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Jared Diamond’s Collapse
, is an in-depth study into the reasons that societies fail and succeed.   It goes through a series of seemingly unrelated historical examples of past societies and connects their actions into a list of reasons that societies fail or
 succeed.  H
e is able to connect these societies not only to each other, but also uses them as a model that we can learn from in our modern society so that we can learn from the accomplishments of some societies and the letd
owns of others.  


L.P. Hartley’s opening line in The Go-Between, “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there” would be met with harsh disagreement from Diamond.  He would suggest the exact opposite in fact in that the past is greatly related to the present and in many ways they do things exactly the same there.  Basically th
at while technologies change and traditions change slightly the overall framework guiding human behavior and human action remain the same.  The idea that we can learn from past societies, history, is quite true and must be taken into account any time that society is making a decision that impacts its future.  


Many in the world today believe it is impossible for modern society to fail and that it is impossible for a present day society with all of its advanced technological innovations to possibly fa
il.  This view is quite a fallacy though
, in reality it is quite possible for modern society to fail, but I do believe that it is less like
ly than some of the failures of the past.  The main reason for this being the present self-consci
ousness of the possibility of collapse, and thus it is possible to prepare for areas of failure.  It’s possible for modern society to look at the reason that past society failed and prepare itself so that it does not fall victim to these same mistakes.  The main point though is that society does have to prepare and plan, because if it fails to do so, it is destined for failure.


There are many things that we can learn from a plethora of past societies that can relate to modern society.  Take for example the civilization on Easter Island.  At first glance this Easter Island society seems like it would have little or no relation to modern American society, this though is not true.  There is a great deal that we can learn from Easter Island so that we don’t make the mistakes that they did and thus we can prevent collapse.  Th
is society was able to form a society that was able to be quite successful highlighted by the building of the Moai statues.  Despite this though, this society ended up failing and completely collapsing.  This relates to modern society in that many people know find it impossible to believe that modern society could possibly collapse and that we are destined for eternal success, a thought that most Easter Islanders probably shared.  The environmental stability of the Easter Island civilization though was about as weak as it could possibly be.  The island upon which they built their civilization was one that was extremely environmentally fragile and thus really any civilization on there would have susta
ined length.  At the end of Diamond’s chapter on Easter Island though he goes through all the parallels between Easter Island and modern society, “Thanks to globalization, international trade, jet planes, and the Internet, all countries on Earth today share resources and affect each other, just as did Easter’s dozen clans.  Polynesian Easter Island was as isolated in the Pacific Ocean as the Earth is today in space.  When the Easter Islanders got into difficulties, there was nowhere to which they could flee, nor to which they could turn for help; nor shall we modern Earthlings have recourse elsewhere if our troubles increase.” (Diamond, p. 119).  Knowing these things we must adapt our society in ways that the people on Easter Island did not and thus survive in the long haul.  We do have advantages that Easter Islanders did not have though, the biggest being the ability to understand the failure of past societies and the long-term loss of resources.  The Easter Islanders likely didn’t realize the extent to which their lifestyle was destroying their soci
ety and that changes needed to be made, and acknowled
gement that many in modern society already understand.  


A society that greatly relates to modern society and is a parallel to the possible downfall of modern society is the Mayan civilization.  The Mayans were an advanced civilization scientifically and technologically yet their civilization underwent a dramatic collapse.  This society seemingly should have flourished, and did for an extended period of time, yet they did eventually fall in a dramatic fashion. The Mayan society ended up collapsing for a variety of reasons the first being a common theme among failing societies, overpopulation.  The Mayans populated at an unsustainable rate that their land could not sus
tain, and this put a strain on the environment.  The Mayans fought constantly amongst themselves and were constantly in a state of warfare.  Another important issue was that the Mayans had leaders who placed short-term power over the long-term goals of the entire pop
ulace.  These problems in many ways parallel the flaws of modern societies.  Many nations, especially in the underdeveloped world are becoming overpopulated and the entire world is using its natural resources at an unsustainable pace.  Violence is problem that many countries are facing, as civil wars are taking place all over the world, and most countries have troops deployed at some location fighting for some cause.  What the world is going to come down to is whether or not world leaders can put aside their own short-term goals and make decisions that can alleviate the problems of collapse and build a sustainable future society.  There are reasons to believe that this can happen, while it did not happen in the Mayan society.  In many advanced nations throughout the world people and leaders realize the disastrous effects that some decisions can have on the future of their society.  People in the Mayan society often didn’t realize the damage that they were inflicting on their land from soil erosion to deforestation.  Also it is important to note that most people have greater say of the actions of their government th
en the Mayan people did during their rule, and thus can hold their leaders more accountable (Diamond 176).


There are societies that we can learn from that did not collapse and we can follow their basic model.  One example of this would be Japanese society led by the Tokugawa shoguns.  In the mid-17th century Japanese society seemed like it would not be able to survive over the long-haul and that it was on the verge of the collapse.  The shoguns though made decisions that helped to stabilize Japanese society and prevent it from collapsing.  They realized the damage they were doing to their landscape, most notably rapid deforestation, and acted accordingly so that the forests would remain intact for the long-term.  One of the reasons that the shoguns were able to do this was that they had confidence that they would remain in power over the long-term and didn’t constantly fear the threat of an overthrow.  They knew that they would remain in power of the long-ter
m and thus looked to promote the long-term well-being of Japan for personal use and use by their descendants.  There is a lot that we can learn from how the Japanese overcame the threat of collapse to adapt to modern society.  In the United States, while a democratic society promotes a constant change in authority it creates a society where there is constant pressure on leaders to act to the benefit of the long-te
rm.  Thus we as a society can look toward the promotion of long-term goals as important to the future of our society and prioritize them when our government makes decisions (Diamond 304). 


Overall I believe that wh
ile modern it is definitely possible that modern societies, such as the United States will collapse, I think it is less likely than those societies from past societies that have.  While there are some people who believe that it is actually impossible for modern society to fail as a result of things like our intelligence and advanced technology, these people follow the philosophy that, “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”  This is actually false since many past societies have been quite “intelligent”, such as the Mayans, have failed, and many times advanced technology doesn’t actually help the environment but harms it, making modern society more likely to collapse.  On the other hand there are people who feel that modern society is destined for failure and collapse and that there is no way around this inevitability, as we will make the same mistakes as past societies.  I believe that this viewpoint is false as well, there are things that make modern society different th
en failed societies, and there are similarities between modern society and societies that have succeeded.  We now have a better understanding of the damage that our actions can have on the environment then past societies did, and thus are much more self-c
onscious of our actions.  In some nations there is enough political stability that governments can look toward the promotion of long-term interests, something that failed societies were unable to do, and a key feature of societies that succeed
ed.  


Overall I do believe there are features of modern society that make it less likely to collapse the
n past societies.  However this can only happen if modern societies take the necessary actions and changes to their lifestyle to make it happen.  There are no guarantees either way and it will take strong action to make sure that modern society doesn’t make the same mistakes as past societies and can thrive in the long-term.  

�Don't want a comma here


�This repeats the construction from the first sentence too closely.


�This sentence needs some work.  It would be better to say the two points separately since it is hard to make a parallel structure for these.


�Word choice – a “letdown” is usually a more or less minor disappointment.  The situations discussed in the book are much more serious. 


�“he would argue that, while … “


�Aren't you saying the same thing twice here?  The only difference in the second portion here is the “advanced technology” idea.  


�Don't separate complete sentences with commas.  If you want to combine them into one sentence, use a semicolon.  


�Does this really make sense?  The past collapses definitely happened, so how can you compare likelihoods?   I think you just mean to say that in your view, today's society is not that likely to fail.  


�Be careful – “self-consciousness” is different from “consciousness”


�Maybe “The Easter Islanders were able to form a society that was quite successful … “ and give the building of the moai as your evidence for saying that.  


�I don't understand this.


�Wasn't it the natural environment that was destroyed first?


�Check spelling here.  I don't think you want the 2nd e.  


�This needs some work – it's awkward and repetitive.


�I don't really disagree with this.  But I think you might be underestimating the difficulty of changing the direction of a society.   When the values and identity (self-image) of the society are involved, it gets even harder.    


�Should be “than”


�Repetitive (look at previous sentence)


�This sounds good in theory, but do you really believe that this is the way things are really working in the Western democracies today?  I'm not convinced!   


�I think you need to proofread your written work more carefully.  


�Say “different from”


�Wrong word


�One thing to think about – even if that is true, couldn't problems in other parts of the world still cause a collapse of our globalized, interdependent society?


�Be more careful about “then” vs. “than”











Mike,





   The many small technical problems and awkward sentences here detract from the overall impact of what you are trying to say.   Overall I agree that Diamond would say that things are not completely different.  But recall that he also bases his “cautious optimism” on the fact that there are some definite differences too.   How does that fit into your analysis?
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