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     Perhaps one of the most cliché answers to the question, “Why study history,” is that it allows for detailed insights into the successes and especially the failures of our ancient ancestors. We study this in order to learn from their mistakes and to not repeat the trends that could lead to our collapse. When we read about the terrible fate of the Easter Islanders, for example, many times we tend to connect this to our society. But, seeing how we are more advanced in our technology and more aware of the impact we can impose on the environment, we often think it is a lesson already learned. As was stated in L.P. Hartley’s novel, The Go-Between, “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” With our high-tech electronics and extensive knowledge of science, mathematics, and history, we are more knowledgeable and advanced. We are more aware of our influences on the environment and have taken many measures to correct our past mistakes. Past societies such as the one on Easter Island may have failed to realize their faults but our society today is different from that long ago. We have better technology than those stone tools: cell phones and telephones that allow us to communicate further distances, and better weapons to defend ourselves. So, how could we be leading ourselves into another collapse? 

     Many times when we compare past histories to current ones, we tend to expect our society to be different from the rest, perhaps because of many of our advances today. We sometimes look down on past mistakes, especially those careless ones, and think we should know better by now. But, do we? When we carefully analyze the events in history, we can often see that our society today as a whole is still struggling to correct similar problems that have led to many past collapses. Looking back on history, we see deforestation, pollution, warfare, and the competitive nature of our ancestors as some of the key factors that hindered the growth of their society and many times led to their collapse. Looking forward in time, however, we see that these problems have not gone away. So, is our world today really that foreign and different from the past?

     In th
e book Collapse by Jared Diamond, Diamond presents a view that society can choose to fail based on his “five point framework,” which connects past mistakes to that in our modern times. The first factor that Diamond described is the “…damage that people inadvertently inflict on their environment.” (Diamond p. 11). An example of this can be seen on Easter Island, where a lot of the trees that had once flourished in the area were completely wiped out due mostly to human influences. A similar case can be seen with industries during the Industrial Revolution and with the CFC gas that has damaged the ozone layer. 

     The next three factors are climate change, hostile neighbors, and a decreased in support by friendly neighbors. Some examples of these include the Mayan collapse due to overpopulation and the unpredictable climate change, the trade network between Pitcairn, Henderson, and Mangareva where one collapse of a major trade partner (Mangareva) led to a drastic decline or collapse of the other two, and the debatable collapse of the Western Roman Empire due to invasions from hostile neighbors (Diamond p. 13).   

     These four factors reveal the unpredictability of a collapse that can be beyond human control. To predict in advance when a drought would come was impossible for the Mayans. To fully understand the negative impact that deforestation can have on the environment was also difficult for the people on Easter Island. Finally, to predict when our fall would come due to outside influences is also in effect impossible. Therefore, what all of these past societies have in common that led to their collapses is what Diamond described to be a failure to anticipate or to perceive a problem.

     When analyzing the events in history, we can see that this common mistake is constantly repeated over and over again. The Maginot Line, for example, failed to protect France from being invaded by Germany because the French generals failed to realize the fact that a different strategy could be used to fight in the next war (Diamond p. 423). Another example came from the British colonists who released foxes and rabbits into the Australian landscape without knowledge of how that might affect the environment there. The release of harmful gases into the atmosphere was another mistake that cou
ld not have been predicted in advance.

      Despite our extensive knowledge today, we too cannot fully anticipate or understand fully the consequences of our actions. What Diamond termed as “Landscape Amnesia” (Diamond p. 425) reveals one of our fa
ult. Not being able to rea
lize the melting of Montana’s glaciers despite having lived there for many years shows a failure to re
alize the changing environment. Thus, it can be attributed to a failure to perceive a problem. 

     This mistake has led to many long term affects that our society is still facing today. Some of these issues as was mentioned earlier include overpopulation, warfare, deforestation, and disputes which could give rise to the potential collapse of the governments. Similarly to past events such as that on Easter Island and Central America, when a country is left environmentally stressed and overpopulated, the people suffer from starvation and are desperate for a change. As a result, civil wars and genocides could break out. The government could crumble under the unrest and the society as a whole could begin to fall apart. Such tragic events have already happened in places such as Bangladesh, Burundi, Indonesia, and Rwanda (Diamond p. 516).

     Another example arises in trading similar to that on Pitcairn, Henderson, and Mangareva. The world today has been globalized 
that almost every country is dependent on each other for support. The U.S., for example, is the world’s leading importer (Diamond p. 518). Some of these imports include oil and many rare metals that are deemed essential to keep our economy running. What would happen to it if our trade partners were to stop importing the necessary goods? Probably, a similar situation to that on Pitcairn, Henderson, and Mangareva where our economy would begin to fall apart because instability in one country can affect trade routes and markets in another. 

     So, the situations in our world today and the paths we have followed to reach there are not so different from that long ago. Certain circumstances seem to be drawing us closer to those collapses in the past, but are we society as a whole setting ourselves up for another collapse? 

     Despite the four factors that seems to be beyond our control, what gives us hope and 
to Diamond’s cautious optimism is in the fifth factor, the “…society’s responses to its problem (Diamond p. 14).” As Diamond had stated, “…collapse isn’t inevitable but depends on a society’s choices (Diamond p. 21).” In other words to change our past mistakes for the better could possibly save us from a total collapse. But, what mistakes in our society needs changing?

     When we analyze past mistakes and successes, we see that the Greenland Norse society had crumbled due in part to their refusal to give up a part of their European identity. The people on Easter Island also did not seem willing to give up their tradition of building the enormous statues, which had contributed to their collapse. The Tikopia Islanders on the other hand were able to succeed due to their decision to “…eliminate their ecologically destructive pigs…(Diamond p. 523)” The Icelanders and many other societies in India also succeeded in reaching an agreement to “…subordinate their individual rights to group interests (Diamond p. 524).” 

     As Diamond has stated, “The past offers us a rich database from which we can learn, in order that we may keep on succeeding (Diamond p. 3).” Since past mistakes are similar to those in our society today, perhaps a lesson in history can help us to change our ways for the better. 

      When we look at the Greenland Norse society, we see that their European identity such as their European farming methods were too important for them. It defined who they were and their culture. How could this be given up so easily? The moai and ahu on Easter Island also seem to be an important tradition for the people living there, perhaps due to a religious factor and to many this cannot be given up so easily. Such values proved damaging for the environment and to the society as a whole, however, and should have been changed, but unfortunately were not. As a result, this contributed to their downfall. 

     The Tikopia Islanders on the other hand were able to save their society from a total collapse by discarding away what was so dear to them, their domestic pigs. These were an important diet for the people. They were the largest domesticated animals there (Diamond p. 524) and was a symbol of their Melanesian society. Fortunately for the Tikopia Islanders, they recognized the damaging affect the pigs had on their society and eliminated them.  

     Why did the Greenland Norse society and that on Easter Island fail whereas the Tikopia Islanders succeeded? It was what Diamond stated to be because of their courage to “…make painful decisions about values (Diamond p.523).” The values that Diamond stated can be connected to the identity of the culture, such as the statues on Easter Island. These are what define the culture, but sometimes they have damaging effects on our society and are in need of change.

      The decision to change some of these values, despite how difficult or painful they may be, could perhaps lead us into a path different from those followed by our ancestors. Since most of societies’ issues today deal with overpopulation and environmental damages, similar to th
at in the past, the values affecting these problems are in need of change. But, these changes must be for the benefit of the society as a whole even if it is in conflict with individual interests. Such event has already happened in China where the government had restricted the “…traditional freedom of individual reproductive choice…” (Diamond p. 524) so that the population growth would not spiral out of control. This decision might take away the individuals’ rights, but it is done to reduce the population growth, a problem that has contributed to many collapses in the past. Another example deals with pollution control in companies like Chevron where strict policies are in place to reduce environmental damages.

     Such study of history has given us many insights into past mistakes that we can connect to our society today. Despite our advance technology and extensive knowledge of all of these scientific and mathematical fields, our society today is still very fragile as it was years ago. But, perha
ps even more because of globalization and nuclear weapons. What we do have that the past did not, however, is a rich database of past events that we can learn from. It is perhaps from this vast study that we can learn to let go of some damaging values even if it is at a cost of hurting our cultural identity. Perhaps by making these painful decisions for the betterment of our society we can prevent it from collapsing. Thus, this study gives us hope that maybe by correcting past mistakes we can follow a different trend then those set by our ancesto
rs.

�Better:  “In his book Collapse, Jared Diamond presents a view … “


�I think it would be safer to say that while these mistakes could have been foreseen, they were not foreseen.  


�faults


�Better:  recognize


�Maybe:  realize that the environment is changing.


�Maybe:  “to the extent that all countries are dependent on each other ...”


�Something missing here: maybe “contributes to Diamond's cautious optimism”


�Maybe:  those (refers back to “issues” earler in the sentence)


�This is a good point, but it is not a complete sentence.
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   Very good paper on Collapse.    Your writing continues to improve too. (The reworked introductory paragraph is a big improvement, in particular.)


Good work!
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