HISTORY 324 TOPICS IN LATIN AMERICAN HISTORY

SUMMER 2026 PRE-COLUMBIAN & COLONIAL MEXICO
Abel A. Alves
aalves@bsu.edu Office Hours: By appointment via Zoom

Pre-Columbi one Monkey head

at National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City.
Image available at

Mexicolore Website.

PROSPECTUS

By its very nature, the history of Colonial Mexico, or New Spain as it was then called, is a
study in multiculturalism and the resulting cultural compromise and conflict. Starting in the
sixteenth century, the Spanish colonization of Mesoamerica did not occur without Indigenous
American resistance and cooperation. It was an often brutal and sometimes benevolent encounter of
cultures that were alien to each other in their particulars, but still recognizable overall as human. As
early as 1492, Europeans like Columbus brought visions of a “new and improved” Europe to the so-
called “New World,” but the existence of already well-established civilizations and cultures forced
the Spanish to refine and adapt “Old World” traditions of both intercultural dialogue and cultural
imperialism so as to cope with American realities. For their part, Indigenous Americans learned to
accept certain aspects of different Iberian cultural traditions when there were parallels to their own
diverse cultures. They also resisted the harsh realities of conquest, using both passive and active
means. When one adds the input of diverse African cultures to this mixture, one is left with a major
attempt by different peoples to interact within one imposed social hierarchy. The problem: the
fundamental and “truest” structures of that hierarchy always were assumed to be European by the
European elites. For all the dialogue and peaceful interchange that did exist, colonial New Spain
was still an early protracted example of modern European political, economic and cultural
imperialism in action.

This course will explore the cultural compromises and conflicts that arose from the 1500s to
the early 1800s. The delicate interplay of class, ethnicity, gender and culture will be explored as
Indigenous Americans, Europeans and Africans sought both the “common good” and their own
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particular, self-interested objectives. Those objectives and projects will then also be contextualized
as part of a much broader natural history that does not exclude human history. Rather, that big
natural history, from the physical environment to nonhuman animal agents, shapes human history
and is shaped by it. Finally, reshaped and reimagined memories of Colonial New Spain that still
impact both Mexico and the United States will be explored at the end of the semester.

BOOKS

Required

Colin MacLachlan & Jaime Rodriguez. The Forging of the Cosmic Race. California, 1980.
Alex Hidalgo. Trail of Footprints. Texas, 2019.

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. Poems, Protest, and a Dream. Penguin, 1997.

And required articles posted to our Canvas site or available via hyperlink.

The Coquest, inclluding Malihtzin & someone who might be Juan Garrido, from the indigenous Codex Azcatitlan.
Available at “La Malinche,” Wikipedia..

Florentine Codex, Book 12, the smallpox. Available at The Library of Congress Online..
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GRADING

Grading will be based upon your ability to argue from evidence and write clearly and
coherently. These are transferable skills valuable in all sorts of occupations. They will help you
as teachers, lawyers, library professionals and public historians. However, the ability to analyze
human behavior in complex social interactions will also be extremely useful working for
nongovernmental organizations, government agencies and private businesses. Our History
Department Alumni Advisory Board boasts an insurance claims supervisor, grant writer and
director of digital media at a major philanthropic endeavor. There are people in the world of
business and non-profits who recognize that the Humanities and Social Sciences have much to offer
in terms of leadership training, and that is based primarily on the fact that:

“It’s in the humanities and liberal arts, after all, that students learn about the
complexities of human behavior — which is useful when trying to understand consumer
behavior, users’ needs and interpersonal relationships in the business world.”
Sami Mahroum & Rashid Ansari, “The Few Humanities Majors Who
Dominate in the Business World,” The Conversation (August 27, 2018).

The content you will learn in this class will teach you about cultural diversity and
interactions in the midst of that diversity—both peaceful and violent. It will also introduce you to
how humans ignore, try to mold and shape, and try to learn from other animals and the natural
environment. This may help you to analyze social and environmental situations in our world today.
You will be asked to communicate in writing and work in a group to present joint findings. These
skills are desirable according to the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE).

Your grades will be posted in Canvas, and will be based on testing the critical thinking
skills just summarized. Under “Assignments” in Canvas, you will be able to find prompts for
each of the five weeks of our course. They can be used as study guides at the start of the week,
as well as the guide to your written response due each Friday at midnight. Please do not cut
yourself off when writing your essay. The most important thing to remember is to provide hard
evidence for every general claim you make. | will read any length, but I anticipate that you can be
successful in approximately 3-4 pages (double-spaced, 12-point font). Each of the weekly
assignments is worth 100 points.

On chat GPT, Bard and other “Al” Programs

In Spring 2023, | first suspected seeing a very small number of papers that may have
been written by ChatGPT or some other program now being called “artificial intelligence.”
My suspicions were based on the “voice” in the paper being quite different from what
appeared in a student’s previous submissions. For example, the prose was suddenly more
fluent, composed and free of all grammatical and syntactical errors. Despite these
improvements, the students still received grades ranging from “C-” to “B-.”

So-called “AI” computer programs are very limited. When prompted to write a paper
on a particular topic, they rely on what is readily available and commonly used on the
internet. They often go to the two most popular sources, and those sources are not always
entirely accurate. This means that the papers they write are “fluffy” in matters of content.
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The papers are very general and simply will not engage primary sources they do not know
directly. They may make some factual errors by reading “fake news.” Really, these writing
bots are not intelligent in that they cannot respond to novel situations as any evolved,
adaptable animal can. Their reference points are internal to the internet, and they are not
sentient—or in contact with our shared reality outside of cyberspace. Quite simply, don’t
expect any of these programs to be able to analyze a primary or secondary source that has not
already been analyzed thoroughly for them on the web. They might be able to write a
“halfway decent” secondary school book report on a well-known novel, but they do not have
your thinking skills as a human. They are not Lt. Commander Data from Star Trek: The Next
Generation, HAL-9000 or Skynet. They are much more like an early version of Mr. Spock’s
computer on Star Trek: The Original Series.

If you want to learn more, Professor Emily Bender of the University of Washington is a
good source. Also see this article in The Guardian.

In the meantime, 1 am not banning use of ChatGPT, Google Gemini, Al Overview and
other bots in this class. Use of ChatGPT, Bard, or another similar program for tips and
guidance is not plagiarism. Relying on chatbots alone is plagiarism, and | use the Turnitin
program and other means to detect that. These so-called “AI” programs can be useful editors
of your prose. Please feel free to use them for that and for suggestions as to how you might
organize your argument. If you do, please just recognize that usage in a footnote that can be
attached to the title or heading of your written assignment.

We are entering a new era, and we should enter it thoughtfully, with care. That really
is the key. These so-called “AI” programs do not feel the world around them. They are not
sentient, as animals are. That might still happen at some point in the future, but it has not
happened yet.

There are many resources available at Ball State University as you start
your explorations:

The Writing Center at Ball State offers free one-to-one writing feedback to all students in all
classes. For an 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. Among other services, the Writing Center provides
online chat and information about the use of Chatbots, called “Al,” in writing your responses
to exam questions.

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. The Learning Center offers both virtual and in-person
appointments for Spring 2022. Both scheduled tutoring and testing hours are listed at the Learning
Center website. Call 765-285-1006 or visit NQ 350 to make an appointment to meet with a tutor.
Normal hours are Monday through Friday 9 to 5. For online students, the Learning Center
provides video tutorials and other resources and tips.
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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 (M-F 8 to 5). Captioning for recorded
lectures and other services for online courses can be provided. Please feel free to ask the
Office of Disability Services exactly what might be done to aid online learning. At my end, |
will try to be accommodating.

If you are having difficulty affording enough food, do not have a safe and reliable place to
sleep, and/or experiencing an emergency or crisis, help is available through the Basic Needs
Hub. The Basic Needs Hub has information, resources, and provides individualized support to
students. To talk with a supportive staff member about your experience, receive one on
one assistance, or learn more about resources, you can submit a Basic Needs Assistance Form.

There are also a number of very helpful writing guides available online. 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., Hathi Trust; Project Gutenberg; Internet Archive).

For this course in particular, please take a look at:

Archivo General de la Nacion, México

The Library of Congress Facsimile of the Florentine Codex

The Biblioteca Virtual Miguel de Cervantes

Archivo General de Indias

Professor Mackenzie Cooley’s New World Nature as a guide to the relaciones geograficas
The Mapas Project at the University of Oregon.

The Biblioteca Nacional de Espafia
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Miguel Cabrera, De Espafiol e India, Mestiza (1763).
Available at “Miguel Cabrera,” Wikipedia.
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Juana Inés de la Cruz (1648-1695), imagined by Miguel Cabrera (1695-1768)
Available at “Juana Inés de la Cruz, » Wikipedia.

SYLLABUS

WEEK | (June 15-19): PRE-COLUMBIAN MESOAMERICA & MEDIEVAL IBERIA
Readings: The Forging of the Cosmic Race, Introduction & Chapters 1-3;
Turner & Sabloff, “Classic Period Collapse of the Central Maya Lowlands,” PNAS:
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 109: 35 (August 28, 2012),
Also view the Popol Vuh short at Kanopy.

WEEK |1 (June 22-26): THE FALL OF THE MEXICA EMPIRE & CULTURAL MESTIZAJE
Readings: The Forging of the Cosmic Race, Introduction & Chapters 4-5; Alves, “The
Nature of Exploration: Interactions of Dogs, Horses and Humans in The General History of
the Things of New Spain,” in Terrae Incognitae: The Journal of the Society for the History
of Discoveries (December 2025; available at our Canvas site).
Go to the Library of Congress website for Florentine Codex image referenced in weekly
assignment.

WEEK 111 (June 29-July 3): NATURAL & SOCIAL ORDERS
Assignment: The Forging of the Cosmic Race, Chapters 6-7; Hidalgo, Trail of Footprints.
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WEEK IV (July 6-10): THE QUESTION OF WOMEN & GENDER: SOR JUANA

Assignment: The Forging of the Cosmic Race, Chapter 8; Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz,
Poems, Protest, and a Dream.

WEEK V (July 13-17): BOURBON REFORMS & INDEPENDENCE
Assignment: The Forging of the Cosmic Race, chapters 9-11.
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Statue to Yanga in the present-day State of Veracruz. Sor Juana on the 100 peso note (since 2020).

Yanga Image available at “Gaspar Yanga,” Wikipedia.
Sor Juana Image at the Keesing Platform.
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