
The Omnipresent Past


One of the most important commodities of today's society is information. Everyone from politicians in Washington to small town inhabitants crave up-to-date information on a variety of topics as quickly as possible. Sometimes, however, there is so much information about a given topic that the ordinary individual tends to get lost in the confusion of conflicting opinions and one “new study” after another. The environment is one subject that seems to fall victim to the disease of having too much information surroun
ding it. There are scientists and politicians th
at make every possible claim about humans' impact on the environment, ranging from those that believe humans are inflicting minimal damage that the Earth can easily handle, to those that think the environment has been slowly destroyed and humans are doomed to suffer for the damage they have inflicted. Not only is there confusion surrounding the level of damage humans have inflicted, but al
so the relationship between the past and the present when it comes to the survival of a society and its environmental impact. Some believe that, as author L.P. Hartley puts it in his novel The Go-Between, “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there”, while others hold that there is a strong correlation between the fates of past societies and the fate of  present ones. Jared Diamond, author of the novel Collapse, attempts to clear up much of the confusion and sort through the information surrounding humans' impact on the environment. He provides a cohesive look at modern and ancient outcomes of certain societies through the lens of their impact on the environment. Diamond believes that a collapsed society can be avoi
ded  by paying attention to the successes and failures of past civilizations and he is correct in his testament, for the thought that the past is a “foreign country” is exactly the kind of the thinking that will ruin the lives of countless individuals because of preventable environmental consequences.


Are current societies really in a such different place now that the past has no relevance? Diamond would answer this question with a resounding no, for it is clear through his no
vel that he believes the single most important tool today's people have to combat environmental issues is the knowledge of yesterday's failures and shortcomings. From these shortcomings, people can learn where certain societies went wrong and what can be altered in present societies to prevent that from ever happening again. It is clear from the opening pages of the novel to its closing lines that Diamond never strays from his belief that “we have the opportunity to learn from the mistakes of distant peoples and past peoples” (Diamond, pg. 525). Therefore, it is obvious that Diamond believes the past and the present aren't as vastly foreign to one another as some may believe and knowledge of the past only ensures that the right choices can be made in the present and in the futu
re. The structure of Collapse confirms this, for the majority of the novel is spent discussing past and present societies followed by chapters discussing what can be done now and in the future to prevent the same fate. If he didn't believe in such a strong connection between the past and the present, he surely would have structured his novel differently. The beginning and the middle of the novel are spent explaining what caused ancient and modern societies to succeed or fail and the reader can then apply lessons he or she has learned to current environmental conditions. Diamond further believes that the past and the present are similar in that they face the same issues and humans are reacting in the same way to these issues.


Deforestation, soil erosion, and overpopulation are all problems that ruined past societies and still pose a threa
t to destroying current ones. Humans still have not found an acceptable way to prevent resources from being exploited, too many trees from being cut down, or soil from eroding. Therefore, if the problems still remain, Diamond reasons that one must look to the past to know where some have succeeded and others have failed. The environmental problems that plague modern day Montana “include almost all of the dozen types of problems that have undermined pre-industrial societies in the past” (Diamond, pg. 35).  Maybe it would be logical to conclude that the past and present are unrelated if the problems that displayed themselves in the past have been solved, but as present Montana and other societies demonstrate, these problems have not gone away. One could claim that the problems are still the same, but technology is evolving at such a rapid rate that they will soon be solved. While it is true that technology is advancing at an unprecedented rate, Diamond asserts that it is unlikely that technology will solve all of the current problems without creating a new set of them. Practically every technological advance has a created problems while solving others and to think future technological advances will solve old problems without creating new ones is improbable.


Although advances in technology promise new solutions to old problems, Diamond sees that people as well are responding in the same way to issues seen in the past. People still choose to ignore environmental issues in the hope that they will just disappear and modern people continue to have a shortsighted approach to the future instead of looking further down the road. Many claim that environmental problems cannot be addressed now, when the economy is in such turmoil, and this is a clear example of how many choose to look only to the next financial quarter instead of the next quarter of a century. Looking back at past collapses, Diamond poses the question, how could Easter Islanders or the Maya not realize the crash cour
se they were headed on? Diamond also makes the answer to that question exceedingly clear; to see how they went on so long without addressing the environmental stresses, one only needs to look at the way we are dealing with them currently. We ignore and discredit those that try to warn us, and we don't listen to those that suggest we have to change in order to prevail in the future. Diamond is positive that the past is certainly relevant to the future not only because the same problems persist, but also because humans continue to respond to them in the same way.


At many points in the novel it is difficult to digest the magnitude of what must be done to ensure the existence of our society thousands of years into the future, but nevertheless Diamond is correct is his affirmation to address present problems by studying the past. The most dangerous aspect of today's society is the belief that we will not repeat the mistakes of the past. By not acknowledging past mistakes and taking action to prevent them from happening again, we are almost ensuring that the same blunders can and will repeat themselves.  Many people need to realize in modern day society, “just as in the past, countries that are environmentally stressed, overpopulated, or both become at risk of getting politically stressed, and of their governments collapsing” (Diamond, pg. 516). If we ever experience a global collapse or some other type of large scale collapse, it will most likely be the result of the mas
ses not utilizing the knowledge of the past in a way that will prevent similar outcomes in the future.


Past and modern day societies clearly do have large differences that make if difficult to compare the past and the present, the biggest of those differences being current technology. Today, we are able to maximize the output of our land and produce more food at a faster rate than ever before. Many indications from technology and its advances all point to the fact that we will be able to adapt to any situation and use technology to combat any environmental problem that comes our way. Today's scientists are so skilled and technology so accurate that we are able to predict future trends and assess our environmental impact to a degree never seen before. Our knowledge of the past only benefits us further, for we are able to use science to determine what caused societies to collapse and where ancient people went wrong. These modern day luxuries were something never dreamed of in the past and therefore one might think it reasonable to conclude that current society is too different to ever be compared to the past.


Our differences, however, are far outweighed by the striking similarities between the problems that are seen today and the way that people react to them. Furthermore, some of these differences put us more at risk of catastrophic collapses, not less at risk. Today's Earth is home to more than six billion people, and the population is still growing. This enormous amo
unt of people means an environmental impact on a scale larger than anything seen in the past. We are in greater danger today because we can inflict more damage with “6 billion people equipped with heavy metal machinery such as bulldozers and nuclear power” (Diamond, pg. 515). Also, globalization has made it so we are so interconnected through trade and media that if one country were to fail, the entire world would be put at risk. This makes it so if the world suffers a decline, there would be no outsider to swoop in and rescue us. It is clear that the differences between the past and the present must be acknowledged, but these differences are far out-weighed by the fundamental similarities and these differences may put us in greater danger instead of protecting us.


Essentially, the greatest reason why people must address the past instead of thinking of it as alien to the present is because, at a core level, human emotions and desires are still the same as they've always been. We all still need to eat, drink, and have places to live. We all have the desire to live as prosperously as possible. Many of us are still driven by greed and prone to waste. If we were living in a society today where we were immune to all of these desires, then it would be extremely reasonable to conclude that we are in no danger of repeating the mistakes of the past and need not to heed it. However, we require the same basic things for survival and still have the same emotions driving us, and therefore the past must not be ignored or disregarded as “fore
ign”. Just as Easter Island chiefs continuously tried to outdo each other with statues and Maya kings built were in constant competition through building temples, so too do the American elite practice “extravagant conspicuous consumption” (Diamond, pg. 177). This greed and desire to outdo one another is what leads societies to exploit their resources and make decisions regarding the environment that are detrimental in the long run. Our society still values the idea of flaunting one's wealth and power just as the ancient Anasazi and Maya valued this. This belief was a major contributor to their respective collapses, for it lea
d to both societies making poor environmental decisions. The United States and the world can continue to exploit our resources just to show how much we have if we want to end in the same way the ancient Maya did. We must recognize the imprint of past values on present society and change those values if we want a different outcome. Although the Maya and modern day United States are vastly different civilizations, the same desires and emotions still lead us to negatively impact our environment. Past collapses certainly can and will happen again unless we make vital changes in what we value and abandon the notion that the past is far too different to learn from.


In Collapse, Diamond acknowledges differences between the past and the present, yet stresses the similarities. This is because these important similarities in the problems that are faced and the way people react will yield the same outcome if people do not choose to make a change. Diamond bel
iefs that the past and the present are intertwined together and one needs to realize this and make the conscious effort to not repeat the same actions that ended in collapsed societies. It is understandable to
 see how someone may believe the past is a “foreign country”, but the essential desires and values that drive us today are the same as they were in the past and must be changed if we want to avoid a failed civilization. The biggest mistake one can make is assuming that the past and the present are so different  that the same outcomes will not repeat in the present. It is precisely this thinking that will lead to environmental destruction from causes that could have been prevented. While there is myr
iad information surrounding the environment, Diamond correctly sorts through it all to offer the most crucial message: knowledge of the past is an incredible tool that can teach us how react to the environment and will point us in the right direction towards creating a sustainable environment for thousands of years 
to come.

�Amanda, 





In the future, please put in a heading with your name, the class, and the date.  (This will help avoid possible confusion on my end when I am reading multiple papers from students in the class.)


�Good thought, but this is a rather awkward sentence.  Could say something like “... the disease of information overload.”


�Use “who” when referring to people.  


�Complicated sentence – need to make it clear that the “confusion” applies to the “relationship between the past and the present.”


You could start the second part like this to make it clearer:  “ … inflicted; there is also confusion about the relationship … “


�Is he really saying it quite that definitely?


�Collapse is not a work of fiction – “novel” does not apply here.


�Couldn't one still learn from a past society that was really different?  It seems to me that the question of whether the past and the present are different comes up more strongly when one considers the reasons for the problems that we are encountering.  One can ask whether those reasons also applied in the past whether we are reacting in the same way that past societies did.  I see that you get to this point at the end of the paragraph.  


�Maybe say: “threaten to destroy” instead of “pose a threat to destroying”





�A “crash course” means something different than you think it does. It is usually a rapid introduction to something.  


�Why “the masses” here?   Does change have to come up “from the grassroots?”


�Say “number” – use “amount” for bulk quantities (things like flour or salt where you would never try to count individual grains).


�Well said.  


�Should be “led” (past tense)


�Wrong word – should be “believes”


�“that” instead of “to see how”


�Use “myriad” when you are talking about a large number of something.  Here you want “much” or “a great deal of,” or “a vast amount of,” or … 


�Amanda, 





    Your writing is generally very good, apart from a few small technical glitches marked above.   I think you also have a very good perspective on what Diamond is trying to say, apart from a few mostly minor things.  
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