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Why Did the Pre-Columbian Maya Civilization Collapse? 

The Maya civilization arose and flour- 
ished in the tropical lowlands of south- 
ern Mexico and adjacent Central Amer- 
ica in the first millennium before Christ 
(1). By A.D. 300 it had attained the 
form and pattern of its Classic period. 
It then enjoyed almost 500 years of 
elaboration and growth. Shortly after 
A.D. 770 (2), however, the first signs 
of its disintegration began to appear in 
a slowdown of monumental architec- 
tural activities, great art, hieroglyphic 
inscriptions, and maintenance of the 

Maya sacred calendar. By A.D. 830 
most of the "cities" or ceremonial cen- 
ters of the southern lowlands (the 
Guatemalan Department of Peten and 
portions of adjacent Mexico, British 
Honduras, and Honduras) were seri- 

ously affected. The year A.D. 889 
marked the last Maya Long Count 
monument date. Very shortly after this 
-certainly by A.D. 950-the great 
Maya centers were almost totally aban- 
doned, and investigations in outlying 
farming villages and hamlets indicate 
that these were also deserted. 

In a symposium held in Santa Fe, 
New Mexico, from 19 to 24 October 
1970, under the sponsorship of the 
School of American Research and the 
National Science Foundation, new data 
were reviewed and new interpretations 
advanced on the nature of the decline 
of the Maya civilization in the 8th cen- 
tury A.D. 

In approaching the problem, the 
symposium conferees began by estab- 
lishing the foregoing data background 
of archeological facts and dates. They 
then went on to analyze what appeared 
to be the most likely internal stresses 
and weaknesses in Maya lowland so- 
ciety during its 7th-to-8th century 
zenith, just prior to its downfall. Five 
stress factors were enumerated, each 
to some degree systemically related to 
the others. 

First, Late Classic population in- 
creases can be linked to expansion and 
intensification of agriculture through 
extensive clearing, terracing, exploita- 
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tion of marginal lands, root crop sup- 
plementations, and breadnut harvesting. 
With such intensification and with the 
careful scheduling that must have been 
necessary to allow maximum man- 
power to be diverted to other non- 
agricultural activities, short-term farm- 
ing failures could have triggered long- 
term troubles. 

Second, extensive agricultural modi- 
fication of the landscape, through clear- 
ing, would have increased disease haz- 
ards by shifting insect vectors from 
animal to human hosts. In particular, 
Chagas's disease could have contributed 
heavily to infant mortality and adult 
debilitation. 

Third, mounting competition among 
Late Classic ceremonial centers, re- 
flected in portrayals of captives and in 
the magnificence of the centers them- 
selves, would have induced priest- 
leaders to divert all possible labor capi- 
tal to the aggrandizement of these 
"cities" in order to outdo rivals. 

Fourth, a growing upper class, for 
which there is good evidence in the 
Maya archeological record of the Late 
Classic period, would hlave increased 
economic strains on the society. 

Fifth, long-distance trade, for both 
utility and luxury goods, was a hazard 
as well as a benefit to the stability of 
Maya society. It brought this very con- 
servative society into contact with the 
more dynamic and aggressive nations 
of the central Mexican uplands. With 
their professionalized merchant groups, 
backed by military force, these people 
were formidable competitors for the 
Maya. 

The fifth factor may be viewed, of 
course, as one either of internal stress 
or of external pressure; and the sym- 
posium group had considerable debate 
over the relative importance of inter- 
nal versus external forces in examin- 
ing the Maya Classic collapse and its 
causes. The hypothesis which eventually 
emerged, and for which there was 
general consensus, attempted to con- 
sider, evaluate, and integrate these two 

sets of forces. It was based on the 
assumption that the Maya Classic ex- 
posure to, and pressure from, Maya 
nonclassic groups on its western 
frontier put in motion a series of 
disastrous events. The combined "ex- 
ternal-internal" hypothesis is strongly 
favored by the west-to-east movement 
of the events of the collapse. Thus, 
Piedras Negras was the first of the 
great centers to be abandoned-at 
about A.D. 790. This was concurrent 
with, or was followed very shortly 
thereafter by, the appearance of the 
radically new pottery tradition of the 
Fine Paste wares. These Fine Orange 
and Fine Gray styles, which are pre- 
sumed to have been manufactured in 
the western Maya lowland peripheries 
of Tabasco, were then carried farther 
east, so that in a center such as Tikal, 
Fine Orange pottery did not come in 
until the cultural decline was well ad- 
vanced and the site was semiabandoned 
in about A.D. 870. A still different pat- 
tern of occurrence is seen at Seibal in 
the southern Peten, where Fine Paste 
ceramics appeared at about A.D. 830 
and were associated with a short-lived 
architectural and monumental renais- 
sance. During this brief Seibal flores- 
cence the arts show a fusion between 
the Maya Classic style and a new ico- 

nography that can be associated with 
the Fine Orange pottery and, very 
probably, with foreign invaders from 
the west. 

The hypothesis of a Maya Classic 
decline and collapse precipitated by 
contacts and pressures from foreign 
elements on its western boundaries is 
consistent with disruptions that a deli- 
cately balanced socioeconomic system 
might undergo from small bands of in- 
truders who are expert in violence, are 
eager to dominate trade and tribute, 
and are ignorant of the native values. 
All of the internal stresses and weak- 
nesses within Maya society would have 
been exacerbated. Breakdowns in trad- 
ing networks and regional agricultural 
failures would have led to population 
movements which, in turn, would have 
overloaded other regional agricultural 
resources, with resulting famine and 
the spread of disease. Intercity rivalries 
would have been played upon by the 
foreigners. 

Such disturbances continued over the 
century or more of decline, from A.D. 
790 to 950, and probably resulted in 
such population depletion that the 
hierarchial structure of the old society 
could not be reestablished. Certainly, 
there was no significant recovery of the 
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