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Predicting Disaster


L. P. Hartley says that,
 “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” The past was a different time, with different needs, values, and conditions. Throughout history, nations have struggled to find a balance between society and nature. A lack of balance can result in years of famine, of drought, and of severe weather. The earth’s climate and geography change constantly, and people need to learn about, adapt to and coexist with the environment around them. Jared Diamond, author of Collapse, would agree with this view. Each collapsed society failed through a unique combination of issues and handled these issues in different ways. Their societies reflected a variety of cultures, climates, and priorities, and they coped as well as they could, considering they lacked modern day tools and conveniences.

Today, the world constantly changes through technological advancements. We have tools to gather information on irregular weather patterns, to plant and to farm more effectively, to save lives and to communicate with other nations around the world. People network, blog, post videos and media sources, and stay more connected than ever thought possible. Too much connectivity may not be entirely good, but it does allow us l
earn from past mistakes because people have the access to information that could have prevented the collapses of failed societies. One of the biggest problems with failed societies was a lack of connectivity. They did not know that other societies simultaneously experienced the same painful challenges. 

         “Easter Islanders… had no way of knowing that… at the same time, Greenland Norse           
          Society and the Khmer Empire were simultaneously in terminal decline, while the Anasazi
         had collapsed a few centuries earlier Classic Maya society a few more centuries before
          that, and Mycean Greece 2,000 years before that” (525). 

Dying societies did not understand what happened to them. They consistently abi
ded to the standards which upheld them for years, and could not comprehend that their successful actions led to their own demise. They needed to learn the destructive impact of deforestation, the varied characteristics of different areas of land, and that nature was not created solely for the purpose of human disposal. They learned too late that their comfort r
an on a limited sup
ply that would run out easily. There was not a strong communication between various nations, if any, and failing societies did not know about prior collapses. They could not identify previous, avoidable problems, and instead made the same mistakes repeatedly. None of them realized that other civilizations fac
ed the same situation. If they only knew, perhaps they could have avoided catastrophe, worked together or sought aid from more advanced and stable nations.

Government leaders around the world are concerned with modern day issues and they have begun to debate the value of a strong economy versus a safe environment. In his book, Collapse, Jared Diamond declares, “I’m a cautious optim
ist,” placing himself between the extremes of this environmental debate. He toys with the ideas of environment versus economy, acknowledging current crises while raising firm points to consider when resolving the problems. 

Diamond does not overlook the benefits of either side but does appear to blame the societies themselves for collapsing, a point made clear in his book’s full title, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. Diamond explains various factors that should be monitored in order for modern societies to avoid the same downfall. Cautious optimism lies within the common ground of environmentalism. In Chapter 16 of his no
vel, Diamond outlines his perspective through twelve strong points of caution that he believes are essential to avoiding a worldwide collapse. These points include an overdependence on fossil fuels, extinction of valued plant and animal species by way of deforestation and chemical pollution, and contamination by introducing alien species to new societies.

 One group is environmentally optimistic. They plan economically for the future while underestimating the effects of global warming. 

         “There are many ‘optim
ists’ who argue that the world could support double its human             
          population, and who consider only the increase in human numbers and not the average 
          increase in per capita  impact. But I have not met anyone who seriously argues that the 
          world could support 12 times its current impact, although an increase of that factor
          would result from all Third World inhabitants adopting First World living standards” (495).

These optimists see open green space as opportunity and aspire to get ahead financially. They spend time, money, and natural resources that we cannot afford to lose. The world is theirs to use, and they will face problems only when those problems become too overwhelming to handle.  The second group is much more environmentally conservative, because they acknowledge the serious problems that humans have created and they try to counter this want to preserve our natural world. They do see these problems overlooked by optimists and fear the pending danger. They want to save the animals, plant trees, find safer fuel alternatives, and reach out to others already in need. By fixing and improving today’s pressing environmental issues, they will in turn help to create a more productive society.

Many collapsed societies failed to view the environmental half of the equation. As far as these people knew, what existed on their land was there, had always been there, and was available limitlessly to satisfy societal needs. For example, on Easter Island, society focused greatly on the worship of leaders and creation of idols representing past leaders. This mind set, while acceptable within the island culture, ignored its effects upon the limited land. They cut down all of their trees, which turned birds away, planted inadequate crops, and could not find fish of sufficient size or quantity. They lived in oblivion, ignoring their negative impact on the environment until their resources disappeared and they had nowhere to turn but to cannibalism.

Old habits could very well lead to collapse.  Diamond writes that “When we are in an unfamiliar situation, we fall back on drawing old analogies with old familiar situations” (423). Diamond then proceeds to summarize the failed Viking colony in Iceland. The Vikings saw vegetation very similar to that from their homelands and they assumed that these same plants could be treated the same way, unaware that under familiar vegetation lay inadequate ashy soil. This mistake was easily made, but with a better understanding of chemistry, climates, and world societies, current societies hold the power to prevent these mistakes and to avoid crisis.

At the current time, America is environmentally aware. Despite the intentions of politicians attempting to stifle concerns and boost their support, 
Average Americans may not fully understand the severity of pressing issues today, but we understand that there are definite problems at hand and we are cooperating as best we can to do our part to fix the problems. Our scientists acknowledge and explore these pending issues in hopes of resolving them quickly. With this attitude and a consideration of the twelve factors listed in chapter sixteen, America’s consistency in support, concern, and motivation will defend it against potential collapse. People today do in fact operate differently than the way they did years ago. Though connectivity may be viewed as leading us to interdependence between nations, it seems more beneficial to have these connections and allies now while things are alright than to be sinking into a collapse and have nowhere to turn for help. Technological advances over the years have created both problems and solutions but there is always work being done to counter the bad and to help humankind. We have changed our ways over the years; we are more aware and more involved with the world around us.   We are more conscious of our effects on the world, and that is what sets us apart from failed societies of the past. This knowledge is applied  for the greater good. We are checking everywhere for warning signs, and doing our best to eliminate current problems.  We understand the value of the plants and animals that we so thoroughly depend upon and work to preserve them.

In conclusion, Diamond presents a very elaborate and realistic issue, that we simply cannot take earth’s resources for granted and that we must all work together to survive as a nation and as a united world. Towards the end of his book, Diamond says that “The future is up for grabs, lying in our own hands” (521). This is a valid point. We have the knowledge to predict and to prevent disaster. We do not need to sit around mindlessly while global warming slowly creeps up. We should recycle, replant, and remember what happened before 
now.
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�With “that” you don't  need the comma to introduce the quotation.


�Missing “to” here


�Wrong word.  I think you want something like “remained faithful to”  


�“ran on” sounds strange here.  Do you mean “depended on” 


�Supply of what?


�Or “had faced”


�I don't see the connection between this and what you said just before about the conflict between environmental protection and economic growth.  Look again at the reasons that Diamond gives for his “cautious optimism.”  They don't have much direct connection with these opposed priorities.  


�Collapse is not a novel.  


�I think you are seeing a connection that is not really there.  Yes, Diamond uses the word “optimist” both times.  But here, isn't he just being somewhat ironic?  


�No capital here


�Megan, 





   Good improvement from the first draft.  I think you might be overstating the positive side of things in assessing our present state of environmental awareness.  But this is one of the components of Diamond's cautious optimism about the future.  
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