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This seminar is for first-year students interested in one of the most challenging topics in 

American and Latin American history: how to understand what is often called simply “the 

conquest,” la conquista.  For nineteenth-century historians writing in English and Spanish, it was 

a relatively clear-cut matter of epic battles and conquistadores.  Spaniards won in a walkover; 

the “bronze race” suffered tragic defeat. 

 

Today the conquest (or encounter, or invasion) no longer looks this way to historians.  New 

sources, methods, and approaches have taken the field.  Yet as our perspectives shift, our 

histories of la conquista still elicit strong feelings.  Why?  What‟s at stake in the narration of this 

charged history?  Whose versions of events tend to dominate? 

 

Together we will pay close attention to the sources for understanding the past, and to ways of 

narrating it.  You will get to know Wilson Library‟s remarkable Flatow Collection of sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-century chronicles, and handle documents from the Manuscript Division‟s 

holdings from colonial Popayán.  You‟ll be expected to write frequent responses to our sources, 

participate in class discussions, and craft a final essay on a topic of particular interest.   

 
 

Texts to purchase at UNC Bookstore: 
Charles Mann, 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus 

Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Conquest of New Spain 

Matthew Restall, Maya Conquistador 

 

 

Basic course requirements and evaluation: 

My most basic expectations are that you (1) do all assignments on time, (2) attend class 

regularly, and (3) participate constructively in class discussions.  The reading load will vary from 

week to week, but you should budget at least 4-5 hours of weekly preparation to get the most 

from this course.  Late work will be marked down.  Please remember that this is your course as 

well as your instructor‟s—it will only work if you do! 

 

Graded assignments:  There will be an in-class map quiz early in the semester.  Practice maps 

will be posted to Blackboard, along with a list of sites and features to locate.  There will also be 

short writing exercises in class to make sure everyone‟s keeping up with (and getting the most 

from) our readings.   
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You‟ll write two papers, one a short essay (about 4 pp.) due in Week 8, the other a longer one 

due at semester‟s end (6-7 pp.) on a topic of special interest to you.  Possible paper topics and 

expectations will be discussed in class, as well as posted to Blackboard.  

 

Grading:  Your overall course grade will be based on attendance, participation, quizzes and 

other in-class exercises, and essays, as follows: 

 Map quiz     10% 

 Attendance        5% 

 Class participation    15% 

In-class exercises (free writes)  25% 

Short essay (about 4 pp.)   20% 

 Final essay (about 6-7 pp.)   25% 

 

Honor code: All writing assignments and exams must bear either the full honor code pledge 

(“On my honor, I have neither given nor received unauthorized assistance on this 

examination/assignment”) or the word “Pledge” followed by your name to indicate your 

adherence to the UNC Honor Code.  No grade will be recorded without the pledge.  In signing it, 

you affirm that the work that bears your name is indeed yours.  Unauthorized aid includes all 

forms of plagiarism. 

 

Please contact Dr. Burns if you‟re in any doubt about what constitutes improper use of another‟s 

ideas or words as your own.  More information about UNC‟s Honor Code is available at 

http://instrument.unc.edu and http://honor.unc.edu. 

 

Readings: Be sure you come each week having done the reading carefully.  Class will make 

much richer sense that way!  Below is our reading schedule, with some questions to guide 

reading and class discussions. 

 

 

Schedule 

 

Week 1: Introductions 

We‟ll introduce ourselves, go over the syllabus, and then screen a portion of a documentary on 

Bolivia—a country whose current president is descended from Aymara shepherds—to open up 

questions of conquest, “race,” and national identity. 

 

 

Week 2: 1492 

In the year 1492, we learn, “Columbus sailed the ocean blue.”  Just who was he, why did he sail, 

and what did he make of the people he encountered on the other side of the Atlantic?  What 

might they have thought of him? 

 

T:  The Diario of Christopher Columbus’s First Voyage to America, 1492-1493, excerpts 

 

R:  The Diario, excerpts  [First in-class writing assignment] 
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Weeks 3-4: 1491 

With Charles Mann‟s bestseller as our guide, we‟ll take a whirlwind tour of the Americas before 

Columbus and consider the enormous diversity of American peoples—from the lowlands of the 

Caribbean, Mesoamerica, and the Amazon to the great highland empires of central Mexico and 

the Andes. 

 

T:  Mann, 1491, 3-27, 174-203 

 

R:  Mann, 1491, 204-40  [In-class writing assignment #2] 

 

 

T:  Mann, 1491, 243-79 

 

R:  Mann, 1491, 280-311  [In-class writing assignment #3] 

 

 

Week 5: Worlds collide 
Back to 1492 and after: once news of the “New World” reached Europe, many rushed to take 

ship for America, hoping to strike it rich.  According to Bartolomé de Las Casas, who was 

involved in the cultural collisions of the 1490s and early 1500s, disaster ensued. 

 

T:  Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, 5-30 (e-reserve) 

 

R:  Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain, 14-43  [Map quiz] 

 

 

Weeks 6-8: The struggle for Tenochtitlán 

The Spanish conquest of Mexico in 1519-21—led by the paradigmatic conquistador, Hernán 

Cortés—did not come easily.  We will consider eyewitnesses‟ accounts of the great imperial city 

of Tenochtitlán and its fall: are they surprising?  Believable?  What impressions do Spanish 

participants give of those involved in the struggle?  What questions do their versions raise? 

 

T:  Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain, 85-125   

 

R:  Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain, 216-244 

 

 

T:  Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain, 278-307  [In-class writing assignment #4] 

 

R:  Hernán Cortés, Letters from Mexico, 206-265 

 

 

T: Inga Clendinnen, “„Fierce and Unnatural Cruelty‟: Cortés and the Conquest of Mexico” (e-

reserve) 

 

R:  First essay due in class (about 4 pp.) on the conquest of Tenochtitlán 
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Week 9: Unwitting biological warfare 
In recent years, our understanding of the fall of the Aztec and Inca empires has been dramatically 

altered by the work of demographic historians.  How does our understanding of la conquista 

change if we take into account the germ warfare that Europeans were unwittingly waging?  

 

T:  Mann, 1491, 62-96 

 

R:  Mann, 1491, 97-133  [In-class presentation of your final essay‟s focus] 

 

 

Weeks 10-11: Recontextualizing calamity 
The fast-growing field of ethnohistory has also shifted our views of sixteenth-century conquests.  

Ethnohistorians have brought indigenous peoples‟ perspectives to the fore—and in the process, 

brought about some surprising revisions. 

 

T:  Restall, Maya Conquistador, 3-28, 53-76 

 

R:  Restall, Maya Conquistador, 29-50, 129-43, 169-78  [In-class writing assignment #5] 

 

 

T:  Yupanqui, An Inca Account of the Conquest of Peru, 57-95 

 

R:  Yupanqui, An Inca Account of the Conquest of Peru, 95-135 [In-class writing assignment #6] 

 

 

Weeks 12-13: The ever-changing past 
Our university classrooms still privilege academic books and articles when it comes to narrating 

la conquista.  But there are many other narrative vehicles out there, from the shelves of Barnes & 

Noble to Disney productions (“The Emperor‟s New Groove”).  What do these versions “say” 

about the past, based on what, and to whom?  What happens to history when it becomes a 

commercial product—i.e., when a salient feature of it is that it‟s for sale?  

 

T/R: Screenings and class discussions; you will visit a bookstore (or screen a film) and come 

prepared to talk about what you saw & thought. 

 

 

Week 14: Conclusions 
This week the focus is on your final projects (due at the class‟s scheduled exam time, in lieu of a 

final exam): in-class presentations, discussion & feedback. 


