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 Travel and Traffic in the Americas 
   

History & Literature 97 
Sophomore Tutorial 

Latin America/North America Field 
 

Spring 2008 
Thursdays, 2:00-5:00 p.m., Barker Center 128 

 
 
Nenita Elphick         Amy Spellacy 
Barker 033         Barker 125 
Office hours: Mon. 3-5        Office hours: T 2-4, Th 10-12 
elphick@fas.harvard.edu        spellacy@fas.harvard.edu 
495–3289         495–4878 
 

The sophomore tutorial is designed to give History and Literature concentrators an 
introduction to the skills and methods that are important to interdisciplinary scholarship: critical 
thinking, close reading and textual analysis, research and writing, and oral presentation.  While History 
and Literature concentrators take courses in a number of different departments, the tutorial sequence 
provides a sense of continuity and structure to your program of study, in particular by emphasizing 
interdisciplinarity and asking you to think about the relationship between history and literature.  There 
is no single way to do history and literature, so in order to introduce you to the interdisciplinary 
methods that we use in the program, we will return to a series of central questions throughout the 
course of our tutorial: 

 
• What is history?  What is literature?  How do we know? 
• How do we identify our objects of study? 
• What techniques do we use to analyze texts (“historical” and “literary”)? 
• How do we put texts into historical perspective and how do we use “literary” texts to inform 
our historical interpretation? 
• What constitutes evidence and how is it used? 

 
The tutorial in the Latin America/North America field is not only interdisciplinary, but also 

comparative in the sense that we will be dealing with multiple national histories and literary traditions.  
Because it would be impossible to undertake a survey of this large field, our goal is not to provide you 
with coverage, but rather to introduce you to the possibilities for approaching history and literature in 
the Americas from an interdisciplinary, transnational perspective.   

We have organized the course around the broad theme of “Travel and Traffic in the Americas” 
in order to examine cross-cultural contact and exchange in the hemisphere from 1492 to the present.  
Under this theme, we will study topics ranging from conquest and slavery, to tourism and drug 
trafficking.  We will contemplate the ways that people, commodities, culture, and ideas cross national 
boundaries and consider how cultural texts engage in and reflect on overlapping national histories in 
the Americas.  Our course materials will include several novels, autobiographies, travel accounts, film, 
music, and poetry.  You will find, however, that many of the texts we read will blur the boundaries 
between genres and between history and literature.   
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Required Texts (available at the COOP): 

• Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain [1568], London: Penguin Books, 1963. 

• Thomas Harriot, A Brief and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia [1588], New York: 
Dover Publications, 1972. 

• Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself [1861], Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2000. 

• Bartolomé de Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies [1552], London: Penguin 
Classics, 1999. 

• José Martí, José Martí: Selected Writings, New York: Penguin, 2002. 

• Cormac McCarthy, All The Pretty Horses [1992], New York: Vintage International, 1993. 

• Herman Melville, Melville’s Short Novels, New York:  Norton Critical Edition, 2002. 

• Miguel Leon-Portilla, ed., The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico, Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1992. 

• Jacques Poulin, Volkswagen Blues [1984], Toronto: Comorant Books, 2004. 

• Lillian Schlissel, Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey, New York: Schocken Books, 1982. 

• Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass: The First (1855) Edition, New York: Penguin Classics, 1986. 

• Karen Tei Yamashita, Tropic of Orange, Minneapolis: Coffeehouse Press, 1997.  
 
Recommended Texts (also at the COOP): 

• Elizabeth Bishop, The Complete Poems, 1927–1979, New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1984. 
 
These books are also available on reserve in Lamont (list accessible through the course website).  
Students will also be required to copy the course reading packet, available in the course box (marked 
Elphick/Spellacy) in the Hist. & Lit. office. 
 
Assignments: 
Class participation and weekly discussion questions (20%) 
This class will be run as a seminar with students taking an active role in shaping class discussions.  It is 
essential that you come to class prepared to discuss the assigned readings.  We will evaluate your 
participation based on your thoughtful, active, and informed participation in class discussions.  Keep in 
mind that in addition to sharing your own insights with the class, you should listen and respond to the 
contributions of your fellow students.  In preparation for class discussions, students will be required to 
submit 2–3 detailed discussion questions prior to each class meeting.  The questions should be emailed 
to both tutors and to the other students in the class by 10:00 p.m. on the Wednesday evening before 
class. 
 
Oral presentation (10%) 
Each student in the class will be asked to give one 10–12 minute oral presentation that introduces or 
complements the readings for a particular week.  We will provide a list of suggested research topics for 
each week and will assign presentations based on your preferences.  Presentations might consider the 
historical background of a particular text, biographical information about an author, or the broader 
cultural or literary context for a particular text.  While this is not a major research assignment, we would 
like you to consult several sources in preparation for your presentation.  You will be asked to prepare a 
short handout for the class, providing us with relevant details or facts as well as a bibliography for your 
presentation.  We would be happy to make photocopies of your handout before class. 
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Paper 1 (10%): February 25 
Close reading assignment (2–3 pages)  
The first paper for the seminar will be a close reading of pre-selected passages from Las Casas, A Short 
Account of the Destruction of the Indies. 
 
Paper 2 (15%):  March 14 
Comparative essay (4–5 pages) 
For the second paper, you will write a comparative essay that deals with two texts from the course.  We 
will provide a more specific description of this assignment closer to the due date. 
 
Final Paper (25%): May 2 
Sequenced research/writing assignment (10–12 pages)  
Your final paper will be a thesis-driven interdisciplinary research paper on a topic related to the themes 
of the tutorial.  You will complete several intermediary assignments that will prepare you for writing the 
final paper.  To get you started, we will provide a list of names of people whose lives have intersected 
with the thematic units from the tutorial and you will select a name from this list as the starting point 
for your paper.  After selecting a name from the list, you will locate and read a primary source related to 
that person. You will give a brief oral presentation and turn in a one-paragraph summary of your 
primary source in class on March 20.  A proposal that includes your central research questions as well 
as a description of the tentative sources and evidence for your final paper is due April 3.  The next step 
is to complete an annotated bibliography of 5-7 secondary sources, due April 10.  You will turn in a 
complete draft of the paper on April 18 and a final version on May 2. 
 
Oral Exam (20%): May 8–9 
At the end of the sophomore tutorial, each student will take a 30-minute oral exam.  The examination 
tests the students’ ability to analyze and to discuss texts orally and is designed to prepare students for 
the oral component of the junior and senior tutorials.  The two sophomore tutorial leaders serve as 
examiners.  Each sophomore submits a list of texts to their tutors for review by April 24.  The list must 
consist of six texts from the sophomore tutorial syllabus, chosen by the student and organized by the 
student around a title that expresses a suggested theme or binding category.  The list must involve a 
diverse grouping of primary sources; a list that includes only fiction or only newspaper editorials would 
not suffice.  One or two of the six texts must be a secondary source.  Extra-syllabus texts, including 
texts used for the sophomore essay, are not allowed. 
 
As in the senior oral examination, students must be well prepared to discuss all the texts on the list in a 
polished manner.  They should have not only a command of specific textual and contextual details, but 
should also be able to speak broadly about the texts in relation to the chosen theme.  Students should 
be prepared to deliver an argument or narrative concerning their topic that attends to both historical 
change and the relationships between texts.  The main line of questioning will be directed toward the 
list of texts submitted by the student, but students may make reference to other texts from the syllabus 
as well.  Examiners will then write a short evaluation of the student’s performance on the exam and 
assign the student a letter grade.  These evaluations, grades, and the student’s examination list of texts 
become a permanent part of the student’s record.  
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Course Policies: 
Attendance 
Regular attendance is required for this course.  Barring a major emergency, students are expected to 
attend all meetings of the seminar.  Please notify us beforehand if you have an emergency or other 
circumstances that will prevent you from coming to class. 
 
Paper Formatting and Deadlines 
Please turn in two copies of each of your assignments (one for each instructor).  Assignments should be 
double-spaced with one-inch margins and page numbers. Please be attentive to correct formatting in all 
components of your paper, including the bibliography or works cited.  MLA (Modern Language 
Association) is the standard format for literature papers.  If you want to consult a reference work on 
this style, see the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (Sixth Edition).  Alternately, you may 
choose to use the Chicago style, which is covered in the Chicago Manual of Style (Fifteenth Edition).   
 
We will not accept papers submitted by email as a substitute for hard copies. Late work will not be 
accepted unless you contact us in advance and make alternate arrangements for completing the 
assignment.   
 
Plagiarism 
Plagiarism happens any time you present the words or ideas of another person as if they were your 
own.  It can be anything from stealing a phrase from a book without citing the source to turning in a 
paper that you did not write.  Plagiarism is a serious offense and is not taken lightly at Harvard.  If you 
commit plagiarism, you will definitely fail the assignment, probably fail the course, and will be faced 
with the possibility of disciplinary action from the Administrative Board of Harvard College.  
 
Special Needs 
Please let us know if you have a disability that may require some modification of the seating, testing, or 
other class requirements. 
 

SCHEDULE: 
 
Jan. 31—Imagining and Imaging the Americas I: The Poet as Traveler 

• Elizabeth Bishop, Questions of Travel (1965) in The Complete Poems, 1927–1979 (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 1983).  Available in course box in the Hist. & Lit. office. 

 

Feb. 7—Imagining and Imaging the Americas II: The New World 
• Christopher Columbus, The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus (London: Penguin, 1969) 

Read: “Narrative of the Third Voyage,” pp. 203–226 (photocopy) 

• Thomas Harriot, A Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia [1588] (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1972) 

• Patrica Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe’s Conquest of the New World, 1492–1640 (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1995) 
Read: Introduction, Chps. 1 and 3 (photocopy) 

 

Feb. 14—Conquest I: Myths of Conquest  
• Bernal Díaz, The Conquest of New Spain [1568] (London: Penguin Classics, 1963) 
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Read:  pp. 85–87; 189–307; 353–413 

• Miguel Leon-Portilla, ed., The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1992)  
Read: pp. 3–126 

• Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America [1982] (New York: Harper & Row, 1984) 
Read: “Cortés and Signs” pp. 98–123 (photocopy) 

 
 *Widener visit this week* 
 
� Wednesday, Feb. 20 at 6:00 p.m., in Barker 211: The Mission  
 

Feb. 21—Conquest II: Spiritual Conquest 
• Bartolomé de Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies [1552] (London: Penguin 

Classics, 1999) 

• The Mission (dir. Roland Joffé, 1986) 

• Read excerpts from Van Jordan’s book M-A-C-N-O-L-I-A and attend Hist. & Lit. events 
 

**Due: Paper #1 (4:00 p.m., Monday, February 25 in Hist. & Lit. office)** 
 
� Wednesday, Feb. 27 at 6:00 p.m., in Barker 211: The New World  
 

Feb. 28—Conquest III: Native Mothers, Conquered Others 
• John Smith, excerpts from A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Noate as Hath Hapned 

in Virginia [1608], The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles [1624], A 
Description of New England [1616], and Advertisements for the Unexperienced Planters of New-England, or 
Anywhere, Or the Path-way to Experience to Erect a Plantation [1631] (photocopy) 

• Octavio Paz, “The Sons of La Malinche” in Labyrinth of Solitude [1950] (photocopy) 

• Elena Garro, “La culpa es de los Tlaxcaltecas” in La semana de colores [1964] (photocopy) 

• The New World (dir. Terrence Malick, 2005) 
 

Mar. 6—Slavery in the Americas I: Narrating Slavery 
• Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl [1861] 

• John D. Cox, “Domestic Travel: The Narratives of Fanny Kemble and Harriet Jacobs” in 
Traveling South: Travel Narratives and the Construction of American Identity (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 2005); (photocopy) 

 

Mar. 13—Slavery in the Americas II: U.S. Expansionism and Slavery 
• Herman Melville, Benito Cereno [1855] in Melville’s Short Novels (New York:  Norton Critical 

Edition, 2002) 

• Lars Schoultz, “Struggling over Slavery in the Caribbean” in Beneath the United States: A History of  
 U.S. Policy Toward Latin America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); (photocopy) 

• “The Ostend Manifesto” (photocopy) 

• Robert E. May, “Young American Males and Filibustering in the Age of Manifest Destiny.” 
Journal of American History 78 (1991): 857–86 (electronic reserve) 
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**Due: Paper #2 (4:00 p.m., Friday, March 14 in Hist. & Lit. office)** 
 

Mar. 20—Frontiers and Borders I: Women on the Road 
• Lillian Schlissel, Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey (New York: Schocken Books, 1982) 

• Flora Tristan, Peregrinations of a Pariah [1838] 
Read: Introduction and Chp. 8 (pp. ix-xv and 93–131) 

 
**Due: primary source for final paper (in-class presentation and short paragraph)** 
 

April 3—Frontiers and Borders II: Les Voyageurs 
• Jacques Poulin, Volkswagen Blues [1984] 

• Carolyn Podruchny, Making the Voyageur World: Travelers and Traders in the North American Fur 
Trade (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006) 
Read: “Introduction: Sons of the Farm, the Trade, and the Wilderness” and “Tender Ties, Fluid 
Monogamy, and Trading Sex: Voyageurs and Aboriginal Women” (pp. 1–17 and 247–286) 

 
**Due: proposal for final paper** 
 

April 10—Frontiers and Borders III: Border-Crossing Cowboys 

• Cormac McCarthy, All The Pretty Horses [1992] 

• Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” [1893] 
(photocopy) 

 
**Due: annotated bibliography for final paper** 
 

April 17—Traffic I: Literary Traffic 
• José Martí, “Coney Island” [1881]; “The Brooklyn Bridge” [1883]; “The Poet Walt Whitman” 

[1887]; “New York Under Snow” [1888]; “Nuestra América/Our America” [1891] 

• Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (1855 edition) 

• Enrico Mario Santí, “The Accidental Tourist: Walt Whitman in Latin America” in Do the 
Americas Have a Common Literature? (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990); (photocopy) 

 
**Due: draft of final paper (4:00 p.m., Friday, April 18 in Hist. & Lit. office)** 
 
� Wednesday, Apr. 23 at 6:00 p.m., in Barker 211: Maria, Full of Grace 

 
April 24—Traffic II: Narcotraffic 

• Maria, Full of Grace (dir. Joshua Marston, 2003) 

• Helena Simonett, “Narcocorridos: An Emerging Micromusic of Nuevo L.A.” in Ethnomusicology  
vol. 45 no. 2 (spring–summer 2001): 315–337 (electronic reserve) 

• Elijah Wald, Narcocorrido: A Journey into the Music of Drugs, Guns, and Guerillas (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2001) 
Read: Introduction and Ch. 7 (pp. 1–7 and 105–118); (photocopy) 

• Paul Gootenberg, “Cocaine in Chains: The Rise and Demise of a Global Commodity, 1860–
1950” in From Silver to Cocaine: Latin American Commodity Chains and the Building of the World 



 7 

Economy, 1500–2000, edited by Steven Topik, Carlos Marichal, and Zephyr Frank (Durham: 
Duke UP, 2006); (photocopy) 

• Narcocorridos—songs TBA 
 

**Due: oral exam topic and list of texts** 
 

May 1—Traffic III: L.A. Traffic 
• Karen Tei Yamashita, Tropic of Orange [1997] 

• Mike Davis, “Fortress L.A.” in City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles [1990]; 
(photocopy) 

 
**Due: Final Paper (4:00 p.m., Friday, May 2 in Hist. & Lit. office)** 
 

May 8–9—Oral Exams 
 


