Luke Barrett

Will We Face a Collapse? 

Jared Diamond is a man who has spent much of his time studying the civilizations of the past and the ways they either succeeded or crumbled to dust. In particular he tended to focus on the environment and the way that civilizations adapted or did not adapt to it. Towards the end of his n
ovel Collapse, after analyzing many ancient civilizations he turns his scope towards the modern world. In doing so he poses a vital question to anyone who lives in the world today (
insert quotation). What is so different about ourselves in the modern day and the people that lived in past societies? Ultimately are our problems really all that different from the ones they faced? And perhaps most importantly, do we really have a better understanding of the environment than they did that will allow us to survive and not face a collapse of our own? Diamond appears to have a mixed opinion as far as the answers to these questions go. He believes that we are ultimately similar to people that lived in these past societies and that we are surely facing the same environmental problems that they did along with a host of others. Whether we truly have a better perspective on our situation does not appear to be clear in his ey
es. 

A massive problem that is faced by people in our modern age as well as people throughout human and animal history, 
the destruction of natural environments. In particular destruc
tion such as deforestation is extremely harmful both in our modern age and in the civilizations we have seen in the past. Diamond focuses on deforestation as a major factor in the collapse of the Easter Islanders, and 
Anasazi among other civilizations. In Collap
se the damages caused by deforestation are elaborated upon. Foremost in our mind is the harm that deforestation causes humans. It eliminates a vital natural resource, lumbe
r, without this it is difficult if not impossible to build houses or buildings. In coastal areas ships can no longer be built if there are no trees, 
particularly the canoes of many ancient civilizations were unable to be produced once they over-logged their forests. In addition to these obvious effects, deforestation causes the destruction of animal habitats. This obviously negatively affects the animals, but it also harms biodiversity as a whole. As more species become extinct as a result of loss of habitat the whole earth is affected. The loss of these animals also is a burden to human inhabitants as it may deprive them of an important food source. 

Diamond also stresses another environment that has been hit even harder by humankind than the forests, wetlands. It could easily be argued that wetlands are as important to humans as are forests, and they have been harmed to an equal extent if not more than forests. Wetlands are necessary in the life cycles of numerous species of fish. They provide an area in which the fish live out the juvenile stage of their life and as they are being destroyed more and more fish are dying. Once again this damages the earth as a whole because of continued loss of biodiversity but it also harms humans directly. Fish are incred
ibly useful as a healthy food source that provides a bounty of protein. Another environment that is incredibly important to fish and other species that is also being destroyed at an alarming rate are the coral reefs that house a large portion of our planets various species. The destruction of these two environments is causing a massive drop in fish population. This drop is extremely harmful both to the earth in general and to humans as they lose the valuable resource of fish as a food source. 


The problems I have elaborated upon above have been shown by Diamond to affect both our modern societies and those of the past, in addition there are issues more specific to the modern day and the future. One of these issues is the ongoing energy crisis.  In one of the last chapters of his book Diamond outlines the problem
 “The world’s major energy sources, especially for industrial societies, are fossil fuels: oil, natural gas, and coal … the prevalent view is that known and likely reserves of readily accessible oil and natural gas will last for a few more decades. “  (Diamond, Jared, Collapse (p. 277) this is obviously a major issue in our world today. People, especially those in the United States and other industrialized powers, use fossil fuels for a myriad of vital functions. A few of those that I will list are transportation, heating in cold climates, cooking among other uses. As we clamber to su
ck our planet dry of the last of its fossil fuels we often cause irreparable damage to the environment that provided us with these fuel sources to begin with. Lack of fossil fuels is a massive issue that is unique to our modern age.

Another issue brought up by Diamond, which is frightening for our current civilizations, is the availability of fresh water. In Collapse a picture of the issue is painted 
“Rivers and lakes that are not already utilized are mostly far from major population centers…world, freshwater underground aquifers are being depleted at rates faster than they are being naturally replenished.”(Diamond, Jared Collapse (p. 277) Freshwater is difficult to obtain if there is not a direct source near a population center, the process of desalinization is expensive and requires a large amount of energy. Currently a large amo
unt of the human population does not have reliable access to clean water. Lack of access to water is an increasing problem in our modern world that causes widespread suffering. 

Now that we have examined the problems that face our society and that have faced the societies of the past we can focus on the vital questions. Are our modern societies essentially different from those of the past in respect to our environments? It is clear through the examples provided in Collapse that we face many of the same problems. Diamond appears to believe that the answer is largely no, for the most part we are not different from our predecessors. While there are some who appear to have p
erspective on the situation, for the most part we are too distracted by the economy and other priorities to look at the overall big picture. I am also torn,
 I find it hard to believe that our perspective on the environment overall is anywhere near perfect, but I do feel that we have a much better perspective than past societies. The fact that global warming is considered a major issue focused on by scientists and commented on by politicians speaks to a more informed worldview that past civilization clearly lack
ed. Our green movement and the existence of the green parties in various countries in our time also are evidence of a more advanced worldview. However it is true that we continue to exploit the environment, frequently in harmful ways in order to satisfy our own selfish needs. I would disagree with Diamond, I believe that we are not perfect and that we are still harming the environment, but there is clear evidence that we are different from past societies and we are taking initiative to help curb our negative impact on the environment. It may take decades or centuries even, and perhaps it will be too little too late, but I feel that we are watching out for signs and that hopefully we can avoid a collapse. 

In conclusion I believe that Jared Diamond does not believe that we are so different from our predecessors. He looks upon the damage we have done to the environment, and are continuing to inflict. Many issues that faced past societies and sometimes destroyed them are still being struggled with today. These points are clear and cannot be argued, thus he believes we are no diffe
rent. I would disagree. Although many of the problems we face are the same and we do continue to cause destruction there are also glimmers of hope. In our modern world the environment and how to help keep it as pristine as possible is a major issue. Everyone from grassroots campaigns all the way up to the President of the United States discusses it and weighs in. There are programs in place to help the environment and gradually things will get better. I believe that while it may take a very long time, through our efforts we will better our environment and help erase our negative impacts. Through these means I am sure that we will avoid a drastic collapse like the ones suffered by past civilization
s. 

�Collapse is not a novel – it is not a work of fiction.


�Something missing here!


�I agree 100% with this characterization of his position.  


�This sentence does not have a verb in the main clause.  


�Need some commas here for readability and sense. I would put one after “In particular” and another one after “harmful.”


�Insert “the” here


�This sentence does not really add very much to what you said before.  Why is it here?


�What comes after “lumber” is another complete sentence.  If you want to join (which is OK), use a semicolon.  


�Here, you really want two sentences.  Start the second one with “In particular, … “  The situation you are describing was mainly one encountered on Easter Island.  So this could be more specific.  


�You are overusing this word!


�Use a colon here to introduce the quotation.


�Slightly “over the top” – sometimes saying things in such extreme ways can actually detract from your argument.  They can make an author seem biased or careless.  


�Could say  … painted as follows:  “Rivers … “


(Since the quotation itself is a complete sentence, you need something else here to introduce it.)


�“portion” would be better here.  Use “amount” for things that are measured in bulk (not counted in individual units), like flour or salt.


�“have perspective on the situation” is rather colloquial.  What kind of perspective do you mean?


�Don't use commas to link complete sentences.  


�What about the several candidates for the Republican nomination in the next US Presidential election who have come out and said that they believe climate change is just a hoax perpetrated by greedy and unscrupulous scientists?  What about the polls saying fairly large numbers of voters agree with them?


�This is very different from what you said above on page 1.  





You are also not taking into account some of the reasons that he gives for thinking that the situation  is different from what it was in the past.  Those differences (more advanced technology, more global interdependence, etc.) can cut both ways though.  I think the fairest way to characterize his point of view is that he is undecided about this(!)


�Luke,





    By the end of the paper you have come around to saying something that sounds contradictory to what you said earlier.  Please rethink this and make your argument more consistent.  There are also a number of technical issues (punctuation, word choice, …)  to address.
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