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The Survival of Easter Island – Dwindling Resources 
and Cultural Resilience
read for anyone with a serious interest in the cultural and 

is Professor of Principles of Environmental Sciences at 
Leiden University, is known to have been a critic of the 
wildly popular “collapse theory” for many years and 
presents here an impressive body of work once and for 

other plausible explanations for what really happened 
on Easter Island and why. Unlike the authors who were 
made famous for propagating the alleged scenario of 
ecocide and the resulting societal breakdown on Easter 
Island, Boersema includes a comprehensive array of 

the available historical accounts with their descriptions 
of the situation on Easter Island at the dawn of contact 
with the outside world that have – incredibly – been 
ignored for so long.  

Apart from the meticulous evaluation of the state-

research and evaluating the available data rather than 
constructing a house of cards that doesn’t hold up to 
hard facts. 

the author arrives at the conclusion that “the [collapse 
theory] proves to be a construction in which the facts 
have been exaggerated and mythicized and for which 
a chronology of events has been suggested that is at 
odds with reality. The conclusion is inescapable: the 
collapse theory [...] does not bear scrutiny.”

The slightly ironic language (in places) and the 
many comparisons of historical situations to our 
modern world make this book an amusing read without 

of its message.

The book is divided into nine chapters: In Chapter 

theory” and how doubts about it began to form when 
he realized that the ostensible collapse of Easter 

European eyewitnesses. Contrary to the pessimistic 
picture that was painted by the collapse advocates, 
the island was described to be “exceptionally fertile”, 
the inhabitants healthy. No signs of violence or even 
weapons were recorded. This gave reason for Boersema 
to systematically review all the available historical 
accounts about Easter Island. His conclusion was that 
“[…] none of these sources contained any support for 
the collapse theory […]”. He then poses the question 
that he tries to answer in the following chapters: “What 
had actually happened?”

expeditions and their experiences on and descriptions 
of Rapa Nui. Further, it presents the many strands of 

to the East.
The next chapter describes the environmental 

situation of Easter Island before the arrival of the 
Polynesian settlers and how the biodiversity decreased 
thereafter. The biggest factor was the almost complete 
deforestation that had many repercussions for the 
environment and the culture of the island.

In the fourth chapter, Boersema lays out the 
seven phases of occupation on Easter Island and the 
interactions of humans, the environment, and religion 

the Rapanui found sustainable ways to adapt to the 
challenges of isolation, limited natural resources, and 

Chapter 5 deals with the religion of the Rapanui 
and the again gradual change from the moai/ancestor 
cult to the birdman cult, showing that the history of 
Easter Island is one of continuity and adaptation rather 
than collapse and breakdown.

Chapter 6 turns to the concept of societal collapse 
and what it involves. The author describes when and 
how the “collapse theory” emerged and how Easter 
Island came to be the model for worldwide doom. This 
theory is at odds with the hard facts that have been 

European explorers. Boersema shows how the estimates 
for population numbers have been exaggerated while 
the food production potential has been underestimated/
mischaracterized, and points out how the collapse 
literature ignores the cultural adaptation and resilience 
of humankind.

Chapter 7 focuses on the impact of European 
contact with the island. It is characterized as a turning 


