Palacios 5

Maria Palacios

Professor Little 

Modeling the Environment 

20 September 2011

Collapse


Can we learn from the past? The simple but thought provoking question is tested by L.P Hartley in his book The Go-Between by declaring that “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there”. By what he said we can assume that he strongly agrees that the past has nothing to teach us. This idea holds that the past doesn’t have any relevant information that can help present or future societies avoid declining or even collap
se. This essential question is a main factor that Jared Diamond discusses in his book Collapse. Jared Dia
mond in the other hand would react to this statement by insisting that past historical societies play an important part in foreshadowing what may happen if certain essential factors are not taken care of.  As Diamond directly states, “this book was devoted to ancient societies because of the lessons that they might hold for modern societies” (486). Past societies are not foreign countries but rather reflections of consequences that can without doubt happen today if the problems are set aside.

 Can the mistaken choices that led to past collapses happen again? Unfortunately, it is inevitable to make mistakes because as humans, that is our nature; however, the circumstances may vary but over all those mistakes are going to have a great impact on our lives. Therefore the mistaken choices, obliviousness to signs of problems and misfortunes that were essentially out of human control and that lead to past collapses can definitely happen again if we become unaware of our surroundings. With the help of historical records, we have been able to study the factors that affect the collapse or success of ancient and modern societies. We acknowledge the different factors that contribute 
in the outcomes of each community and how those communities decide to shape their course. As Jared Diamond explains
 there is much to be learned from past civilization that can help modern societies prevent or control future collapses. To show this, he gives detailed examples of how each factor of “environmental damage, climate change, hostile neighbors, friendly trade partners and the society’s response to its environmental problems” play a significant role in w
hat today’s society should take into account (Diamond, 11). 

Diamond greatly believes that we are not as different as we think we are from past civiliza
tion and therefore we must not disregard the commonalities between the past and today. In his narrative, Diamond emphasizes that “they were people like us, [with a different situation but yet with] enough similarities for us to be able to learn from the past” (10). Thus we may conclude that a lot of the problems of the world today result precisely from the fact that we do not do things differently from the ways they were done in the past. It is extremely hard for a society to make good decisions when there are highly held strong values. Wh
ich ultimately the values that are a society’s strengths are usually the things that get them into trouble. The incapability to change the way we go about solving our problem is preventing us from moving forward and adapting to the changes that the world is confronting. With the great abundance of new technology, compared to past societies, and the population reaching almost seven billion people in the world, those values should be able to accommodate these drastic changes from the past. One of the best examples of how a society chooses to adapt, in order to survive, or elects to remain the same and risks survival is seen by studying the Vikings in Greenland Norse and the choices that they made. Diamond describes how society of the Vikings collapsed for two main reasons, first because they mistreated the environment, sometimes without even noticing it, deforestation, and second for their refusal to adapt to the lan
ds variations. As a result, they had a “bad attitude” which prevented them from adapting and eventually starve to death.

From my point of view, I believe that there are many similarities between earlier civilizations and today, and that we can definitely take advantage of the knowledge they left behind to aid us in preventing similar mistakes. However, there are 
major noticeable different qualities of our current world culture, as compared to previous civilizations, that don’t necessarily prevent us from collapsing but rather make it less likely that major collapses lie in the future. Diamond acknowledges the “differences between the modern world and its problems, and those past societies and their problems” and adds that “we shouldn’t be so naïve as to think that study of the past will yield simple solutions, directly transferable to our societies today” (8). We are sure that the study of the past societies’ problems will not solve our problems completely but it can su
re give us a road map to acquire that solution. The essentially noticeable different qualities that today’s culture holds compare to past societies “include our power technology with beneficial effects, globalization, modern medicine, and greater knowledge of the past societies and of distant modern societies” (8). The essential qualities are what eventually put us in a lower risk of collapsing. However, unfortunately these differences can also speed us up into a collapse if we do not think carefully about our choices. What this mean is that “potent technology has unintended destructive effects, globalization (such that now a collapse even in remote Somalia affects the United States and Europe), the dependence of millions (and, soon, billions) of us on modern medicine for our survival, and our much larger human population.” What determines which course these differences makes depends on the choices that the civilization make. Since the leaders of society are the ones th
at decide how to solve or not solve the environmental issues, then at end they are the ones who “choose to fail or not”. It is this final factor that decides the path that the other four factors and their impact. 

The biggest essential difference that can definitely make the change in a society’s achievement of survival is globalization, in my opinion. The reason is simple, with this broader interaction between societies, the exchange of ideas and information is facilitated.  This essential factor allows us to interrelate with other countries and learn from their mistakes or achievements as well as to aid those who might be at the edge of collapsing. We are no longer isolated like previous societies and therefore a bad or good situation does not only affect the specific area but the rest of the world as well. The now common cooperation between countries has played a huge role in maintaining societies from collapsing. However, this does not mean that there cannot be future collapses because as Diamond explains, most of the collapses that du
e occur can usually happen to societies once they have reached their highest peak. 

Finally, I believe that this world that we inhabit now is not ours but rather it is borrowed from our children. This land is theirs and we must take care of it to give it back in good or better condition. I agree with Diamond when he says that we should learn from the past because by being aware of such mistakes it is easier for us to make clearer choices. Some may think that these natural resources that we have are here for us to uses as we please, but what will we do once they are all gone? What will our generations to come have left? It’s like having a plate full of food on thanksgiving and devouring all the good stuff and just leaving your kid a bone and some peas. That is exactly what we are doing when we dr
y out the resources we have to the point in which we leave little or none at all to our children. It is shocking to know as Diamond mentions that “at an accelerating rate, we are destroying natural habitats or else converting them to human-made habitats, such as cities and villages, farmlands and roads [in such that] more than half of the world’s original area of forest has already been converted to other uses, and at present conversions rate one-quarter of the forests that remain will become converted within the next half-century” (487). This statistic represents the great rate in which the natural resources are diminishing for incoming generations. It is the forest now, and then will come agriculture and essential resources like oil.  

What is the most important thing we need to do? Diamond emphasizes that first we need to forget that there is any single thing that we need to go, we have to do all of them and get them all right at the same time, because if we solve one but not the other than we are in trouble. These problems are like little time bombs that are soon to explode. The resolution will resolve the unsustainable time bomb by taking actions or t
hese conflicts are going to get settle in unpleasant ways by war, disease or starvation. We can distinguish ourselves from previous societies in working together because fro
m every human being plays a part in determining the outcome variable of our society.

�Say “ … to avoid declining or collapsing.”


�Could just say “Diamond would react to this statement by insisting that … “


�Better:  “contribute to”


�Comma here


�Picky point – the five factors all play significant roles for Diamond in explaining how collapses occurred.  Today's society should take those into account in trying to understand the past.  You have put together two different ideas here, but it would be clearer to separate them.  


�Should be plural


�“Which” is not right here.  I think you just want to delete that word. 


�Should be  land's  (possessive).  


�Maybe add “also” here to reinforce that you are making a contrasting point. 


�Don't think you need this “sure.”  Could say “definitely” or “surely”�if you want to add stress on this point.    


�Use “who” for people.


�Wrong word – should be “do”


�“dry out?”  Do you mean �“use up” or “exhaust?”�


�This sentence is still a bit unclear.  Don't you mean something like:  “Either we resolve them [the problems from the previous sentence] or else they will resolve themselves in unpleasant ways …  “


�This seems to be “left over” from previous version.  
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     Good progress from the previous version.   Keep working on getting your ideas down in strong, simple ways.   You have a lot of interesting things to say.  
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