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Introduction  

  The Ancient Pueblo, or as some would call, the Anasazi, arose around 1500 B.C. (at the 

decline of the Archaic period) and occupied what is now known as the Four Corners Region, of  

Chaco Canyon in western New Mexico (Kuckelman). They originally lived in accessible sites 

within canyons but began constructing settlements high within cliffs. After the construction of 

these sites, they left with no prior warning in the archaeological record. Leaving their material 

culture and their beautiful works of architecture behind unscathed and intact, their disappearance 

has puzzled archaeologists, historians, and the general population alike since its rediscovery. The 

two primary questions to researchers have been why the ancient pueblo moved to the closed off 

and rather dangerous setting of the cliffs and why did they leave their creations just a generation 

later? Even the scope of the construction has perplexed those who witness it, leaving them not 

only asking about the why, but the how. Writer for the Smithsonian David Roberts stated, “we 

were equally fascinated by the ‘how’—how the Anasazi had scaled the cliffs, let alone lived 

there” as he and his crew climbed the down the narrow canyons in Utah (Roberts 2003). Many 

mysteries have been created by this location, but within these mysteries lies a need for innovative 

research on the ends of archaeologists to expand our knowledge base and allow for a proper 

understanding of the descendants of the Puebloans today, the Hopi and Zuni. First, we gave a 

brief history of the ancient Puebloan’s cultural evolution with some specific points of change that 

eventually led to their disappearance.  

 The Ancient Pueblo history in the archaeological record is split up into periods, labeled; 

basketmaker I, basketmaker II, basketmaker III, pueblo I, pueblo II, pueblo III, and pueblo IV 

(Kuckelman). The basketmaker periods were primarily focused hunter-gatherer subsistence until 
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the last basketmaker period and the transition into agriculture with pueblo I. Archaeologists have 

traced the chronology of these periods through pottery, with the distinguishing pottery of pueblo 

I being red ware pottery (Kuckelman; 16). What my group found to be the important trend to our 

analysis in these periods was the population growth, the dependents on crops, and the 

construction of more fortified buildings signaling a possession of territory. The further into the 

pueblo periods the culture went, the more population density there was, which was accompanied 

with a greater protection of scarce resources. Also, warfare was an aspect of Puebloan society as 

in basketmaker III, bows and arrows are present as well as atlatls, but far less research has gone 

into the archaeology of warfare in the ancient pueblo. But the importance of warfare is great as it 

could provide clues as to the sociopolitical situation of their society. The closest thing we could 

find for evidence for warfare was James D. Farmer’s article, “Iconographic Evidence of 

Basketmaker Warfare and Human Sacrifice: A Contextual Approach to Early Anasazi Art” 

which relied on depictions of warfare for evidence.  

 Lastly, it was important to note that the descendants of the ancient pueblo are still around 

today. They moved southeast toward the Rio Grande and the Little Colorado River during their 

migration to eventually become the current day Hopi and Zuni peoples. Many of the answers 

archaeologists are looking for are within the oral histories of the Hopi and Zuni peoples but the 

communities of these peoples choose to keep these histories a secret. 

Conflicts 

There are three primary debates in the scientific community about the development and 

the disappearance of the Anasazi. The three debates are on the presence of cannibalism, 

environmental pressures, and sociopolitical pressures. With cannibalism, the debate was 

primarily about whether there is enough evidence to suggest the presence of cannibalism in the 
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area or whether the evidence logically assumes the presence of cannibalism to begin with. This 

aspect was discussed further with my section on research on the topic.  

With environmental pressures, tree-ring data have allowed researchers to conclude that a 

terrible drought seized the area in the late 1200s, preventing rain for many years. The presence of 

droughts in the area is an important factor of the pueblo people’s life-ways. The archaeological 

record tells us that the ancient pueblos were able to survive and persist through many of these 

droughts (Johnson 2008). The aspect of a drought simply forcing the pueblo to leave is no longer 

the popular viewpoint to this issue, with the logic being that the population and the vastness of 

their expansion was too great for a drought, which has been persevered through before, to cause 

everyone to leave at the same moment. So much research and thought has gone into the presence 

of warfare, extreme environmental conditions, cannibalism, and just in general more flashy 

topics to attract consumers, as was discussed later in the popular portrayals section.  

Sociopolitical pressures were discussed more in the research section of the presentation, 

they were merely introduced in this section. An important aspect of this factor in the section was 

the presence of social change happening as well as environmental and architectural in the 1200s 

as it “‘was a time of substantial social, political and religious ferment and experimentation,’ said 

William D. Lipe, an archaeologist at Washington State University” (Johnson 2008). This could 

suggest that if the governing force was large enough to incite change across the board, then 

organized warfare could be possible as well. But again, there is little evidence for organized 

warfare, so claims such as this often go unsupported.  
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Popular Portrayals 

The media has portrayed the ancient pueblo as a mysterious tribe that disappeared from 

their dwellings and left everything behind. These theories are all far more focused on the strange 

and flashy. The ancient pueblo have been made into an overtly mysterious subject by the media 

and the reason for their disappearance has been skewed beyond what is reasonable in some 

places. For example, most popular articles researched for this presentation such as the New York 

Times article by George Johnson and David Robert’s article for the Smithsonian tended to 

focused less on researching and analyzing what could have happened and focused more on the 

sheer mystery of it. They also tended to quote people with more mysterious viewpoints of how 

and why they disappeared.  

 But there are the occasional points of view that convey reasonable arguments from 

popular sources. From a very recent interview of a Smithsonian writer David Roberts in National 

Geographic, he addresses the topic of mystery within the ancient pueblo’s disappearance. When 

asked about the disappearance of the ancient pueblo, he responds, “it’s not a disappearance. It’s 

abandonment. Modern day Puebloans are often infuriated to be told that their ancestors 

‘vanished’ or ‘disappeared’. There were definitely migrations from the Colorado Plateau—to the 

south and east, where the Pueblos are today” (Worrall 2017). So in some cases popular sources 

can convey less flashy content. Here the same author for the Smithsonian that spoke of the 

“riddles of the Anasazi” is defending the topic from becoming too cluttered with claims of 

inexplicable disappearance. But then again, the article name is structured to draw attention, the 

title being, “Searching for Clues to Mystery of Ancient Americans,” so the strategy of these 

popular sources is clear.  
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 This aspect was not brought up in the presentation, but it is an important factor. The 

difference between the purposes of the popular articles and the scholarly articles is starkly 

different. As the scholarly articles either serve a pure or applied purpose in science, the popular 

sources are ultimately for profit. So while the editors and authors of a scholarly source have the 

motivation of science behind them, an editor for a particular magazine does not have a guarantee 

of sharing that interest in the purity of scientific inquiry.  

 

Research 

Researchers have attempted to paint a picture of what happened during the 

disappearances of the Anasazi by using a variety of lines of evidence within the studies of the 

Ancient Pueblo. Through the use of osteological evidence, coprolite analysis, tree ring dates, 

excavations of burials, oral histories, architecture, and art and craftsmanship, researches have 

attempted to paint a picture of what happened during the disappearances of the Anasazi. During 

our presentation, we touched on only three of these primary lines of evidence; osteological, 

coprolite, and architectural analysis.  

In 1993, Turner and Turner’s analysis of previous studies on human remains by Green 

and Mackey at the Largo-Gallina site analyzed the nature of the remains within the sites and used 

statistical models to see if the amount of remains observed actually represent cannibalism. Their 

conclusion was negative, saying, “While all five of our minimal criteria for proposing 

cannibalism are present in the pooled five-site Largo-Gallina series, none of the individual sites 

exhibits all five criteria. We therefore conclude that cannibalism did not occur” (Turner 1993: 

106). Contrasting with this conclusion, in 2000, Richard Marlar and a number of other 

researchers working with nature looked at the possible presence of cannibalism across various 
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sites with non-burial human remains. This study considered both micro and macroscopic 

analysis. “Macroscopic analysis of the human coprolite revealed no detectable plant remains, 

which is extremely unusual for an ancient Puebloan coprolite,” which led toward the conclusion 

of cannibalism being present (Marlar 2000). They went on to microscopic analysis to find human 

myoglobin in sherds. With the osteological analysis and the macroscopic analysis both showing 

signs of cannibalism in their logic, the microscopic analysis was expected to find human 

myoglobin in the coprolite, which they did. The problem with this analysis is that all human 

coprolite has the same trace DNA of humans. This could skew the results greatly. Most popular 

sources tend toward the presence of cannibalism, while it is still somewhat debated in the 

scientific community, although it is beginning to lean more toward cannibalism.  

In terms of architectural analysis, a study done by Dr. Susan Kenzle analyses the possible 

uses of walls and building structures in the Ancient Pueblo. Research concentrates on sites in the 

arbitrarily defined Montezuma-Mancos area. This study took a sample of 88 surveys of sites, 41 

of which were walled while 47 were unwalled. (Kenzle 1997). Dr. Michael Adler’s interpretation 

cited within this article was of interpersonal regulation and spatial demarcation, which suggested 

that there was a strain on resources. The analysis of possible defensive structures such as 

masonry towers and highly fortified first floors of buildings suggested that there were forces 

such as looters or raiding squads. These walls stood 1.5 meters tall which would have forced 

attackers to lower their personal defenses to get over. All of these aspects and many more were 

referenced in the article, all leading toward the conclusion that there was certainly a strain on 

resources and territory and that social tension was at a high. In their logic, this was the only 

reason for building such massive and complex systems of walls. 
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Who cares? 

There are three primary stakeholders for this topic, the 20 communities of the Hopi and 

Zuni people, the archaeologists, historians, and researchers alike, and the people who live near 

and around Chaco Canyon. Public perception of the current day descendants of the Puebloans 

could be altered due to a more violent and sinister view of their civilization’s collapse. Also, 

their heritage could be greatly affected by what various researchers claim about their 

descendants.  

Archaeologists care because we can learn from a collapse that happened as fast as the one 

that took place in Chaco Canyon. Both applied and pure archaeologists alike can back the 

research of these peoples and possibly learn what not to do and what to do in a drought situation 

in Chaco Canyon as the Puebloans also survived many droughts. Whether it be cannibalism, 

environmental issues, socio-political conflicts, or some culmination of those, every hypothesis 

could lead to a more secure answer that can help civilization. In terms of pure archaeology, this 

is also a great opportunity to expand the knowledge base of our species and to create new and 

innovative methods to research and analysis remains. Especially sense much of the remains were 

looted by euroamericans in the 1800s, the fact that we have such a strong base of research on the 

region is encouraging (Kuckelman). 

Lastly, the people living near Chaco Canyon are affected because tourism is so strong in 

the area. It also created jobs for people working there for a government institution. There are still 

news articles being written in papers all around the area of the Anasazi, indicating that the people 

living in this part of New Mexico still have major interest in the subject. It is a part of their 

region’s unique history, and even if they are not descended from the Anasazi, the answer about 

what happen to them would impact these people as well.  
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Our Opinion: 

Our opinion is that the Anasazi fled their homes due to environmental, social, and 

political pressures. The terrible drought of the late 1200s occurring simultaneously at the time of 

their disappearance, was also occurring right at the time of complex structures being built for 

both defensive and social reasons with signs of increased social pressure through violence and 

possibly cannibalism. Therefore, the ancient pueblo likely left their established setting in the 

cliffs and moved to more hospitable environments where they left possible descendants, like the 

Hopi and Zuni people. In a social aspect, they essentially rejected the notion of mass civilization 

in that environment.  

Our group worked well together, everyone put in their fair share! Paige covered Basics 

and Conflicts, Sydney covered Popular Portrayals, I covered Research, and Cameron covered 

Who Cares. We all pitched in on Our Opinion, and met outside of the lab to organize our 

information and the running time of our presentation. 
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