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Throughout Collapse, Jared Diamond appears to give us ample proof of past societies failing due to their own mistakes.  However, it appears that a finer point he is making is that we as humans have not really learned much from history.  In history classes, students will always here the famous quote, “history repeats itself” at least one time.  If this has become almost common knowledge, why do these societies keep failing under very similar circumstances?  It is certainly an interesting question to ponder when reflecting upon Diamond’s book.  Although circumstances change as years go on, the societal collapses that have occurred throughout history appear to have a connection to humanity’s inability to recognize when their society is on the verge of a collapse.

One extensive example of societal collapse that Diamond discusses occurred on Easter Island.  When people think of Easter Island nowadays, all they think of are the massive statues that cover the island.  However, Diamond exposes a whole network of problems that led to the collapse of all society on Easter Island.  Readers learn how the Easter Islanders fit directly into Diamond’s road map to a collapse.

The problem with Easter Island was the fact that the
y were unable to recognize what exactly was causing their society to fall apart.  Scientific evidence proves that at least twenty-one kinds of trees once existed on the island.  As Diamond shows, many of these trees would have been extremely helpful to the islanders.  He discusses the way that other Polynesian islanders use many of the trees that existed on Easter Island.  By extrapolating, he explains the value many of the trees would have on Easter Island itself (p. 104).

The disappearance of all of the species of the trees on Easter Island shows the failure of the islanders to notice the problems of the deforesting, even when it became obvious that there was a problem.  However, there is a specific term that can be used to qualify this and not put total blame on the Easter Islanders at the end of the deforestation.  Through advanced scientific methods, Diamond tells his readers that, at the very latest, the forests were totally gone by the mid 1640s.  Therefore, around 7
00 years went by between the beginning of the deforestation and the total destruction of the forests.  Clearly, that is a very long period of time.  The term that works with this is called landscape amnesia.  It is a straight 
forward term meaning that as time goes on, the newer generations forget how the landscape once looked, so they feel that they are doing a minimal amount of damage.  However, over time, the damage done accumulates to the point of no return.

Another example of a collapse that Diamond highlights is the collapse of the Mayan culture.  With Diamond’s road map to a collapse, readers can see two separate aspects of the map in the Mayan collapse.  There is a failure to perceive problems when they become obvious.  There was also a failure to act when the problems became obvious, concerning the constant warfare between groups that should have been working together to survive as a whole.  Historians see the Mayans as a group to study when discussing the collapse of successful societies, which is what people should be worried about today.

While Diamond never discusses it directly in his book, class discussion brought about the idea of Mayan elites working only for themselves.  The ruling classes of different city-states believed that, in fighting for more resources and strength, they were helping their entire city.  Diamond discusses how the upper classes were concerned with short-term events, not worrying about what possible they could be having on a time when they were gone.  Even while attempting to support their own people, the misguided priorities of the leaders helped run the Mayan civilization into the ground, allowing the collapse of a once great culture to occur.

enefi
tting the Mayan society, so they must have been negatively affecting it.  The grasp of these people is seemingly obvious when looking at it from the present day, but maybe we are incorrect in agreeing with Diamond’s point that the Mayans could not conceive of the problem even when it was obvious.  Perhaps, there were many people like them, spiraling the Classical Mayan period out of control and into a collapse.

Besides the elites, the excessive amounts of warfare that was so much a part of the Mayan life also led to the Mayan downfall.  Diamond says how, as the collapse of the period came closer, the violence became increasingly intense (p. 172).  The three kinds of violence that were shown on monuments (wars between kingdoms, cities revolting against the capital of a kingdom, and civil wars between would-be kings) clearly had an impact on the Mayan collapse (p. 173).  However, Diamond also mentions that another type of violence, between commoners, was even more important.  Due to the limitations of land, combined with overpopulation, these violent outbursts were a key factor in the collapse, since the noble elites would not survive without the food produced by the commoners.

This constant state of warfare among the Mayans was a key point in their collapse; however, the people were also undone by the number of droughts discussed by Diamond.  Diamond discusses a 40 year drought, ranging from years 760 to around 800 CE, which corresponded “suspiciously” with the collapse of the Classic Mayan period (p. 173-4).  Other troughs and peaks in the rain conditions led to the rise and collapse of the pre-Classical period, the fall of Tik
an, along with the Classic period being effected (p. 173).  The combination of factors of violence, drought, and ethical concerns of the elites led to the total collapse of the Classic Mayan period.

If one chooses to compare the collapses of the past with problems that have the potential to c
ollapse, they will see both similarities and differences.  This idea will be describe in more detail later, but a brief introduction can be made here.  An example of similarity would be environmental problems involved both in the past and the present.  One large difference between the two would be the governmental involvement in either helping or hurting the collapse and its surrounding events (both before and after).  The discussions of the past societies of Easter Island and the Mayans need to be kept in mind as we discuss the present day.

In the modern era, we have seen governments step in to stop the collapse of an important industry.  However, whether they have truly prevented the collapse from occurring or have just delayed the inevitable will be found out soon enough.  The example that Diamond discusses in his book is the fishing industry.  This is a fantastic example of how governments have proactively stepped in to help keep the industry from collapsing.

Diamond has clearly explained how damaging overfishing has already been to the ocean.  Peak catches in the many overfished areas of the Atlantic and the Pacific occurred in 1989, and have not come close to reaching those levels since that year.  There are many problems that come along with the overfishing.  Many by-ca
tches are significantly hurt by fisheries.  For example, dolphins, whales, and sea turtles are all caught and killed damaging the whole ecosystem in the ocean (p. 482).  In general, it appears that, even though the fisheries are renewable, there may eventually be too much damage for them to recover.

In addition to renewable resources, humans have also damaged the environment retrieving nonrenewable energy.  With something like mining, the companies are all focused on profits.  In a profit driven industry, how can common people trust the leaders to look after the good of the environment? The statistic that Diamond brings up is that, for a copper mine, the “ratio of waste dirt to metal is typically 400” (p. 460).  That is truly shocking amount dirt to clean up for mining a common metal.  Diamond also says that in the mining of gold, the ratio is five million.  It is an outrageous amount of dirt that must be cleaned up for mining any sort of metal.

There are certainly parallels between the past and the ways current societies are doing what they can to prevent collapses.  A major example is the destruction of the environment.  As discussed previously, Easter Islanders destroyed their entire forest, making it nearly impossible to ever survive on the island.  Presently, both the fishing and mining industries have potential to bring down the world society, like deforestation did to Easter Island.  This is just one parallel mentioned by Diamond in his book.

The way that the fisheries or mining companies can, as individual industries, bring about a collapse of the entire world society is through something called the trickle down, or snowball, effect.  This idea is more clearly seen through the fishing industry.  If overfishing leads to certain societies losing their ability to rely on fish as a primary resource, they will need to rely on importing either more fish or another kind of protein for sustenance.  The world resources for protein will be stretched just that little bit more.  It is not a complete imagi
nation to picture this occurring, where our food supplies are spread too thin (although they sometimes appear to be stretched too thin as it stands today).

Diamond spends a significant amount of time discussing problems with the population of the world.  The collapse of the Mayan Classical period partially came from the overpopulation of the area, as Diamond put it, “overpopulation became excessive and as land became scarce” (p. 173).  Today, the per-capita resources used and waste produced continues to increase, mainly from the First World countries (p. 495).  Since the First World countries also control the world’s society, this waste produced by the population is led by the leaders of the society.

While most of the information in Diamond’s book seems quite pessimistic, he somehow remains, in his words, “cautiously optimistic” about the future.  Diamond first wonders how we as humans can survive on our current path.  However, he gives his readers ample evidence of past and (somewhat) present societies who have completely changed their values as a means to survive.  In our society of commercialism, it may be tough for people to change their values for the good of the world.  The evidence Diamond gives us on cultures as broad as Tikopia Island and Great Britain is plenty of proof that the difficult process of changing val
ues is possible all over the world.

In elementary history classes, students learn the idea that history repeats itself.  In Collapse, Jared Diamond is hopefully that finally humans will listen to this idea, and see the possible paths to destruction.  Diamond is somewhat optimistic about the future, as he should be.  With new technology available, people can better study the collapses of previous societies and learn more than ever from the occurrences.  Diamond has the faith in people to understand problems, and places trust where all others should: in the ability for humans to do what can help them, thereby helping everyone.

�Better:  say “the problem that the society on Easter Island had was the fact that … “





�This is probably an overestimate of the length of time the Polynesians inhabited Easter Island.  But the main point is valid – the time frame was much longer than a typical lifetime.  So gradual changes might have been imperceptible.  


�Hyphen here


�Oops – a proofreading glitch or technical problem here.  


�Should be “Tikal”


�Do you mean “problems that have the potential to cause present-day societies to collapse?”


�I think “by-catches” is an unfamiliar-enough term that it would be good to provide some explanation.  I gather you mean animals that are caught unintentionally in the process of fishing for other species.  Also, I think “fisheries” is the wrong word here.  I think you mean something like “fishing operations” for other species.   


�Maybe “It does not take too much imagination to picture … “


�Max, 





All of what you are saying is true here, but I think you could have said even more about the specific values that are involved.  That would provide some illustration of why possible solutions might really be difficult.  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 .  Similarly, in order to preserve natural resources, we might need to consider restricting individuals' ability to act freely to maximize their own profits. But our whole economic system in the US is essentially based on free markets.  
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