ISSUE 8

Did Environmental Factors Cause
the Collapse of Maya Civilization?

YES: David Drew, from The Lost Chronicles of the Maya Kings
(University of California Press, 1999)

NO: Payson D. Sheets, from “Warfare in Ancient Mesoamerica: A
Summary View,” in M. Kathryn Brown and Travis W. Stanton, eds.,
Ancient Mesoamerican Warfare (AltaMira Press, 2003)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Writer and documentary presenter David Drew emphasizes
environmental factors and their effects on Maya civilization as pri-
marily responsible for its collapse.

NO: Anthropology professor Payson Sheets stresses military expan-
sion as a potential cause of the Maya collapse.

> notable civilization from long ago wrote in hieroglyphs, developed an
accurate calendar, built pyramid-like structures to honor its gods, practiced
polytheism with gods represented by animal imagery, and advanced in areas
such as mathematics and astronomy. These characteristics could describe the
ancient Egyptians. But here they are used to describe the Mayas of Mesoamerica,
who established a New World civilization a millennium before the arrival of
Europeans. Before their invasion, this Amerindian civilization was in a state
of decline. The Spanish conquistadors, following in Christopher Columbus’s foot-
steps, subdued all of Mesoamerica in the sixteenth century and completely
destroyed what remained of its civilization. The result of this Spanish action,
aided by uncontrolled ecological growth that covered what remained, was
the disappearance of this once highly advanced civilization. It would remain
obscured until it was rediscovered in the nineteenth century by explorers seek-
ing to find the lost civilization of the ancient Mayas.

Within the last century, work by archaeologists, linguists, and scientists
has not only exposed what remains of the Maya grandeur but, by deciphering
their language, has uncovered the secrets of their advanced civilization. The
continuing discoveries have inspired regular assessments of earlier theories. It
was once thought, for example, that Mayas were cmmnmm:_ people, with little

now tell us that this was not true. As far as the Mayas are concerned, today’s
theory is only as good as the latest archaeological discovery or linguistic deci-
pherment, both ongoing processes. )

In spite of the wealth of information about the Mayas we now possess,
there are still questions that have not been definitively answered. One of the
most important questions is what caused the decline of Maya civilization?
Maya scholars have developed theories regarding its decline, using the best
evidence presently available. However, a consensus has not yet been reached.

This issue seeks to explore the two major theories involving the Mayan
decline: (1) It occurred due to internal political, social, and environmental
factors that the Mayas could not or would not control; (2) The demise was
brought about by factors caused by excessive militarism, which first resulted
in territorial expansion and later in weakness and eventual decline. Compli-
cating the search for answers to the cause(s) of the Maya demise are the local/
regional differences present in the Maya city-states. Were factors present in the
Northern Lowlands states present in their Southern counterparts? And what
about their Highland brethren? Could different conditions and circumstances
in each area have produced a variety of reasons for their decline? And within
a region, can we be sure that the factors that led to one city-states’s demise
were also responsible for the collapse of others? The possibility exists that each
political entity may have had its own unique set of circumstances which con-
tributed to its decline and fall.

In spite of these intrinsic difficulties, Maya scholars continue to explore
potential reasons for the civilization’s collapse. Both the internal conditions
and outside forces theories are considered by David Drew and Payson D. Sheets.
In the selections that follow, Drew considers internal stresses—overpopulation,
agricultural scarcities, disease, natural disasters—to be the major factors respon-
sible for the collapse of the Maya city-states. Sheets represents those scholars
emphasizing the warlike nature of the Mayas and the effects it may have had
on the Maya collapse. Future archaeological work in Central America is likely
to shed more light on the reasons for the Maya decline.




