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Social explanations for the collapse of civilizations include internal conflict, warfare, 
and failure to maintain trading alliances. Explanations involving internal conflict 
usually suggest a class revolt of some kind or ethnic rebellions within empires, which 
require that resources normally allocated to agriculture be redirected to the conflict, 
leading to the collapse of the economic system.

Ideological explanations often suggest that excessive resources were expended in 
religious activities. For example, the construction of religious monuments may have 
drawn people away from the agricultural labor pool, and that may have started a chain 
reaction of events. In the first year of construction, the reasoning goes, crop produc-
tion may have been reduced, and this reduction was then interpreted as evidence that 
the gods were unsatisfied. Therefore, people may have further increased their religious 
activity in the next year, making that year’s crop even worse, and so on.

Another ideological explanation suggests that collapses resulted from a degree of 
fatalism, reasoning that religious prophecies predicted doom and people simply accepted 
it. It has been suggested, for example, that when the Spanish became a threat to the 
Aztecs about 500 years ago, the Aztec emperor was a fatalist who believed in omens of 
disaster. To the emperor, overthrow by foreigners was inevitable, and the Aztec strategies 
for dealing with the Spanish were formulated with this assumption in mind.

TABLE 10.4  Explanations for the Collapse of Civilizations

Ecological Ecological catastrophe (e.g., earthquakes, volcanic eruptions)

Climatic change (e.g., drought)

Epidemic diseases to crops

Depletion of soil nutrients through overuse

Rendering the land useless through irrigation, leading to 
increased salinity of soil

Overpopulation

Social Collapse of trading networks

Warfare with other groups

Peasant revolts and other forms of internal conflict

Ideological Too much effort spent on religious activities, drawing people 
away from the agricultural labor force

Fatalism, stemming from religious prophecy forecasting doom

© University of Toronto Press 2020




