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The Past and Present

“The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there” is the opening line in L.P. Hartley’s novel, The Go-Between.  This line is contra
dictory to the points in Jared Diamond’s book Collapse.  Diamond explains how the human population has abused the environment over many years and how this caused the collapses of past societies.  Jared Diamond would disagree with Hartley’s quote because present day societies and societies from hundreds of years ago suffered from the same environmental problems.  In recent discussions of societal collapses, a controversial issue has been whether present societies are prone to the same types of devastating collapses that past societies have faced.  According to Diamond, we are prone to the same types of collapses but this time on a world wide scale instead of individual societies.  I agree with Diamond’s thoughts on environmental issue and disagree with Hartley’s quote in The Go-Between.  It is true that a lot of the same problems that destroyed past civilizations still affect us today, but the difference is that we are more aware of the dangers these problems pose and we are working to make sure they do not have a devastating effect.  Today we have useful qua
lities that past societies did not, such as the news, media, written history, and past records.  The real questions are whether we will be wise enough to use these qualities in a positive way and if they really will be enough to avoid a world-wide collapse.

According to Diamond, some of the most serious environmental problems facing societies today are the destruction of the world’s natural resources including natural habitats, wild food sources, biological diversity and the destruction of soil.   Our natural habitats are being destroyed or made into shopping malls, houses, and grocery stores at a very fast rate.  As Diamond states in his book, “More than half of the world’s original area of forest has already been converted to other uses, and at present conversion rates one-quarter of the forests that remain will become converted within the next half-century” (Diamond, p. 487).  Deforestation was a major factor is all of the collapses of past societies mentioned in Collapse.  An example of deforestation can be seen when looking at a picture of the landscape on Easter Island.  The islanders used up all their raw materials and timber without replenishing what was gone.  They eventually ran out of the necessary natural resources provided by the forests that were needed to sustain life and their population suffered greatly because of this.  Our world too is faced with the danger of deforestation because many forests are cut down and destroyed so humans can have the luxuries of extravagant homes, large shopping malls, etc...  

Similarly, Diamond states that overfishing is both a problem of the past and of the future.  Some of the past societies that overfished their wild food sources include Easter Island and Henderson.  The depended on the fish as a big source of protein and when the fish population went into a steep decline so did their health and the nutrients in their bodies.  Another point made by Diamond is this, “A significant fraction of wild species, populations, and genetic diversity has already been lost, and at present rates a large fraction of what remains will be lost within the next half-century” (Diamond, p. 488).  Certain wild animals that humans rely on for food are of great value, and societies can harm themselves by eliminating these species and that is what the people on Easter Island and Henderson did. This is a problem for the world today because the elimination of top pred
ators can change the whole food chain beneath them.  A
ccording to Diamond’s view, soil erosion is another environmental problem for the past and present.  Past societies farmed the land too aggressively and didn’t replenish the soil which caused it to be less fertile and more prone to erosion.  Today there is a net loss of soil because the soil erosion rates are much higher than the soil formation rates.  A point that Diamond makes clear is that like deforestation, soil problems also contributed to the collapses of all past societies discussed in Collapse.  

The next three environmental problems according to Diamond are the cap
acity on energy, freshwater, and photosynthesis.  There is a way to obtain more of each resource but doing so is expensive and costly.  Diamond’s concern about energy sources, such as oil, coal and natural gas, is that the amount that is “readily accessible” will only last for a few more decades.  There is still a large amount of the resources but to access them, reserves will have to be dug deeper which will be dirtier and involve higher environmental costs.  The process to do this will be expensive.  As Diamond states, “Throughout the world, freshwater underground aquifers are being depleted at rates faster than they are being naturally replenished, so that they will eventually dwindle” (Diamond 490).  Desalinization, turning salt water into fresh water, is an option to solve this problem but the down side, again, is that the expense is too high to solve most of the world’s water shortages.  Recent studies have shown that the amount of sunlight on the Earth is not infi
nite because the amount of solar energy fixed per acre by plant photosynthesis depends on two things, the amount of rainfall and temperature.  The estimation of the photosynthetic capacity done in 1986 was that humans then had already used or wasted about half of the Earth’s photosynthetic capacity.  According to Diamond, by the middle of this century, much less of the world’s photosynthetic capacity will be left because of increasing rates of human population.  

Toxic chemicals, atmospheric gases, and nonnative species are all environmental problems that humans have created through unnatural processes.  Many toxic chemicals are being released into the air, oceans, lakes, soils, and rivers by industries.  Diamond describes the dangers these chemicals create, “We swallow them in our food and water, breathe them in our air, and absorb them through our skin.  Often in very low concentrations, they variously cause birth defects, mental retardation, and temporary or permanent damage to our immune and reproductive systems” (Diamond 492).  Gases are produced from human activities that can either but harmful to the protective ozone layer or inversely, absorb all the sunlight and cause global warming.  For many years scientists debated whether or not global warming was a reality or not.  Today most scientists, including Diamond, agree that the atmosphere has been on an unusual rapid rise in temperature and that human activities are the major cause.  Nonnative species that are transferred into a cu
lture devastate the populations of the species native to the land.  The palm trees on Easter Island became extinct because of the uninvited rats that gnawed and scratched on the tree’s nuts.  The rats also ate the eggs and chicks of the nesting birds on the island.  Modern examples of alien species are the rabbits and foxes that the Australians introduced to be more like their father country, Britain.  While toxic chemicals and gases are a problem for us today, they weren’t a huge issue for past socie
ties; however alien species have always been an issue for present and past societies.

The increase of the human population is a major issue today and was for ancient societies.  A large population means that the need for food, space, water, energy, and other resources is at a high demand.  The percent of rate increase is not as high as it was a decade ago but efforts to maintain the growth have been made which is what Diamond describes, “The problem of human population growth has received much attention in recent decades as h
as given rise to movements such as Zero Population Growth, which aim to slow or halt the increase in the world’s population” (Diamond 494).  The biggest problem is not necessarily the number of people but how the six billion people impact their environment.  A big issue is the amount of Third World countries that are raising their standards to those of First World countries.  The Earth simply cannot sustain a world where everyone is living at First World standards; there is not enough energy or resources to do this.  Diamond states, “Even if the human populations of the Third World did not exist, it would be impossible for the First World alone to maintain its present course, because it is not in a steady state but is depleting its own resources as well as those imported form the Third World” (Diamond 496).  

My own view is that each and every one of the environmental problems described by Jared Diamond is very important and if they are not addressed carefully and soon, they could be devastating on a world-wide scale.  The problems are not individual problems, they are all interconnected and they all need to be solved.  The problems will eventually be solved because of the amount of knowledge there is on the environmental problems, the only question is whether or not they will be solved peacefully or in ways not of our choice.  Starvation, genocide and warfare are all likely outcomes of unsolved environmental problems because when the
re a society is unstable the people act out in irrational ways.  

I believe that my views and Diamond’s views on the environmental problems are very similar.  A common misconception that people have about technology is that it can solve all of our problems.  I would say something different and I believe Diamond would agree that our current problems are unintended negative consequences of our existing tech
nology.  Our fast advances in technology have actually been creating new problems instead of solving the old problems.  In my opinion, changes need to happen soon otherwise there will be a devastating effect.  That might mean enforcing even stricter laws that control the population, the amount of energy used by families, and the amount of hazardous waste given off by industries.  People might have to change their way of life and live more simply in order to meet these standards.  Of course there is a food problem in the world and the concern about feeding the hungry is a big issue, but I believe that another big issue is the amount of wasted food in the world.  Managing all the food resources in the world wouldn’t make the starvation go away but it would certainly be a start to solving the problem.  Many of the past collapsed societies mentioned in Diamond’s book suffered greatly because of a lack of food for the population, and if countries aren’t aware and careful of this problem, the same could happen to us on a world-wide scale.   

Some might argue that, “Those ancients didn’t enjoy the wonders of modern technology” … “They behaved stupidly and ruined their own environment by doing obviously dumb things like cutting down their forests, overharvesting wild animal sources of their protein, watching their topsoil erode away, and building cities in areas likely to run short of water” (Diamond 515).  A chilling realization is the fact that past civilizations were able to completely destroy their societies with just stone tools and their bare hands; today we have 6 billion people on the Earth who have
 technology right at their fingertips.  It is a known fact that countries and societies are collapsing today but the question is how many more will that happen to.  Sooner or later people need to realize how extremely precious our world is and that there are some things that simply cannot be replaced once they are used up.  Our world needs to be aware that we are all connected and the collapse of one country affects all the rest in a worldwide decline.  

In conclusion, the present world has more technology and is more advanced in the quality of life than the ancient world, yet they both suffer from the same environmental problems.  A hopeful view is that the present world has a history of the past and the collapses that happened then; we can learn what worked and didn’t work so we don’t make the same mistakes.  Humans are the cause of the environmental problems so we are the ones in control who can decide whether or not we want to stop causing them and start solving them.  While we do face serious dangers, they are not beyond our control.  We have the technology to solve the proble
ms; it’s just a matter of finding the motivation, willpower, and drive to apply the technology to find the solutions.  Current societies have already found the motivation to resolve some of our problems, bringing the world steps closer to solving the rest.  

�This might be too strong.  You could say that Diamond would disagree with it, though.


�The word “qualities” sounds somewhat strange here.  


�The way humans have changed ecosystems by removing top predators like wolves or bears in some areas is a separate issue.  In most cases, the motivation there was to remove threats to stocks of domesticated animals such as cattle or sheep.  The predators themselves are hardly ever species that we rely on for food.  


�This would be a good place to start a new paragraph – it's a new topic.  


�Do you mean “limited resources” of these items?


�I do not think anything in nature is truly infinite in the mathematical sense of the word.  I think you mean something more like “the amount of usable sunlight is limited.”


�“Culture” is the shared knowledge, customs, and view of the world developed by a human society.  You mean something like “habitat.”


�In fact, high lead levels in food and beverages due to use of metal vessels is often given some of the blame for the decline of Roman society(!)  It's not entirely a new problem.


�Check this quotation.  Something sounds wrong here.


�Something extra here 


�Good point.  But the real issue is how we deal with those consequences, isn't it?


�Perhaps “... have much more destructive technology … ” here


�Katie,





You seem very certain about this.  But is it that clear-cut?  Aren't there some problems we don't have good answers for (yet)?   For example, what will we use for energy when existing, easily exploited reserves of petroleum are exhausted and what remains is too hard or expensive to extract?   And will we have the wisdom to avoid the “unintended consequences” you mentioned before.  
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