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Factors Contributing to the Collapse of Societies

As illustrated in his book “Collapse,” published in 2006, Jared Diamond probably would have disagreed with L.P. Hartley’s statement that “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”  Diamond believes that today’s societies are following in a similar path to that of the ancient civilizations. This path may lead these current societies to be on the verge of collapsing.  These factors include the struggle to acknowledge that a problem is a potential threat to society, the narrow-minded motives of some leaders, and the forgetfulness of some of the past negative experiences that affected the society as a whole.  

Similar to past groups of people, individuals in today’s societies struggle with convincing themselves whether or not a problem is actually occurring.  Past individuals, such as medieval Greenlanders, the Maya, and the Anasazi, had trouble recognizing their environmental problems.  Diamond writes that “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 425) These climate fluctuations contributed to the collapse of these past societies.  Similarly, today, individuals struggle to believe whether or not the environmental issue of global warming is occurring.  Since the climate has such large and unpredictable fluctuations in temperature, “it has taken a long time to discern the average upwards trend of 0.01 degree per year within that noisy signal. That’s why it was only a few years ago that most professional climatologists previously skeptical of the reality of global warming became convinced.” (Diamond 425)  Moreover, Diamond notes that as late as 2006, cu
rrent “President Bush is still not convinced of its reality, and he thinks we need more research.” (Diamond 425)  By 2006, Diamond does not see how individuals today can take initiatives that can prevent global warming from causing our society to collapse if the leaders are not convinced that these problems that can destroy the society.  

While individuals in both past and present societies 
struggle to convince themselves of the reality of a problem, these individuals also have leaders who do not address problems th
at they may encounter in the future that may cause their societies to collapse. Diamond writes that “actions or inactions by self-absorbed kings, chiefs, and politicians have been a regular cause of societal collapses.” (pg. 431)  The ancient Mayan kings and Easter Island chiefs contributed to the deforestation in their societies.  These leaders acted solely for themselves; they had trees cut down so that statues could be erected in their honor.  These leaders were competing among themselves over who could have the most statues built for them.  Since these leaders did not act in their societies’ best interests of not cutting down all of the trees, these ancient societies coll
apsed.  Leaders today are following in a similar path to that of the leaders of ancient civilizations; today’s leaders focus on current issues and do not look ahead to future concerns. Diamond illustrates how the leaders of the United States government have a “’90 day focus’” (Diamond 434) in which leaders only discuss issues that can potentially cause a disaster within the next ninety days.  Diamond terms this focus “irrational behavior” (Diamond 434) because these leaders are leaving future generations of people to deal with these problems and suffer the increased consequences.  He writes that “the bad consequences are bo
rn by the next generation, but that generation cannot vote or complain today.” (Diamond 435) Diamond illustrates how some leaders have contributed to the downfall of their societies; however, he also notes that most all of the members of a society may be contributing to it as well.  

Diamond provides examples showing how, as seen in both ancient civilizations and today’s societies, individuals may not remember every past experience that negatively affected their society, and thus, this forgetfulness may cause today’s societies to collapse.  Since the ancient Chaco Canyon Anasazi society was non-literate, the individuals did not have a means of recording earlier events that affected their society.  Thus, they may have forgotten these events over time.  Since they did not keep any record of the earlier droughts in their society, these individuals did not anticipate the big drought in their society in the 12th century A.D.  Consequently, this society collapsed.  According to Diamond, “even prior experience is not a guarantee that a society will anticipate a problem, if the experience happened so long ago as to have been forgotten.” (Diamond 422) In regards to today’s societies, Diamond writes that "for a year or two after the gas shortages of the 1973 Gulf oil crisis, we Americans shield away from gas guzzling cars, but then we forget that experience and are now embracing SUV's..." (Diamond 422)  He believes that since there was a period of time when individuals of today's societies forgot this past experience of helping the environment, and instead, began to use “gas guzzling cars” (Diamond 422) again, individuals have damaged their society.  Driving these "gas guzzling cars” causes more fossil fuels to be burned in the atmosphere, which negatively affects the environme
nt.  Since the publication of Diamond's book in 2006, individuals have moved away from "gas guzzling" cars again. However, even that period of forgetfulness when individuals were embracing SUV's damaged the environment and it may contribute to the downfall of societies today.

Although Diamond does note the similar trends in how problems tended to occur in past and current societies, he is hopeful that today’s societies might be able to overcome their problems. Diamond claims he is “a cautious optimist;” (521) he believes that in order to prevent a collapse from happening, today’s problems need to be taken seriously.  He is hopeful that societies today can survive environmentally due to “the increasing diffusion of environmental thinking among the public around the world.” (522)  Because the environmental movement has been gaining strength at an increasing rate, individuals globally are becoming more aware of the environmental issue of global warming.  Diamond believes that societies today can spread this environmental thinking through their advanced technology.  He believes that societies today can survive if they have long-term planning for problem solving and if they are willing to reconsider their core values. (Diamond 522) He believes that if societies today practice long term thinking and make “anticipatory decisions at a time when problems have become perceptible but before they have reached crisis proportions,” (Diamond 522) societies today will survive.  He also writes that today’s societies need to change their economic values in order to survive.  He states, for example, that the Icelanders and many caste societies of India in the past who were dependent on irrigation avoided the tragedy of the commons by cooperating with one another and managing their shared resources. Diamond writes “how much of our traditional consumer valu
es and First World living standard can we afford to retain?” (Diamond 524) He believes that societies today can avoid the tragedy of the com
mons and can continue to succeed if they are willing to change some of their economic values.   

While Diamond is hopeful of the survival of societies today, he recognizes that societies today are interconnected.  He recognizes that while this interconnectedness allows for societies to share information with one another and to persu
ade one another from performing harmful actions, he also recognizes that damage caused by one group of people can potentially affect many other groups of people.  He states that the 
past island of Henderson collapsed due its dependence on resources from two other Polynesian islands, Mangareva and Pitcairn. Once the islands of Mangareva and Pitcairn collapsed due to deforestation, the island of Henderson collapsed because it lost contact with these islands. Because Henderson was isolated from the rest of Polynesia, its inhabitants could not obtain enough resources to survive and the Henderson society collapsed.  Through this example of past societies collapsing due to their interconnectedness, Diamond illustrates how the interconnectedness of today’s societies can be a potenti
al threat to the collapse of today’s societies.  

In “Collapse,” Diamond shows how past and present societies have similar factors that lead to a collapse of a society.  These factors include the struggle to acknowledge that a problem could be a threat to society, the narrow-minded motives of some leaders, and the forgetfulness of some of the past negative experiences that affected the society as a whole.  While societies today illustrate these negative factors, Diamond expresses hope that societies today can continue to survive.  In order for this to happen, he emphasizes that societies need to work together to avoid future problems and that societies have to be willing to change their consumer value
s.
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�The tenses in a quotation like this must be adjusted since things have changed since it was written.  You might say:  


�George W. Bush, President at the time, was


“still not convinced of its reality” and thought “we need[ed] more research.”


�Maybe say “may struggle”


�This is a rather long and awkward sentence because of the two “that”


clauses.   


�This seems oversimplified. There were many other things going on as well.  It would be better to say something like “their actions contributed to their societies' collapses” 


�Wrong word:  should be “borne” (i.e. carried)


�There are two aspects of this of course:  One is that the “gas-guzzlers” generate more atmospheric pollution.  The other is that they also use up our resources of petroleum faster.


�All of what you are saying is true here, but it goes beyond just “consumer values”.  Some of the other issues involved provide some illustration of why possible solutions might really be painful.  For instance, in order to solve the problem of overpopulation, it might be necessary to adopt something like the restrictions on family size that China has adopted. But we tend to place a very high value on freedom of individual choice in decisions about reproduction and other health issues . 


�It would have been good to discuss this idea in more detail and start by explaining exactly what the “tragedy of the commons” means.  


�I think you mean “dissuade” here


�Say “past society of Henderson Island”


�I think you mean “potential threat to the survival of today's societies” 


�Sarah, 





    This is very good.  See the note above for another “angle” on the values issue – it actually goes even beyond what you were saying.  
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