Drew McAward

Paper Assignment #1


Collapse by Jared Diamond


As L.P. Hartley states fr
om his novel The Go-Between, "the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there,
" Jared Diamond displays viewpoints that seemingly agree and disagree with this statement.  In his book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, Diamond discuses the various ways in which we can/have grown and learned from the past, especially the failures of previous times.  Coinciding with these thoughts, he demonstrates to the reader ways in which we are remarkably similar to o
ur past, despite all recent technological advances.  He shows how human interactions or environment changes have led to a downfall, or "collapse," in places such as Easter Island, and may be starting to lead into a pitfall in places like Montana.   On the contrary, Diamond also states ho
w we do indeed have an ability to learn from these mistakes, but the changes required to avoid "collapse" are drastic and are needed immediately.


Diamond spends most of this book linking the faults of past civilizations to our own faults, leading one to believe that he is certainly leaning on the side that is contrary to Hartley's statement above.  One of his major themes to support this side of the argument would be his idea that humans will continue to be selfish and look out solely for th
e good of themselves, much like the actions of an animal.  Many people will continue to willingly do harm to the environment for a personal profit, despite the possible future negative effects on natu
re. 


In Montana, 20,000 mines are left to rot as the owners deserted the areas, leaving others to deal with the waste leaking into the rivers and streams of the surrounding areas.  The technology to understand the polluting side effects of mines has been understood since the early 1900s, and, despite this, we still are leaving areas to be destroyed by the waste in the near future.  Apparently, the installation of this technology is deemed unnecessary by most of those who lead the mines.  Owners of mining companies go to drastic measures to avoid the costs of san
itation, often declaring bankruptcy or transferring profits to other companies that are not affiliated with the clean-up process.  Taking a middle of the road approach, Diamond points out how some mines today have learned from disastrous environment effects, and, therefore, minimize waste with state-of-the-art technology, while others still disregard the need for change.  


One boo
k that sides with the mining companies states that it cannot be blamed for clean-up of the toxins.  The book goes on to state that businesses cannot succeed to their full potential if they let "moral obligations" step in the way of achieving their goals. This issue of morality seems to be thrown out the window in this situation, despite the common person's view being that respectable companies would clean up after their own mess. 


Linking to the past once again, Diamond speaks of another example of this dis
posal of morals, on the Island of Tikopea, once again linking past and present societies. As the population increased on this island beyond  capacity, the government took steps to limit population by abortions and "population-managing" wars.  Although somewhat effective on Tikopea, the idea of discarding morals in the business world today could and presently does have extremely negative effects on the natural world.  Chemical factories disposing gaseous waste into the air, much like the Montana mines, can be operated mor
e eco-friendly, but the result of straining the growth of a company gives the company leaders an excuse to avoid the subject of change.  


These business-based problems that could lead to a collapse are not ou
t of reach to adjust.  Unfortunately, some of the differences in the modern world and the past would be that many of our faults leading to possible collapses are not from nature or opposing forces, but come from within our societies.  Our own lack of community values in the business world today could be the beginning of a fatal collapse.   


The example of Montana directly follows Diamond's points of a collapsed society, thus implanting again that the past and present can certainly be eerily similar.  As mining is slowly being extinguished, Montanans seem  to be losing their identity as a state.  Hopefully, the state as a whole will acknowledge the failure of mining in the area and look to another industry.  If they still attempt to keep their identity as a mining state, the effects could be fatal, such as the Norse People from Greenland attempted to change to a different lifestyle, despite it not being suitable for the environment.  If the state of Montana does not learn from the Norse People, the results could be destructive on their economy.  


Giving more support to our lack of fully learning from the past, the logging industry in Montana seemed to regress from the achievements of the Japanese soc
iety.  Japan, despite having large damages due to deforestation, was prompted by their leaders to end the unnecessary destruction of forests.  Because of their people's obedience, their environment was saved for future generations.  Montana, on the other hand, was "clear-cutting" land, instead of "selectively cutting" the trees in the forest, which was in turn having drastic effects.  The lack of trees left no shade, creating higher temperature in the rivers and streams. This, in turn, created an inhospitable environment for fish and put a strain on Montana's food markets.  The lack of shade also left the snow exposed, melting earlier in the seasons instead of gradually giving water to the plants through irrigation systems through the year.  The water  became less pure, resulting from the many dirt particles carried by the wind into the waters.  


Despite all of these negative effects, the U.S. government insisted that they knew what was best for the state's lumber market, thus continuing the deforestation process.  This example of government ignorance gives way to the idea that our society today can still be, as stated before, ignorant in spite of  having the technological advantages o
n previous societies.  The idea of common ignor
ance throughout the world could again be a leading factor to an eventual end to our civilization.


Although I believe a collapse of the modern world is probably inevitable in the next thousands of years, the thought of a collapse exactly similar to past collapses does not seem possible.  In the prologue, Diamond states how we must factor the fragility and resilience of a society into the equation as whether a collapse is possible.  I believe that it is clear that past societies were much more susceptible to downfall due to their lack of knowledge of the natural world.  For example, the collapse of Easter Island was mainly due to deforestation, in which the people unknowingly destroyed their forests.  Nowadays, we have the scientific research to avoid such faults. Our society today certainly seems more resilient, or as Diamond states, "more potential to recover from da
mage."  An example of this would be the famous Great Depression, a time in history where many believed that our country was doomed to collapse.  Today, despite present problems with the extreme fluctuations of Wall Street, we have greatly rebounded from that time and are once again sta
ble.


One could argue against the idea of advancement in technology as a way to avoid ultimate collapse.  Places such as the islands mentioned above in ancient times were very isolated from outside forces for most of their life spans, thus leaving the economy to grow and self-sufficiency to succeed.  Today, our whole world is connected through technology, such as the internet or telephone.  The financial problems of one country could ultimately have drastic effects on another because of the strong economic ties between the two. This idea of a world market could endanger the whole planet if one link is severely in trouble.  Therefore, our lack of isolation from other countries is not completely safe.


Diamond is clearly emphasizing o
ur inability of a society at whole to learn from our past mistakes.  He does agree that we have developed past some of the obvious factors that destroyed societies such as defores
tation, but there clearly are many obstacles that the modern world must face.   Despite having the technology and all of the benefits of a more mature culture, we still are highly ignorant of the past.  This troubling realization leaves us constantly open to a "collapse" just like any other previous society, whether it be from environmental catastrophe, failure to adapt, loss of trade partners, or an overpowering nation's actio
ns.

�Maybe “in” 


�This should be a period – what follows the quotation is a new sentence.


�Maybe “past societies”


�“states that” would be better


�Better – “their own welfare” instead of “the good of themselves”


�That may be true, but I don't think that Diamond would stop there.  Even in cases where pure selfishness is not the major problem, societies can still fail for other reasons.  This would be a good point to reconsider and see how it fits into what you are saying.


�I think “environmental clean-up” or would be  more accurate here – not exactly the same as “sanitation.”


�To what book are you referring?  Be more specific.


�I think I know what you mean, but “disposal of morals” is confusing.  (What you say later, “discarding morals,” is better.)    And wasn't the effect in Tikopia the exact opposite of the situation you discussed before?  Didn't the adoption of practices like abortion and infanticide effectively allow that society to avoid collapses through environmental stresses caused by overpopulation.


�Say: “... in a more eco-friendly fashion … “


�Better: “ … are possibly fixable.”    (Is that what you meant?)


�Using “regress” makes it seem as though you are saying the Montanans should have known about the example of 17th century Japan and followed it.  Does that seem realistic, though, given what we know about the “rugged inidividualist” values of the settlers of the American West?  


�Maybe:  “advantages over”


�More important question: is it ignorance, or is it conscious choice, shaped by a different set of values?  


�This quotation is not parallel to the rest of the sentence.  You need to say something like “... resilient,  or as Diamond says, it has “more potential to recover … “ 


�Have you been watching the global markets in the past few weeks as the sovereign debt situation in Europe has deteriorated?  I wouldn't be so certain about this!  You point out the potential consequences in the next paragraph!


�Wording:  “... the inability of our society as a whole … “


�Is that so certain either?  What is happening in areas like the Amazon in Brazil?


�Drew, 





     This is a good start.  But there are a number of places that could stand some technical polishing for clarity and readability.  There are also some points suggested above where it would be good to look at what Diamond says, or at the current news, and rethink how those points fit with what you are trying to say.  
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