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    Paper #1


Collapse Essay


“The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”  This line quoted from L.P. Hartley’s novel, The Go Between, is not only famous, but up
 for much debate. This is controversial for many reasons. Some will argue that this statement is correct, while others will argue that we really do not do things differently. One th
at would argue this point is Jared Diamond, author of Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. In Collapse, Diamond presents readers with stories of the collapses of ancient societies. He addresses how and why these occurred and compares the
m with modern societies today by relating similar problems in these past societies to problems we are experiencing today on a much larger scale. Diamond, a biologist himself, would argue that we really do not do things differently. Human nature is still the same as it was hundreds and thousands of years ago. Our technology may be more advanced, but it all comes back to “the dog-eat-dog” world we have always lived in. This survival of the fittest dem
eanor has caused past societies to crash and burn so why can’t the same happen to us? In Collapse, Diamond attempts to explain how and why ancient societies hav
e collapsed and even though they existed many, many years ago their methods of survival were really no different tha
n ours. 


In Collapse, Diamond makes clear the mistakes and poor decisions that past societies made that ultimately led to their downfall. Take for example, the Classic Maya, a once sprawling, and extrava
gant arrangement of  city-states, is now just desolated ruins buried deep in the jungles of Central America. In fact, the cities of the Maya were pretty much mysteries until they were discovered m
y American lawyer, John Stephens in 1839 (Diamond, p. 157). Beautiful, elaborate monuments and temples eerily loom within the tropical forests of Central America. “They were culturally the most advanced society in the pre-Columbian New World,” (Diamond, p. 159). What happened to make a once thriving and innovative society disappear forever? The answer is the poor decisions and mistakes made based on the environmental needs and wants of the society. Every society must rely upon their natural resources in order to survive, but when a society draws from them too much or damages them, this leads to environmental, economical, and political problems. A major problem the Maya caused themselves was deforestation. Depleting the tree population left the land open for erosion. As more land was eroded away it became less and less arable for farming and food. This forced the Mayans to move upwards into the hills. As the trees on the hills were cut down, more erosion occurred (Diamond, p. 169). Severe droughts as well as climate change also played a major role in the collapse of the Maya. The Maya also had agricultural and water difficulties. Water management is obviously an extremely important aspect of a society’s well-being and once this was affected, the Mayan people were really in danger of collapse. One bad thing leads to another and it just snowballs until a full scale collapse occurs and the society is wiped out for good. 

With all of these problems, why did no one do anything? One may argue that they probably did try, but Diamond states that the attention of the kings and nobles “was evidently focused on their short-term concerns of enriching themselves, waging wars, erecting monuments, competing with each other…” (p. 177). It is apparent that not enough attention was given or they were completely oblivious to the damage they were in inflicting upon their environment. It is easy to see how the environmental problems caused by the Mayans can cause a domino effect with every aspect of a civilization. With their empire crumbling around them, the Mayan leaders seemed to be much more engrossed with things that really did not have anything to do with welfare of the entire society as a whole. Overall the poor decisions made regarding the environment affected every other aspect of the Mayan culture. Politically and economically, the Classic Maya went downhill once the environmental damages became more apparent. This is why kings and nobles were overthrown, wars raged, and the population practically disappeared (Diamond, p. 170-171). The vast civilization of the Maya was not the only society in our past to collapse. Others include: Easter Island far of the coast of Chile, the Anasazi of the Southwestern United States, and Norse Greenland (Diamond). But what makes the collapse of the Classic Maya so intriguing is that their disappearance proves that advanced societies can easily meet their fate if they choose to be so careless. Although our world today is a far more advanced place technologically, we are facing mu
ch of the criteria for collapse that the Maya
n’s faced i
n loom of their tragic downfall.  


So what specifically are the criteria for societal collapse? Diamond states quite clearly in his no
vel the contributing factors to societal collapse. He applies these to long gone ancient societies and explains how they all factor in to the collapse of a society. These factors are grouped into five separate categories. Diamond calls it a “five point framework” of factors that contribute to the failure of civilizations (Diamond, p. 11). These five factors are: environmental damage, climate change, hostile neighbors, friendly trade partners (loss of), and the how a society reacts to its own environmental problems (Diamond, p. 11). Not all five of the factors need to be present in a society in order for it to collapse completely. 


If we do not do things differently than the past, then how c
ome over half the world’s forest has been turned into land that is utilized for other uses (Diamond, p. 487. According to Diamond, “at present conversion rates one-quarter of the forests that remain will become converted within the next half-century” (p. 487). Many people do not see how this affects us. Just like the Mayans, as more trees were cut down, more erosion occurred. Erosion leads to poor farm land. Poor farm land leads to lower food supply. Lower food supply leads to starving people; which in the case of our world today, millions and millions of people are already suffering from starvation in third-world countries! Currently two billion people rely on the ocean itself for food, but we are abusing our oceans and the vital resources it provides us (Diamond, p. 488). We are exhausting our resources just as the Mayans and the other ancient civilizations did before us. How are we not doing things differently? Imagine two billion people not having the ocean to depend on anymore because we as a society have taken advantage of it in the worst of ways. Do we need to witness two billion human beings just like us die before we realize that we are in fact doing things like “the past”. If that is what it takes for our society to comprehend the severity of our Earth’s condition then there is obviously something seriously wrong. If we do not act quickly, we too will meet the same fate as the long gone civilizations of our past. 


It is evident that our current world is doing many of the same things to the environment as did ancient societies. Diamond does a fantastic job of outlining factors that contribute to societal collapse. Even better, he applied these factors to past societies and paralleled them with our current world. The similarities of our past to our present are shocking and although
, we are much more advanced technologically, humans are humans. In this, I mean that the human nature or mentality will always be the same. Our “dog-eat-dog” approach to life has remained unchanged since the beginning of civilization. The will to survive engulfs all of us. With this attitude we sometimes take things (such as our environment) for granted. This has obviously caused major issues upon our Earth today. So yes, I do believe that we share the same qualities as ancient peoples in regards to mentality. Even though we are vastly more advanced technologically, and scientifically this does not mean our attitudes about survival has changed. As long as that “survival of the fittest” mindset 
set within the minds of the human race, no amount of advanced technology can save us from our own fate. The will to survive is within everyone, of course it us. Everyone wants to survive, but we are going about “surviving” the wrong way. By this, I mean that we are so focused on getting everything that we want that we do not stop and think of what we could be doing to our environment and other people.


In my opinion, our current world is slowly spiraling downward just as past cultures did, but I do not think that it cannot be stopped. I do believe that we can stop ourselves from meeting the same fate as the Mayans or the inhabitants of Easter Island. It will no doubt be extremely difficult to reverse the damage done, but I believe that it is possible. Our tough and competitive mentalities are not always a bad thing. In fact, I believe they are what will save us; we just need to channel our attitudes into a more healthy and positive mind frame for not only our environment, but for ourselves so that we do not meet the same end as our past. Like Diamond said in regards to his no
vel, “half of this book was devoted to ancient societies because of the lessons that they might hold for modern societies” (p. 486). Let us learn from the downfalls of past societies so that we too do not end up as ancient ruins deserted and desolated for thousands of years before we are once discovered ag
ain. 

�These sentences could be combined:  “... is not only famous, but controversial for many reasons.”  (“Up for debate” and “controversial” are really almost the same, so this is a bit repetitive.)�


�Use “who” for people.


�This sentence still needs work.  “These” and “them” should both refer to “collapses” the way you set this up.  But what is being compared to modern societies would be the older societies that experienced the collapses.   


�I'm not sure exactly what “survival of the fittest demeanor” means.  


�Don't want “have” here – those collapses are completely in the past.  


�Better:  “different from”


�The phrase “sprawling and extravagant” fit what you had before (“empire”) a lot better than it fits “arrangement of city-states.”  Sometimes changing a word or phrase should lead to rethinking and changing other things too!


�“Your” American lawyer?  (Shouldn't this be “by”?)


�Much should be “many”  


�No apostrophe here.


�“loom” is the wrong word here.  I think you mean something like:  “in the course of their downfall.”


�Collapse is not a novel.  


�Better: “why has over half the world's forest been turned … “


�No comma here.


�The verb is missing in this sentence.  Also, using “mindset” and “set” so close together does not sound so good.  How about “ … mindset exists within …” 


�See comments above!


�Lyndsay, 





    You chose not to take my suggestion about bringing in the reasons that Diamond gives for his “cautious optimism” about the future.  That means that your discussion is somewhat incomplete and not entirely representative of what he was trying to say.  You have addressed some of the technical issues, but others remain.
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Content:  B+





Form:  B





