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Collapse

Civilizations today may seem much different from early civilizations, but the similarities between the two are haunting. Based on Jared Diamond’s writing, the famous line “the past i
f a foreign country; they do things differently there” seems to be an erroneous statement. Up until 
present time, it appears that humans have not learned the ominous effects of the way they destroyed the environment for personal gain. Because of this, society over the last few thousand years has been responsible for deforestation, extinction of species, and the introduction of alien species all across the world among numerous other problems. Nowadays the human race has started to take actions in restoring the environment and keeping our society from collapsing, but could these problems have progressed so far that they are not reversible today?

To understand i
f the human race is making the same mistakes as past societies, one must first understand past societies. The Easter Islanders and the Mayans provide good examples of some of the problems past cultures came to face. Easter Island is a Pacific Island, isolated from all other land masses by over one thousand miles of water in every direction. The island itself is 66 square miles and 1,670 feet above sea level (Diamond, 83). Once highly populated, today Easter Island has little if any signs of life. How did this happen?

Environmental problems and lack of effective leadership led to the demise of the Easter Islanders. Well known for their large stone statues, Easter Islanders seemed to sacrifice their environment for their constructions. While attempting to find stones for their creations, the Easter Islander’s tore down trees to make rope to carry the stones to their respected sites. The environment was already vulnerable to deforestation because of the dry and cold climate as well as other characteristics of the island; and the inhabitants only exacerbated the situation (Diamond, 116). With deforestation came poor soil and little cover from the winds blowing across the islands; resulting in a decrease in food production. Even with these problems the leaders continued to have statues built, eventually leading to unrest wi
th the general population and a civil war. In little time, Easter Island’s civilization had collapsed as a result of poor mismanagement of their natural resources.

The Mayans, although different from the Easter Islanders, met a similar fate due to similar problems. The Maya Civilization was located in what is now known as Mesoamerica, “which extended approximately from Central Mexico to Honduras” (Diamond, 166).  Mayan Society was first seen around 3000 B.C. and ended around 15
00 A.D (Diamond, 166). because of the Spanish Conquistadors. However, even before the arrival of the Spanish, the Maya had declined rapidly in a series of several collapses of its major cities.

The Mayan collapse was a culmination of five problems they faced over their long history.  These five issues include overpopulation, deforestation, warfare, climate change, and failure by leadership to recognize the first four problems and make changes (Diamond, 176). Overpopulation was the start of many of the problems for the Mayans. For example, at one point there were over 5,000,000 people “in an area smaller than the state of Colorado,” (Diamond, 176). This led to several dilemmas for the Mayans. Most importantly, their population growth was outstripping available resources (Diamond, 176). This resulted in pressure being put on farmers to maximize food production. As a result, fields that usually were left alone for 15 to 20 years after being farmed were being farmed in less time, resulting in less fertile soil and lower crop yields (Diamond, 163). In addition, Mayans began clearing forests which led to droughts and more soil defertilization. Lack of food and high population in small areas eventually led to war among the different powerful cities which only destroyed the Mayan Civilization quicker. All of it may have been averted had the Leaders of these powerful Cities been more proactive in protecting the environment instead of warring with each other and continuing to build their personal wealth. Could the same be said about the leaders and the people today?

Up until today, it appears leaders and people have not learned from the past. Diamond presents several different examples of more current times in which similar mistakes have been made. One environmental disaster that occurred in the 1800s shows just that. When the British colonized Australia in the 1800s the colonists wanted familiarity in their new habitat. They brought with them foxes and rabbits as a way of bringing a piece of home with them. Today, these two species have damaged both the ecosystem and Australian finances. Foxes have preyed on many different species, exterminating some; while rabbits have destroyed much of the plant life. With no natural predators, the rabbits and foxes are only controlled by efforts made by the Australian government, efforts that have cost billions of dollars (Diamond, 422).

This type of problem could be seen on Easter Island hundreds of years earlier. Although unintentional, the Easter Island colonists brought rats with them when they first migrated to the island. Having no natural predators on the island, the rats reproduced exponentially and ravaged the natural inhabitants. They contributed to the extinction of the palm tree by gnawing its nuts and to the depopulation of many of the birds on the island by eating their eggs and chicks (Diamond, 492). There are countless other examples of alien species overrunning the indigenous species, but if lessons were learned from the first few instances than maybe the world would be different now.

This is only one specific example of how recent leaders have made similar mistakes as those in the past, but there are many other parallels seen between the two vastly different time periods. With the growing population of the world, land has become a vital resource. This has resulted in deforestation all across the globe in order to make room for more houses, apartment complexes, and department stores. In the process we have destroyed over half of the forests on the world already. This is very similar to the way in which the Mayans destroyed forests to accommodate for their speedy population growth in their little area. With the knowledge of how the Mayans destroyed themselves, it is worrisome to think about the future of our world today should we continue to destroy the forests at the current rate.

Other parallels can also be seen between Easter Island, the Mayans, and our world today, specifically the problems of over consumption and warfare. Mismanagement of our food sources could end in world-wide starvation at a much larger scale than already seen today. One example of mismanaged food sources are fish and shellfish. According to Diamond, “about two billion people, most of them poor, depend on the ocean for protein,” (Diamond, 488). Fish also constitute a large portion of protein for many other people in the world. Such a demand, along with things such as the Tragedy of Com
mons which is a conflict between individual benefits and society as a whole have resulted in poor management of the fishing industry. Many companies have already collapsed, and if not they are generally in deep decline. This type of overfishing to feed the demand could have been avoided had people studied the collapse of Easter Island, who suffered from the same mismanagement of their fishing industry.

Possibly the most eerie of connections between past societies and our world today is that of the isolation shared by Easter Island and the Earth. Just like the Easter Islanders were isolated in the Pacific Ocean especially once they had no more seaworthy canoes, the people of Earth are isolated in the solar system with little hope of survival should the Earth become uninhabitable. Therefore, if changes are not made soon it may be the end of the human race as we know it (Diamond, 119).

There is hope for such a change as Diamond sees it. He is a “cautious optimist” because he believes that humans have a chance to escape a collapse, but we need to act now. One of the most important reasons for such optimism is that all of the problems humans face today are man-made and therefore not insoluble (Diamond, 521). In fact, in recent years many changes have already been made. Since the publication of Silent Spring in 1962 environmental movements in the United States, England, and even developing countries such as the Dominican Republic have seen large spike in participation. Even our natural resource companies have beg
an to make changes in their procedures to reduce the damage done to the environment. For example, the timber industry created an international organization called the “Forest Stewardship Council” to protect the environment as much as possible. The organization is in charge of creating a list of criteria for forest management and creating ways of tracing certified timber all the way to the mass public to give them a less environmentally damaging product (Diamond, 473).

Another source of hope comes from recent decisions about values. Diamond discusses the change in values that need to be made in order for humans to survive. In his eyes, we need to decide what is more important to us in our attempt to keep our species away from extinction. For example, the Easter Islander’s made the decision that continuing the construction of their large statues was more important than rebuilding their devastated forests, and because of that their society collapsed. In more recent history, Diamond discusses how the European countries have “advanced even further in subordinating to the European Union their national sovereignties for which they used to fight so dearly,” (Diamond, 524). Another example of the decisions we need to make about our values is the current value we put on fossil fuels. After decades of being fully dependent on oil, coal, and gasoline, the world has decided to look for other forms of less harmful energy with which to power houses, cities, and cars. This conscious decision shows great promise because people have indeed learned from the past. The people today realize that some of their personal values may be detrimental to society as a whole, and therefore steps are being taken to change these values to more environmentally friendly ones.

 All of these hopes and dreams do not undermine the major argument here, though. It is clear that up until now the human race had not learned from their ancestors’ mistakes. Even worse, there are aspects of today’s societies that make repeating such mistakes even deadlier. Today’s population dwarfs the population of the past, and today’s technology is far superior to that of the Mayans or Easter Islanders. If a few thousand Eastern Islanders with stone tools were able to deforest their entire island, what are billions of people with chainsaws and bulldozers capable of doing to the Earth’s environment? To make matters more serious, globalization in today’s world would make the collapse of any country damaging to the world as a whole (Diamond, 515). All of this information, along with Diamond’s analysis, provides a clear picture: the world today is facing the same problems that the Mayans and the Eastern Islanders faced, but they seem different to the common eye because our society is much more complex. In essence, this is just 
ancient world problems “playing out in the modern world,”(Diamond, 516).
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�Oops – should be “is”


�Insert “the”


�Better:  whether


�“unrest with” sounds a bit strange here.  There was apparently unrest within the general population.  There was probably also conflict between the general population and the chiefs.  


�The history is somewhat more complicated than this.  The Classic Maya civilization collapsed about 900 A.D.  But independent Maya areas in Yucatan actually survived until almost 200 years after the arrival of the Spanish.  


�It would have been good to explain this in more detail to show how it contributes to the problem of overuse of natural resources.  


�Should be “begun”


�Maybe “problems from the ancient world”
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This is a very good essay on the issues raised by Collapse and the questions I posed in the assignment. 
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