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Paper Assignment #1


In the novel The Go-Between by L.P. Har
tely, his famous opening line is “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”  Throughout Jared Diamond’s no
vel Collapse; How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, he explores how humankind’s use and abuse of the environment reveal the truth behind some of the world’s great collapses, from the Mayans of South America to the Vikings of Greenland to modern Montana. What emerges is a fundamental pattern of environmental catastrophe. These warning signs surround us today and we choose to ignore them at our own peril. Diamond believes that “the past offers us a rich database from which we can learn, in order that we may keep on succeeding” (Diamond, pg. 3). 



In Jared Diamond’s book his argument is found in the title itself: Collapse; How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. “Choose” is the million dollar word in this title. It is simply not the question why a civilization chose to collapse, in fact why would anyone choose to end his or her civilization? The answer is that it
s not the act of one person to end his or her society, it’s the absence of making good decisions over time. According to Diamonds quote, “the past offers us a rich database from which we can learn, in order that we may keep on succeeding,” (Diamond, p. 3) he believes that in order to keep succeeding as a civilization we need to learn and understand from past societies. We need to understand why past societies collapsed and how we can prevent similar events from happening in the future. L.P. Hartely’s quote “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there,” explains Diamond’s point further. In the past people did things differently which eventually lead to their demise. Diamond believes that we are better suited to survive because we have seen what has happened to the people of the past and we have learned how to prevent similar events from occurring. In the end isn’t that the point of studying history, to learn from past to better ourselves for the futur
e? 

    
It has long been suspected that many of these mysterious aband
onments were at least partly triggered by ecological problems. In the past, even in today’s society people inadvertently destroy the environmental resources on which their societies depend on.  The processes through which past societies have undermined themselves by damaging their environments fall into eight different categories. These eight are deforestation and habitat destruction, soil problems such as erosion and salinization, water management problems, overhunting, overfishing, effects of introduced species on native species, overpopulation, and incr
ease per-capita impact of people. Diamond explains how past society collapses tended to follow somewhat similar courses constituting variations on a theme. Population growth forced people to adopt intensified means of agricultural production, and to expand farming from the prime lands in order to feed the growing number of people. Poor usage of the land led to environmental damage resulting in the abandonment of the land. I
n today’s society, the risk of such a collapse is becoming more and more of an issue. Diamond believes that there are four new factors that can contribute to the collapse or weakening of present and future societies. These factors are anthropogenic climate change, buildup of toxins in the environment, energy shortages, and the full human utilization of the Earth’s photosynthetic capacity. The seriousness of these environmental problems are vigorously debated. There are many questions that arise throughout these debates. Diamond asks questions such as “does it stand to reason that today’s human population of almost seven billion, with our potent modern technology, is causing our environment to crumble globally at a much more rapid rate than a mere few million people with stone and wooden tools already made it crumble locally in the past?” and “will modern technology solve our problems, or is it creating new problems faster than it solves old ones.” These questions illustrate the importance of past collapses. 


We know that some past societies collapsed while others didn’t. What made some societies collapse while others have thrived for centuries?  For example, Little Tonga has been around for 3,200 years (Diamond, pg. 277) and the people of New Guinea have lived self sufficiently for over 46,000 years (Diamond, pg. 280). Jared Diamond questions what made these two civilizations prosper instead of vanish? What made certain societies especially vulnerable? And which were the solutions that succeeded in the past? Diamond argues that if we could answer these questions we might be able to identify which societies are now most at risk and what measures we could take to best help them.  However, Diamond explains how there are differences between past societies and their problems, modern societies and their problems. He goes on to say, “we shouldn’t be so naïve as to think that study of the past will yield simple solutions, directly transferable to our societies tod
ay.” There are many differences between past societies and modern civilizations today that put us at a lower risk as compared to them. For example, the benefit of modern technology, modern medicine, globalization, and knowledge of past cultures. But there are also differences that put us at greater risks than past civilizations. For instance, our powerful technology, our dependence on modern medicine, and a much larger human popula
tion. Maybe we can learn from the past, if we think wisely about their lessons. 


 Diamond applies his five-point framework on empir
e collapses to around twenty great societies. Every civilization from small to large, ancient to modern, primitive to com
plex. One great society he discusses is the Mayans. According to Diamond, the first four points of the five: damage to the environment, climate change, inter-empire hostilities and political/cultural factors were involved in the collapse of the Mayan civilization. He believes that the Mayans are not completely responsible for the downfall of their empire. The southern regions collapse of the Mayan empire, Diamond describes it as the “cl
assic Mayan collapse.” The southern region had many more disadvantages as compared to the northern region. First the soil of the southern region was much more dryer than the north will a limited amount of ground water. This made growing crops extremely difficult, especially during times of drought. The amount of farmland was also a key issue in the demise of the southern region. During the early growth of the Ma
yan Empire, much of the useable farmland was destroyed due to deforestation of the Mayan people. The deforestation led to competition for limited farmland, which continued until the end of the civilization. Diamond goes on to explain how there were periods of great unrest during the times of great drought in the region. Mayan rulers were suppo
se to speak to the Gods directly in order to produce rainfall and times of great prosperity for the Mayan people.  But when there were times of severe drought the Mayan people questioned their rulers. These two factors, Diamond suggests, were the primary reasons why the Mayan Empire ended. Now what does that mean for us? This shows that even the more advanced societies can collapse from basic needs such as food and water. There are important lessons to learn from the Mayans. First, the Mayan showed us how important basic necessities are in order to survive. Also, the Mayans taught us to use resources wisely because if we aren’t smart about how we use them we can cause serious damage to our society.

According to Diamond, “the past offers us a rich database from which we can learn, in order that we may keep on succeeding” (Diamond pg. 3). Throughout Diamond’s no
vel Collapse; How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, he discusses how learning from the past societal collapse can show us how to prevent our own societies from collapsing. Diamond explains how societies collapse partly as a result of the choices societies make. This is a strong reminder that our planet today is very fragile, with limited resources depending upon human values and decis
ions. 

�Spelling is “Hartley”


�Diamond's book is not a novel – not a work of fiction.  Also this sentence would read more smoothly if you said “Throughout Collapse … , Jared Diamond explores … “ 


�Better:  “Diamond's argument is found in the title of his book: … “


�This should be the contraction it's = it is, not the possessive its.  It is probably better not to use the contraction in formal writing though. 


�Is that what Diamond is actually saying?  Aren't some of the collapses he discusses (e.g. Rwanda) very recent? Are we actually different enough that we can safely avoid a collapse of our own global society? 


�Word choice – in some of the collapses (e.g. the Classic Maya) collapse led to previously densely-settled areas emptying out and cities being abandoned.  But in most cases,  the previous population essentially died out instead of just moving out.  Is that the same thing as an “abandonment?”


�Say “increased” (or “a per-capita increase in the impact … “)


�This would be a good place for a new paragraph.


�Identify the source of this quotation


�Not a complete sentence.


�Say: “collapses of empires”


�Not a complete sentence.


�Careful: the “Classic Maya” refers to a specific time period (about 200 – 900 CE).  The “classic” is not referring to the collapse.  It distinguishes this phase of Maya history from earlier and later periods.  


�Part of the issue here was that there was not a centralized “Mayan empire.”  Their society was organized around a collection of small, warring city-states.  


�Should be “supposed”


�See note on first page.


�Ed, 





There are several places where you have not completely described what Diamond is saying.  





This essay never really gets around to an “I say” �phase.  Are you entirely convinced by what Diamond is saying?  Are there aspects of what Diamond is saying that you disagree with?  





There are also a number of small technical problems in your writing.  Try to proofread your work more carefully in the future.





Content:  B-





Form:  B-





