
Ciphers and Scribes: Reading Race in Latin American Film and Fiction 
Mellon Price Humanities Course 

Spanish 940:331 (Spring 2021) 
 
Prof. Elena Lahr-Vivaz E-mail: el431@newark.rutgers.edu 
Synchronous Class Session: Th 1-2:20 p.m. Cell: 856 300 0747 
Online Office Hours (Zoom): F 1-2 p.m.

Course Description 

What does it mean to identify as black, white, indigenous, or “other” in Latin America? What does it 
mean to “read” race in Argentina, Brazil, or Cuba, and how does this change over time? In this 
course, we will consider these questions as we analyze a series of texts from across Latin America 
that foreground the negotiation of race and the articulation of identity. During the semester, we will 
consider novels, films, essays, and testimonials; we will also draw on theoretical and critical essays 
on race, modernity, and postcolonial identity to contextualize our discussion. Thanks to funding from 
the Mellon Price Humanities Initiative, we will welcome a series of guest speakers who will talk to 
us about their work on race and identity. This course is taught in English. Written work can be 
submitted in English or Spanish, and readings will be made available in both languages when possible. 
 
Learning Objectives 
The primary Learning Objectives for this course are as follows: 
 

1. identify a minimum of five genres of Latin American textual and cultural production, and 
describe the key characteristics of each; 

2. summarize and analyze the plots of a minimum of ten Latin American texts, and explain their 
historical and cultural importance; 

3. compose an analytical argument on a literary, filmic, or cultural text, and develop this 
argument orally and in writing; 

4. compose an analytical argument on how race is mapped and/or defined, and develop this 
argument orally and in writing; 

5. evaluate and critique the value of academic articles (published in journals and/or books) on 
Latin American literature, film, and culture, and contextualize one’s own argument in 
relation to these; 

6. use MLA format correctly; 
7. demonstrate an increased understanding of past and present interrelationships among diverse 

social, cultural, and ethnic groups; 
8. create a digital humanities project on an original topic, recognizing that authority is created 

and constructed, as detailed in the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy.1 

Course Delivery & Time Commitment 
This course is taught online. For a list of synchronous class sessions (held on Zoom), see “Important 
Dates” below.  

                                                
1 The ACRL Framework for Information Literacy is available here: 
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/ilframework 
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To be successful in this course, you will need to commit to an estimated average of 9 hours of 
coursework per week for the fifteen-week semester. (Some weeks will require more time, some less.) 
This is the same amount of time required in a traditional, face-to-face three-credit class. Assignments 
will be due weekly, on the dates listed on the syllabus. Please email the professor if you need 
additional time to complete assigned work. 
 
Important Dates 
This course begins on Tuesday, January 19, 2021, and ends on Monday, May 3, 2021.  
 
Synchronous class sessions are required and will be held on the dates listed below, from 1-2:20 p.m. 
(on Zoom). Please note that we will have several guest speakers this semester! As such, please be 
sure to mark the dates on your calendar and arrive on time for synchronous sessions. 
 

January 21, 2021 
January 28, 2021 
February 4, 2021 
February 11, 2021 
February 18, 2021 

 February 25, 2021 
March 4, 2021 

March 11, 2021 
March 25, 2021 
April 1, 2021 
April 8, 2021 
April 15, 2021 
April 22, 2021 
April 29, 2021 

 
Texts  
You will need to purchase the following text, available at the Bookstore or online: 

• Clorinda Matto de Turner, Birds Without a Nest 

All other texts will be available on Canvas: https://Canvas.rutgers.edu.  
 
Course Evaluation and Expectations 
Participation (20%) 

Students are expected to participate actively and constructively in class discussions, and to pay 
attention during lectures and presentations. Students should complete all required readings before 
class; participate in class-wide and small-group discussions; and demonstrate respect for the ideas of 
others.  
 
Students will receive two participation grades, each of which will be worth 10 points (or 10% of the 
final grade in the class) for a total of 20 points (or 20%). 
 
Homework (20%) 

Homework assignments will be assigned weekly, and will be due on Tuesdays and/or Fridays; 
assignments will be brief, should take no more than 20 minutes to complete, and will serve as starting 
points for the final project (outlined below). Homework assignments due Fridays will usually be able 
to be completed after Zooms on Thursday, during the last 20 minutes of the time allotted for the class 
(2:00-2:20 p.m.), or as convenient. Each homework assignment will be worth 1-2 points (or 1-2% of 
the final grade in the class) for a total of 20 points (or 20%).  
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Quizzes (10%) 

Quizzes will be given every other week, and will be designed to ensure that students are reading and 
understanding material discussed in class. Quizzes will be brief, and should take no more than 20 
minutes to complete. Each quiz will be worth 2 points (or 2% of the final grade in the class), for a 
total of 10 points (or 10%). The lowest quiz grade will be dropped. 
 
Presentations (10%) 

Students will work in groups to make a brief (20-minute) presentation to the class. The presentation 
will be worth 10 points (or 10% of the final grade in the class). 

• As a group, students will be responsible for preparing PowerPoint (or Prezi) slides, as well as 
a one-page handout summarizing the information they include in their presentations. Students 
should email the professor their slides and handout no later than 9 a.m. the day of their 
presentation and should bring copies of their handout to class.  

Final Project (40%) 

In the second half of the semester, students will work to complete an oral history project. The final 
project will be worth 40 points (or 40% of the final grade in the class), and will include the following 
components: oral history (15 points), research piece (15 points), bibliography (5 points), map (2.5 
points), short video or audio recording (2.5 points). Further details on the final project, as well as its 
components, will be available on Canvas.  
 
Attendance 
Attendance in this class is mandatory. Please mark the dates of all synchronous sessions on your calendar! 
If you are unable to attend class, please email the professor as soon as possible to let her know.  
 
Grading 
All grades will be posted to Canvas. The final average will determine the final grade, with letter 
grades corresponding to the following levels of achievement (as stated in the college-wide policy 
determined by the University’s Faculty Senate):  

A   90-100 achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to 
meet course requirements. 

B  80-87 (88-89 B+) achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet 
course requirements.  

C  70-77 (78-79 C+) achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect.  
D   60-69 achievement that is worth of credit even though it fails to meet 

fully the course requirements  
F/N 0-59 represents failure (or no credit) and signifies that the work was 

either: 
 (1) completed but at a level of achievement that is not worthy of 

credit; or 
 (2) was not completed and there was not agreement between the 

instructor and the student that the student would be awarded an I 
(incomplete).  
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Resources 
Rutgers University Newark (RU-N) is committed to the creation of an inclusive and safe learning 
environment for all students.  RU-N has identified the following resources to further the mission of 
access and support: 

• Students with Disabilities. Rutgers University welcomes students with disabilities into all of 
the University's educational programs.  The Office of Disability Services (ODS) is 
responsible for the determination of appropriate accommodations for students who encounter 
barriers due to disability.  In order to receive consideration for reasonable accommodations, a 
student with a disability must contact ODS, register, have an initial appointment, and provide 
documentation.  Once a student has completed the ODS process (registration, initial 
appointment, and documentation submitted) and reasonable accommodations are determined 
to be necessary and appropriate, a Letter of Accommodation (LOA) will be provided to the 
student.  The student must give the LOA to each course instructor, followed by a discussion 
with the instructor.  This should be completed as early in the semester as possible as 
accommodations are not retroactive.  More information can be found at ods.rutgers.edu.  
Contact ODS:  (973) 353-5375 or ods@newark.rutgers.edu. 
 

• Religious Holiday Policy and Accommodations. Students are advised to provide timely 
notification to instructors about necessary absences for religious observances and are 
responsible for making up the work or exams according to an agreed-upon schedule.  The 
Division of Student Affairs is available to verify absences for religious observance, as 
needed:  (973) 353-5063 or DeanofStudents@newark.rutgers.edu. 
 

• Counseling Services. Counseling Center Room 101, Blumenthal Hall, (973) 353-5805 or 
http://counseling.newark.rutgers.edu/. 
 

• Students with Temporary Conditions/Injuries. Students experiencing a temporary condition 
or injury that is adversely affecting their ability to fully participate in their courses should 
submit a request for assistance at:  https://temporaryconditions.rutgers.edu.  
 

• Students who Are Pregnant. The Office of Title IX and ADA Compliance is available to 
assist students with any concerns or potential accommodations related to pregnancy:  (973) 
353-1906 or TitleIX@newark.rutgers.edu.   
 

• Gender or Sex-Based Discrimination or Harassment. Students experiencing any form of 
gender or sex-based discrimination or harassment, including sexual assault, sexual 
harassment, relationship violence, or stalking, should know that help and support are 
available.  To report an incident, contact the Office of Title IX and ADA Compliance:   (973) 
353-1906 or TitleIX@newark.rutgers.edu.  To submit an incident report: 
tinyurl.com/RUNReportingForm.  To speak with a staff member who is confidential and does 
NOT have a reporting responsibility, contact the Office for Violence Prevention and Victim 
Assistance:  (973) 353-1918 or run.vpva@rutgers.edu.  
 

Additional resources available to students include the following: 

• The CARE Team. The Rutgers University-Newark Campus Awareness Response and 
Education (CARE) Team is committed to promoting campus safety and wellness. Through 
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collaborative efforts we identify, assess and respond to student concerns on campus; assisting 
students who may be in crisis. The CARE Team develops a support plan for students to help 
them deal effectively with personal situations that might impact their academic performance. 
Paul Robeson Campus Center, 302 
(973) 353-5063 / careteam@rutgers.edu 
myrun.newark.rutgers.edu/care-team 

 
• Technology Launch Pad. The Technology LaunchPad offers: student support, tutorials and 

documentation; resources to help with internet connections both on and from off-campus; 
computer recommendations, discounted and free software. 
https://runit.rutgers.edu/technology-launch-pad/ 
 

• Rutgers Learning Center. Offers tutoring services. 
Room 140, Bradley Hall 
(973) 353-5608 
https://sasn.rutgers.edu/student-support/tutoring-academic-support/learning-center 
 

• Writing Center. Offers tutoring and writing workshops. 
Room 126, Conklin Hall 
(973) 353-5847 / nwc@rutgers.edu 
https://sasn.rutgers.edu/student-support/tutoring-academic-support/writing-center 
 

• Rutgers University Libraries. Many library resources are available online. Assistance is 
available through phone, e-mail and chat. Information about the library can be found here: 
http://libguides.rutgers.edu/intro 
Please review this 2-minute video about the library online resources: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iJvFVqjz8Dg 
 

Academic Integrity  
Academic integrity is of the utmost importance in this class, as it is at the University 
(http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/). It is particularly important to remember that plagiarism is not 
allowed. Rutgers defines plagiarism as follows: “the representation of the words or ideas of another as 
one's own in any academic work. To avoid plagiarism, every direct quotation must be identified by 
quotation marks, or by appropriate indentation, and must be cited properly according to the accepted 
format for the particular discipline.  Acknowledgment is also required when material from any source is 
paraphrased or summarized in whole or in part in one's own words.  […] Information that is common 
knowledge, such as names of leaders of prominent nations, basic scientific laws, etc, need not be cited; 
however, the sources of all facts or information obtained in reading or research that are not common 
knowledge among students in the course must be acknowledged.  In addition to materials specifically cited 
in the text, other materials that contribute to one's general understanding of the subject may be 
acknowledged in the bibliography” (http://wp.rutgers.edu/courses/plagiarism). Any student who turns in 
a work that has been plagiarized in part or in totality will be reported to the Office of Student Judicial 
Affairs. Students guilty of plagiarism will jeopardize their academic careers. Please note: any student 
who turns in work that is plagiarized in part or in totality will receive, at minimum, a 0 on the 
assignment; depending on the extent of plagiarism, he or she may receive an F in the class, a note in 
his or her academic record, or expulsion from the university. 
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Class Schedule2 
Getting Started: 19-24 January 
Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, January 21, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Getting Started 
• Getting Started on Canvas 
• What is the relationship between ciphers and scribes? 
• How do we “read” race? 

Readings/Media  • Stanley Fish, “How to Recognize a Poem When You See One” 
• Peter Wade, “Race, Nature, and Culture” 

Assignments Due • Introductions (go to “Start Here” on Canvas and follow instructions to post: 
original posts due 1/21 at noon, response posts due 1/24 at noon) 

Week 1: 25-31 January3 

Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, January 28, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  De-ciphering Race in Colonial Cuba 
• How (and why) does one “read” the cipher of race in nineteenth-century 

Cuba? 

Readings/Media  • Cirilo Villaverde, Cecilia Valdés (excerpts) 
• Doris Sommer, “Who Can Tell? Filling in Blanks for Villaverde” 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #1 (due Tuesday, 1/26, 12 p.m.) 
• Homework Assignment #2 (due Friday, 1/29, 12 p.m.) 

 

                                                
2 All changes to the Class Schedule will be communicated in class and on Canvas. Students are responsible for 
checking Canvas at least twice a week.  
3 26 January 2021: last day to drop course without a “W” grade. 27 January 2021: last day to add course. 
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Week 2: 1-7 February 

Category Description 

Meeting GUEST LECTURE: Yomaira C. Figueroa-Vásquez, Michigan State 
University 
Thursday, February 4, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Decolonizing Diasporas 
• What is decolonization? What is a diaspora? 
• How can we “decolonize diasporas”?  

Readings/Media  • Yomaira C. Figueroa-Vásquez, Decolonizing Diasporas (selections) 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #3 (due Tuesday, 2/2, 12 p.m.) 
• Quiz #1 (due Friday, 2/5, 12 p.m.) 

Week 3: February 8-14 
Category Description 

Meeting GUEST LECTURE: Kristin Dykstra, Saint Michael’s College 
Thursday, February 11, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Translating Race in Cuban Poetry 
• How is race negotiated in twentieth-century Cuban poetry? 
• How is blackness translated?  

Readings/Media  • Ángel Escobar, Soleida Ríos, Rito Ramón Aroche, Caridad Atencio, selections 
• John Keene, “Translating Poetry, Translating Blackness” 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #4 (due Tuesday, 2/9, 12 p.m.) 
• Homework Assignment #5 (due Friday, 2/12, 12 p.m.) 

Week 4: February 15-21 

Category Description 

Meeting GUEST LECTURE: Rey Andújar, Governors State University 
Thursday, February 18, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Negotiating Race in the Dominican Republic 
• How is race negotiated in (and beyond) the Dominican Republic in the present?  

Readings/Media  • Rey Andújar, Saturnalia (selections) 
• Tiznao 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #6 (due Tuesday, 2/16, 12 p.m.) 
• Quiz #2 (due Friday, 2/19, 12 p.m.) 
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Week 5: February 22-28 

Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, February 25, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Adapting Race in Brazil 
• How do Europeans chronicle their encounter with the indigenous in 

sixteenth-century Brazil? 
• How do directors adapt these chronicles to the twentieth-century screen? 

Readings/Media  • Nelson Pereira dos Santos, How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman  
• Hans Staden and Neil Whitehead, Hans Staden’s True History: An Account 

of Cannibal Captivity in Brazil (excerpts) 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #7 (due Tuesday, 2/23, 12 p.m.) 
• Homework Assignment #8 (due Friday, 2/26, 12 p.m.) 

Week 6: March 1-7 
Category Description 

Meeting GUEST LECTURE: Elizabeth Hordge-Freeman, University of South Florida  
Thursday, March 4, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Reading Race in Contemporary Brazil 
• How is race construed in Brazil today? 
• How might we think of the “color of love”?  

Readings/Media  • Elizabeth Hordge-Freeman, The Color of Love: Racial Features, Stigma, and 
Socialization in Black Brazilian Families (selections) 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #9 (due Tuesday, 3/2, 12 p.m.) 
• Quiz #3 (due 3/5, 12 p.m.) 

Week 7: March 8-14 
Category Description 

Meeting NeMLA CONFERENCE  
Conference panels and events held March 10-14 (online): pick a panel (or 
panels) to attend. Conference agenda and details to follow. 

Core Topic(s)  Inking the Indigenous Experience in Peru 
• How is the indigenous experience “inked” in nineteenth-century Peru?  

Readings/Media  • Clorinda Matto de Turner, Birds Without a Nest (Introduction, chapters 1-34) 
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Category Description 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #10 (due Tuesday, 3/9, 12 p.m.) 
• Homework Assignment #11 (due Friday, 3/12, 12 p.m.) 
• Presentation Group Selection (due Friday, 3/12, 12 p.m.) 

SPRING RECESS: MARCH 13-21 

Week 8: March 22-28 

Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, March 25, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Inking the Indigenous Experience in Peru (II)  
• What is the relationship between race and gender in nineteenth-century Latin 

America? 
• What is the relationship between race and color? 

Readings/Media  • Clorinda Matto de Turner, Birds Without a Nest (chapters 35-58) 
• Tanya Golash-Boza, “Does Whitening Happen? Distinguishing between Race 

and Color Labels in an African-Descended Community in Peru” 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #12 (due Tuesday, 3/23, 12 p.m.) 
• Quiz #4 (due Friday, 3/26, 12 p.m.) 
• Final Project Writing Assignment #1 (due Friday, 3/26, 12 p.m.) 
• Presentation Group Topic Selection (due Friday, 3/26, 12 p.m.) 

Week 9: March 29-April 4 

Category Description 

Meeting ORAL HISTORY WORKSHOP 
Thursday, April 1, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  De-ciphering Immigrant Experience in Nueva York and New Jersey 
• How is race portrayed in short stories about the immigrant experience? 
• How might oral histories contribute to our collective understanding of race 

and identity? 

Readings/Media  • Sonia Rivera-Valdés, The Prohibited Stories of Marta Veneranda 
(selections) 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #13 (due Tuesday, 3/30, 12 p.m.) 
• Final Project Writing Assignment #2 (due Friday, 4/2, 12 p.m.) 
• Presentation Group Sub-Topic Selection (due Friday, 4/2, 12 p.m.) 
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Week 10: April 5-11 

Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, April 8, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Offering Testimony in Guatemala 
• What is the testimonio? 
• What is the role of the “scribe” in twentieth-century testimonies by 

indigenous Latin Americans? 
• What is the role of the reader? 

Readings/Media  • Elizabeth Burgos (editor), I, Rigoberta Menchú (Translator’s Note, 
Introduction, selections) 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #14 (due Tuesday, 4/6, 12 p.m.) 
• Final Project Writing Assignment #2 (due Friday, 4/9, 12 p.m.) 
• Quiz #5 (due Friday, 4/9, 12 p.m.) 

Week 11: April 12-18 

Category Description 

Meeting CRITICAL GENEROUSITY WORKSHOP 
Thursday, April 15, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Offering Testimony in Guatemala (II) 
• What is the difference between testimonio and oral history? 
• What is the role of the U.S./European academic in testimonios/oral histories? 

Readings/Media  • Elizabeth Burgos (editor), I, Rigoberta Menchú (selections)  
• David Stoll, Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans 

(selections 

Assignments Due • Homework Assignment #15 (due Tuesday, 4/13, 12 p.m.) 
• Final Project Writing Assignment #3 (due Friday, 4/16, 12 p.m.) 
• Oral History (due Friday, 4/16, 12 p.m.) 
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Week 12: April 19-25 

Category Description 

Meeting GUEST LECTURE: Ramón G. Nazario, Newark Latino Film Festival 
Thursday, April 22, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  “Our America” 
• How is Latino/a identity reflected in twentieth-century films? 
• How is race negotiated in “Our America,” in the nineteenth century and in 

the present?  

Readings/Media  • José Martí, “Our America” 
• Roberto Zurbano, “For Blacks in Cuba, the Revolution Hasn’t Begun” 

Assignments Due • First Draft: Final Projects 
• Peer Reviews: Final Projects 

Week 13: April 26-May 2 

Category Description 

Meeting Thursday, April 29, 1-2:20 p.m. (Zoom) 

Core Topic(s)  Presentations  

Assignments Due • Presentations: Final Projects (Thursday, 5/29, 1-2:20 p.m.) 

Week 14: May 3 

Category Description 

Core Topic(s)  Conclusions  

Assignments Due • Final Projects due (Monday, 5/3, 12 p.m.) 
• Complete end-of-term course evaluation 

 


