


History 470: Senior Seminar						Abel Alves
fall Semester 2026							BB 216
TR 11:00-12:15, cooper science 101					285-8729
Office Hours: TR 1:00-2:00
also by appointment; including zoom				aalves@bsu.edu 
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Queen Mother of Benin, ivory hip mask, 16th cent.		Ortelius Map of Iceland, ca. 1590


Embodiment in the Early Modern Atlantic World, 1492-1929 (And Beyond)

[image: A painting of Aztec men eating while seated on the floor in a room.]               [image: A 1657 European illustration of Queen Nzinga Mbande sitting on one of her slaves while speaking with a Portuguese official who is seated in a chair (and refused to offer her one).]
Aztecs eating, from the Florentine Codex, 16th cent.	Nzinga Mbande of Ndongo-Matamba, ca. 1657
          

Prospectus
As we interface with computers and increasingly lose ourselves in a machine- and engine-driven world, it is sometimes possible to forget that we require air to breathe and food to eat, and that our bodies actually process the material world like other animals.  Between 1492 and 1929 in the Atlantic World, despite theological and metaphysical interpretations, and sometimes supplemented by those interpretations, humans were quite aware of their bodies and even projected bodily functions unto their societies.  They also sometimes learned from the behaviors of other animals who functioned like them.  Famine was a real and observable occurrence, leading to food-sharing behaviors like hospitality and charity being cultural measures of morality.  An ideally mutually supportive “body politic” made up of interactive human groups seen as “organs,” from peasant feet to the Crown, became the standard for judging civilization among Europeans, while Indigenous Americans imbued animal behavior with spiritual lessons to be learned, and Africans taught Europeans techniques in rice agriculture and animal husbandry.  To survive, humans had to be aware of their interactions with nature, and the overwhelming reliance of economic energy on biomass, from wood to charcoal and animal muscle power, and on environmental power like wind and running water.  To survive, humans had to understand their place in the material world, even as they tried to master that world.
Are humans a part of nature, or do we stand apart from nature?  This question has been asked throughout human history, but perhaps with no greater urgency than in the transition from what E. A. Wrigley has called “advanced organic societies” to a “modern” and “postmodern” world driven by engines reliant on fossil fuels for the most part.  After industrialization, we may sometimes forget about our bodies, and some of us even consider uploading human consciousness to computers (if that is even possible), but, like other animals, we have bodies that require food and other necessities, and we still impose cultural values on our bodies and those of others.  We sometimes call certain bodies monstrous when nature exhibits vast diversity and variation.  After 1492, people in the Atlantic World had to confront the way in which different human cultures valued and used bodies and the material world.  This seminar will guide you in your own exploration of what it has meant to have a body with material needs in Africa, the Americas and Europe between the first voyage of Columbus and the physical and mental travels of Mary Shelley, Charles Darwin, Alfred Russel Wallace and H. P. Lovecraft after the birth of industrialization.
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C. D. Friedrich, Man & Woman Contemplating the Moon, ca. 1824


Grading

Grading will be based on your generation and exploration of a research question of interest to you.  In order to do this, a series of steps will be taken throughout the semester.  We will start with the acquisition of more information on this time-period than you may already have from other classes, and end with a substantial research paper (approximately 22 pages) and a brief reflection on the evidence you have mastered and the transferable skills you have acquired to deal with such questions. Attendance will be taken at the start of the semester to determine who is in the class, and then through participation in class and small group discussions.

Three brief two- to three page-write-ups will demonstrate your ability to interact with secondary and primary sources.  Each write-up must answer the following questions: (1) What question or questions are the authors asking?; and (2) What evidence do the authors use to provide an answer to that question (or even multiple questions)?  You will have to do something very similar in your final research paper and PowerPoint presentation.  Midway in the semester, you will be required to write an abstract of that paper, stating the hypothesis you intend to test through primary source evidence, and presenting an annotated bibliography of primary and secondary sources you anticipate using.  You will also be required to contribute to group exploration of primary source materials and class discussion.  Finally, you will think about the skills you have acquired in this class and others that may help you to contribute to our society as a citizen and worker—as a stakeholder.  You will have to reflect upon these things in a brief essay on what you have learned in your career at Ball State and how it might be applied.

Write-ups (3)								30%	300 points
Class Discussion 							  5%	  50 points
Group Assessments of Primary Sources (2)				10%	100 points
Abstract and Annotated Bibliography				10%	100 points
Final Research Paper							30%	300 points
PowerPoint Presentation (15 minutes)				10%	100 points
Reflective Essay							  5%	 50 points

									100%=1000 points

As for the final research papers, you can choose any topic that deals with embodiment.
· How did people in the Atlantic world (Africa, the Americas, Europe) think about their 	bodies or the body politic?
· How did they view and interact with the natural environment?
· What did they think about gender roles assigned on the basis of physical attributes?
· What did they think about animals?
· How did they reflect on food?
· How did they deal with emotions and feelings?
· How did they take physical possession of a territory?
· How were economies seen as related to keeping people alive?
· How were things supernatural or preternatural seen as interacting with the material 	world?

Finally, the purpose of the reflective essay is to have you think about the transferable skills you have developed in this capstone course, and throughout your Ball State career, as you start the next phase of your life’s journey—whether it be the pursuit of immediate employment or graduate or professional school.  This course has deliberately focused on four competencies promoted by the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE—see document provided on our Canvas site):
1) Critical Thinking: These are skills essential to historians, detectives, lawyers, judges, insurance claims adjustors, and, indeed, anyone.  Your final research paper will ask you to write the narrative that makes the most sense of primary source evidence before you, making demands on the critical thinking/ problem solving skills appreciated by employers and graduate schools alike.
2) Communication: The final research paper and other written assignments will test your ability to communicate, as will classroom discussion and your PowerPoint presentation before the class.  The ability to present “your case” in writing and orally is again appreciated by employers and graduate programs alike.
3) Teamwork: Analysis in small groups of primary source documentation and historical interpretations will test your ability to arrive at consensus as a working team.  We historians too often think of our craft as a lonely one, but it is enhanced by multiple perspectives applied to the same evidence.  So are decisions in life.
4) Inclusiveness: Throughout the course of the seminar, you will be exploring the perspectives of different cultures and individuals on the material world and just what it means to have a body.  This will provide multiple opportunities to understand the historical background of people from different cultures, both locally and globally.
5) Technology: During your two small group discussions in class, you will be required to ask an AI chatbot to respond to the discussion prompt and then go on to compare and contrast your group’s human perspectives to that given by the bot. This is done to develop critical thinking skills in the use of generative AI, which provides limited perspectives often based on evidence that is not presented transparently.
This writing intensive seminar is your capstone course as a history major.  In order to serve the objectives of a high impact course, the final research paper, will require your use of careful analysis to utilize references to the relevant scholarly literature and demonstrate your interpretive skills as you engage primary sources, as well as the secondary literature.  Your development as a historian through your use of historical thinking and methodology will be displayed in your research presentation and paper, concluding your undergraduate career.  Ultimately, the goal of this course is to develop transferable skills that can be applied to analyzing social situations through substantial evidence both corroborated and contextualized.  




	Course Outcomes
	Workplace Competencies
	Pertinent Assignments

	Recognize the importance of context
	Critical Thinking
	Write-Ups
Abstract & Annotated Bibliography
Final Research Paper

	Analyze data to reveal existing patterns of information or to create new patterns
	Critical Thinking
	Final Research Paper

	Use Multiple sources of information and knowledge in forming judgments
	Critical Thinking
	Abstract & Annotated Bibliography
Final Research Paper

	Communicate effectively—in oral, visual, and written modes, and in more than one language (natural and/or symbolic)
	Critical Thinking
Communication
Teamwork
	Final Research Paper
PowerPoint Presentation
Reflective Essay 



There are many resources available at Ball State University to aid you in your current explorations:
The Writing Center at Ball State offers free one-to-one writing feedback to all students in all classes. For a face-to-face or online appointment, students should sign up at the Writing Center website. On the website, students can also chat with a tutor, find writing resources, and discover information about other services offered by the Writing Center. 
The Learning Center offers free tutoring for many courses on campus, including history, the other social sciences and humanities, the natural sciences, modern languages, math and business.  Skilled tutors can help with any writing task and study strategies such as time management, test taking, note taking and effective textbook reading.  Tutoring hours are Monday-Thursday, 10 AM-8 PM, and Friday, 10 AM-2 PM.  Call 765-285-1006 or visit NQ 350 to make an appointment to meet with a tutor.

The Career Center at Ball State helps you to recognize the skills that you have, explore career options, build work experience and make the transition from the classroom to the professional world.  Your Ball State career professionals are found in Lucina Hall Room 220 and can be contacted by phone at 765-285-1522.  

If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, if you have emergency medical information to share with me, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please make an appointment with me as soon as possible.  My office location and hours are listed above.  The Office of Disability Services can be found in Student Center Room 116 or contacted by phone at 765-285-5293.



There are also a number of very helpful writing guides available online.  Please note that your final research paper must follow the University of Chicago style guidelines commonly used by historians.  Help may be found at:
The Chicago Manual of Style Online. 
Penn State University Libraries, Citation and Writing Guides. 
Please also do take advantage of the wonderful resources available online where primary sources are concerned (e.g., http://www.hathitrust.org/; https://www.gutenberg.org/; http://books.google.com/).  
We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse.
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Anne Bonny, ca. 1725						Haudenosaunee Women, 1664 
   
Books for Purchase
Required:
Catalina de Erauso. Lieutenant Nun: The True Story of a Cross-Dressing Transatlantic Adventurer Who Escaped from a Spanish Convent in 1599 and Lived as a Man—Gambling, Fighting Duels, and Leading Soldiers into Battle, trans. Michele Stepto and Gabriel Stepto (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996).
Margaret C. Jacob, ed.  The Enlightenment: A Brief History with Documents, 2nd ed. (Boston and New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2017).
Carolyn Merchant.  The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution, 40th anniversary ed. (New York: Harper One, 2020).
Articles will also be made available via hyperlink in this syllabus. A few will be made available via our canvas site.
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A cynocephalus from Nuremberg Chronicle, 1493	Microcosm/Macrocosm Robert Fludd’s 									Woodcut of the Vitruvian Man
		

Syllabus

WEEK 1 (August 25 & 27): Embodiment & the Body Politic
REQUIRED READING: Abel Alves, “Current College Syllabi Must Bridge This Divide: Teaching the Spanish Empire through Embodiment,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 49: 4 (Spring 2018): 1083-1088.
RECOMMENDED FOR GLANCING: 

Jack A. Goldstone, “The Problem of the ‘Early Modern’ World,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 41: 3 (1998): 249-284.

E. A. Wrigley, “The Transition to an Advanced Organic Economy: Half a Millennium of English Agriculture.” The Economic History Review 59, no. 3 (2006): 435–80. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3805970. 


WEEK 2 (September 1 & 3): Nature & Supernature: Organicism & a Fear of Witches 
READING: Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature, xv-163. 



Week 3 (September 8 & 10): Nature & the Supernature: From Organicism to Mechanism 
READING: Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature, 164-295.
ASSIGNMENT: Write-up #1.  Discuss what it was to be an “advanced organic society.” Please be sure to use examples. Due September 11.

WEEK 4 (September 15 & 17): Interacting with the Material World in a So-Called “New World”: From the Early Modern Period to Today’s Generative AI
READINGS: Eduardo Porter, “The AI Jobs Apocalypse Probably Isn’t Coming Anytime Soon,” The Guardian (25 July 2026).

Rebecca Earle, “‘If You Eat Their Food...’: Diets and Bodies in Early Colonial Spanish America.” The American Historical Review 115, no. 3 (2010): 688–713.

SPECIAL GUEST: Andrea Dawn Short (M.A., Ball State University; Ph.D. Candidate, Indiana State University), AI and Educational Assessment Specialist


WEEK 5 (September 22 & 24):  Early Seventeenth-Century Voices Speak
READINGS: selections from Nathaniel B. Shurtleff, editor.  Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, 5 vols. (Boston: The Press of William White, 1853; reprinted New York: AMS Press, 1968).  Available at our Canvas Site.
ASSIGNMENT: In-class group discussions of Puritan documents.  Group’s summary notes of Discussion to be uploaded or turned in September 24 by group recorder. Please remember to ask an AI chatbot to respond to the discussion prompt.

WEEK 6 (September 29 & October 1): Humans, the Natural World & Nonhuman Animals
READINGS: Sonya Lipsett Rivera, “A New Challenge: Social History and Dogs in the Era of Post-Humanism,” Sociedad Indiana: Historia social de los mundos indianos (August 12, 2015).
Philip D. Morgan, “Slaves and Livestock in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica: Vineyard Pen, 1750-1751,” The William & Mary Quarterly 52: 1 (January 1995): 47-76.  

ASSIGNMENT: Write-up #2.  Discuss human interaction with nonhuman animals in the Atlantic world.  Due October 2.

WEEK 7 (October 6 & 8): When Agency & Power Are Assumed to Be Male
READINGS: Catalina de Erauso, Lieutenant Nun—ALL.
John K. Thornton, “Legitimacy and Political Power: Queen Njinga, 1624-1663,” The Journal of African History 32: 1 (1991): 25-40. 

WEEK 8 (October 15): Challenging the Boundaries: Antonio de Erauso & Nzinga Mbande
ASSIGNMENT: In-class group discussion of de Erauso’s memoir and Nzinga Mbande’s life. Group’s summary notes of discussion to be turned in October 15. Please remember to ask an AI chatbot to respond to the discussion prompt.

WEEK 9 (October 20 & 22):  The Enlightenment Embodied
READINGS: Margaret C. Jacob, ed., The Enlightenment, iv-60.
ASSIGNMENT: Abstract and Annotated Bibliography due October 23.

WEEK 10 (October 27 & 29): The Enlightenment Embodied: Industrialization
Margaret C. Jacob, ed., The Enlightenment, 61-182.
RECOMMENDED FOR GLANCING:
Jack A. Goldstone, “Efflorescences and Economic Growth in World History: Rethinking the ‘Rise of the West’ and the Industrial Revolution,” Journal of World History 13: 2 (Fall 2002): 323-389. 

WEEK 11 (November 3 & 5): Romantic Adventures in Evolution & Ecology
READINGS: 
Carol J. Adams, “Frankenstein’s Vegetarian Monster,” chapter 6 of The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist Vegetarian Critical Theory (New York: Continuum, 1990), 108-119.
Michael A. Flannery, “Alfred Russel Wallace’s Intelligent Evolution and Natural Theology,” Religions 11: 316 (2020).
Başak Ağın Dönmez, “A Gothic Ecocritical Analysis of Bram Stoker’s Dracula.” Hacettepe University Journal of Faculty of Letters 32.2 (2015): 15-24.  Available at our Canvas site.
RECOMMENDED FOR GLANCING:
Louis S. Warren, “Buffalo Bill Meets Dracula: William F. Cody, Bram Stoker, and the Frontiers of Racial Decay,” The American Historical Review 107: 4 (October 2002): 1124-1157. 
WEEK 12 (November 10 & 12): Romantic Redux, Solar Punk as Advanced Organic Society?
REQUIRED READING:
Sage Agee, “A Future Dream: How Solarpunk Helped Alleviate My Existential Dread,” Earth Island Journal (Spring 2023).
RECOMMENDED FOR GLANCING:
Daniel Hoyer et al., “Crises Averted: How a Few Past Societies Found Adaptive Reforms in the Face of Structural-Demographic Crisis,” Cliodynamics 15: 2 (2014).
Peter Turchin, Harvey Whitehouse, Pieter François, Daniel Hoyer, Abel Alves, John Baines,… Liye Xie, “An Introduction to Seshat: Global History Databank,” Journal of Cognitive Historiography 5: 1-2 (2018): 115-123.
ASSIGNMENT: Write-up #3.  Discuss how the Enlightenment and Romanticism approached the material world. How did themes of mechanism and organicism confront each other in a sort of dialectic? Due November 13.

WEEK 13 (November 17 & 19): CONSULTATIONS, RESEARCH & WRITING
ASSIGNMENT: Required Viewing of “What Can You Do with a History Degree?,” Featuring Ball State History Department Alumni Michelle Fullenkamp, Geoffrey Jolliff and Allison Tourville. Videorecording is available at the Ball State Department of History YouTube Channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AoyVWpH3GwM. 

WEEK 14 (November 24): REFLECTIONS ON BEING A HISTORIAN
ASSIGNMENT: Brief Reflective Essay Due November 24. What have you learned as a history major at Ball State, with a special focus on transferable skills? What is History as a discipline, and why might it still have value? (Group Discussion in class should incorporate references to the NACE competencies & your viewing of “What Can you Do with a History Degree?,” as well as the new world of generative AI as discussed with Andrea Dawn Short.)

WEEK 15 (December 1 & 3): PAPER PRESENTATIONS
Assignment:
Slide sets are to be uploaded immediately following Each presentation (11/25-12/12).


FINAL EXAM (Tuesday, December 8, 9:45-11:45 AM): PAPER PRESENTATIONS
ASSIGNMENT: Research Paper due December 11.
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