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Directions: Carefully and critically read the following excerpts from Collapse by Jared Diamond, and then answer the two prompts in the margin.
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[…]Pick the most interesting factor that lead to the collapse of the Maya. Research. Analyze the factor further. List 3 new pieces of information from one source (informally cite the source).
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‘was no useful unoccupied land in the vicinity on which to begin anew, and the
whole population could ot be accommodated n the few arcas that continued o
have reliable water supplics.

‘As our fifth strand, we have fo wonder why the kings and nobles filed to
recognize and solve these scemingly obvious problems undermining their
society. Their attenton was evidently focused on their shortterm concerns of
enriching themselves, waging wars, erecting monuments, competing with cach
other, and extracting cnough food from the peasants to support all those
activites. Like most leaders throughout human history. the Maya kings and
nobles did not heed long-temn problems, insofar as they perceived them. We
shallreturn to this theme in Chapter 14.

Finally, while we still have some ofher past societies o consider in ths book
before we switch our attention to the moder world, we must already be struck
by some parallels between the Maya and the past societies discussed in Chapters
24 As on Easter Islnd, Mangareva, and among the Anasazi, Maya
environmental and population problems led to increasing warfare and civil strife
As on Easter Isand and at Chaco Canyon, Maya peak population numbers were
followed swilly by poliical and social collapse. Parallling the eventual
extension of agriculture from Easter Iskand's coastal lowlands (o its uplands, and
from the Mimbres floodplain to the hills, Copan's inhabitants aso expanded
from the floodplain to the more Fagile hll slopes, leaving them with a larger
‘Population o feed when the agricultural boom in the hills went bust. Like Easter
Island chiefs erecting ever larger satues, eventually crowned by pukao, and like
Anasazi elite treating themselves to necklaces of 2,000 turguoise beads, Maya
Kings sought o outdo each other with more and more impressive femples, cov-
ered with thicker and thicker plster—reminiscent in turn of the extravagant
conspicuous consumption by modern American CEOs. The passivity of Easter
chiefs and Maya kings in the face of the real big threats to their societies
‘completes our list of disquieting paralcls.
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realized that these were not the work of savages (in their words) but of a
vanished high civilization. They recognized that some of the carvings on the
stone monuments constituted writing, and they correctly guessed that it re-
lated historical events and the names of people. On his return, Stephens
‘wiote two travel books, illustrated by Catherwood and describing the ruins,
that became best sellers.

A few quotes from Stephens's writings will give a sense of the romantic
‘appeal of the Maya: "The city was desolate. No remnant of this race hangs
round the ruins, with traditions handed down from father to son and from
‘generation to generation. It lay before us like a shattered bark in the midst
ofthe ocean, her mast gone, her name effaced, her crew perished, and none
to tell whence she came, to whom she belonged, how long on her journey,
or what caused her destruction.... Architecture, sculpture, and painting, all
the arts which embellish life, had flourished in this overgrown forest; ora-
tors, warriors, and statesmen, beauty, ambition, and glory had lived and
‘passed away, and none knew that such things had been, or could tell of their
past existence.... Here were the remains of a cultivated, polished, and pe-
culiar people, who had passed through all the stages incident to the rise and
fall of nations; reached their golden age, and perished... We went up to
their desolate temples and fallen alars; and wherever we moved we saw the
evidence of their taste, their skill in arts. .. We called back into life the
strange people who gazed in sadness from the wall; pictured them, in fanci-
ful costumes and adorned with plumes of feather, ascending the terraces of
the palace and the steps leading to the temples.... In the romance of the
‘world' history nothing ever impressed me more forcibly than the spectacle
of this once great and lovely city, overtumed, desolate, and lost,... over-
‘grown with trees for miles around, and without even a name to distinguish
" Those sensations are what tourists drawn to Maya ruins sill feel today,
and why we find the Maya collapse so fascinating.

‘The Maya story has several advantages for all of us interested in prehis-
toric collapses. First, the Maya written records that have survived, although
frustratingly incomplete, are still useful for reconstructing Maya history in
much greater detail than we can reconstruct Easter Island, or even Anasazi
history with its tree rings and packrat middens. The great art and architec-
ture of Maya cities have resulted in far more archacologists studying the
Maya than would have been the case if they had just been illiterate hunter-
‘gatherers living in archaeologically invisible hovels. Climatologists and pa-
leoecologists have recently been able to recognize several signals of ancient
climate and environmental changes that contributed to the Maya collapse.
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CHAPTER 5

The Maya Collapses

Moysteries of lost cities m The Maya environment m Maya agriculture m
Maya history m Copan * Complexities of collapses m Wars and
droughts m Collapse in the southern lowlands m The Maya message m

Maya civilization that collapsed over a thousand years ago in Mexico's

Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent parts of Central America. All of us
love a romantic mystery, and the Maya offer us one at our doorstep, almost
as close for Americans as the Anasazi ruins. To visit a former Maya city, we
need only board a direct flight from the U.S. to the modern Mexican state
capital city of Merida, jump into a rental car or minibus, and drive an hour
on a paved highway (map, p. 161).

Today, many Maya ruins, with their great temples and monuments, still
lie surrounded by jungle, far from current human settlement (Plate 12). Yet
they were once the sites of the New World's most advanced Native Ameri-
can civilization before European arrival, and the only one with extensive de-
ciphered written texts. How could ancient peoples have supported urban
societies in areas where few farmers eke out a living today? The Maya cities
impress us not only with that mystery and with their beauty, but also be-
cause they are "pure” archaeological sites. That is, their locations became
depopulated, so they were not covered up by later buildings as were so
many other ancient cities, like the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan (now buried
under modern Mexico City) and Rome.

Maya cities remained deserted, hidden by trees, and virtually unknown
to the outside world until rediscovered in 1839 by a rich American law-
yer named John Stephens, together with the English draftsman Frederick
Catherwood. Having heard rumors of ruins in the jungle, Stephens got
President Martin Van Buren to appoint him ambassador to the Confedera-
tion of Central American Republics, an amorphous political entity then
extending from modem Guatemala to Nicaragua, as a front for his archaco-
logical explorations. Stephens and Catherwood ended up exploring 44 sites
and cities. From the extraordinary quality of the buildings and the art, they

By now, millions of modem tourists have visited ruins of the ancient
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realized that these were not the work of savages (in their words) but of a
vanished high civilization. They recognized that some of the carvings on the
stone monuments constituted writing, and they correctly guessed that it re-
lated historical events and the names of people. On his return, Stephens
wrote two travel books, illustrated by Catherwood and describing the ruins,
that became best sellers.

A few quotes from Stephens's writings will give a sense of the romantic
appeal of the Maya: "The city was desolate. No remnant of this race hangs
round the ruins, with traditions handed down from father to son and from
generation to generation. It lay before us like a shattered bark in the midst
of the ocean, her mast gone, her name effaced, her crew perished, and none
to tell whence she came, to whom she belonged, how long on her journey,
or what caused her destruction.... Architecture, sculpture, and painting, all
the arts which embellish life, had flourished in this overgrown forest; ora-
tors, warriors, and statesmen, beauty, ambition, and glory had lived and
passed away, and none knew that such things had been, or could tell of their
past existence.... Here were the remains of a cultivated, polished, and pe-
culiar people, who had passed through all the stages incident to the rise and
fall of nations; reached their golden age, and perished.... We went up to
their desolate temples and fallen altars; and wherever we moved we saw the
evidence of their taste, their skill in arts. ... We called back into life the
strange people who gazed in sadness from the wall; pictured them, in fanci-
ful costumes and adorned with plumes of feather, ascending the terraces of
the palace and the steps leading to the temples.... In the romance of the
world's history nothing ever impressed me more forcibly than the spectacle
of this once great and lovely city, overturned, desolate, and lost,... over-
grown with trees for miles around, and without even a name to distinguish
it." Those sensations are what tourists drawn to Maya ruins still feel today,
and why we find the Maya collapse so fascinating.

The Maya story has several advantages for all of us interested in prehis-
toric collapses. First, the Maya written records that have survived, although
frustratingly incomplete, are still useful for reconstructing Maya history in
much greater detail than we can reconstruct Easter Island, or even Anasazi
history with its tree rings and packrat middens. The great art and architec-
ture of Maya cities have resulted in far more archacologists studying the
Maya than would have been the case if they had just been illiterate hunter-
gatherers living in archacologically invisible hovels. Climatologists and pa-
Ieoecologists have recently been able to recognize several signals of ancient
climate and environmental changes that contributed to the Maya collapse.
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into the Central Peten, building up its population to about 300,000 in the
1980s, and ushering in a new era of deforestation and erosion. Today, half of
the Peten is once again deforested and ecologically degraded. One-quarter
of all the forests of Honduras were destroyed between 1964 and 1989.

To summarize the Classic Maya collapse, we can tentatively identify five
strands. I acknowledge, however, that Maya archaeologists still disagree vig-
orously among themselves—in part, because the different strands evidently
varied in importance among different parts of the Maya realm; because de-
tailed archaeological studies are available for only some Maya sites; and be-
cause it remains puzzling why most of the Maya heartland remained nearly
empty of population and failed to recover after the collapse and after re-
growth of forests.

With those caveats, it appears to me that one strand consisted of popula-
tion growth outstripping available resources: a dilemma similar to the one
foreseen by Thomas Malthus in 1798 and being played out today in Rwanda
(Chapter 10), Haiti (Chapter 11), and elsewhere. As the archaeologist David
Webster succinctly puts it, "Too many farmers grew too many crops on 00
much of the landscape." Compounding that mismatch between population
and resources was the second strand: the effects of deforestation and hillside
erosion, which caused a decrease in the amount of useable farmland at a
time when more rather than less farmland was needed, and possibly exacer-
bated by an anthropogenic drought resulting from deforestation, by soil nu-
trient depletion and other soil problems, and by the struggle to prevent
bracken ferns from overrunning the fields.

The third strand consisted of increased fighting, as more and more peo-
ple fought over fewer resources. Maya warfare, already endemic, peaked just
before the collapse. That is not surprising when one reflects that at least
5,000,000 people, perhaps many more, were crammed into an area smaller
than the state of Colorado (104,000 square miles). That warfare would have
decreased further the amount of land available for agriculture, by creating
no-man's lands between principalities where it was now unsafe to farm.
Bringing matters to a head was the strand of climate change. The drought at
the time of the Classic collapse was not the first drought that the Maya had
lived through, but it was the most severe. At the time of previous droughts,
there were still uninhabited parts of the Maya landscape, and people at a site
affected by drought could save themselves by moving to another site. How-
ever, by the time of the Classic collapse the landscape was now full, there




