
Mayan Class Structure 



The King  Each large city had one 
“chieftain” who usually ruled 
over the city and the 
surrounding region for the 
extent of his life.  

 Upon his death, a son or male 
relative took over 

 In some cases, the ruler's wife 
might be next in line  

 If no family successor was 
available, a new ruler was 
selected from the upper class.  

 Wearing a huge headdress was 
symbolic of importance and 
nobility 

 Mayan rulers ensured the 
continuation of the universe 



Nobles 
and Priests 

 Only ones who could read and 
write 

 Nobles oversaw administration 
of states 

 Gathered taxes, supplies and 
labour for building projects 

 Served as judges 

 Led armies into war 

 Wore elaborate costumes during 
battles, such as jaguar skins 

 Priests had to maintain favour 
with the gods 

 Inherited their positions from 
their fathers 

 Priests were often 
mathematicians, astronomers 
and healers 

 Priests determined best days for 
battle, led rituals, and offered 
sacrifices 



Merchants 
and Artisans  

 Trade and crafts were 
important 

 Traded with other city-
states 

 Items traded included 
obsidian, jade, quetzal 
birds, food 

 Artisans made a number of 
objects 

 Many of these paid tribute 
to the gods, such as 
amulets 

 Painted murals 

 Created sculptures for 
temples 

 Weavers and potters 



Warriors  Outside of the structure 

 Highly respected 

 Were paid 

 Main goal was to capture 
enemy warriors 

 

 Carried shields made of 
thick animal hides 

 Fought with clubs, spears, 
sling shots, hornet bombs 

 Defeated warriors would 
become slaves or 
sacrifices 



Peasants  Backbone of Mayan society 

Worked the land, farmed, 
fed the population 

Men spent most of the day 
in the fields 

Women stayed at home – 
prepared food, sewed, wove 

Might also build pyramids / 
temples 

 Served as soldiers during 
war 



Slaves 
 Bottom of the pyramid 

 Did manual labour 

 Captured warriors 
(lower ones) could 
become slaves 

 Generally were not 
treated badly 

 Could have it better off 
than peasants 

 But didn’t have freedom 
to come and go 

Might be sacrificed 
when master died 


