world through a lens from a future in which the global structure as we know it has collapsed in the 
21st century. Looking back from the year 2500, Stockton provides an historical retrospective analysis to 
understand how a civilization as complex and technologically advanced as our own could have collapsed 
with such speed and devastating consequences. Stockton will discuss how and why the “ancients” from 
the 21st century continued to increase systemic risk by deepening cross-sector interdependencies, 
especially in water, energy and other “lifeline systems” on which megacities depend. These complexities 
increased despite warnings from Charles Perrow’s Normal Accidents in 1984 that when systems are 
technologically advanced, complexly interactive, and tightly coupled, they can produce cascading 
failures that are sudden, unexpected, and catastrophic. Stockton’s research envisions a task force report 
examining the forces that have driven the growing fragility of infrastructure. His report also analyzes 
the initial steps taken to prevent cascading failures by government agencies—including FEMA, DHS, 
and DOD—and what more might have been done to forestall our civilizational collapse.
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ENVISIONING MODERN 
CIVILIZATIONAL COLLAPSE:

What Befell The Ancients?
Report of  the Year 2500 Task Force on 

Civilization’s Collapse in the 21st Century 

The PIIRS Research Community on Global Systemic Risk pursues a multidisciplinary inquiry focusing on 

the robustness and fragility of global human-made organizational systems—energy exploration and produc-

tion, electricity transmission, food and water supplies, and the financial system, among others—to better 

understand the nature of risk, the structure of increasingly fragile systems, and the ability to anticipate and 

prevent catastrophic consequences.
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