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Modern Collapse

The ruins of ancient civilizations such as the Mayans, Az
tecs, and the isolated Easter Island seem to tell a romantic, even mystical tale of their rise and fall. People from around the world travel to such sites to view the remnants these once-great societies.  Although the stories of these failures are compelling, they appear distant and not co
ncerning.  As H.P. Hartley once famously wrote in The Go Between, “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” While anyone can agree that “they do things differently there”, Jared Diamond, author of Collapse, would argue that the past should not be looked upon as a time that is completely irrelevant to the world we live in today. 

In Collapse, Diamond discusses the different contributors to the collapse, or “drastic decrease in human population size and/or political/economic/social complexity, over a considerable area, for an extended time” of both past and present societies (Diamond 3). He outlines the 5 factors that can contribute to an environmental collapse: climate change, fighting with neighbors, loss of indispensable trading partners, environmental problems, and failure to solve environmental issues. Diamond goes through in detail the many reasons for the collapse of different civilizations such as the Mayans, the Aztecs, Easter Island, the Greenland Norse, and Pitcairn Island. A combination of the 5 factors that contribute to collapse, which are stated above,  were reasons for the downfall of the failed societies that he brings up. 

Diamond then goes on to examine struggling modern societies, such as Rwanda which h
as collapsed into genocide, Haiti which has failed economically compared to its neighbor the Dominican Republic, and the environmental problems that first-world Australia is facing today. He is able to draw many parallels between the collapses of ancient civilizations and the struggles and hardships of these modern ones. Again, a combination of the 5 factors leading to collapse can be found in these modern countries. For example, one main trouble for the Easter Island inhabitants was their problem of deforestation. The island had a limited amount of trees, but it was an important resource for the inhabitants. They did not take steps to protect what little amount of forest they did have, and the result was “the most extreme example of forest destruction in the Pacific…the whole forest gone, and all of its tree species extinct” (Diamond 107). The islanders faced numerous consequences including loss of raw materials, loss of certain sources of food, and smaller crop yields. 

Diamond reminds us that, although the mistakes of this past society are obvious, the problem continues today. He points out that “more than half of the world’s original area of forest has already been converted to other uses” and if it keeps up, “one-quarter of those forests will be converted within the next half-century” (Diamond 487). The point he is making is that although the world has advanced hugely since the failures of these ancient societies, the possibility of collapse has not disappeared. In contrast, he asserts that it is important to learn from past collapses because we are still facing the same issues that contributed to the downfall of both isolated and central societies in the past. He is a strong believer that action must be taken, or the problems we are facing will not go away, but Diamond also describes himself as a “cautious optimist” (Diamond 521). According to him we have the tools necessary to put a stop to the destruction that we are currently causing. He asserts that since we are the cause of our environmental issues, we can be the solution as well. As long as the threats are acknowledged and dealt with, there is good reason for hope in our future.

I agree with Diamond in that we need to take the problems threatening our environment seriously, because in the long run it will affect everyone’s quality of life.  This is a point that needs emphasizing given the fact that many people still believe that our societies have advanced to such an extent that we are beyond the point where collapse is possible, especially in a “stable” First World country like the United States. As Diamond shows by examining the environmental damage in Montana as well as the current collapse taking place in Rwanda, we are indeed still facing the same problems today that haunted former civilizations so many years ago. 

Although the problems that we faced in ancient times and are still facing today, such as erosion, deforestation, and overpopulation are important, Diamond overemphasizes them in order to prove his point that there are many parallels between past and current societies.  Although I agree with Diamond up to a point and believe these issues do need to be dealt with, there are other issues we face today that are even more pressing. Diamond does acknowledge that there are differences to be considered, but I do not believe that he puts enough stress on the extent to which they would affect a modern-day collapse. Both globalization and advanced technology have drastically altered the factors that may lead a current society to collapse, and should be examined more thoroughly. Diamond goes into depth about the issues that we have in common with ancient failed societies, but his analysis of serious modern-day issues is more limited.

The globalization that we are experiencing today has both positive and negative results. On one hand, some argue that with better means for communication and technological advancement as well as the ability to study both past and current societies, we have the tools to avoid a downfall such as the one the Mayans experienced thousands of years ago. From this perspective, it seems impossible that a society today could collapse. On the other hand, however, others argue that globalization does not mean we are immune to collapse. Instead, it may mean we are more prone to it. Since we are all interdependent on each other now, the collapse of one society will not remain isolated. Diamond addresses this when he relates our state today to the isolated islands of Japan and Tikopia, stating “[w]e need to realize…that there is no other island/planet to which we can turn for help, or to which we can export our problems. Instead, we need to learn, as they did, to live within our means” (Diamond 521). In other words, our world today is just a blown-up version of a remote island. Trouble and chaos in one country means trouble and chaos for the entire planet. 

Our ability to be connected with every part of the planet is largely due to the advanced technology tha
t our world has access to today. This technology, which some say makes the threat of collapse a thing of the past, is actually the same thing that could lead to our downfall. It is what connects even the most secluded countries to the rest of the world, and makes us all dependent on each other, or “globalized”. Not only does this technology mean that a minor collapse in one part of the world would possibly lead to a major collapse, it also means that an individual now has the ability to make a much greater impact on the environment than he or she did in the times of the ancient collapses. As is the case in Montana, a single company with access to bulldozers or toxic chemicals has the ability to make the same amount of impact on the environment than an entire civilization did in the days of the Mayans or the Greenland Norse.  

The advanced technology we have today not only allows individuals to make a greater impact on the environment, but it also leads to the creation of toxic chemicals which are released and are extremely harmful to the planet. These chemicals such as pesticides, mercury, and components of plastic find their way into our water, food, and air. They can cause many problems such as birth defects and mental illness. Diamond relates that “deaths in the U.S. from air pollution alone (without considering soil and water pollution) are conservatively estimated at over 130,000 per year”, far more than soil erosion or deforestation cause (Diamond 492).


Another huge threat we are facing today that Diamond briefly mentions is that, not only are we still facing population growth which was a problem for past societies, but a large portion of that population is experiencing increased living standards.  Because of immigration of people from Third World countries to First World countries, and because Third World countries can now see and covet First World lifestyles, “low-impact people are becoming high-impact people” all over the world (Diamond 495). Although some people claim that the world can support more people living with First World standards, the rate at which it is happening is in no way sustainable. Although it is difficult to admit that not everyone can share the same luxurious lifestyle, the increased human impact this would cause on our environment would be devastating. 


These current problems that the Azt
ecs, Easter Island, Mayans, and Greenland Norse did not have to deal with are even more threatening than the ones Diamond devotes the majority of the book to, such as soil erosion, decreased water supply, and deforestation (although all of the problems listed must be acknowledged and dealt with as well). But even though we face different problems today than the civilizations of the past did, their stories are not to be ignored. The only way our population will continue to prosper is if we choose to learn from the mistakes of these societies and adapt our current situations to reduce human impact and make our earth sustainable. The past will never be simply “a foreign country” as H.P. Hartley described it. As Diamond wisely says, “[t]he future is up for grabs, lying in our own hands.” If we choose to deal with our current problems and find solutions rather than ignoring them, we have no reason to fear the fut
ure.

�I would still leave out the Aztecs here.  Their downfall was a conquest by a foreign invasion, not an environmental collapse.


�“concerning” is not quite right.  I think you mean something like “a cause for concern”


�The situation has stabilized since the worst times that Diamond discusses.  Just


“collapsed” rather than “has collapsed” would be better.  


�The edits you did here improved the structure of the paper significantly!


�Maybe – “technology to which our world has access today”


�See note on page 1


�Julie, 





    Excellent paper.  





 The idea that the full implications of globalization and technology have not been adequately studied in Diamond's book has a lot of merit.  But I think that your objections in effect say Diamond should have written a book different from the one he wanted to write.  Note that his subtitle is “how societies choose to succeed or fail.” I think he specifically chose to look at the historical record, and address our current situation in relation to that record.   
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