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ists. Many different opinions exist regarding the mean;
‘aning

arChanIOg .
ce of societal change.

6 and significan
The dramatic and visible changes that occurred in ancestral

Maya society during the eighth and ninth centuries Invite social

: : 11? '
rs and Chrnatologlcal Peril: heorists (and lately Hollywood movie producers) to speculate about

Bellicose Rule |
f profound societal transformation. Political and envi

| the causes © .
ngnty-Fzrst-Centum Woes on . onmental concerns that exist in our world today, and leaders who
unresponsive to pressing social and economic issues as well as

Retrofitting .
Eighth-Century Maya Soctety o

impending climatic change, often assume a prominent place in our
Patricia A. McAnany and B o of the past. But how can we know if such speculation
Tomas Gallareta Negr on’ I hits close to or f.alls sho.rt of tbe markr. Archaeologists try to know the

past by examining various different lines of evidence. If ideas about
why or how a society changed are correct, then we should be able to
collect pertinent evidence from more than one source. For instance,
if a society collapsed because of a drought, then we should find not
only abandoned settlements but also evidence of both malnourish-

[n 2007, movie producer/director Mel Gibson “treated” audiences

to a spectacularly inaccurate portrayal of ancient Maya civilization.

Called Apocalypto, the movie depicted Maya rulers and priests as blood- |
thirsty savages and Maya farmers as hunters and gatherers; a Spanish
galleon drifting somewhere off the coast of the Yucatan Peninsula
seemed the only salvation available to the Comanche and Yaqui actor |

Rudy Youngblood and his brave young wife and two children.' Why
does it matter that ancestral Maya society was depicted in such an | How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed? the root causes behind the

ment in human remains and land desertification, which might be
detected in deep core samples of lakes. If multiple lines of evidence
don’t point in the same direction, then it is likely that the conclusion
IS not correct.

For instance, according to Jared Diamond’s popular book Collapse:

unflattering fashion? Who cares that the killing fields through which
Youngblood stumbled are hauntingly similar to the places where Maya
men, women, and children were exhumed from mass graves created
during the Guatemalan Maya genocide of the 1g80s?* Gibson makes
movies that are entertaining and action packed; he does not claim
that his movies are historically accurate, only that they portray the
universality of human emotions — in this case fear ot apocalypse Of
the total destruction of society. While he 1s correct that humans arc

fascinated by the cyclic nature of what historians and archaeologists
p]e 1nto

and the

-aCL,

c:al.l civilization - the extreme centralization of power and peo
Fltles, .the construction of colossal monumental architecture,
1nvent1.on and spread of a written script — inevitably cities contl
po.wer Is loosened, monumental architecture falls into disrepail;
?vntten .languages die. Does this mean that the leaders hehind
impressive achievements failed, or did they just change in 1‘c'SP0"St;
to a changing world? This is not an easy quéslion for historian> L

and

hese
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alleged eighth-to-ninth-century Maya “collapse” can be found with
rulers — divine kings — who subjected their constituents to ceaseless
cycles of warfare while ignoring signs of societal distress and clima-
tological trends that compromised the livelihood of food producers.
DO?S this explanation, which seems to be an apt description of U.S.
*0Ciety during the first decade of the twenty-first century, indicate an
4hcanny similarity between the past and present, or afl attempt to
Tetroﬁt the past on to the present? As archaeologists who have stud-
:i;;‘:sremains of ancestral Maya society col?ec.tively. for over fox.lr
e pres,e we hope that knowledge of past .soc1et1es. will resontate 1'111
edge of t;lt and mtjorm the future, but the mtersectlo.n of o.u‘r Lrllouc-i-
delicare 'ue past with our c.urrent societal .pro.blems is alc1;1t1ca' ialn
acaden, iJc ZCtllre that requires careful na\flgatlon. Popular as \\.e as
ccounts provided by Gibson, Diamond, and others can

Sensat .
“Uonalize and decontextualize the past. Based on a narrow range

Of SO C
r . . . . o - g™ = y —— y .
CS, tlley develoP SllTlpllS[lC hlS[OI‘lC&l narratives that \\hlle
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FIGURE 6.1 Maya region showing archaeological sites mentioned i
promlpent c!escendant populations (name of Mayan languaget BT
cated in capital letters). (Illustration by Josh Feola)

qul'te easily digested - overlook the extraordinary resilic] .
SOCleti.es. By glossing over significant evidence that contradic®
sce.nano of eighth-century Maya doom and by imputing P ers({ﬂ
traits such as passivity to Maya rulers, popular writers tell astory

Bellicose Rulers and Climatological Peril?

. . e AT . €re an alterna-
tive perspective on Classic Maya social change by critically reviewing

the lines of evidence upon which many collapse scenarios are based:

1) Escalating wartare

g2) Out-of-control population growth

g) Environmental degradation

4) Drought

5) Effectiveness of divine rulership and

6) Changes in spheres of trade and influence.

Often considered the archetypal example of societal collapse and
environmental catastrophe, ancestral Maya society provides a mirror
for our contemporary gaze into the past. In light of this high profile,
Wwe believe that it is critically important to examine the data carefully.
In EVEry respect the ancestors of seven million contemporary Mayan-
Speaking people of southern México and Central America were a
phenomenal American success story, and their deep history deserves
o be examined with great concern for consistency and the goodness-
Of-‘ﬁt between our ideas about the past and trends displayed by the
tVidence that we systematically collect from the field.

SCALATING WARFARE?

Sﬁlcf? poe 1980s Maya epigraphers have made great strides in deci-
Ilzloesl:ng t?e hieroglyphic script of ancestral Maya soc.iety.4 One of. the
of thepfl:;()hﬁc literate peoples of pre-Columbian America, Maya scribes

'St millennium c.g. carved and painted hundreds, if not thou-

ds la
» ba, or ka. The syllabic elements were compound

. | | :
-phlcauy to form beautiful hieroglyphic strings that were red

of the
ight, often as two-column text. The names of some
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oduced 1n (his discussion are phonetic translatiop, of

ya glyphs: The earliest kn.own M;lya hieroglyphs e
bed during the Preclassic period, around g el

continued through the sixteenth-century SPZlnig‘l',,
int conquistadors and missionaries repoyy (‘)n

Maya rulers intr
sequences of Ma
painted and 1nscrl

and Maya literacy

. cursions, at which po “
the confiscation and burning of countless Maya fan-fold codex-sty]e

books. Currently only four codices are known to exist. The hylk o
known hieroglyphic texts = carved in stone and painted on Pottery -
date to a 250-year period from 600 to 850 C.E., otherwise knowp (,
archaeologists as the Late Classic period.

Late Classic Maya hieroglyphic texts contain many references (,
martial events and captive taking, such as the extraordinary account of
a ruler of Quirigua (an ancestral Maya capital located on the Motagua
River in Guatemala) called K'ahk™ Tiliw Chan Yoaat (Sky Smoking
Tapir), who in 738 C.E. captured and beheaded the ruler of nearby
Copan (in Honduras), who bore the regal name of Waxaklajuun
Ub'aah Kawiil (He of the Eighteen God Images).” This account
is unusual for two reasons: (1) Quirigua had been a vassal polity of
Copan but clearly was forcibly making a bid for autonomy and (2) as
the illustrated glyphic inscription indicates, the captured ruler was
executed. Increasingly, it appears that rulers captured during mar
tial conflict were held for tribute ransom, and some eventually were
returned to their home kingdom.” Such strategies of martial conflict
are analogous to later medieval European warfare and rarely were
conclusive militarily, although they could be devastating economically
for the polity from whom a ruler had been captured. Unlike modern
warfare in which political leaders as well as military generals rarffly
participate in actual combat, Maya rulers participated in ma.fl al
combat, took captives, and were taken captive in what was essenti2 y
hand-to-hand combat. Later, Spanish accounts of militar
_With indigenous peoples of the Maya and Aztec worlds des :
Intimate nature of conflict and the emphasis on captive tztkir1g, fﬂ‘:‘i[
than killing, among non-Spanish warriors, One can imug‘.nc ;1;]]
Maya rulers did not Initiate martial conflict against another king@®
unless victory seemed probable since there was great pe "
'mer.u in the conflict on the part of the ruler. Of courst, at ;my’
HHHme a ruler could be forced into a defensive military engas”
by a martial artack

point
mcnl
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== = |

S SYURE .2 Stela |, showing K'ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yoaat (Sky Smoking Tapir),

ruler .Of a political capital now called Quirigua (located in Guatemala). As

gescrl}?ed in. t_hc two-column hieroglyphic text of Stela | (on right), in 798

kin. :l ¢ Quirigua ruler captured and beheaded the ruler nf the ncarh‘y

Lo 840m of Copdn. (After Looper 2000: 103-104; courtesy of Matthew G.
oper)

Did this type of conflict spiral out of control and bring down the

Con ' _ B : . 5 Mat | ~ ur-
Beries of participating Maya kingdoms? Many point to @ |

- | ' T s 1.ecic hier hic
alited Increase in martial accounts within Late (Classic hieroglyp

7 | . -ose Maya rulers
% a5 evidence to support an ignoble end to bellicose Maya I'

i e Classic corpus 1s
Sim their constituents. But, in all honesty, the Lat€ Clas.slcl O l; |
.ciphered than kar

e extensive and more completely deciphered th % y

True, there arc

]as ' -
8 . ‘. . - i
'€ texts or the more recent Postclassic script:

mOl‘e }
Sic] 4€counts of warfare in Late Classic teXts, but
activ

they exist along-

Sm , P vy, For instance,
OT¢ accounts of every category of royal )
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FIGURE 6.3 Stela 24 from Naranjo, Guatemala, showing Lady Wak Chanl

Ajaw (Lady Six Sky). (Adapted by Josh Feola)

nd in Late ClassiC

many more statements of royal marriages are fou i
uler of a dynd

texts, including an account of the daughter ofar Lo
center called Dos Pilas who in 682 c.E. married Into the el.]e;ered;
royal line of a site called Naranjo. Her name 1s not fully deClEear no
she is known as Lady Wak Chanil Ajaw (Lady SiX Sky). Ve ht dowl
one suggesting that an increase in arranged marriages brougted
Maya society. But, in fact, warfare and marriage are twWo retd
egies for territorial expansion and strategic alliance. oo impact
Certainly, we need a long-term index of the fre(l”en.cy‘il ;
of Late Classic warfare in relation to what came before
before we can invoke it as cause for the end of th
Unlike the warrior aristocracy that emerged in Bronz

Bellicose Rulers and Climatological Peril?

Furope attested in the weaponry buried i, W
e Classic Maya rulers were buried with weap

we know that they did participate in battles. Instead, they might b
<hown holding a spear as on Stela 2 from Aguateca. Gufiitemg] t be
Jescribed hieroglyphically as “he of the tmany captives,” as on Piedrax
Negras Stela 12; but these depictions are politica] Statements, [n 20:( S
George W. 'Bush posed for photographs wearing a military flight gui
on the deck of an aircraft carrier after U.S. and alljed troops (;ap-
ured Baghdad. The tragically apocryphal text banner that accom-
panied President Bush dressed as a warrior proclaimed “Mission
Accomplished.” But we would never suggest that George Bush was
an air force fighter pilot; rather, he was a political leader who repre-
sented the triumph of U.S. military might over a despotic ruler. The
message of symbolic representation is not always transparent.

If warfare during Late Classic Maya times was as frequent as it was
during Medieval European times, then one might expect to find the

aITIOrS — very f
/

0 ,
s, even though

d, Or

ruins of fortifications and moat-and-ditch systems and the remains
of houses clustered inside such defensive fortifications. There is
some evidence of such features, including a moat around the central
core of monumental architecture at Becan, a low ditch-and-berm
feature defining the border of parts of the venerable old capital of
Tikal, and evidence for the dismantling of the core architecture of
Dos Pilas in an attempt to build a defensive wall that clearly post-
dated the primary use of the site.® Also, archaeologists have found
human bone of elite and possibly royal i dividuals unceremoniously
deposited — that is, not in tomb interments — at sites such as Yaxuna,
Cancuen, Colha, and Hershey.? Frankly, it is not clear whether t.hese
buman remains can be attributed to the killing of royal fami11€.5 ¥
Just as the ruling Romanov family was executed during the Russian
S Volution — or whether the bones came from despoiled al.ICGStl(:I:
s Ofen sone sla o s e und s ¢ 14
» Such as at Dzibilchaltiin, which suggests V19 €1

10 e , : nd 1mag-
g lulmg dynasties. Within societies 11 which bones 4 5

¢ mbs and
fy of ancestors al charge, ancestor O

. Either execution

1 carry a potent politic

Ma :
8€S can become targets of martial conquest.

Of a ,
foyal family or despoiling a royal ancestor

be tia]l conflict

tn rg ~ - .+ is that martid

| Oted in hostiliti 1e main point 15 tHe :
10stilities. The main poi=t nd humans were

hrine would have
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FIGUREG.4 Martialaspects of rulers: (left) Stela 2 from Aguateca, Guaterpala,
showing a ruler holding a spear; (right) Stela 12, Piedras Negras, showmgaﬁtl
ruler seated above a sea of captives and containing a hieroglyphic text t6~-
describes him as “he of the many captives.” (Stela 2 after Graham 1977

rd
Stela 12 after Maler 1970-1976, both courtesy of Peabody MuseuIt Kbt
University)

n righ[S

treated in ways that today we would characterize as a humd nces-

abuse. In this respect ancestral Maya were no different from @
tral Europeans or Asians. Throughout the Late Classic,
bulk of the population of Maya farmers lived disper sed tl
the countryside and only occasionally congregated into
cities. The extent to which the lives of rural Classic MaY? unal”
families were imperiled by interdynastic conflict remains a-
swered question.

the

ul
1r0UghO
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while a graduate student at the University of Neyw Mexico, the sep;
, the senijor

author particip 88 L her firstMaya archaeology pro;
called Pulltrouser Swamp in Belize. Her assignme
terrain on the southeastern side of the swamp and to mgp 41 1
nounds thatshe encountered. Small earthen moun ( p all the
in height) were considered “house mounds” - actually, low platforms
ghek which perishable structures of pole and thatch had been conl

structed long ago (knowing just how long ago required excavation,
which came after survey and mapping). Higher and longer mounds
might be the remains of a palace complex, which often were com.
posed of stone houses with vaulted roofs also built of stone. Conical
mounds, often quite tall, with small apices were considered shrines
or pyramids, depending on their height. Not surprisingly, wherever
there was high ground around the perimeter of Pulltrouser Swamp,
there were house mounds with a few shrines built on tall pyramidal
platforms as well. When tested with an excavation unit, most mounds
revealed evidence of Late Classic construction and occupation, often
with underlying and earlier construction units as well. The swamp
itself had undergone significant modification in the form of island
fields that had been created by digging canals and building up land
Surfaces to create a suitable surface for planting crops.” Suddenly it
became apparent that both high, dry lands as well as wetlands had
Eeen .PFOfOundly modified during the 2,000 years that Maya P?OPIe
(ficli] lived and tarmed around this site that we came to.call I:l ax::
5 C(;Wed fields).'* Because K’axob is not part of a large C“Y[(})lr aerr:ost
2,000nter but rather a hinterland or rural settlement :11 A
fact th};ial;)s QR it provides an excell.ent e)‘{? diIs) ersed -
» by Late Classic times, there was extensive — 1t CI5P

Sett
lemen throughout the Maya Lowlands.
mates for the Maya

Or no nd Onresldeﬂtlal use€. .
Nncon ancy and Il
up temporary occupancy S rala final Late
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FIGURE 0.5 Large Classic period house platform at the Sibun valley site of
Cedar Bank, Belize. (Photo by P. A. McAnany)
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FIGURE 6.6 C
.+ O, anal and adjace et | | . cape M
and idjacent l’l‘“"'“ﬁ-’, surfaces from landscal (|’ll““’

tion of wet|: -
(l < . ’ .
lands 1,000-2,000 years ago at Maya site of K axob, BellZe:

by P. A, McAnum')
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Classic construction unit, this procedure for estimating popul
ST % . g Populatior
e although only an estimate with mnany sources of error } ol n
i i . : T =18 tairly
straightfol‘wald for the Late Classic but becomes Increasingly diffi
| ' » ; Iy 1 1=

Hon (which allows ground-truthing of estimates) has been conducted
Nonetheless, this procedur? has yielded population estimates as hicrh.
25 150 persons per s.quare kqometer.':s In 1998 the U.S. Census Bure:m
reported a populatlon. density of 2,858 persons per square kilometer
(7,400 PeT square mile) for Los Angeles, California, considerably
higher than in the Late Classic Maya lowlands. Industrial-era urban
population densities are much higher than those that existed in the
political capitals of nonindustrial states; the term high population growth
qust be considered within its historical context.

Some students of Maya archaeology have written of this expansive
settlement as indicative of runaway population growth that resulted
in severe and irrevocable environmental degradation.'t Often said to
have supported the highest populations on record for a nonindustrial
tropical environment, the Maya Lowlands produced food at peak pro-
ductivity during Late Classic times, and that undoubtedly entailed
significant landscape modification, such as the reclaimed wetlands
described above. But recent studies of landscape modification, soils,
and pollen cores by physical geographers Nicholas Dunning and
Timothy Beach indicate that the predominant agricultural features
of the Late Classic are those of conservation — terrace walls to con-
trol soil erosion, check dams to funnel water across dry slopes, and
% forth.'> In other words, Maya farmers of the Late Classic seem O
have been doing all that they could to prevent land degradation and
Pfomote soil retention and lfertility. So population growth does not
Hecessarily lead to land degradation, although a large population of
armers ineVitabl}" will make a meound impact on their environment

eve BN B o X v ’ ) )
¢ tunder a sustainable regime of land use such as appeal
Or 2’00() }](.\v(llq

-ed to exast

Al s in the Maya region.
ok hough tropical studies of pollen are hamp¢
OPlCa] (ree

red by the fact that

- i tle . (tropical trees
Species tend to produce Very little pollen (troj

are ) 9 ' » .
X | 0““"(“‘-(‘.(1 l)y' insects rather than wind), the po -0
Nd ey Classic forest cover
United States

[len found 10 lake
as
U diminjished 10 Just as the first pilgrims 10 the

def; veate NE
Orect . _and to creaté
‘ested New England for firewood and timbet and ¢
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and pastures, SO Maya farmers diminished the forests

Mexico and upper Central America, beginning around
before the Common Era. And like New England, where Certain 1,
stands were preserved for construction materials and firewo g SS
the Late Classic Maya Lowlands appears to have been comp ’
of a mosaic of forest, fields, and wetlands, so that some refey to the
contemporary tropical forests of the Maya region as a “fery] foresy”
that has been altered in favor of economic species such as mahogany
cacao (chocolate), and many fruit trees.' ’
Consider that the United States is a bit over 200 years of age, yet
we have transformed and often desecrated a landscape that Stretches
“from sea to shining sea.” For ancestral Maya society, archaeologists
have documented a 2,000-year history of management of 3 complex
environmental mosaic.'® We would refer to that as “how a society
chose to succeed” rather than the reverse. In fact, recent landscape
analyses indicate that if Maya farmers in fact responded to an envi-

of SOuthey,,
=,000 Years

0Sed

ronmental crisis, it happened much earlier, around 100-200 C.E..
when massive changes in land use resulted in the transformation of
interior lakes into wetlands. By the Late Classic period, there seems
to have been in place a resilient conservation ethic regarding soil and
water management in this heterogeneous tropical landscape.

DID DROUGHT CAUSE THE ABANDONMENT OF
MAYA CITIES?

In the documentary film An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore — with the
assistance of many charts and diagrams — drove home the messag¢
thatsocieties of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have achieved
the ability to create global climatic change that may not be ZEver
ible. The key question here, as with all societies, is whether ot no,t
our global “village” 1S sufﬁciently resilient to adapt to a changing Cl.l-
mate or to adopt changes that will halt or reverse permanent Clima“?
change. Because climatic change — especially torrential 1 ain Of nO:
enough rain - can he devastating to sedentary societies dependens
o.n agriculture and/or stock raising for their food (which inCh{de[
virtually all civilizations past and present), it provides a conveme:
and all-encompassing prime mover that can be invoked (0 exp]alle
social and political change. Without sufficient stores of food Ll

Ilicose Rulers and Climatological Peril?
Beitt

United Nations to distribute food flown in from the

orld societies might not have the resilience e
worlt ) |
{rought of several years.

g0, when all else fails to explain why socjet;

historians and archaeologists often turn o climatic

Drou |
we know from recent droughts in Africa and trom eighteenth

tury accounts of the Chilam Balam - Yucate

ghts, as the ultimate deus ex machina, can bhe dey

as

cen | . ¢ historical and
mythic accounts written in Mayan prose using a European alphabet

rmmediately before the sixteenth-century arrival of Spaniards, the
highland Aztecs faced several devastating droughts, but 2 drought
qsever caused the collapse of the Aztec empire: it took ambitious
Spanish warriors allied with disgruntled and coerced members of
the Triple Alliance to do that. Based on deep lake cores from the
Caribbean region, researchers have documented a shift to a region-
ally drier climate induced by changes in the El Nino-Southern
Oscillation (ENSO) tropical air mass during the eighth century.
Cores drilled into lakes in the Maya lowlands by paleo-ecologists
D. Hodell, J. Curtis, and M. Brenner have yielded evidence of a dry-
ing trend in limited parts of the Maya region but the evidence is not
widespread; nevertheless, the idea remains popular among physical
scientists.*® Analysis of the Usumacinta watershed by J. Gunn and
W. Folan concluded that this drainage (located in the western part
of the Maya region) was not affected by the ENSO oscillation.”
LOgically, if an alleged drought occurred at 760 C.E. and destabilized
the Lowland Maya world, then its effects should have been global
across the lowlands — with massive starvation and the downfall of
divine rulers in quick succession. Instead, the large political capitals
on the edges of the Maya world that sat astride 2 permanent water

- > “ . N - . ‘~rere
Source - Copan, Quirigua, Piedras Negras, and Yaxchilan
buildings and carv-

ates. Archaeologists
er and an

.SOme of the earliest to stop constructing new

Tng “Culpture with hieroglyphs and long-count d
fnterpret this cessation as a weakening of dynastic pow
lnability {0 command a large labor force or to sponsor scu 1
Calligraphers. In contrast, dynastic seats such as Tikal, Calakr;lm,
?:d varacol that are located in the interior of the Lowlan{ds ::;i ::(ﬁ;
loel‘ © 4re no rivers and water is seasonally in sh(Trt. suppl)ra—t-esr A
" In the northern Puuc hills — where there 15 NO W

Iptors and
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FIGURE 6.7 Palace of Labna constructed during the Late-Termjpg] Class;
period when a drought supposedly plagued the Maya Lowlands. (Photo bl}c

T. Gallareta N.)

other than rainwater stored in cisterns and aguadas — an ambitioys
phase of monumental construction, requiring huge amounts of
water for mixing plaster and mortar, was undertaken around 760
C.E., and there is no evidence of drought.*s So the pattern is complex
and abandonment of dynastic centers protracted over 125 years,
Change occurred and dynasties fell, but the cities most vulnerable
to drought exhibit a pattern of resilience — at least for a while. It is
thus unlikely that drought was a prime mover of societal change.

ARE DIVINE RULERS TO BLAME?

In most of today’s world, political leaders are elected. They may come
from an elite class, but they are chosen through a system of popular
vote and generally hold office for a prescribed period of time. Mayd
rulers, on the other hand, were born to a class of royalty and, 0n¢
enthroned, generally ruled until their death. Often, but not always
the eldest son might rule after the death of his father. Well befor¢ the
Lete Classic period, scribes began to refer to Maya rulers as huh'ul
a].af” (holy or divine lord), and so it seems that Maya rulers i nvokf.:d a
divine and sacred charter that underwrote and legitimized their 1ig"
to rule. Certainly there are many stelae (stone monoliths with s.culp}
ture and hieroglyphic texts) that depict rulers dressed 1n the gulse?
a Maya god and performi p ] logs! Cliffmd
Geors ing a public ritual. Anthropolos he trap”

Zamong others has characterized kings who take on

| Y
ln ¥ LT ]lrl (l
Piigsof divinity as wel] as elaborate and symbol-laden costumins
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fIGURE 6. 1 BN
Con 6.8 Jasaw Chan K awil I, divine ruler of Tikal from 682 to 734 c.E.
rtesy of Terry Rutledge)

h :
h:::;;l (i(riletohger 4ms .Of society.""*. This type of iconic kingship draws
fealm jg indic poetics of cosmic st.ructures., and ihe well-being of a
and the mon il by. the .eléiboratlon of kingly ritual pe.rfo.rmance
This COmpareunrlental.ity within which such performemce 1s situated.
S well with Maya divine rulership, the ritual dress worn

by M
dya r
Yarulers, ang the soaring temples and ornate palace structures

that fo.
A pied the badel‘Op for their kingly performances.

iSe;n ;:Lya:lave V.Vritten, divine kingship 1s a double-edged s:erc::’i[[
ler deljy, P! lvlle.ge and unlimited power but also derzall 5 i-ma
Of Miljt., . €I munificence to their people as would a god. : string

Uy defeats or seasonal droughts can do much to damage the

Cred:1. .
redlbllity of Vi bl for such
a divine ruler, who must shoulder the blame
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< there are good and bad elected leaders, e
Id have been good and not-so-good Maya ru.lers. from ]| Indjcy.
wol e ihinies with a large population to fee(, POSsib]e
tions, fgtrf)ughts’ -nd conflictive martial activity — would haye }, o i
;)12111;1 ging time in which to r.ule. Did .Late Classic Ma.yg.l rulers g,
ern sagely, or did they bury their head§ in sands of passnflty a8 society
collapsed around them? In Collapse, Diamond draws a direct Paralle]
between Late Classic rulers and twenty-first-century CEOs ang asserts
that both were and are far too preoccupied with short-term Persong|
gain. Perhaps this point of comparison 1s not too far off the mark, byt
how do we know? Just because rulers were heavily vested in ritual per-
formance and participated in martial conflict with neighboring King-
doms does not mean that they were ineffectual rulers who were not
concerned with the fertility of the lands within their kingdom and the

misfortune. Just 4

well-being of their people. The green quetzal feathers that adorned

the headdresses and backracks worn by Maya rulers symbolized fertil-
ity — a direct reference to the vitality of fresh corn plants. Statecraft
by divine rule does not predict an inability of rulers to respond to cri-
ses. Some would argue this point, which seems a specious argument

predicated upon the notion that democratic structures of governance
are the only ones truly capable of solving social problems. Immediate

and effective use of the Spanish judicial system during early Colonial

times by Maya people suggests that some type of preexisting represer-

tational governance existed in the Maya region.* If divine rulership s

to be blamed for the changes that occurred at the end of the Classic

period, then surely we must also point a finger at the English m.On
archy as a primary cause for the sun setting over the British empire:
Perhaps, like the British example, larger social processes need to b¢
addressed in order to properly contextualize change within Lhe
cosm that was Late Classic Maya society. S

Although the English monarchy figuratively still rules Britaill t n'
Sreat dynasties that ruled over the ancestral cities of the U
Ma}.'a Lowlands appear to have dissolved at the end of th.e

wide : ! €
l ly practiced. But monumental construction proje fre

5 : ‘

Caled back (Tulum and Mayapan are perfect examples ©

micro-

alSO W
dynastic
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vestment in colossal architecture), hiemglyphic |
: SCri
have been restricted to paper bark codices rather ¢ Pt appe
large stelae that contained naturalijsti, images of ]an Sculpt
‘ r'ulers

did not carry the kuhul ajaw (holy or divine lord) ¢;
Mayan, rulers were called halach win;p (true men) '

ars to
ed on
» and rulers

- litical crisis
ing that 2 po of some sort wag t€spons;j

circumstances have already been discussed, but there IS one fina]
| : . na
arena — that of economic change — that has yet to be considered

SHIFTS IN SPHERES OF TRADE AND INFLUENCE?

puring the nineteenth centur ¥, U.S. towns located astride railroad
lines boomed as tracks were laid across the continent. Now, as passen-
Settravel and cargo shipment via rails recede in Importance, towns
;::albgi:(fi)(:)rsl;;?or?:nsu lllggle t0 remain vital to c?mmercial acti.vity.
Opportunities and Si 4 (l)ng trade and transpor.tatlon routes pr.ov1des
7y e always has been a[.)p.ealmg to peop.le, Jl.m as
tVant to the Yp nd to cluster around airline hubs. How is this rel-
past:

Over
2 three decades ago, archaeologists such as Wyllys Andrews,

Jerem :
Y Sabloff, and William Rathje suggested that the term “Maya col-

l ”» .
Pi)psstil alsnslight b‘? 4 matter of perspective.*” Although Maya rulers of the
Period clearly scaled back on investment in monumental
Part 0: :::;Zallld there was a draw down of population in. the sou.thern
Tence ¢ m 8 an(.is’ Postclassic society was vibrant, particularly in ref-
endeq (o b: rlcantlle activity.*® Postclassic sites, such as co.astal Tulum:
n o el lz)cated Strategically, near the c.oast or.a major 'wztcfemt/:i
lraye] and tha € advantage of canoe navigation, w}.nch allowed fas :
as | 5 L ansport of larger cargo loads. Obviously canoe tra.\e
‘Mportant during the Classic period, but many of the major
€A —such ag Tikal and Calakmul —were landlocked and sup-
4 trains of porters carrying goods 1n backracks or tumplines.




FIGURE 0.9 Tulum, scaled-back Late Postclassic monumental architectyre
rediscovered in the nineteenth century by Stephens and Catherwood. (After
nineteenth-century watercolor by Frederick Catherwood)

As population levels decreased in the southern Lowlands, there wasa
corresponding rise in the number of people residing in tbe IlOl‘.ther n
part of the Yucatan Peninsula, which is more coastal in orientation as
itis bounded on the west and north by the Gulf of Mexico and on the
east by the Caribbean Sea. |

The engagement of elites with commercial activities 18 sz)r :
apparent during the Postclassic period than during the prece :,I:f
Classic period: clearly, priorities had shifted and new oppot ufni o
appeared. What Sabloff and Rathje did not realize decades ago lSinth
the shift actually occurred earlier and was well u nderway by the' ninal
S ATRUably'this transformation can be seen at La[.e-TC"";Cﬂn_
Classic sites i which the entan glement of ritual practice with me

L) Ne‘~,
s . » » . » ’ - - - ') ‘tlllc.
tile activitjes Was materialized in circular shrine architec

) ,l'[SO
' ~anoemell
architectural for rrang

ms often accompany new economic a alon€
and-a

Just think of the rise of “ATM architecture” - those small, S
. . % . ' - < ll()
bmldmgs from which cash is dispensed - that S‘g”“l‘d :

aue , . : A ) the
Puterization of the banking industry. Iy

' 4’ .(“ll
» » - '(.b( ‘ll
¢ the senior author and her !

cranstor
Sib[ll]

of

ulers and Climatological Peri]?
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FIGURE 0.10 Portion of an excavated circular shrine, Late to Termma‘
Classic period, Sibun Valley, Belize. (Photo by Kimberly Berry, courtesy of
Xibun Archaeological Research Project)

Pt »nuine in the
Fruiting cacao trees growing in

A, M(‘An;m)’)
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shrines dating to the ninth century g pcan found along the

of the river in a valley that today contains cacao groves, the &

ingredient of chocolate.3° Why are these shrines significant,
do archaeologists link them with mercantile activitieg?

Most Late Classic architecture 1s rectangular in plan, by ;

ern Yucatan at the Late-Terminal Classic capitals of both Ghic

x 1 large ?ircularshrines were built during the [ 4

period. Thought by n any to be linked to the highland Mexi
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ractices that were associated with it were con-
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‘adjacent to dynastic centers. Such economic and
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p‘ottc?ry and walls indicates that rul
Acquiring goods such a5 cacao, cotto
and quetzg] feathers that often were i

As we learn more about [ ate

ers were closely involved with
n cloth, jadeite, Spondylus shell,
mported from long distance®

-I'erminal Classic Maya society and
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(from north-central Mexico to western
shared ritual practices.® Divine ryjergp:

polyethnic spheres of activity. Signiﬁcantly a

1 nort},.
hén [tz
€ Class;c

can Wind

glyphic text was considerably

. less etfective ip
pan-Mesoamerican world.

JUST CHANGE?

Bruce Springsteen, bard and songwrite
ics about the social

In one particularly

A/ly Hometown, he sings of the closed tactories and hj

ment in education to equip a populace
skills to stay competitive in the fields of sci-
edicine — or will the United States become
othing but entertainment (an industry that
rcentage of the population)? The jury is still
ut for now, at least, the U.S. political system
le of weathering such profound change. Will
€ case, even if the effects of global warming
1onship with our material world also changes

€nce, technology, and m
a nétion that €Xports n
Enricheg only a smga]] be
soem On thijs question, b
thlsnls "able and capat,
. ONtinye to be th

Mtepne;
g Y a0d our relay

ln hin -
M dsi

Ya ry]
€rs e .
“Conop, could not be weathered without significant political and

fll&tic, alltch:)hange° It is doubtful that the challenges were strictly cli-
' timeg of ugh' a role for cycles of drought as a destabilizing lactor
Equally cle P f)lltlcal and economic stress should not be dism.lssed.
Ang SOCia“ar IS the fact that Maya society — politically, economlc.al.l}”

Y = survived and thrived during Postclassic times, albeit In

ght, it is clear that the challenges posed to Late Classic
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FIGURE 6.12 Q'eqchi’
Belize. (Photo by P, A.

a transformed st: - -
P ed state. Does this change represent success or failurer

alive todza S '
ey ﬁez-lk directly to the resilience of Maya societies.
W :
yis Western S0ciety so intrigued by the ancestors of con-

tempora |
transforx;y Maya People and so willing to label one of their societal
ations a “failyre”; Is it the presence of colossal ruins and

f€mnants ¢ -
t carved-stone hieroglyphic texts that stand amid trop’
-7 Perhap?
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he human body. But before we begin O . h
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Ya rulers to twenty-first-century CEOs, ** di
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I Wheth |
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I the ‘ransformations that marked the end Of g
as ' | - A.telt
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Moy
maz:; g)rr():l;fslj S want to. sugges.t. Certain.ly, total systemic failure
e li fil amatic pl(.)tjlme, but with a descendent commu-
IS evep, denjoy m-l lion people, it is hardly an accurate. assessment and
Posedly o egd atln”g to descendants who read that their ancesto‘rs su}zj-
0 the (... . out” by the tenth century and that they.are not relaFe
4881 Maya who built the cities — now in ruins — on which
dollar tourist industry has been built. The past can
> and often guide us toward a better future, but the mIirror

"1g cf t Mdyd Society should not be refracted 1n hopes of induc
8 ch e
atter how badly change

al] & : _
Mig, 5€ In the contemporary world, no m

be needed,
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Coc, D rector, Jullan Cho Society, Toledo
Photo by Shoshaunna Parks)
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['am co-spokesperson of the Maya Leaders Alliance and cur-

4 (i yo il g
{ ry 4 ki
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rently Executive Director of the Julian Cho Society, 2 Maya advo
 cacy group formed in 2005, I hold a Bachelor of Science deg™
- in Chemistry and Biology from the University of Ming
| Duluth, in the United States of America.” So began an af.ﬁdawi
filed in the Supreme Court of Belize in 2007 by a con sorLag Z]
indigenous Maya peoples of southern Belize who sought leghe
tecourse to defend Maya traditional land rights and tofore®
sovernment of Belize to recognize Maya land rights 47 tion
granting leases to international logging and oil-e¥p lOf: nts,
companies who damage lands, don’t consultwith local resic® /!
and don’t offer compensation for damage to pr Operty.(httpbﬂ
Www.law.arizona.edu / Depts/ IPLP/advocacy/ m’d)’a—-beme)'

Ballicose Rulers and Climatological Peril?

Toledo Maya people.

As a Qeqchi’ Maya child growing up in the Toledo Distric
of Belize — which is 80 percent Mayan - Cristina Coc was i.nﬂu-
enced by her brother-in-law, Julian Cho, who fought for land
rights, social justice, and dignity for Maya people. After his
untimely death, Cristina left Belize to complete her college edu-
cation in the United States, but she carried with her memories
of his struggles and ultimate sacrifice. In 2005 she founded an
indigenous rights organization named in honor of her brother-
in-law, the Julian Cho Society. As current director of the soci-
ety and one of a small number of female indigenous leaders,
Cristina Coc works to promote not only indigenous land rights
but also the physical and cultural survival of Maya people, who
can teach all of us important lessons in societal resilience.

Notes

Patricia A. McAnany: One day about thirty years ago in the dolphin lab at
Kewalo Basin, Hawai’i, Sam Gon asked me if I would like to join a group
of §tudent scientists who were submitting a grant proposal to the National
Science Foundation. I was an anthropology undergraduate, spending a
Year at the University of Hawai’i. I would be responsible for conducting
an al’Ch'cleological survey of the chosen study area. I had been drawn to
?}?itsh; §P010gy i)ecause of its broad perspective on religious practice, ax:)d
oy S an mvitation I could not refuse. I prepped for our ﬁeld. season by
b:;ri}g1 arChival research on native Hawai'ian land claims and.s.ull rtlerfn:::
i eexcniement I felt as I discovered new things about [r.admona a‘ b
5 and ﬁshmg before the nineteenth-century Euro-American land grab.
N the following years I discovered Maya archaeology an.d have
Sueq a career of research and teaching at Boston Un.i\.'ersu).'lan]d
Ao cegmversity of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. M}’ book mefnziztdl ri::
ors: Kmshz'/) and Kingship in Ancient Maya Socuely 9995) e I Wo o1
‘ntffFGSts in religion, and my edited volume, Kaxob: Ritual, .

: | interests in land
. an Ancient Maya Village (2004); reflects my Inte



