


History 450: Independent Study
	
Juana Inés de la Cruz as Microhistory: Women and Gender in Colonial New Spain


Fall 2026
Professor Abel Alves
Burkhardt Building 216
Office hours: Tues. & Thurs., 1-2 PM
aalves@bsu.edu 
(765) 285-8729

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.

As an independent study, this course has no required class times. However, frequent interaction is expected so that the instructor can answer questions and provide guidance. This may be done via email, virtual conferencing or in person.
Readings:
Blakney, Carol and Abel Alves. “Chapter 8. Literary Genius Across Cultures with a Biography of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz,” pp. 175-207. In The Biohistory of Feminism: How Evolution Gives Us Women Who Shape Our Cultures. Edited by Jocelyn Bonner and Sneha Chavali. Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2026.

Juana Inés de la Cruz. Poems, Protest, and a Dream. Translated by Margaret Sayers Peden.
New York and London: Penguin Books, 1997.

MacLachlan, Colin M. and Jaime Rodriguéz O. The Forging of the Cosmic Race: A Reinterpretation of Colonial Mexico. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980.

Paz, Octavio. Sor Juana: Or, the Traps of Faith. Translated by Margaret Sayers Peden. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988.

Socolow, Susan Migden. The Women of Colonial Latin America. 2nd edition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Prospectus: 

This course will be an exploration of the life and thought of a woman intellectual in colonial Mexico, called “New Spain” in the seventeenth century. Juana Inés de la Cruz’s life will be contextualized through some exploration of the experiences of other women, and how a number of them, like she, found ways to express agency and challenge restrictive attitudes and practices in their world. 


Grading will be based on:
	A take-home essay exam………………………………………………………………	200
	Submitted Questions & Observations regarding Juana Inés’s writings….	150
	An annotated bibliography…………………………………………………………….	200
	A final research paper based on an aspect of Sor Juana’s life/thought….	450


If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact the instructor of record as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.

Syllabus:

Weeks I-IV (August 24-September 18)
Assignment: Read Socolow’s The Women of Colonial Latin America and MacLachlan’s and Rodriguéz’s The Forging of the Cosmic Race. Please come to office hours or schedule consultation appointments to discuss the materials as needed.
Then, respond to the following prompt by midnight, September 18 in the form of a take-home essay worth 200 points, and approximately five pages, double-spaced, in length.
PROMPT: Discuss the status of women in colonial Latin America in general and colonial Mexico in particular. What evidence is there that Sor Juana was not the only woman to find ways to express agency, and how did women do this, despite the strictures of “marianismo?”

Weeks V-VII (September 21-October 9)
Assignment: Read the anthology of selected works by Juana Inés de la Cruz with care. Use Octavio Paz’s biography and the Blakney-Alves chapter as needed to help elucidate your interests and interpretations where this intellectual is concerned. Please come to office hours or schedule consultation appointments to discuss the materials as needed. While doing your reading, brainstorm about your interaction with Sor Juana in the form of a series of questions and observations to be turned in by midnight, October 9 for 150 points.

Weeks VIII-IX (October 15-23)
Assignment: Compile an annotated bibliography of works you will be using to write a final paper in response to a question you have regarding the life and/or writings of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. Please come to office hours or schedule consultation appointments to discuss the materials as needed.
The bibliography should be focused on the question you are pursuing, and it is due Friday, October 23 for 200 points.



Weeks X-XV (October 26-December 4)
Assignment: The writing of a paper that could be read in some 20 minutes at a conference. So, it should be approximately 10 double-spaced pages. Please come to office hours or schedule consultation appointments to discuss the materials as needed, and submit a draft for discussion by November 23.

FINAL EXAM WEEK: Discussion of final paper in person or via Zoom.



