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Collapse

     
From the sonnet “Ozymandias” by Percy Bysshe Shelley, the narrator retells the story told to him or her by a traveler from an “antique land.” The traveler described an ancient statue 
of which resembled a mighty king. His power and possibly the strength of his kingdom are boasted in the words written, “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” Yet, the irony behind this is where the statue lies, in ruins with nothing remaining beside it. Such boasts of power and might had shattered away along with the empire that had once stood with it. 

     A similar connection to the poem can be seen on Easter Island and in many other ancient civilizations. When the Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen came to the island on April 5, 1722, for example, the area was a wasteland. There was no tree or bush that was 10 feet tall (Diamond, p. 81). As he observed, “We originally…have considered the said Easter Island as sandy…we counted as sand the withered grass, hay, or other scorched and burnt vegetation…its wasted appearance could give no other impression than of a singular poverty and barrenness” (Diamond, p. 81). What remained, however, were these colossal statues that showed the craftsmanship of the people once living there. 

     Another example comes from the Mayans civilization in Central America. The Mayans were believed to be as Diamond has classified them to be the “…most advanced society (or among the most advanced ones) in the pre-Columbian New World.” (Diamond p. 159). Archeological evidence has also shown the prosperity of the kingdom. The monuments built, the expansions of houses outside the core city, and the evidence of increase in food production does not immediately show a civilization that was on the verge of a collapse. Yet, the settlements were abandoned and what remained were only remnants of what was once a prospering empire.

     The mysteries behind these ruins are the causes for the collapse. What caused these civilizations to decline and could these misfortunes happen again in our society? 

     In 
novel Collapsed by Jared Diamond, Diamond presents a view that past civilizations 
hold similar problems to that in our modern times. In the prologue, he presents a comparison between two farms to come to a conclusion that, “Many of our problems are broadly similar to those that undermined Gardar Farm and Norse Greenland, and that many other past societies also struggled to solve.” (Diamond p. 3).  This comparison lays out the theme and his view on the subject matter which is a contrast to L.P. Hartley’s famous opening line in the novel The Go-Between where he stated, “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” 

     On Easter Island, the main issue that caused the collapse was deforestation. When Jacob Roggeveen came to the island in 1722, he saw what looked like a treeless wasteland, but evidence such as the fossil palm nuts obtained in 1983 by Flenley (Diamond p. 103) has shown that Easter Island once supported a diverse forest. Because the environment was so fragile, however, human activities such as the construction of shelters and the building of enormous statues greatly impacted and partly destroyed it. Slowly, the trees began to disappear and the civilization that had once prospered declined with it as a consequence.

     The lesson to be learned from what happened on Easter Island
 is to realize the negative impact that society can have on the environment and to correct it. Yet, in today’s society we can see similar problems 
where our activities such as that in industries are releasing harmful chemicals into the environment. Such actions have damaged our ozone layer and pollution our oceans and land. Such similar problems as that seen on Easter Island are still too complicated to resolve and judging from the opinions from a poll survey on Pollingreport.com it is not likely that this issue will be fixed anytime soon in the near future. With only about fifty percent of the voters claiming to have a concern for the environment, there is no mutual opinion that will greatly produce a change. 

     
The realization of the changing environment is also many times difficult to see. What Diamond viewed as “landscape amnesia” has happened to many of us. One example that is a major concern today is global warming and pollution. Although
, there are measures taken to reduce its effect, an alarming realization of its impact on our environment is difficult to see. Like Diamond’s example of the melting of Montana’s glaciers it is not likely that many of us can realize the differences in an environment that changes so gradually over
time. To this, Diamond compares our society to that of the Maya and Anasazi. As he had stated, “The medieval Greenlanders had similar difficulties in recognizing that their climate was gradually becoming colder, and the Maya and Anasazi had trouble discerning that theirs was becoming drier.” (Diamond p. 425). Our society today also
, often cannot perceive the changes around us. 

     Another issue that society today can connect to past civilization is on overpopulation. This can be seen in the city of Copan. Some clues on how the Mayans civilization collapsed can be found there. The skulls found in the area, for example, showed that most of the people there had suffered from anemia. 
The spongy-like appearance showed a lack of iron in their diet and this was a result of malnutrition. In order to sustain a densely populated area, the farmers had to plant every year, but this depletes the nutrients in the soil, resulting in fewer food productions each year. Evidence has shown that the people there were 
over farming. All of these clues combined together showed that one of the causes to the collapse of the Mayan civilization was due to overpopulation.

     The world’s population today is also constantly growing especially in third world countries. As Diamond had stated, “More people require more food, space, water, energy, and other resources” (Diamond p. 496) and this was one of the problems that the Mayans had to face.

     Overall, similar issues that had resulted in the collapses of ancient civilizations such as that in Central America and on Easter Island are still being faced today. So, could past collapses happen again? Some of the main causes for the failures in the past societies are indicated by Diamond to be a failure to anticipate or perceive a problem, disastrous values, and a failure to correct the problem once it has been realized. But, all of these perceived problems can be connected to almost all societies. So, could past collapses happen again?

     The answers to this question based on Diamond’s view for the causes of the collapses hold no oth
er meaning other than to say that it is based on chances and misfortune of the society. Many times it is easier to look back on the past to see the mistakes made than to look forward and be able to predict and correct the problems overwhelming our society today. The issues often are also too complicated to be corrected and such actions to correct it could hinder the growth of the society. To say that improvements in technology could reduce environmental damages is also jumping too fast to a conclusion, since new technology can impose new challenges and negative consequences. 

     Just as the words written on the pedestal beside the statue had read, a boast of power could resemble the prosperity of a society at that moment, but almost every society at one point or another is prone to a collapse. What is left behind would only be a remnant of what was once a pr
ospering society. 
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�Say “In the sonnet … “


�The “of” should be deleted here.  


�Careful,  the exact title is Collapse.  And this book is definitely not a novel (it is not a work of fiction).  


�Better:  “... faced problems similar to those encountered in modern times.”


�Maybe say “The lesson to be learned from what happened on Easter Island is that we must realize the negative impact … “


�Better: “ … we can see similar problems caused by our activities. “  Then a new sentence:  “For example, industries [such as … ] are releasing harmful chemicals into the environment.” 





�Did you mean something like this:  “Changes in the  environment are also often difficult to see.”  


�No comma here


�Two words:  over time.


�No comma here


�Better:  “The spongy appearance of the bones in these skulls shows ...”


�Add a hyphen here:  over-farming.  





There is also another aspect of the story here.  The specific timing of the Classic Maya collapses seems to be very closely connected to periods of low rain fall.  I think Diamond would say that the issues you describe created a fragile society.  But then the “trigger” for the collapse was a crisis (the droughts) that they could not deal with.  


�If I understand you correctly, you seem to be saying that Diamond thinks collapses are ultimately due to chance events that we have no control over.  That seems to be only one aspect of what he is saying though. Isn't his point really that societies can “set themselves up” poorly to deal with those chance events?


�This is a really pessimistic conclusion.  If this is really the way you look at things, I think it would have been good to try to address some of the reasons that Diamond sees for hope in the future.  Why do you think that they ultimately will not make a difference?


Also think about the additional question from the email with this marked-up draft.  
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