Abby Mitchell

      In the book Collapse, Jared Diamond presents five factors that he finds common to the failure of all societies. Diamond presents climate change, hostile neighbors, environmental problems, loss of trading partners, and a failure to adapt to environmental issues as the five factors that are common to all col
lapses. He presented these examples in the societies of Easter Island, Mayan Society, Greenland, and Australia which all collapsed after a few hundred years. Diamond also portrays Tikopia and Japan as the cultures that went to extremes to protect their land, but somehow their societies survived. 

      Easter Island is a 2,300 square island in South America. It was a very small island with very enormous problems. The people living there were divided and tried to out do their neighbors. They would continuously erect statues bigger and better th
en the statues of their rivals. In order to makes the statues numerous trees had to be cut. So the Easter Islanders
’ eventually cut down every single tree on the island. They became vulnerable to sun, wind, and rain damage. They were unable to change their ways and lost the battle. They fell to Diamond
s factors of hostile neighbors, environmental issues, and failure to adapt to environmental issues.  

      The Mayans had a problem similar to the Easter Islanders. They simply went t
o far. After creating a writing system and a technically sound irrigatin
g system they plate
au and failed. Their irrigating system needed to be dug deeper and deeper until there was no digging left to do. The Mayan society failed to recognize when enough was enough. They were over taken by the failure to adapt to environmental issue
s. 

   Diamond then spo
ke about Greenland and Australia two cultures with similar problems. Both societies could not let go of their European heritage and delic
acies. The new land they lived on did not provide the resources to sustain a European life style. Greenlanders were reluctant to adapt to Inuit culture, therefore damaging their relationship with the Intuits and all the trade partners they had acquired.  Greenland was very difficult to get to. When the Greenlanders stopped cooperating no one wanted to make the journey. Once they killed off all their livestock there was little nourishment to eat, and they ultimately starved. The society lost to climate change, environmental damage, loss of trading partners, hostile neighbors, and an unwillingness to adapt to their environment.       

     Australians were just as igno
rant as the three societies presented above. They didn’t have irrigation problems like the Mayans, or try to build huge statues like the Easter Islanders, rather, they failed to adapt. They could not see when it was time to change. The Australians introduced rabbits into their environment. They destroyed many of the animals’ natural habitats by introducing this species.  While the rabbits were destroying the environment, the Australians also c
hose to adopt the British culture, just as the Greenlanders did. This makes me wonder if our modern forms of communication could have prevented the same disaster twic
e?       

      In The Go Between, J.P Hartley addresses this exact question when he says, “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” Hartley, unlike Diamond, would say that some of these collapses could have been prevented if they were occurring tod
ay. Diamond refutes this statement when he presents what he thinks are the five factors that lead to a collapse.  Using the four examples I outlined above, Diamond shows us his opinion on this controversial issue addressed by Hartley. Diamond shows throughout Collapse that being unaware while making choices may ultimately lead to the same thing happening again. However, that does not mean we are not improving. 

     After presenting his argument for the factors of destruction, Diamond also presents societies that were able to predict the outcomes of their actions and make plans to solidify the continuation of their society. Societies like the small island of Tikopia and the large island of Japan were both able to control the destruction of their environment by obt
aining values dependent upon the good of the society and not the eleg
ance of their life style.  

     The island of Tikopia was 1.8 square miles, isolated in the Southwest Pacific Ocean, containing a population of approximately 1,2000 people. If the residents of Tikopia were able to sustain the land they used to farm for 3,000 years, why couldn’t everyone else do the same? Wouldn’t Diamond
s common factors be nix
ed when you look at a society like this one and see how it was able to flourish? Wouldn’t Diamond have lost his argument against Hartley? My opinion, while not as solidified as Hartley’s and Diamond’s, contradicts Diamond. I would say  now that we know the general progression of a collapse, we will be able to stop another collapse from happening. This will occur only if we are able to shift our values away from elegance and m
orality and more towards dependence and nationality. In other words,  as a country we must know what other citizens are doing and allow them to depend on us for our strengths and for we must temper our egos and depend on others for their strengths. We need to unify our nation so that we are a united. We must  decided if we want to value material possessions or if want to value our family and share our knowledge and hard work to provide an example and represent what out family becomes. If we value the later, then as a society we should be able to defeat the progression towards destruction.  

      I presented a couple of different points in the previous paragraph that may need to be clarif
ied. The first one states that we need to no longer value our material possessions and to instead value the future of our family and all generations to come. Most people would say that this is a socialistic thought and restricts the freedom and creativity of our society, and it is just that. I believe that we need to temper our egos and obliterate the thought that by being  born with more intellect, a bigger endowment, or in a more developed part of the country we are superior to people that work at McDonalds or Wal-Mart. It isn’t fair that I get to go to this pristine college while there are other people studying in the inner cities of New York or Los Angles and may not make it out of high school. The opportunities they are given are almost nonexistent when compared to the opportunities I was given attending private Catholic institutions sense I was three months old.  Some may say that it is the luck of the draw, but I think why have a draw? Wouldn’t combining the abilities of two people be better and more productive then having two separate people work towards the same goal with no intent of helping the other reach their goals. The answer in my mind is yes. The opposite side of the argument would be that you are given the life that “God” gave you and that is what you got, so be happy with it and use it to the best of your abilities. I would have to disagree with this philosophy on the basis that more often then not people take advantage of the lifestyle they were given. Paris Hilton, for example, has no reason to be rich and famous. She lives off her parent’s money and acts ignorant most of the time giving her family a bad na
me. 

      In conclusion, I think that yes we do things differently now. Technology runs our world and fixes many of our problems. If we ran out of agricultural land, we would still be able to produce food.  If we cut down all our trees, we would be able to have fires and shade ourselves from the sun, wind, and rain. What led to collapses in the past will not be what leads to the collapses our societies in the future. I assume that some type of natural disaster will be what ends our society. The question is whether we are causing these disasters or if they are the natural cycle of the environment? I believe it is both. Our life styles put a heavy burden on our environment that is not natural. When we have millionaires building estates using enough energy for five families our environment is harmed.  If we are able to level the playing field, countering the harmful factors that we recognize and know, then we will be victorious. We can and will adapt, because we have the technolo
gy to estimate the impact our actions have on the future of our environment and we can use it.     
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�irrigation


�Using “plateau” as a verb is what I would call overly colloquial style – too much like imprecise everyday speech.  
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�Abby, 





There is reason to hope that our technology will make things different for our society.  Diamond certainly thinks that is a possibility.  But doesn't more powerful technology also cut the other way?  I mean that with more powerful technology, can't we  also cause more serious environmental damage than was possible in the past?  It all comes down to how we choose to use it and whether we have the wisdom to foresee the consequences of our choices.  Isn't that just what was true for earlier societies too?  
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